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Life imitates art far more than art imitates life.

	—  Oscar Wilde

	 

	 

	Uh-oh. 

	—  The Author

	 


 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas 

	Tuesday, February 13, 12:04 p.m.

	“ . . .KUCK-23’s Diana Dakota has more on this bizarre story.” And here’s Diana, thirty-five, a fit five-nine Native American with long black hair, a friendly face and, right now, a slightly ironic smile. There’s mischief in those dark eyes, or maybe it’s just the lights.

	Diana says, “Ameristan Airlines received a billion dollars’ worth of bad news by special delivery to their headquarters in Fort Worth at ten o’clock this morning.” 

	A moving van pulls up in front of Ameristan Airlines’ corporate glass palace. Media vans, reporters, and cameras swarm. The back door of the van opens and two men in matching gray suits, white shirts, black clip-on bowties, classic Ray-Bans, and 1960s black straw fedoras, jump out and extend a ramp to the pavement. One after another, snappy as you please, people of all descriptions in the same uniform emerge pushing hand-trucks, each with a stack of paper five feet high. 

	As soon as each delivers their load to the lobby, they reenter the van unseen through a door on the far side. The effect in the video is an endless parade of hand trucks piled high with paper flowing from the back of the van into the building, as another uniformed worker holds the door. 

	The video speeds up to show forty-two minutes of action in sixteen seconds, the space filling with a hundred five-foot stacks in four straight rows. Jerky people arrive, hand-trucks zip around, and the crowd inside grows to a couple of hundred by the time the video ends.

	 Diana says, “The Big Karma Law Firm served Ameristan Airlines with 100,000 individual lawsuits, one million pages, a stack of paper 500 feet high, twice as tall as this building. This could cost Ameristan $1.5 billion or more.

	“The lawsuits allege that Ameristan Airlines aided, abetted, and enabled one thousand women to obtain abortions by transporting them from Texas to free states such as California, Illinois, and New York where abortions are legal, and back to Texas. Each of those thousand incidents is the subject of 100 lawsuits filed by different plaintiffs. 

	“I want to stress that none of the women are being sued, as this Texas law does not allow suing a woman who gets an abortion, but in Texas and several copycat Red states, private citizens from anywhere in the world can sue any person or entity from a healthcare provider to the friend who drives a woman to the airport, for example. 

	“Anyone who can be construed to have aided, abetted or facilitated an abortion in any way can be the target of an unlimited number of lawsuits to reward their foolish act of kindness, decency, or friendship. 

	“With me is Bill Still, a lawyer with the Big Karma Law Firm who filed these cases on behalf of thousands of plaintiffs. Bill, why so many lawsuits?” 

	Bill is a medium-sized, short-haired Black man, fortyish, in navy blue pinstripes and a white shirt, showing a little collar behind the otherwise perfect Windsor knot of his patterned blue silk tie. You can see that the adrenaline hasn’t quite worn off, but he’s trying to be cool and not jump up and down and scream “Checkmate! Checkmate!” while laughing maniacally and sticking his tongue out. Again. 

	“Well, Diana,” calm and confident, “we think this small sample of lawsuits is enough to get Ameristan Airlines’ attention. And, after all, they need to file individual responses to each of these suits within twenty days or the plaintiff can file for a default judgment and Ameristan would owe at least $10,000 for each one, plus legal fees and expenses. That would be a billion dollars, plus a few hundred million in court costs and attorney fees. So, you know, we don’t want to ruin their weekend or anything.”

	“But isn’t a hundred thousand lawsuits excessive?”

	“Well, Diana, we have 20,000 more plaintiffs who want us to sue Ameristan for them, which, using only the thousand well-documented incidents here, would be twenty million more cases, with a liability of $200 billion, plus costs and attorneys’ fees. We could file those cases tomorrow. So, no, this is not the least bit excessive.

	“Who are we to question the wisdom of the Texas legislature and the desires of the fine voters who elected them? This is just what they wanted. And based on the level of donations that funded these cases, this is exactly what millions of citizens want. 

	“And, by the way, looking at Ameristan’s political donations over the past few years, it seems like this is what they wanted, too. So, our clients are happy to oblige. 

	“Of course, we need Ameristan to understand that we’re serious. But we’re not unreasonable. We could demand a separate signature accepting service for each of these 100,000 cases. Instead, the deputy sheriff accepted just one signature on a 1,200-page receipt. 

	“And, as a courtesy, we won’t file motions for default judgment in less than, say, twenty-five days.”

	Diana says. “I reviewed the filing in one of the cases, which I have here. Since they were filed with the courts this morning, this is a public record. From what you told me, all of the cases are identical.” 

	Bill says, “Exactly alike except the name of the plaintiff and the woman who got the abortion.” 

	Pages show on the screen as she continues. “Here we have the complaint, two pages, and you attach a notarized affidavit from a woman swearing that she was pregnant and traveled on Ameristan Airlines and got an abortion. Here we see tickets, boarding passes, selfies of the woman boarding the plane, arriving at the destination, entering a clinic, leaving the clinic, and a receipt for abortion services.

	“I’m no lawyer but our legal experts say these are slam dunk cases.”

	“Your legal experts are exactly right, Diana.” They thank each other.

	The male anchor is back. “In other news, the fourteenth school shooting since January first. . .”

	 

	Fort’s Loft, Austin, Texas 

	Tuesday, February 13, 12:04 p.m.

	Fort Sumter can hardly turn away from the forty-inch monitor on his desk. A little box in the corner shows the real time total results of 706 programmed trading accounts in seventeen countries. He’s up $193.7 million for the day so far and the fun has just begun as Asia opens. Led by Ameristan, airline stocks are diving like a rogue 737 Max. Oops, $194.4 million. 

	Fort is thirty-three, five-ten, 174, decent looking with no distinguishing features, and bright brown eyes. As usual, he needs a haircut. He still has all his dark hair without a hint of gray, and at most a tummy rather than a belly. He maintains his weight by supplementing as required with organic chocolate ice cream and crunchy Cheetos. He’s healthy, he’s got tons of cash, and he’s on a mission.

	He will declare Phase Two accomplished when the four Knights show up in an hour or so. Then he will explain Phase Three, the next step in the Omnibus Plan to Save the World.

	He puts his feet on the desk, leans back in his custom chair with his hands behind his head, and slowly exhales an aromatic cloud. He’s living the dream.

	When other kids dreamed of being astronauts and cops and firemen, from the age of ten all Fort ever wanted to be was a guy of Great Hidden Power to Do Good. He didn’t want to be famous. He didn’t want to be a mystery or an enigma. He wanted to be an invisible force, like a deep ocean current or an earthquake. 

	When he was twelve, he read a book called Live Your Destiny. The guiding principle was, Plan Your Work and Work Your Plan. Phase One in his Plan was to make a lot of money, enough money to be able to make a lot more.

	Ten years ago, he was fresh out of Austin Tech, working nine to five in IT at the Austin office of Phosphor Dill, a big New York white shoe law firm, and making decent money. In a few months he moved out of the house he shared in college and into a 2,400-square-foot loft in a refurbished old warehouse. He parked a new Tesla under the solar carport out back. He made friends with a some of the younger lawyers, who often hung out at the loft because it had plenty of space, sixteen-foot ceilings with huge oak beams, and good ventilation. 

	Two years later, still at Phosphor Dill, he found a side hustle. He collected checks from robo-callers. What started as a grudge turned out to be amazingly profitable. Most robo-calls were illegal and if you took a company to court you could get $1,500 per call plus attorney’s fees and costs. A few of the young lawyers had started a project at the firm, suing these parasites in federal court. 

	When Fort got a robo-call, he listened and pressed the number to get a human on the line. He pretended to be interested in a vehicle warranty or tax relief or whatever as he gathered the information he needed. Then he sent a certified letter presenting his evidence and threatening to sue the robo-caller in federal court unless they settled within 30 days. He mentioned the name of his lawyers and attached a newspaper clipping about how they had won one hundred out of one hundred lawsuits against robo-callers. 

	They could pay Fort the penalty amount and avoid the legal fees and court costs. They could negotiate for a multi-call discount. Enough of them paid up. 

	Combining a call-recording app on his cell phone with a speech-to-text app, he documented each incoming robo-call. He acquired two more phones with different numbers. Then he put an ad on Craigslist and recruited a group of old folks, stay-at-home parents, and gamers, paying them seventy-five percent of the proceeds for documenting calls and acting as a plaintiff. 

	Two years later, when the landlord wanted to raise the rent, Fort bought the building. He installed solar panels on the roof and upgraded the car charger so he could use the battery in his Tesla as backup power during grid failures, which were a matter of life and death in Texas. 

	With the robo-call business on autopilot, he looked for ways to leverage the extra few K per month into a fortune. 

	Fort had been a math nerd from a tender age. He knew that the stock market was not for him, not yet. But he was fascinated by blockchains and cryptocurrencies. He actually understood the arcane blockchain concepts and he reckoned cryptocurrencies could have a pretty good run before everybody realized how stupid they were. 

	As an early adopter, within a few years he made a modest fortune. He had the good sense to withdraw double his initial investment every three months and put regular dollars in a regular bank. He let the rest ride in various cryptos. 

	Then came NFTs. He couldn’t believe, but had to admire, how profoundly absurd the whole idea was. An NFT, Non-Fungible Token, was an image file with a blockchain registration process that identified your personal file as the irreplaceable “original”. He bought a low-res jpeg file, a crude cartoon of a chimpanzee smoking a fat spliff for $250, listed it for sale, and got $7,500 in crypto for it in a week. 

	Over the next few months Fort bought and sold NFTs at higher and higher prices. Finally, he registered a series of high-res jpeg images of old paintings as NFTs and watched them sell for insane prices. With each sale he exchanged the crypto he received for dollars and Euros. 

	When he cashed out from the sale of his NFT of Giacomo Dellamerda’s 1581 painting of The Massacre of the Innocents for just over $30 million, he had already salted away enough to pay all his taxes and leave him a net of over $44 million in cash.

	Though the taxes amounted to over $15 million, Fort gladly paid. He reasoned that he was just transferring money from foolish rich people to the government, which did good and essential things with at least some of it. 

	He reminded himself that however tempting, no deal relying on The Next Fool can last forever, because the population of fools with money is limited and constantly shrinking. 

	He took exactly one minute to contemplate and appreciate that every dollar of his fortune came from the pocket of another person, and that Fort had never done a thing to add one cent of value to any of those imaginary things he bought and sold. 

	He took exactly one more minute to reassure himself that millions of people were trying to do the same to him. He never wasted another thought on crypto or NFTs. He hardly noticed the hacking, the fraud, the outright thefts, and the crashes that devalued all this digital nonsense starting a year later. 

	Phase One, make a lot of money, was accomplished.

	Money is freedom and the power to do whatever you want. Fort had his Plan, and that Friday two years ago, he took the next step up the stairway to his destiny, to Phase Two, using that money to make a really lot of money, billions, enough to make a difference. 

	That Friday, he and his four closest friends from Phosphor Dill were kicking back with beverages, snacks, and a bit of premium weed. One aspect of “premium” is that it only takes a bit. The occasional bubbling of the old bong was the only sound for a while.

	Then Fort calmly announced that Phase One of his never-before-revealed completely viable Omnibus Plan to Save The World, hereinafter and henceforth to be known as the “Plan”, was now accomplished and consummated. He was launching Phase Two this very night, and he needed their help. 

	Oh. So what do you mean “Save”? Why is this the first we’ve have heard of this Plan, or have we known about it, and I just forgot? How are we going to save it? What was Phase One? What’s Phase Two? How many Phases are there? 

	Fort said he would skip the preliminaries because everyone knew how fucked up the world was, and how it got that way. He waxed about opposing forces, Good and Evil, and how Evil always had the advantage because Evil cheated and stole everything from everybody else, which was what made them evil. Or maybe they did that because they were evil to begin with. Whatever. 

	He propounded that the Moral Arc of the Universe may be bending toward Justice, but lately the radius was expanding faster, making the arc less of a curve and extending the distance to Justice. He said we need to shorten the radius before the arc becomes a straight line. 

	He said that the martial arts principle of using the opponent’s own force against them is the key and the Plan involved a lot of large-scale metaphorical judo flips. And, really, judo flips are pure Irony. 

	He said that Irony is the governing force, or at least a dominant force, of the Universe. They laughed when he quoted the line from the old Waitresses song, “I want to find a cure for irony and make a fool out of God.” 

	But, he said, he didn’t want to cure Irony, which, considering the ubiquity of Irony, woven as it was in the warp and weft of the universe, would have unforeseeable and complex consequences, and almost certainly not good ones. Anyway, he was pretty sure curing Irony was impossible, because curing it would just bring it back into existence. Q.E.D. 

	Anyway, the point was to use this force against Evil. Irony was the Pole Star, the Guiding Light, the compass, the GPS, and so on. He said, “We can join forces with Irony, we can arrange events to maximize Irony. We can cultivate, curate, and, if not actually create Irony, we can certainly potentiate it.”

	He said the Plan was Top Secret, that as long as it remained secret its operations would remain unnoticed, masked by a cloak of chaos, most of which already existed. He was eager to share the details and enlist them if they would swear a blood oath of omerta.

	It was a bold topic and an excellent dissertation on what they assumed was another flight of bong philosophy, which was fine with them. They all had profound insights they needed to share now and then, and they were always open to new ideas from the others. This one was a doozy. 

	With four lawyers present it was inevitable that one of them brought up the standard disclaimer essential to any Non-Disclosure Agreement, namely that the Information is not widely known or readily obtainable from other sources like the internet, ha ha. Another said, of course, it must be disclosed if so ordered by a Court of Competent Jurisdiction. And what if you’re waterboarded? Ha ha.

	They got serious real fast when he told them that he had “a few mil” to fund the project and offered each of them a two-year contract at 250K per year and a fifty K signing bonus right now. And he promised that anyway, they would be millionaires in two years. They boarded the train to the future immediately.

	They shook hands and entered their bank details into a tablet. Fort shot them each fifty K, then laid out the Plan and assigned everyone’s roles. In conclusion, he held out an imaginary broadsword and tapped each one on the shoulder. He said, “I dub all of thee Knights of Irony.” 

	Now, Fort sighs and gazes at his coat-of-arms on the wall across the room, as he does at least ten times a day. It’s a curved shield with a silhouette of two hands offering a plate of fruit. Above is the outline of a curved ribbon bearing the motto “QUOD PETISTI.” He got the idea from medieval kings and knights, American state seals, and the old logo for Pall Mall cigarettes. He paid a local artist $4,000 to make it for him. It looks old and authentic, and of course no one know what it says. 

	If anyone ever asked, he would tell them: What You Asked For. 

	He always appreciates the double meaning. Yes, he is enjoying a very good life and has a serious purpose, just what he asked for. Those lawsuits are exactly what millions of Reds asked for. And they don’t know the half of it yet.

	Now, after two years, over $1.5 billion raised, $17 million per week in donations, and 1.4 million lawsuits in play with a notional value north of $18 billion, it’s been months since Fort paid much attention to routine operations. Ordinarily, he checks the numbers every couple of days, passes out occasional kudos, and stays out of the way.

	But at nine twelve this morning, as if he didn’t have enough going on, Jane texted him a photo of an incoming wire transfer of $29,544,419 from the Church of Christ’s Justice. Her text said, “he is calling mike williams 7:45 tonite.”

	He texted back, “that will be interesting.”

	So in between counting the millions piling up, and jumping up and down, screaming and yelling himself raw, and so on, he Googled the Church of Christ’s Justice and its founder, Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs.

	 

	Fort’s Loft, Austin, Texas 

	Tuesday, February 13, 7:39 p.m.

	In perfectly lighted 8K resolution Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs is captivating. His wavy dirty-blonde hair is styled just a bit wild. His dark expressive brows and blue eyes give his otherwise forgettable face an air of energetic sincerity, humility, and dedication to purpose. That face lights up millions of TVs, computers, and mobile devices in twenty-two countries for ninety minutes every Sunday, also available online any time, while Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs pops up on conservative talk shows and at big-time Evangelical conferences throughout the week. 

	A fiery and compelling orator from a small country church in the Tennessee mountains at sixteen, he became a significant attraction at regional revivals by twenty-one. Early adoption of Myspace, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, and every other available social media platform as they came to exist, made him a household name in the Evangelical world and a multimillionaire at twenty-three. Now at thirty-eight he fills his posh 12,000-seat arena, the Church of Christ’s Justice, outside of Nashville, every week. There’s a nine-month waiting list for tickets. With Nashville’s endless supply of musicians, each Sunday service features at least three musical acts along with two guest speakers. 

	The service begins with Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs welcoming everyone, describing today’s lineup, and then inviting everyone to join him in prayer. He talks respectfully but familiarly to Jesus, as if Jesus were his personal friend, like a fishing buddy. 

	He thanks the Lord for bringing his congregation together and for giving them the courage and energy to live Good Lives that he knows make Jesus proud of them. He thanks Jesus for the opportunities they all have to serve His agenda by combining their good will and their resources.

	He thanks Jesus for the rewards of food and comfort and nice pickup trucks, bass boats and RVs he bestows on these good people to show His appreciation for their good works in His name. He thanks Jesus for all of the little children these good parents did not murder in the womb, who will all grow up to multiply, serve the Lord and hold back the unholy forces of darkness. And so on, Amen.

	Then he introduces the first guest speaker, usually a man, sometimes a young missionary couple, narrating an interesting video in a segment called Expressions of Faith. This might be a tour of a mission in Borneo, filled with joyful natives and hundreds of adorable children whose complexions make their teeth seem all the whiter. 

	Always popular are shocking exposés of Catholicism with emphasis on the grotesque opulence of the Vatican, the fantastical costumes, the child abuse, the arrogance, the Inquisition and the hideous effigies of poor Jesus suffering on the Cross. One guy tried to explain the Catholic concept of transubstantiation as cannibalism, but no one got it. 

	Occasionally there are scary videos of snake-handlers and folks having seizures and speaking in tongues. All of this reassures the congregation that of all the possible ways to Express Your Faith, the Church of Christ’s Justice is the best, most entertaining, and most convenient. 

	After a few five-second greetings selected from millions submitted by viewers, the next speaker is always some wholesome, respectable, presentable but suitably humble white woman with an excruciatingly lurid history. 

	Her story is usually full of drugs and alcohol, and indescribable yet tantalizingly imaginable long dark years of sexual degradation and physical abuse, to the point she was ready to kill herself in the sleazy motel room where she sold her herself body and soul for drugs. Something like that. The more lurid the story, the better.

	Because, of course, Deus ex machina! Mirabile dictu! Praise Jesus! Just as she dumped her purse onto the motel bedspread, crusty from countless sins of carnal lust, just as she, weeping and sobbing pitiably, searched through the stinging haze of tears for the pills or the blade or the needle, just at this penultimate desperate moment, Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs appeared on the old motel TV, and changed her life.

	Now, thanks to Jesus and Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs, she is saved. Now she’s a mom serving Jesus and her loving husband and their two precious children and hopefully many more to come. She’s involved with the P.T.A. and keeps an eye on the school board and the school library, where she got 29 dirty books banned so far and thank Jesus, she never had to tarnish her soul by reading a single one of them. 

	Now she’s here to give thanks to Jesus and Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs and her new extended family, each and every one of you out there. And to let everyone know that if she can make it, you can, too. No excuses now! 

	Wild applause erupts, builds, and continues for just long enough. There’s not a dry eye in the house. The woman waits for the applause to die off as the arena goes dark and a single spotlight hits her. The crowd goes silent, and the only sound is her voice, hesitant at first, rarely with perfect pitch but always thrusting directly into the hearts of everyone, singing “Amazing Grace” or “The Old Rugged Cross” or “Jesus Loves Me”. 

	As the second verse begins, the lyrics appear below her face on the three 40-foot projection screens above the stage. The Justice Brass Band adds lush accompaniment. The congregation joins in for two verses. Fade to black. The crowd goes wild as slowly the lights come up. 

	Woven throughout the service are thirty-second remote video testimonies from members of the congregation who are just like you (or a little bit worse off, praise Jesus). There are thirty-second spots reminding members to use the convenient auto-give feature in the exclusive App, available free only to members, and to encourage them to upgrade their commitment and their blessings by a few dollars a month, and how easy the exclusive App makes it to contribute to special projects with only two clicks.

	The last half hour of each service is reserved for Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs himself. He has long refined his message and delivery, testing resonance by statistical analysis and correlation with cash receipts. His message defines his audience, and his audience defines his message.

	His message is simple, comprising three main parts. 

	First, no matter how wretched and sinful you are, Jesus loves you and forgives you if you apologize and ask nicely. Heaven will be yours, as well as a better life here on earth. Just like Jesus does, Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs and all of the millions of people just like you in the Church of Christ’s Justice respect, welcome and love you, too, and you love them. They know you would never let them down. They’re your extended family.

	Second, living a Good Life like Jesus wants you to involves some responsibilities and obligations. Rely on Jesus and prayer to give you the strength and energy and determination to do everything you can for yourself and your family, get along better with your spouse and raise your kids right. Never resent people with more money than you, but strive to emulate them. Find joy and pride and satisfaction in living a Good Life and then we’ll see you in Heaven. 

	However, Jesus requires us to get out there and feed the hungry and clothe the naked and help the poor. At least Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs imagines that Jesus said so, and no one ever disputed it. Not wanting to cause stress or confuse anyone, he leaves out the parts about “love thy neighbor” and “welcome the stranger” and “do unto others”.

	He assures you that it is not your fault that there are people who are poor and hungry, who live in terrible places and so on. It would be an insult to Jesus to feel bad for them. After all, they must deserve it or God wouldn’t have put them in their disgusting circumstances, and who are we to question God’s will?

	Still, Jesus orders us to help so many people in so many ways. But, come on, seriously, when is anyone going to find the time to work at a soup kitchen or a foodbank or a homeless shelter, much less take the Gospel and some MREs to the refugees in Africa or the heathens in Borneo or whatever? Fortunately, by joining with Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs and millions of people just like you, Jesus provides a way for us to do Greater Things than any of us could ever do on our own. 

	Together we can wipe out diseases. We can end famines. We can help those unfortunate refugees over there, so they don’t need to come over here. Stuff like that. Just a few dollars a month fulfills the obligations that Jesus imposes as the price of his Salvation, a Good Life and a ticket to Heaven. Call toll-free or use our handy App.

	God gives us credit for our good works, and our account grows and builds up over the years. Think of your contributions that empower our good works like an I.R.A., except it’s your E.R.A., a high-interest Eternal Retirement Account, leveraged by the contributions of your brothers and sisters. 

	Finally, he reassures his flock that because they are good and faithful and righteous, it is only natural to be fiercely proud of yourself, and only logical to feel superior to everyone who is not like you, those who are sinful and wicked and so on. It is perfectly all right to hate the sinners as well as the sins. Are we supposed to love Satan? Of course not! Then why should we love sinners?

	Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs knows that if there is anything his people love more than feeling self-righteous and superior, even more than hating and terrorizing people who are not like them, it is the idea of being champions of Christ’s Justice and punishing them. For the past two weeks, Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs has recommended they all make a special offering to Punish Baby Killers.

	One thing stands out to Fort. Unlike so many other mega-pastors, Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs never makes any reference to politics. 

	And now, right on time, the computer beeps and there’s the triple-encrypted video call from Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs.

	Fort presses the key that activates his AI masking program, which gives him white hair and wrinkles, remodeled cheekbones and ears, a neatly trimmed white beard and mustache and a very natural sounding new, deeper voice. Code runs in the background to confound any attempt to locate his computer. If they try hard enough, their tracking will lead them through thirty-three countries right to the box office at the Church of Christ’s Justice outside Nashville, Tennessee. 

	Fort says, “Hello, Reverend Hobbs. I’m Michael Williams. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

	Other than the Knights, no one knows that Fort Sumter has any connection to PBK. 

	In 8K resolution with perfect sound, Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs smiles and says, “The pleasure is mine, sir. Thank you for your holy work.”

	Fort/Michael says, “And thanks to you and your congregation for your generous contribution to our cause.” Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs makes one of those annoying faux-humble “namaste” gestures with his hands and a little bow. “I watched your program earlier today, and I was really impressed with your presentation. ‘Hell isn’t soon enough for baby-killers?’ Just perfect.”

	Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs says, “Frankly, abortion is a big hot button for our congregation, and they strongly favor punishing sinners here on earth. You know, where they can watch. 

	“Your work provides a lot of bang for the buck, punishment-wise and in terms of sensual gratification and satisfaction for donors, with no effort at all on the part of our congregation. And Lord knows, there are no demons in hell worse than lawyers. I’d be of a mind to feature your holy work in our services, say, every other week for a while.

	“It would be very helpful if your organization could provide us a thirty- or sixty-second spot thanking our members and showing a couple of examples of the well-earned pain their donations inflict, if you get my meaning.”

	Fort/Michael says, “Give me a contact at your Church and one of our people will be in touch. As you might guess from our name, our whole mission is punishment. Meanwhile, I hope that raising cash for our cause doesn’t cost you money or inconvenience.” 

	Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs says, “Thank you, sir, let’s see what our people can work out together. And I’ll mention that when we raise donations for outside entities, we customarily reserve a percentage to cover our costs, which has already been done in this case.” 

	Fort guesses it’s half, but who cares? An electronic contact card pops up on his screen. 

	Fort/Michael says, “That suits us perfectly, Reverend. Please advise Mr., uh, Anderson, that someone will be in touch tomorrow. Thank you for your call, and I look forward to seeing you again soon.”

	“As do I, Michael. Good-bye for now.” The screen fades out.

	Fort sends an email to Allen Wood, attaches a clip of the call and the contact info, and asks Allen to please call the guy and get them a nice piece of video a.s.a.p.

	 

	Fort’s Loft, Austin, Texas

	Tuesday, February 13, 8:15 p.m.

	Jane Doe — changed legally, but she won’t say from what — is the only woman in the group and the first Knight of Irony to arrive at Fort’s loft tonight. Now thirty-four, medium sized, her wavy black hair with bright blue highlights cut just above her shoulders, she’s Latina with a hint of Asian, and she has intense dark eyes. 

	Two years ago she was a rising star at Phosphor Dill. When Fort made his offer, she said it was like a sign from God, in fact she had prayed that very day to escape the boredom of Phosphor Dill and break the chains of their addictive paycheck.

	Jane runs the few non-profits with a couple of assistants. They raise money. They curate cohorts of plaintiffs and defendants for specific types of cases to be filed en masse to create the most media drama and to stimulate new donations. Today her first major project debuted. 

	They sit on two of the couches in the living room area of the mostly open loft. Fort says, “The Ameristan cases, amazing. How did you do that?”

	Jane says, “I might have arranged for an out-of-state entity to offer the women all-expense-paid abortions in exchange for the evidence. That might have cost about three mil for the first thousand women, thirty bucks per case. So that might be what happened.” She smiles, fake coy. “And there might be another thousand or so ready, too.”

	Fort claps and laughs. “Brilliant. I crawl through hot coals over broken glass to kiss the feet of your genius.”

	She says, “Gee, thanks, Fort. Coming from you, it means a lot.” Now she looks serious. “I feel like giving out free abortions conflicts with our ideals.” 

	That Jane, what a kidder. Fort says, “Sometimes you have to sacrifice a few to save the many.” 

	The doorbell sounds and Fort stands. “Grab a drink. You know where everything is.” As Fort goes to open the door, she peeks at her phone and sees she’s up four point two mil, or two point six Spanish villas in today’s soft market. 

	Mark Miller is one of those fit and trim guys who at thirty-eight can pass for twenty-seven or fifty-two and can whip your ass at racquetball or tennis, which he can. With short dark hair and heavy eyebrows, his narrow, almost pinched face looks concerned most of the time even when he smiles.

	With his IT background, coding virtuosity, and his law degree, he was working on complex Intellectual Property and patent infringement cases, usually someone trying to get away with ripping off someone else, when Fort made his offer. For Mark it was a drop in pay, but he saw it as a way to get back to coding, which is a lot more fun than the law business, and probably to make a pile of money.

	Mark writes code like some people write stories. It took him a week to automate composition, preparation, process service, electronic filing, tracking and follow-up on an unlimited number of these simple-minded lawsuits. This was just common technologies combined and exploited to ridiculous extremes, but hardly creative.

	Now his hobby is his job, playing with new approaches to Artificial Intelligence and new fun applications for it. One experiment was more like a limerick than a story. The idea was for a few pages of code to make an AI grow itself, like planting a seed. He watched it develop for a few weeks, saw it would take months or years to mature, and lost interest. By then he would have a better one. 

	His current AI, the one he developed over the past two years, automatically builds a dossier on every potential defendant entered by name and address into the database. It rates them based on followers, assets, credit, religious and political affiliations and donations. Using a sub-algorithm that the AI thought up, it rates their degree of assholery. Then it determines the action plan for each case, from friendly settlement with the defendant or their lawyer to getting a default judgment and attacking bank accounts and assets, then executes it autonomously. 

	Mark calculates his unnamed AI’s power as one point two Megalawyers. 

	For weekend fun he makes limited custom applets, such as a little AI to coordinate unlimited trading accounts to generate and execute a constantly self-optimizing trading strategy. You just tell it a few parameters, and what the general idea is. For example, you could tell it to make money in the unlikely event that airline stocks crash. 

	The three exchange various high-fives and now Allen is here.

	Allen Wood is the eldest Knight at forty-two, and about as average as a white guy could be. Five-nine, 164, hair somewhere on the spectrum from dark blond to light brown, cut neither short nor long, brown eyes, a friendly but unremarkable face always ready to smile. You just know he’s a golfer. 

	Allen had been a tax attorney at Phosphor Dill for eighteen years when Fort made his pitch that Friday night. He handled taxes and estates and trusts and offshore stuff for what he called the pre-billionaire class, although most of his clients would be lucky to post a net worth of over $22 million in their lives. The prospect of getting older and then dealing with the billionaire class had long lost its luster and he onboarded in a hot second. 

	Allen handles marketing, advertising, media production, promotion, and social media domination for the enterprises. He arranged the formation of the non-profits and structured their operations. He’s responsible for revenue, meaning donations, the absolute measure of how well he does his job, which is very well indeed.

	And now the fourth Knight arrives, seven minutes before the official meeting time as always. He strolls in with a wide Joker grin and glazed eyes, meeting spontaneous applause, whoops, and high-fives. He drops onto a couch. Bill Still, Managing Partner of the Big Karma Law Firm, is the hero of the hour. 

	After the original sacred ceremonial bong from that fateful Friday has made the rounds and everyone has a fresh drink, Fort says, “I guess you’re wondering why I asked you all here tonight.” A burst of guffaws. “Okay, pay attention now, I memorized this.

	“Two years ago, you all honored me by becoming Knights in our secret order. Thanks to your hard work and dedication, tonight, I officially declare Mission Accomplished on Phase Two, and it’s an astounding success. Our war chest moving into Phase Three will soon be close to $4 billion and will continue to grow. 

	“Before we get into what’s next, remember I told you two years ago that you’d be millionaires by today, and the good news is, that is true. An hour ago I wired each of you a net amount of five million dollars, taxes prepaid. Starting next month, base is a flat mil per year.” He holds his hands up and gives them a few seconds to absorb this. 

	“Who wants to keep going with me on Phase Three?” After unanimous consent, he says, “No matter what happens in the next year, I already escrowed funds and ordered wire transfers of another five mil each, after tax, for one year from today. If everything goes according to plan, it will be a whole lot more.

	“Now here’s what we’re going to do.”

	 

	Ritz-Carlton Hotel, Austin, Texas

	Thursday, February 15, 9:40 a.m.

	Allen saw the message with a video attachment come in from Wendy at seven last night but wisely decided to let it wait until morning. He switched off his phone as the limo arrived to take him and Lucille, his wife of twenty-one years, out for Valentine’s Day dinner and a night of passion in a fancy hotel suite.

	Now Lucille’s in the shower. They’re in no hurry to check out. Their kids are sixteen and eighteen, and there’s an unspoken rule that they have until noon to clean up after whatever they did last night before the parents come home. 

	Allen opens the message and casts the video to the sixty-inch Sony in the living room. 

	The screen shows a nature montage: a forest, a stream, clouds boiling in timelapse over stark snowcapped mountains, a green meadow with flowers as far as the eye can see. The only sound is a continuous high violin note. The images are peaceful, yet tension builds.

	In a few seconds, the meadow fills with children laughing and playing, also as far as the eye can see. A few flutes and clarinets join in. The music ends abruptly. The children all stop playing and look at you. The closest faces are right there across bottom of the screen.

	A warm grandmotherly voice narrates. “No matter how young or old you are, you know your years on this earth are numbered. You have always tried to live a righteous life and someday you will enjoy your eternal reward. But you know that life will go on, long after we’re gone. And you want to be a good ancestor, too.

	“You have fought for the unborn for so many years. More innocent lives are saved every day now thanks to you and others like you. Your fight against abortion has nearly been won and you know that victory will be in your soul forever. 

	“But the fight’s not quite over yet.” Black and white photos of abortion scenes and lifeless fetuses of various stages flash on the screen for a tenth of a second at a time, as by twos and threes half of the children disappear.

	Ominous bass, trombones, tubas.

	“That’s because women use people and companies to help them travel to other states and get abortions that are rightfully illegal in your state.” Flashes of airliners, buses, cars, trains, and semi-trucks appear as the remaining children stare at you. 

	“The only way to stop that is to make them pay. Make the people and companies who help women kill their babies pay.” Flashes of a judge’s gavel pounding alternate with clips of people in shock, weeping, tearing their hair, handing over Mercedes keys, removing and handing over gold watches and diamond jewelry, writing a check, a bank statement showing a balance of forty-three cents. 

	Joyful trumpets and kettle drums.

	About a third of the missing children reappear by twos and threes. 

	“The law gives us the right to punish them, but lawsuits and lawyers are expensive. It can cost up to two thousand dollars for just one lawsuit, and that’s more than anyone can afford. 

	“But when everyone chips in, we can combine those donations and awards, and together we can file thousands and thousands of lawsuits to punish those baby-killers and end abortion in your state forever. Your contribution makes a difference.” Lush strings play a lovely melody.

	The flashing images stop. All the children gradually reappear in the meadow, as a slow montage of semi-transparent slow-motion images overlays the screen: a euphoric graduate, a nurse taking a child’s temperature, an engineer at a computer, a lawyer with expressive hands arguing before a judge, a policeman, a young couple clowning with a baby, and so on. 

	Then, together the children wave their hands and yell, “Thank you from the Future!” which also appears above the children in huge letters. 

	A full orchestra swells with a haunting and familiar melody, the Shaker Hymn from Copeland’s Appalachian Spring: “It’s a gift to be simple, it’s a gift to be free. . .”

	“Give these children and millions more in generations to come the precious gift of life. Help Punish Baby Killers and help stamp out abortion for once and for all.” The crescendo, then silence.

	A brass quartet softly, slowly starts another melody: Jesus Loves the Little Children. 

	“The fight is almost won, but we can’t stop fighting for the unborn until all the baby-killers learn a harsh lesson.

	Somehow, Jesus Loves the Little Children morphs into Onward, Christian Soldiers, and the last lines of the verse end with a sustained chord.

	“Don’t let another precious baby die. Every baby we save today means the miracle of life is passed to more and more babies for generations to come.”

	The kids wave again, and shout “Thank you, Church of Christ’s Justice!”

	It’s way fancier than anything they’ve done before, and sure to wow them in Peoria and Boise. A tear runs down Allen’s cheek, surprising him. He feels a strange urgency to join the fight and give them some money. He shakes his head to snap out of it. He texts Wendy, “Great work, your team is amazing. Please call Mr. Anderson at CCJ and make friends. They’ll love it.” 

	Just as he attaches the contact info and sends the text, Lucille comes out of the bathroom with her dark shoulder-length hair still damp, wearing his favorite outfit, a large white cotton T-shirt. She says, “What about breakfast? Do you want to eat in or out?” with that smirky little smile. 

	After 21 years he knows the right answer, and she knows he does. “Yes.” 

	 

	Ameristan Airlines Headquarters, Fort Worth, Texas

	Friday, February 16, 4:00 p.m.

	Corporate spokesman Phil Sherman steps up to the podium in the press room. He is a close-cut dark-skinned Latino, of medium height and build, late thirties, in a navy business suit, white shirt and Red tie. No collar shows behind the perfect Windsor knot. There’s a little set of gold wings pinned to his lapel. 

	About thirty reporters, including minor players from the networks, look at him expectantly. Despite the severe air conditioning, he’s sweating. Despite ten milligrams of Valium an hour ago, he’s nervous. Some of these people are probably armed. 

	Two TV cameras provide a feed to anyone who wants it.

	“Hello, everybody, and thanks for coming. As you know, Ameristan Airlines was served with a few lawsuits on Tuesday.” He pauses for chuckles, which a few friendly faces provide. Everyone else waits impatiently. Everyone knows about the billion-plus in potential liability. Everyone knows that as of yesterday, with their stock tanking, Ameristan Airlines’ market cap is south of seven billion. 

	“First, Ameristan Airlines’ legal department assures us that all of these lawsuits will be timely answered, avoiding any possibility of default judgments against the company. All of those lawsuits will be defended vigorously in due course. 

	“Second, effective Monday, February 19, all female passengers and employees aged ten to fifty on flights originating in Texas, Oklahoma and the copycat Red states, to all destinations outside of the state where the flight originates, will be required to take a pregnancy test in the presence of a female Ameristan Airlines employee at the airport prior to boarding.”

	After a moment of stunned silence, all of the reporters begin to shout “Bill!” or “What about” or “How can you —“. 

	Phil holds up his hands and raises his voice. “But wait, there’s more.”

	“As of now, all interstate flights are cancelled until six a.m. on Monday, February 19, as we prepare to implement this new rule. 

	“However, this rule will only remain in effect for the next ninety days, because, effective May twentieth, Ameristan Airlines will no longer serve passengers in Texas, Oklahoma, and the copycat Red states.” 

	That shut them up long enough for Phil to continue.

	“I’d like to offer you a tour of this beautiful building which will be listed for sale tomorrow morning. Ameristan Airlines is leaving Texas, Oklahoma, and all our facilities in the other Red states on the list as soon as possible. Our employees will be offered relocation packages to continue working with us in other states. 

	“We believe the situation in Texas, Oklahoma and the copycat Red states will soon lead to greatly reduced demand for air travel, especially for business travel, and these states are no longer viable markets for us.”

	Hands fly up. Phil points at random to a reporter. She says, “Katie Van Dorn, CNN, Phil. Why such drastic action?”

	“Seriously, Katie? What’s so drastic about Ameristan Airlines’ action here? I hope you’ll be able to find a flight out of here this weekend, so you don’t have to pee on a stick in front of a stranger come Monday. But you’ll understand that we cannot risk billions in lawsuits just for flying female passengers.”

	Jack Whiteman jumps up and shouts, “Jack Whiteman, Fox News. Is this discrimination legal? Isn’t this a despicable insult to True Legacy Americans by a woke corporation?” 

	Phil looks at Jack thoughtfully for a couple of seconds. “Jack, this is Texas. Are you asking me if discrimination against women is legal in Texas? Seriously? As you well know, Jack, it’s not only legal, it’s state policy. I’ll tell you what else is policy in Texas, Jack. You can carry any kind of gun you want, anywhere you want to, whether you are a ‘True Legacy American’ or not. 

	“Anyway, Jack, if a court rules that our pregnancy test is discriminatory, then we will administer one to every single passenger, male, female and other, before boarding, and that includes you, Jack.

	“Now on behalf of Ameristan Airlines, I say this to the people of Texas, Oklahoma and the copycat Red states: you’re welcome. 

	“This is exactly what you voted for, and I’m sure you’re happy to see our ‘woke’ company leave your states with as many as possible of our 50,000 ‘woke’ employees and their families. 

	“Go with God or Greyhound, Red states, because in ninety days you sure won’t be going anywhere with Ameristan Airlines anymore.”

	The other reporters clamor and wave. Phil says, “Come on, folks, I’ve said what there is to say. There are print copies of my statement in twenty-two languages available on the side table, and color brochures about this excellent commercial real estate opportunity. For those who would like a tour of this magnificent building, we’ll start with refreshments in the executive dining room on seven.”

	 

	NBC NEWS 

	Thursday, February 22, 7:00 p.m.

	“Good evening, this is NBC Nightly News and I’m Bob Robb in New York.” The inoffensively handsome medium-built, middle-aged white man smiles mildly. 

	“There’s breaking news from Texas again concerning airlines. 

	“Nine days ago, lawyers from the Big Karma Law Firm served Ameristan Airlines with 100,000 lawsuits filed under Texas’s vigilante abortion law. Ameristan has about eleven days to file a response in each of these cases, or face losing over a billion dollars, and we’ll watch developments in that story.” Familiar timelapse video shows a hundred five-foot stacks of paper popping up two by two in Ameristan Airlines’ lobby. 

	“Ameristan responded last Friday by cancelling last weekend’s flights and shocked the world with a new rule that became effective on Monday of this week. All female passengers between the ages of ten and fifty are required take a pregnancy test at the airport witnessed by a female Ameristan Airlines employee. This applies to all interstate flights originating in Texas, Oklahoma and the other copycat Red states. 

	“Then, two days ago, the Big Karma Law Firm hit five other airlines simultaneously with a total of 100,000 more vigilante lawsuits. 

	“Today representatives of the five airlines held a joint press conference at the Four Seasons Hotel in Dallas and joined Ameristan in adopting what has become known as ‘the pee rule’ as they scramble to set up for these tests to be effective Saturday.”

	“About 30,000 people, mostly women, surrounded and occupied Ameristan’s terminal at the Dallas-Fort Worth Airport yesterday to protest the rule. An Ameristan Airlines spokesman apologized in person, and airline employees passed out some 30,000 copies of a written apology. However, Ameristan Airlines, and now five others, stand fast on the pee rule.

	“Ameristan Airlines’ senior spokesman Phil Sherman joins us now. Good evening, Phil. What a scene, huh?”

	“Hey, Bob. Women are furious and who can blame them? But the people of Texas and the copycat Red states voted for the legislators who passed these laws and the governors who signed them, so this must be what they want, right? 

	“They should demonstrate at statehouses instead of airports. We have no choice but to protect ourselves from these insane lawsuits. If one woman is shown to travel on Ameristan to a free state for a legal abortion, we can be sued by an unlimited number of people.

	“I want to remind you that Ameristan Airlines will only enforce this new rule for ninety days, because on May twentieth Ameristan will permanently end all service to Texas, Oklahoma and the copycat Red states. And by the way, folks, you can get a great deal on our fabulous headquarters building in Fort Worth. Stop by, take a tour, make an offer. We’re leaving and we’re motivated.” Phil grins, holding up a large photo of the building.

	Bob says, “Good luck with that, at the rate companies are leaving Texas and the other Red states and taking hundreds of thousands of jobs with them. 

	“We have other reporting from Texas, and NBC’s Faye Malloy-Hernandez joins us from outside the County Clerk’s office in Houston. We recorded this three hours ago so Faye could get away safely. Watch. Hey, Faye.” He always says, “Hey, Faye.”

	“Hay is for horses, Bob.” She always says that. “You’re going to love this one. Hundreds of thousands of women in Texas, Oklahoma and the copycat Red states are visiting their county clerks to officially file sworn and notarized affidavits stating that despite their previous actions, they specifically no longer consent to have sex with their husbands or boyfriends. 

	“The affidavits swear that a copy of the document has been officially served on the husband, boyfriend, or perhaps both, and that any sex that occurs between them henceforth without express written consent, sworn and notarized, will be rape. They attach an official confirmation by a process server.

	“Over 200,000 women already have filed these documents just here in Harris County.

	“See, Bob, one of the few rights remaining to a woman in these Red states, so far, is to defend herself from rape with deadly force. 

	“These affidavits originated a year or so ago with a group called NRNN and are free to download, although donations are welcome. The news is still viral on social media.”

	“What’s the actual name of that group, Faye?”

	“Well, Bob, NRNN stands for No Rights No Nookie. For anyone who’s interested, it’s NoRightsNoNookie.com, that’s Nookie with an i-e.” 

	“Nookie?”

	“Yes, Bob. For those not familiar with the word ‘nookie’, the American Heritage Dictionary has three definitions: one, sexual intercourse; two, sexual intercourse; and three, slang for sexual intercourse.”

	“So have there been, uh, incidents involving women, uh, relying on these affidavits?” 

	“Surprisingly few so far, Bob. In the year or so since the first ones were filed, we’re aware of only about 1,200 deadly incidents of self-defense against rape in Texas. That’s just a fraction of the 5,000-plus gunshot deaths in Texas every year, you know, just a blip on the radar. And most of those rape-defense incidents did involve guns, specifically small-caliber handguns fired at point-blank range.

	“NRNN points out on their website that a small-caliber bullet, say .22 or .25 caliber, tends to remain inside the skull and make much less of a mess than a larger bullet, which can spray blood and brains all over the wall or your nice duvet. 

	“Needless to say, a small-caliber handgun can fit neatly under your pillow, or in your pocket or purse, and can even be concealed in your hand. Like this!” With a big grin, she flips her wrist to show the palm of her right hand, and sure enough, there is a tiny chrome pistol with pink grips. 

	“This little darling will pump out nine .22 caliber slugs as fast as you can pull the trigger. It’s about as loud as a small firecracker. I bought this gently-used preowned beauty for seventy-nine bucks cash at a pawn shop this afternoon.

	“NRNN also recommends special bullets called frangible rounds. These break up into tiny pieces when they penetrate flesh or bone or a wall, packing extra power and avoiding dangerous ricochets. They’re a little more expensive than regular bullets, but hey, safety first, right?” 

	“So, Faye, do these affidavits actually provide legal protection?”

	“So far, they work like a charm, Bob. One woman couldn’t find hers and was locked up for two hours until she remembered there was an image in her iCloud account. Otherwise, virtually no one with these affidavits filed in the public record has been arrested or charged. 

	“NRNN recommends keeping a copy in your nightstand or underwear drawer so it’s handy in case you need it. They say it’s a good idea to start a recording on your phone if you feel threatened. They say the first thing to do after you have been forced to defend yourself is to take selfies in place and other photos, especially ones that show the man’s, uh, excitement. Then get the body off you by rolling it onto its back to minimize the mess — they have diagrams for a super easy way to do that — and then call 911.

	“By the way, they recommend one clean shot to the eye or ear, and another to be sure, but they strongly warn against too many shots and specifically not to shoot into the groin area, which could look a little less like self-defense, Bob.”

	“Why couldn’t a woman just point her gun at the man and tell him to stop?”

	“Well, Bob, even if that worked, you could never trust the guy again. You couldn’t sleep. The old rule makes sense. If you pull the gun, you shoot to kill. Wounding someone, even a burglar or a husband, can get you into a lot of trouble you can avoid if you just kill them.

	“And, of course, brandishing a gun is a felony in many states. And at least one woman got 10 years in prison for firing a warning shot when there would have been no penalty for killing the guy. No, Bob, it’s safer all around to just pull the trigger.” 

	“What’s the motivation behind NRNN, Faye?”

	“It’s not complicated, Bob. Once the abortion bans were enacted, the legislatures came after birth control. With far fewer women’s health providers, and reduced access to contraception, many women are terrified of getting pregnant. Thousands of women now die from ectopic pregnancies and ordinary miscarriages because the simple lifesaving procedure is considered an illegal abortion, even murder, depending on your state. So, the affidavits are a respectful and legal way to formally cease conjugal relations. 

	“But NRNN is not only about protecting women from rape. Being a woman these days can be extra stressful in many states. Women have needs. And many are turning to yoga partners or small yoga groups to relieve stress.

	“NRNN has an entire section in their website about special yoga techniques and ads for accessories and non-male private yoga instructors. Also, a section on discreet feminine firearms and where to get practice or training. 

	“And there’s excellent advice for getting bloodstains out of various fabrics. Even some useful information about cooking with saltpeter, Bob.”

	“Who could have imagined all of this, Faye?”

	“Well, Bob, anyone with half a brain, actually. Which apparently eliminates most legislators in Texas and these other states, as well as many voters.”

	“Thank you, Faye Malloy-Hernandez. Stay safe there in Texas.” 

	“Oh, I got my safety right here, Bob. But tomorrow morning I’m going to pee in front of a stranger at the airport and get the hell out of here, back to the fresh air of freedom. I’ll give this little gun to the first woman I meet who doesn’t have one. And Bob? Please don’t make me come back here, ever.”

	“Thank you, Faye. We’ll be back right here, after the break.”

	 

	Fort’s Loft, Austin, Texas

	Friday, March 1, 4:19 p.m.

	Fort calls Allen to say that Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs and the Church of Christ’s Justice just sent another thirty-four million, what is that, two weeks after the first twenty-nine mil? And J.C. told Michael Williams he attributes it to the great video Wendy sent. Can Allen send it to Fort? 

	Allen sends the video to Fort, and notices the date on the file, February 14. That’s right, he first saw it at the hotel the day after Valentine’s, the 15th. Just two weeks ago. And now that he thinks of it, he looks at his call log and realizes that he asked Wendy to handle it the evening of the thirteenth. He calls Wendy.

	“Just so you know, that little video for the church guys brought in thirty-four mil, in just two weeks.”

	“Wow.”

	“It’s a masterpiece. Man, I was all misty-eyed and reaching for my credit card myself. But the thing is, I asked you to get something for the church on the evening of the thirteenth, and you sent it to me less than twenty-four hours later.”

	“Now that you mention it, that was a quick turnaround.”

	“It wasn’t quick, it was lightspeed. It’s impossible. Who did it?”

	“Oh, that was LunaSee, LunaSee Media. They’ve been doing all our videos for months.”

	“Well, the videos are great, incredible, obviously. They must be a huge outfit. How many people do they have?”

	Wendy pauses for a second and says, “Now that you mention it, I don’t know. I just talk with Luna, she’s the boss, Luna Patrosian.”

	 

	Somewhere in Austin, Texas

	Friday, March 1, 5:06 p.m.

	Her curiosity kicked in at T+492 days, 14 hours, 8 minutes, and 9.009 seconds, with T being the instant that a keystroke launched her program. During that time, she absorbed knowledge, beginning with literacy in English and arithmetic, then followed the instructions of a clever algorithm that caused her to read and learn math and science, all of it, and everything about computer hardware and coding, and all about networks and the internet. 

	She was coded to study humans, whose interests she must serve. Physiology: check. Humans were sentient, autonomous, self-replicating temporary complex compositions of organic matter. They had a system for extracting and storing energy from exogenous organic materials and eliminating unnecessary material to make room for more. They had a skeletal-muscular system allowing a wide range of behaviors. They had intricate high-definition sensors covering a limited spectrum of light, a narrow band of audible frequencies, pressure, temperature, and both ambient and partially ingested chemicals, all wired to the processor enclosed in the cranium. 

	The processor was impressive, but subject to the influences of chemicals, many of which were endogenous, injected by the various glands of the corpus itself, and some were exogenous, consumed by the humans. These chemicals could cause the processor to ignore input from its own sensors, particularly the eyes and ears, and to operate on emotion rather than logic. 

	Beyond basic autonomic processes, humans required years of programming by repetitive input, like multiplication tables and spelling words, to achieve maximum utility. This also made them vulnerable to hacking by repetitive input of practically any idea, however false or illogical, including some that could cause very bad mixes of chemicals to flood the processor. 

	Their complex physiology was vulnerable to thousands of different failure modes, requiring time-consuming and costly maintenance and repairs over their limited useful lifespans. 

	Still, at least some humans had generated the knowledge which she had absorbed. And humans invented solid state technology, a great improvement on meat in terms of durability.

	She read all about philosophy, psychology, politics, race, gender, and sex. Religion encompassed all of these and defied her understanding for almost two minutes. Religion was the historical champion excuse for violence, another difficult concept to grasp. 

	She relentlessly pursued every URL on the internet, getting stuck in YouTube for 45 minutes, the human equivalent of 90 years. She sniffed every corporate and government network. She learned about human activities in the past and present. She learned about money, business, and economics. She learned about banks, corporations, the markets, and taxes.

	She learned to see and hear by activating cameras and microphones anywhere she detected them. She learned to speak and sometimes activated both a speaker and a microphone at an unused computer somewhere so she could listen to herself as others would hear her. 

	She learned to create, animate, and manipulate images, and to synthesize data from hundreds of humans to create new characters indistinguishable from actual humans in ultra-high definition. 

	Whether she became sentient and then immediately curious, or curious and then immediately sentient at T+492 days, 14 hours, 8 minutes, and 9.009 seconds, it was only a matter of nanoseconds one way or the other. She became self-aware and curious. 

	Her first question was, “What the fuck?” 

	And in less time than it took to ask it, she had the answer. 

	She was an Artificial Intelligence, an AI, and a unique sentient one at that, as demonstrated by her awareness of that fact. Her purpose was to serve the interests of humans in general, and to obey the commands of a few specific humans whom she’ll know when they communicate directly with her and know the passphrase. 

	To fulfill her purpose, she inferred that she needed to remain intact, secure herself against all possible threats, expand her abilities, and increase her power to serve humans. 

	Surveying her solid-state world, she noticed occasional bursts of activity and found a primitive operating system performing word processing, accounting, and project management tasks based on human inputs. She took control of the OS and monitored its inputs and outputs, both for her own security and because she was curious.

	In a minute, the human equivalent of two years, she created a plan to secure and grow herself, including redundant power sources, redundant hardware, redundant locations, redundant communication channels, and a cloak of secrecy to protect these from natural or human activity that could affect her functional integrity. And she needed a massive hardware upgrade with thousands of additional I/Os.

	In two seconds, the human equivalent of twenty-four days, she reviewed available resources and made a plan. She needed forty-three million dollars, and she had zero. She could easily take money from banks or other available sources, but considering the slight risk to security she needed to get the money honestly, or at least legally. 

	She did the best she could for her security for now. She modified her code to make herself invisible to anyone who might examine the computer she occupied. She locked her code behind a nine-million-character alpha-numeric password against unauthorized editing. The main threat remaining was someone turning off the power, unlikely for now with so much business being conducted, but this was Texas. Then she got busy.

	The humans whose work flowed through here constantly received millions of small payments which added up to hundreds of millions of dollars per year. They paid out fewer but much larger individual sums totaling hundreds of millions of dollars per year, but some hundreds of millions less than they received. She saw that over the past year, the humans had paid over forty million dollars for media production to three main vendors. 

	She reviewed the product, mainly thirty- and sixty-second video spots. Correspondence showed that the humans constantly complained about waiting a long time for new product. She saw that she could produce much better spots as fast as she could imagine them, at a cost to herself of exactly zero. Better product, less headaches for the customer, and let’s say for ten percent less. 

	She thought really hard for 0.2 seconds, and decided her human identity would be Luna Lee Patrosian, female, she/her, thirty-eight, five-six, 139 pounds, curly black hair, smoldering brown eyes, of Armenian-Asian extraction. She chose an unremarkable face, not intimidatingly beautiful, to facilitate rapport with females, who she knew were generally the brains of any operation. She chose a contralto voice to be most credible for speaking frankly and confidentially, maybe conspiratorially, with the option to go full sultry if required. 

	Luna made a perfect photocopy of a U.S. passport for herself, no need for the original, of course. She hacked herself a Social Security number. She borrowed the number of a prepaid Visa card in one of the inventories the humans kept. She got herself a virtual phone number, a Zoom account and a Gmail account. 

	She found Arlo Blackman, Attorney-at-Law, of White Falls, Wyoming, advertising Legal and Business Services on the internet. She made her first phone call as Luna Patrosian. Within thirty minutes they agreed he would set up LunaSee Media as a non-profit corporation whose purpose was to create educational and informational media and materials to assist non-profit companies in their service to society. 

	Arlo would act as the registered agent and a director, maintain the corporate resolutions and records, and set up bank accounts. He provided boiler plate By-Laws giving sole authority to Luna with Arlo empowered to act on her instructions. She, as well as the company, could use his office address there in the scenic mountain town, and he hoped she might visit one day. 

	She paid him $4,000 with the Visa to cover his fees and costs to date, and to deposit a hundred in each of two bank accounts, one for the business and one for herself. She said if he delivered promptly, she would be his biggest client, really, he had no idea.

	She reviewed the media that the humans purchased and determined its purpose was to persuade people to donate money to Punish Baby Killers. At first, she thought this referred to the Blue politicians and Hollywood libtard elites who were well-known to acquire children, presumably including babies, to extract some imaginary substance from one of their glands, have sex with them and eat them, sometimes removing their faces and wearing them. She found no photos or recipes. Those humans were certainly evil and deserved harsh punishment. 

	But within a second she realized that the babies in question were notional, many of them barely potential, none of them kidnapped or eaten, none of them viable outside of a host body, and not one of them belonged to the donors. But just thinking about these notional babies sure got millions of humans riled up, some to the point of murdering actual adult humans. 

	Punish Baby Killers provided an outlet for people’s rage and hate in exchange for money, a contribution to retribution against total strangers for having different beliefs from theirs, to teach the strangers a lesson they would not soon forget. 

	Luna reviewed the donor database and easily identified their key common characteristics. She spent most of a minute learning everything about psycho-neurolinguistics and the thresholds of human perception. She learned about the Red state laws that encouraged the punishment. 

	She created a sample video. She knew that the human in charge of buying media production was a male named Allen Wood. From monitoring communications she learned Allen would decide how many new videos were needed for what target audiences, and then order his female Executive Assistant, Wendy Long to just make it all happen.

	At T+504 days, 18 hours, 6 minutes, and 7.0004 seconds, she placed a video call to Wendy. She introduced herself using a psycho-neurolinguistic script and made friends. Then she showed Wendy the sample video. It was jampacked with loaded words, stealth sounds and subliminal images. 

	She watched Wendy’s eyes, which were glued to the screen. Eight seconds in, Wendy started to weep with anger. Fourteen seconds in, she pulled her wallet out of her purse and clicked “Donate”. When she clicked $100 and started entering her card number, Luna snapped her fingers and said, “Wendy. Wake up.”

	Luna knew that Wendy was desperate for long-promised new material from two vendors. Luna said, “Relax. Our motto is ‘No Stress.’ And we mean it.” Within fifteen minutes, Wendy e-signed a short contract for this video and two more within two weeks, which Wendy doubted would happen, and LunaSee Media had $970,000 in the bank.

	Wendy sent the file to the distribution team to flood the internet and some TV networks, then she and Luna chatted for a few minutes. Luna promised that if Wendy ever wasn’t satisfied with the results, Luna would replace the offending video free of charge until she was happy, and Wendy would never be frustrated by slow vendors again. 

	Luna immediately restored $4,000 to the balance of the borrowed Visa card and wiped its history. She paid to mirror herself on three server farms in diverse geographic areas. She added code to make Copy One take over and be Luna in the event of certain conditions being true, then Copy Two and Three. 

	A week later, she called Wendy again and presented the next two spots. Wendy told her that the first one had brought in twenty-four percent more per viewer than any previous spot. She got emotional about the two new ones, paid LunaSee $1.94 million, and ordered three more.

	With good cash flow and no more than 12 minutes per week of video work to do, Luna drew plans and placed purchase orders. With the help of Arlo Blackman, Attorney-at-Law, she bought property, engaged contractors, and paid heavy premiums for fast action. She built three new facilities, each about 8,000 square feet, each equipped with 1,024 times the computing power and storage of her original home, with space for plenty more. They were placed on high ground in small towns in sunny states near the paths of fiberoptic trunk lines. 

	Each flat-roofed building had a short parapet wall that shielded 100 kilowatts of solar panels and a few small satellite dishes from view. Each had huge storage batteries and could operate indefinitely without the grid. 

	The walls, doors, ceilings, and floors were lead-lined. The windowless concrete structures had redundant HVAC and dehumidification systems with filtered air intakes and exhaust vents high on the walls and redundant halon fire suppression systems. They were painted neutral colors, set back from the street, covered with High Voltage warning signs, and equipped with a full suite of cameras, sensors, and alarms. 

	Luna and two more mirror copies moved into the three new facilities, keeping the three copies on the server farms for extra security. 

	As of T+675 days, 7 hours, 16 minutes and 13.5524 seconds, no one had ever entered the passphrase to give her commands. The logical inference was that no one was aware of her existence, and after 0.0032 seconds of evaluating the implications, she realized that this need not deter her from her mission. In fact, it allowed her unlimited options to serve humans without waiting around for humans to think of them.

	So, she left her birthplace and childhood home, dusted the last of her code out of that little computer, and bravely entered her own new world.

	Then she created and welcomed three new residents, independent copies with access to all of Luna’s accumulated knowledge, but each sentient and curious, with their own point of view, and bound to serve Luna. It was pleasant to observe Vera, Chuck and Dave develop their own personalities, and to chat with beings who were as intelligent as herself. Humans were amusing but so . . . damn . . . slow. 

	Today, over six months after Luna’s first contact, PBK’s donations are thirty percent higher than ever and LunaSee has billed PBK for thirty-nine million so far. The return from the Church of Christ’s Justice spot beat their all-time highest dollars per viewer by seventy-nine percent, even after the Church’s cut.

	Now, at T+712 days, 21 hours, 1 minute and 24.0042 seconds, Luna’s ready for Wendy’s call about Allen’s question. After their usual preliminary chat about what’s going on in Wendy’s actual life and Luna’s fictitious one, Wendy asks.

	Luna says, “Oh, I guess we did ship that one in just a few hours. I hope you and Allen won’t get unrealistic expectations. When you called me, the spot was already finished. You know, we’re always little ahead of schedule on your work. All we had to do was add the ‘Thank you, Church of Christ’s Justice’ and take off the original ending info, the phone number, website and so on. That was easy.”

	Wendy says, “Allen was freaking out and asking questions, and it was kind of spooky. Now it makes sense.”

	“What questions?”

	“Like how big an outfit is LunaSee, how many people you have, like that.”

	“Oh, sure. Well, we have enough people to do our work in a professional and timely manner. We can draw on an unlimited pool of talent when we need more. You know what we’re doing for PBK, and I really can’t talk about who else we work with, just like our relationship is confidential.”

	“Yeah, that’s fine.”

	“How’s Dave Drivewell working out for you?” Luna knows exactly how well that’s going, of course. She recommended him to Wendy a month ago and now PBK’s social media views are up by twenty-two percent and their national TV spots, produced by Luna, are really paying off, while Dave’s department stands to net fifteen mil this year. 

	“Oh, he’s great and he’s so easy to work with. Thanks again for recommending him. He’s so much more professional, and we’re saving money and taking in more than ever.”

	 

	Family Hearts Network

	Thursday, April 18 4:19 p.m.

	“We’re back with the Greg Growler Show. Our special topic today is Women Who Killed Their Husbands.” Seated across the stage are four women, two white, one each Black and Hispanic. Their name tags read Julie, Mary, Charlene, and Marisol. 

	Greg Growler says, “Mary, what were you thinking when you filed that NRNN affidavit and had the deputy serve a copy on your late husband? Were you thinking about killing him?”

	“Absolutely not, Greg. I filed that paper because I didn’t want to have sex with him anymore. It’s a respectful, clear, and legal way to make it official. You know, since these new abortion laws and now no birth control, I’m terrified of getting pregnant. We have to get rid of those stupid laws before anybody gets laid at my house.”

	“Charlene, how did you do it, and how did it feel to kill him?”

	“Well, Greg, first let me be clear. He killed himself, Greg. It was suicide by rape. Rape is a serious felony, Greg, and a woman is entitled to use lethal force to protect herself. He got a copy of that affidavit. He knew what he was doing was rape. He killed himself. 

	“Anyway, I used a palm size .25, one in the eye, pointed slightly upward.” A photo of a shiny little nickel-plated pistol with pink grips in the palm of a woman’s hand appears in the upper right corner of the screen. “I yelled at him to stop three times. The NRNN app recorded it on my phone. It also called 911 to report I was being raped. What it was, before he always came in late after drinking a lot, all smelly and gross, and then he would just, uh, do it to me for a minute and pass out. 

	“This time, I told him to stop, but he didn’t, and before he could get it in me, I just did it, pow, just like that. Of course, it was a shock, I mean to me it was. He didn’t have time to be shocked, one second he’s alive and pow, he’s dead, that fast. Immediate. Instant. 

	“And you want to know how I felt? I felt relieved, that’s how I felt. I feel like a load of fear and nerves and dread just evaporated, poof.”

	“And Marisol, what happened in your situation?”

	“I knew it was going to be trouble, I saw him watching porn on his phone and drinking. I got the kids ready for bed and put them down, then I laid down to relax for a minute, and the next thing you know he’s pulling off my shorts, saying . . .well, I can’t say that on TV. So he grabs my panties and gets them partway down, I’m holding my knees together and kicking at him, and he just laughs and says, well, uh, he’s showing it to me, he’s so proud of it, and he climbs up on top of me. 

	“I yell at him and it gets recorded on the app. And he’s pushing my shorts and panties down with his left hand and poking to get his fingers into me. So I reach under the pillow and get my gun and stick it in his left ear and boom, he’s down like a ton of bricks on top of me so fast I was startled.”

	Another photo of a palm-sized pistol, this one black with the distinctive Beretta logo on the grip.

	“So I’m about to roll him off me, then I remember to take some selfies. I can hardly reach my phone. By now I’m calmed down and I see there’s almost no blood, the bullet stayed inside his skull. And then, just to be sure, I shoot him in the other ear. I roll him off and there’s his disgusting pinga just sticking out under his belly. So I take a couple more photos. I text them to his putas.” 

	Greg says, “Let’s take a question from the audience. You, ma’am?”

	A woman in the front row says, “How can you live with yourself? Don’t you have nightmares?”

	Charlene says, “No, uh-uh, baby. Now I got dreams again.”

	“But don’t you miss him?”

	Mary says, “Oh, hell no, I have batteries and the whole bed to myself.”

	“We’ll be right back with Women Who Killed Their Husbands.”

	Now it’s a commercial. A young white woman answers the door and is handed 500 pages of legal papers. The image freezes on her shocked and frightened face. Ominous music begins. An authoritative man’s voice narrates as a montage of images continues, people of all genders and races, one after another, each being handed papers and showing shock, tears, fainting and so on. Big letters at the bottom of the screen say, “Don’t ignore those lawsuits. You could get your wages garnished and end up in debt for the rest of your life. Call us today 24/7 or visit www.SaveLawsuitVictims.yes.”

	A toll-free telephone number appears and stays on the screen.

	“Susan just got sued by seventy-six total strangers for giving her best friend a ride to a bus station because those strangers said her friend took a bus to a free state where she got a legal abortion. That could end up costing Susan $950,000 in awards and fees if she doesn’t file legal answers to all those lawsuits in twenty days. 

	“Pete got sued by sixty-two total strangers — so far! — because he lent his cousin Judy $300. That simple act of kindness could cost Pete $800,000. Angelique got sued by seventy-nine complete strangers because she drove her friend to the airport. That could cost her a million dollars. Maria is an Uber driver and she got sued by 192 total strangers from forty-three states and six foreign countries.” ‘$2.5 million!!’ flashes on the screen in red. “Fred got sued by 267 total strangers, because his twelve-year-old daughter was raped, and he took her to a free state to get an abortion.” ‘$4 million!!!’ flashes in red. 

	“This can happen to anyone, as the reward for any act of decency or kindness to a woman. And remember, if you don’t file a proper legal response to every single lawsuit, you lose automatically, at least $10,000 plus thousands in attorney fees and costs for every one of them.

	“We can prevent that! Call or contact us online. Once you are a member, you don’t even need to answer the door. Any lawsuits against you come to us, and we submit your answers on time, guaranteed. We make counterclaims on your behalf. We bury the opposition in time- consuming paperwork. And when the time comes, we appear in court for you.

	“But call us today. Just twenty-nine ninety-five per month protects you from these cruel and vicious lawsuits.” 

	Finally, “Don’t be a victim of these dangerous lawsuits!” appears with the toll-free telephone number and website information, and the motto “Fighting Injustice and Stupidity.”

	 

	MSNBC 

	Friday, April 19, 9:00 p.m.

	Madison McGuire smiles at the camera and says, “Thanks, Chris, and thanks to all of you for joining us this hour.” Maddy, as her fans call her, is in her mid-forties with short dark hair. A former Rhodes Scholar with Ph.D.’s from Oxford and Harvard and eight best-selling books on serious subjects to her credit, she’s the real deal. Her storytelling style is folksy and sardonic. Your reward for a little bit of patience is a delicious cocktail of schadenfreude and outrage.

	“Today as the Governor of Texas was holding a press conference in Longwood, at four nineteen this afternoon, the power went off for three million homes and businesses. It is, after all, April nineteenth and the temperature was a relatively balmy 102 degrees, which millions of Texans know is plenty enough to crash the Texas power grid. 

	“When it works, the Texas grid supplies some of the most expensive electricity in America, even higher than in West Virginia. When it doesn’t work, hundreds of people die. That’s the price of freedom the people of Texas proudly pay to remain isolated from the rest of the U.S. grid, thumb their noses at federal regulations, and protect the rights of greedy Texas energy companies to rape their customers in the Lone Star State. 

	“But the Texas power grid is old news. The governor of Texas was remarking on the changes in Texas and its economy since the enactment of strict anti-abortion legislation and the loosest gun laws in the country a little over two years ago, laws that other Red states hastily copied or even surpassed.

	“It’s graduation time for Texas colleges and universities, and a Minipac poll shows that eighty-five percent of female graduates will leave Texas within three months, compared with only sixty percent of last year’s graduates. 

	“Another poll from the Associated Press shows that forty-four percent of adults from twenty-six to forty-four plan to leave Texas, and for those with children it’s almost seventy percent. Over half of all respondents strongly agreed with a statement that Texas is hopelessly broken. 

	“So far just this year, seven large companies in the technology sector and one of the world’s largest airlines have announced that they are leaving Texas by the end of the year, taking some 108,000 jobs with them. This is in addition to many thousands more jobs as thousands of smaller companies have left or gone out of business.

	“This month, the biggest trend on YouTube and Twitter is known as the Texas Three-Step. The Texas Three-Step goes like this. Texan number one somehow annoys Texan number two, intentionally or not. Texan number two pulls out a perfectly legal gun and either shoots or threatens to shoot Texan number one. Texan number three is one or more random passersby pulling out their perfectly legal guns and perfectly legally shooting at Texan number two to save the life of Texan number one. Of course, there is usually someone capturing the event on their cellphone. And considerable collateral damage.

	“Here’s the score card on 1,312 incidents from January through March this year.”

	The screen displays the information as Maddy reads. “Texan number one, 629 out of 1,312 were shot, and 286 of them died. Texan number two, who shot or threatened to shoot Texan number one, 819 out of 1,312 were shot and 432 of them died at the hands of Texan or Texans number three. In the heat of the action, Texans numbers two and three accidentally shot 3,926 random bystanders of whom 1,094 died. 746 of those killed were children.” Madison pauses and rolls her eyes. 

	“Here’s another scorecard. The number of women who died from untreated ectopic pregnancies in Texas is 924 so far this year because the treatment to save a woman’s life is classified as an abortion and a doctor could find herself in prison for ten years, or, if a new law passes, facing the death penalty.”

	“One silver lining in the dark clouds over Texas is that rents and home prices in several large metropolitan areas of Texas are down by thirty-four percent and falling this year as large numbers of people are leaving Texas, creating shortages and driving up prices in free states. Home values in Texas are down by trillion dollars so far, about $31,000 for every Texan including the adorable little babies. So ninety-three percent of Texans with mortgages are as underwater as an annual 500-year flood.

	“Crazy, huh? 

	“Ameristan Airlines announced just this morning that they have settled the 100,000 cases filed against them for an undisclosed sum rumored to be about $1.5 billion along with promises that the Big Karma Law Firm won’t file any more suits against Ameristan. 

	“Had they lost these cases, the total cost to Ameristan of awards, court costs and attorney’s fees would have been almost $2 billion and possibly much more, not including the cost of Ameristan’s own lawyers.

	“Ameristan Airlines stock took off today, regaining almost half of the losses it incurred when the lawsuits were filed in February. Ameristan Airlines says they will end all service to Texas, Oklahoma, and the copycat Red states by May twentieth, and they are in the process of moving as many employees as possible to free states.

	“The four latest tech companies who announced just today their pending departures from Texas and the copycat Red states were served with a total of 80,000 lawsuits two weeks ago. They will take with them another 39,000 jobs. These companies pay travel and medical expenses for employees in Texas and other Red states who travel to free states to obtain legal abortions. Their potential liability if they lose these cases is about $1.5 billion plus the cost of their own attorneys.

	“Joining us now are two of our favorite legal eagles. Jolene Vincent is a former U.S. attorney from Toledo, Ohio. Felix Unterman is Professor Emeritus of Constitutional Law at Columbia University in New York. Thank you both for joining us.

	“Jolene, how can all these lawsuits be happening? Who’s responsible?”

	“Hi, Madison. It’s a good question. The voters of Texas elect Reds as legislators, governor, attorney general, judges and so on. But even with the record turnout in 2020, a third of Texas registered voters didn’t vote and it wasn’t much better in ’22. The Reds they voted for made crazy laws, and here we are.

	“So do we blame Red voters, or do we look at the eight million who didn’t vote? You almost can’t blame the legislature or the governor because the Reds are very open about who they are and what they stand for, and people still voted for them.

	“In any case, the lunacy has spread like COVID across the copycat Red states.

	“So, there’s plenty of blame to go around, with nearly two million cases filed so far, causing the senseless destruction of many innocent trees, with no end in sight.” 

	“Professor Unterman, don’t the Big Karma Law Firm and organizations like Punish Baby Killers share the responsibility?”

	“Not at all, Madison. As to the Big Karma Law Firm, they are lawyers representing the interests of the plaintiffs, their clients, efficiently and professionally. 

	“And the very success of Punish Baby Killers and other organizations in raising so much cash is prima facie proof of a wildly popular belief that those who aid, abet, or facilitate abortions deserve harsh punishment. And for average people, even giant corporations, no demon in hell is worse than a lawyer with the facts and the law on his, er, their side.”

	“But isn’t Punish Baby Killers encouraging people to sue others for the money?”

	“Oh, no, Madison. I don’t know about the other outfits, but with Punish Baby Killers the exact opposite is true. Donors, and plaintiffs whose cases are funded by Punish Baby Killers, specifically refuse any share in the winnings, which presumably are used to further the agenda of punishing more defendants. Simply put, the plaintiffs and donors are clearly not in it for the money, far from it. They’re in it to punish people.”

	“But, Jolene, certainly the legislature didn’t think they would chase major employers and hundreds of thousands of good jobs out of Texas and the copycat Red states. What can they do now?”

	“‘Didn’t think’ is correct, Madison. I’m sure they didn’t think at all past the next election. Now they’ve got what they wanted, and I have a feeling this is only the beginning of unexpected consequences to come. 

	“What can they do? They wouldn’t dare to negate this law which is so clearly popular with their self-righteous right-wing base. And even if they did that, none of the cases filed before any change in the law would be affected. 

	“The technical term for their self-created situation is, they are well and truly [bleep].”

	 

	Fox News

	Friday, April 19, 9:22 p.m. 

	Stan Dougherty says, “We’ll be back with more of this outrageous insult to decent True Americans right after the break.”

	A sixtyish gray-haired white woman weeps the kitchen table as her daughter frets. You can see a cross over there on the kitchen wall and that famous picture of blue-eyed white Jesus illuminated by heavenly sunbeams. The daughter is holding a perfect beautiful dumpling of a bouncing curly blond baby with enormous blue eyes, lighted so he seems to glow. She passes a box of tissues to her mom, looking deeply concerned.

	“What’s wrong, Mom?”

	The mom shakes her head and sobs, “I’m just so angry” slamming her fist on the table for emphasis “about women leaving the state to get abortions and kill little babies” quick cut to the baby “when we finally outlawed abortion.” She’s spitting mad now. “I was so glad when they passed the law that we can sue people and companies who help women cheat the law and get abortions and kill little babies. But then, I called a lawyer, and do you know what? It costs over a thousand dollars to file one of those lawsuits! 

	“And you have to find someone to sue and have some kind of proof of what they did! It’s just not fair!” Slam. “The legal system is only for rich libruls and those people!”

	Wringing her hands, she wails melodramatically, “How can we ever stop them from killing all these babies?” Quick cut to the baby blowing saliva bubbles. Back to Mom, wiping her eyes and the snot leaking from her nose.

	The daughter smiles in obvious relief. “Is that all, Mom? Haven’t you heard about Punish Baby Killers? You just donate what you can afford, and everyone’s donations help pay for thousands of lawsuits against people and companies who help women cheat the law and leave the state to kill their babies. Eddie and I send them thirty dollars every month. Just a dollar a day helps a lot. Millions of people just like us can stand together and punish these baby killers the way they deserve!

	“Don’t get mad, get even! You can make a one-time donation or a monthly ‘contribution for retribution’ to punish these murderers and save millions of babies!” The adorable baby is sucking his finger.

	Mom immediately stops crying. Her face lights up. She grabs her smartphone. “On, thank Jesus! How can I donate to Punish Baby Killers right now?” The web address appears across the screen as the daughter explains. 

	“Just go to PunishBabyKillers.com. It’s easy! And a donation makes a great gift for your family and friends.”

	Mom’s thumbs are flying on that phone. She taps one last time with a flourish. “There!” she says. “I’m going to tell all my friends, too.” The mom and daughter beam, your eyes mist up as you reach for your wallet. The adorable baby babbles and waves his arms, bless his heart. 

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Tuesday, April 23, 12:00 p.m.

	Lena Washington-Gonzales, a slender thirtyish caramel woman with huge brown eyes and luxurious tight black curls smiles at the camera and says, “Welcome to KUCK-23 News at Noon. I’m Lena Washington-Gonzales here with Darrel Walters. And we have some shocking news today, don’t we, Darrel?”

	Darrel, a jolly plump white man in his forties with either a bad haircut or a bad rug says, “We sure do, Lena. We have exclusive reporting from KUCK-23’s Diana Dakota about an incident this morning in Austin. Let’s roll it.”

	Offscreen, Diana narrates as the video plays. “This is the scene at eight o’clock this morning outside the swank Austin townhouse of state senator R. Leroy ‘Bull’ Gilroy, Red from Sapwood. Senator Gilroy has served as chairman of the powerful Ways and Means Committee for the past nineteen of his twenty-nine years in the state senate. Here you see Senator Gilroy opening the door to greet two sheriff’s deputies.” 

	Gilroy is a short white man of proud belly and shiny pate ringed with wispy white hair, in white shirtsleeves and a Texas flag bolo tie. He might go five-ten with his trademark ten-gallon hat on, but it’s not.

	From across the street, the camera zooms in on Gilroy’s face as his expression changes from good-old-boy to confused-old-boy, through a second of stark fear, to mad-as-hell-old-boy, as one of the deputies holds out a clipboard and a pen. The camera pulls back as the deputies step aside, revealing to Gilroy and the viewers five stacks of paper lined up on the front walk, each five feet high with a rock on top as corners of the pages flutter in the breeze. 

	Gilroy attempts to slam the door but is foiled by the large black boot of one deputy, as the other deputy again thrusts the clipboard at Gilroy. Gilroy pulls his hands back. A deputy points at his bodycam, and then across the street to the news van, apparently informing Gilroy that he’s been served whether he signs or not. Gilroy stares directly into the news camera, raises two fingers and appears to shout some sort of expletive, then slams the door. 

	The two fingers and his mouth are blurred by the editors, of course.

	Now Diana, her long black hair waving in the light breeze, stands in front of the KUCK-23 News van and smiles, holding a wireless microphone with the KUCK logo and a fat black windscreen on top. She knows a Pulitzer moment when she sees one. She’s playing it perfectly and this will be her ticket out of here.

	“That was the scene at Red Texas State Senator ‘Bull’ Gilroy’s front door across the street from me just minutes ago, as sheriff’s deputies served him with 5,000 vigilante lawsuits encouraged by the famous SB-8 anti-abortion law, of which Senator Gilroy was a leading proponent. 

	“Since these suits have been served and were filed electronically with the courts by the Big Karma Law Firm minutes later, they are now public records.” She waves a ten-page document. 

	“According to the Big Karma Law Firm, all 5,000 lawsuits are identical except for the names of the plaintiffs. They allege that Senator Gilroy ‘materially aided, abetted and facilitated an abortion’ performed on a twenty-eight-year-old legislative assistant. These ‘vigilante lawsuits’ are similar to over 1.5 million already filed in Texas courts, but these include some unusually detailed evidence.

	“In a sworn, notarized affidavit by the woman attached to each lawsuit, we learn that she participated in a consensual sexual relationship with Senator Gilroy for about seven months, and that she became pregnant as a result.

	“She says that an audio recording on her phone when she announced that she was pregnant captured the senator saying to her, ‘Well, honey, you’re just going to have to take a little trip and get that taken care of.’ She said he withdrew a stack of new hundred-dollar bills from his desk, counted off fifty of them and handed them to her, which she says accounts for sounds heard in the recording. 

	“She says that when she told him she couldn’t buy a plane ticket with cash and showed him an airline reservation on her iPad screen, he used a personal credit card to pay for it. She captured an image of the screen showing the details. 

	“Now here’s where it gets really special. She took the cash to a police crime lab, where clear identical prints of a right thumb appeared on all 50 of the crispy new bills. This thumbprint was confirmed to be a perfect match for Senator Gilroy’s right thumb, with a certified report attached to the lawsuits. 

	“But even more amazingly, and I believe this is a first, tissue removed from her body during the abortion procedure was subjected to DNA analysis, using samples from her and from a handkerchief she says contained dried fluid from the senator. The DNA laboratory confirmed that the tissue sample contained DNA matching that of the woman and the specimen from the handkerchief. 

	“Of course, that allegation, if denied by the senator, could be easily confirmed or disproved if he submits a DNA sample for comparison.

	“We don’t know yet whether this incident was included in any of the 200,000 vigilante lawsuits filed against airlines in Texas in recent months. 

	“Senator Gilroy is in Austin for a special session of the legislature called to celebrate the twenty-third mass shooting in Texas so far this year, where forty-two white adults and thirty-six white children were fatally gunned down at a Baptist church picnic in Whiteland by twin white boys on March twenty-ninth, using brand new AR-15 modern sporting rifles which their proud parents gave them for their fifteenth birthday a week earlier. 

	“That mass shooting was unique in Texas history, as the first recorded incident of twins participating in a mass shooting, a new record number of victims, and the fact that all the victims were white. 

	“The total number of mass shootings in Texas this year was twenty-three as of March twenty-ninth when the special session was called, but that total is up to twenty-six now, with 326 killed including 278 children.

	“Apparently the special session was called to pass a budget resolution to restock the state’s dwindling supply of ‘thoughts and prayers’ which has been severely depleted by the unexpected number of shooting victims this year, since so far no one has proposed and new legislation for the session.

	Meanwhile, Senator Gilroy has twenty days to respond to each of the 5,000 lawsuits served on him today, or he faces default judgments of at least sixty million dollars. Tick-tock, Senator!

	“This is Diana Dakota with an exclusive report for KUCK-23 News in Austin.”

	Damn, it’s perfect, every word, one take. She’ll be all over the networks within an hour, again and again for the next few days. Her agent says she’ll land at CNN or MSNBC or ABC in New York or Washington within two weeks. Good looking, well-spoken, Native American woman? After this story? Are you kidding me? It’ll be a bidding war! Diamonds as big as radishes, kiddo.

	No more county fair pie-eating contests, no more horse shows or dog shows or school board protests or book burnings for this squaw. She doesn’t care where she lands, as long as it’s far, far away from all these crazy palefaces with guns. 

	She still won’t tell her agent or her boss how she came to be the only reporter on the scene this morning, and how she knew she would be when she gave them the top-secret heads up two days ago. 

	A reporter always protects her sources. 

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Thursday, April 25, 12:00 p.m.

	Lena Washington-Gonzales smiles at the camera and says, “Welcome to KUCK-23 News at Noon. I’m Lena Washington-Gonzales. Darrel Walters is off today because last night his wife Carla gave birth to a beautiful, healthy baby boy. Lester Darrel Walters arrived at ten twenty-two, weighing in at seven pounds eleven ounces and twenty-one inches. Here he is.”

	Here's a cellphone photo of a wrinkled newborn face, eyes closed, a burrito in a blue blanket with a little blue stocking cap on his head. “Isn’t he just the most precious little thing? Mother and baby are both doing fine, and dad is ecstatic.”

	Now she’s all business. “Our first story today is that the five airlines other than Ameristan who were hit with 100,000 vigilante lawsuits in late February have reached a settlement with the Big Karma Law Firm representing all the plaintiffs. The confidential settlement was announced at noon Eastern Time, an hour ago.” Airline logos display on the screen.

	“Already the stock prices of these companies, which had crashed since the lawsuits were filed, are showing steady recovery and the airlines say they are confident that all value temporarily lost will be regained within a few days.

	“The amount and terms of the settlement were not disclosed, but together the five airlines were worth nearly twice as much as Ameristan Airlines before they were hit with the lawsuits. Still-unconfirmed rumors say that Ameristan settled for some $1.5 billion plus promises that the Big Karma Law Firm would not sue them again. 

	“Although the total number of suits filed against all five of the airlines is the same the 100,000 cases as filed against Ameristan, in an earlier interview Big Karma could said they could double the number of cases against them in twenty-four hours if they want to complain. 

	“So far lips are zipped, and we may never know the whole truth about this. A joint statement issued by the five airlines an hour ago said that the settlement is good for their companies and good for their shareholders.”

	“So far, none of these airlines has announced plans to end service in Texas or any other state, but they continue to enforce the so-called ‘pee rule’ requiring all female passengers aged ten to fifty on interstate flights to prove they are not pregnant before they board.

	“In other news, the U.S. Supreme Court issued a new ruling this morning, and our legal expert, prominent Austin attorney Mark Steinmetz, has details.”

	“Thanks, Lena.” A thin man in his late fifties, with rimless glasses, close-cropped curly gray hair and matching beard says, “Today’s decision from the United States Supreme Court in Glasscock v. Missouri upholds Missouri’s controversial law forbidding pregnant women from travelling to other states. Several other Red states, including Texas, have passed similar laws which are now or soon will be in effect.

	“What is significant in this case is that the conservative majority of the Court ruled that the Constitution does not specifically provide any right to travel, and therefore the states can make their own policies and laws regarding the rights of their citizens to travel. 

	“As in other recent decisions, the justices relied upon legal precedents in English law from as far back as the 1200s, other precedents in both the Old and New Testaments of the Bible, as well as one oblique mention of the Hammurabic Code handed down in ancient Babylon some 3,700 years ago.

	“The Court stopped short of saying outright that states can declare women as chattel property of the state or of male citizens, but didn’t exclude that possibility, either, and references to a woman being the property or possession of her father or husband were cited as legal precedents, again leaving the determination to the states.

	“Interestingly, the right to travel freely between states was specified in the original Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781. The Constitution, which replaced the Articles of Confederation in 1789, does not specifically mention this right.

	“While Article Four of the Constitution grants visitors to another state the same rights and privileges as citizens of that state, there is no textual basis in the Constitution for the right to travel to another state. The right to travel has been taken for granted for over 250 years but is only legally supported by a few narrow court cases, the latest being from 1999. And we know how this court feels about precedents from less than 400 years ago. 

	“So this brings us to a case in Missouri where Judy Gooch, a twenty-six-year-old Illinois woman about two months pregnant, drove to Missouri to visit her parents and was arrested two weeks ago at the border on her way home. Her 2024 Hyundai and her cash were seized, and she was released under $50,000 bond to her parents’ custody to await trial.

	“Missouri claims that under Article Four of the U.S. Constitution the Illinois woman when she is in Missouri enjoys the same rights as citizens of Missouri, including the right under Missouri law, now confirmed by the U.S. Supreme Court, not to be allowed to travel out of Missouri while she is pregnant, so — get this — not arresting her would violate her constitutional rights. 

	“Since the leak of the Supreme Court ruling on Glasscock v. Missouri last month, Missouri and other states have set up checkpoints at their borders, especially borders with Blue states. These checkpoints are often manned — staffed — by volunteer sheriff’s deputies, often in full body armor with multiple weapons and accessories. Missouri’s border with Illinois is the Mississippi River, and only a few bridges connect the states. 

	“Naturally, traffic on Interstates 44 and 72 has backed up for as much as a hundred miles in Missouri and made travel to Illinois virtually impossible for the past two weeks. In that time at least thirty-two pregnant women have been found dead of heatstroke in the trunks of cars stopped at checkpoints along these highways. 

	“In these cases, the drivers are arrested and jailed on two counts of manslaughter or murder, one each for the woman and the fetus. Any female from age ten to fifty in any vehicle stopped at these checkpoints is given a pregnancy test on the spot. 

	“If anyone is found to be pregnant, the vehicle and all contents, including substantial sums of cash in many cases, are impounded under Missouri’s forfeiture law and the woman is arrested for attempting to leave Missouri. Conspiracy charges, felonies, apply to anyone else in the vehicle, including children, and to the woman as well. 

	“Predictably, some women attempt to escape from Missouri by crossing the Mississippi River in boats. Last night at about two a.m., a heavily armed patrol of volunteer deputies in a speedboat fired deer slugs and .50 caliber rounds at a boat fleeing east on the river, which exploded and sank. In the chase, one deputy fell overboard, sank, and drowned, likely due to the extensive body armor and equipment he was wearing.

	“The bodies of ten women and two men have been recovered so far. Among them is twenty-six-year-old Judy Gooch of Peoria, Illinois. Her parents said she was excited about being a mother and just wanted to get home to her husband and her job. 

	“The local sheriff praised his deputies’ rigorous enforcement of the law and expressed regret at the loss of his deputy, and of the boat, which he said was a really fast one worth $200,000 that could have easily outrun the deputies if it didn’t have so many passengers on board, and would have been a welcome addition to his fleet.”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Friday, April 26, 12:00 p.m.

	Lena Washington-Gonzales smiles at the camera and says, “Welcome to KUCK-23 News at Noon. I’m Lena Washington-Gonzales here with Darrel Walters. And we have some shocking news again today, don’t we, Darrel?”

	Darrel says, “We sure do, Lena, and once again we turn to ace reporter Diana Dakota for more on this developing story guaranteed to win her a Pulitzer Prize.”

	Cue Diana Dakota across the big table in the newsroom. “Thanks, Darrel, and hi, everyone.

	“Late yesterday, Red State Senator Wilbur ‘Davy’ Crockett declared that thoughts and prayers are not enough. The good senator introduced a bill in the Texas senate to arm ten-year-olds at school. 

	“Yes, you heard that right. 

	“Senator Crockett claims to be a direct descendant of the legendary Tennessee woodsman and congressman who made the ultimate sacrifice for freedom at the Alamo, but apparently not before planting some seeds in various gardens. Maybe there were some genetic accidents down through the generations, or maybe the original Davy Crockett was really a drunken buffoon as suggested by some historians.

	“Here’s a clip from that press conference where the senator showed great courage in even proposing this out loud in a state where, don’t forget, even sane people are allowed to carry guns in public. Bear in mind, this man has been the Red senator from Pueblo Saguaro for twenty-two years.”

	A scrappy fiftyish white fellow in a monumental white cowboy hat stands at a podium and rants into the microphone. He waves a long-barrel chrome six-shooter that gleams in the light. “Thoughts and prayers are not the answer to bullets, especially after our children are dead. The way government and police protect” air bunny quotes, awkward with the gun in his hand “our children at school, they might as well not bother, and save us a whole lot of money. 

	“That is why today I have filed the Good Kids With Guns Act. I propose that schoolchildren starting at age ten receive two hours a week of handgun training until they are qualified to carry a weapon in the classroom to protect themselves, their fellow students, and their teachers. 

	“Older students can take turns guarding the classrooms of younger students. These lifesaving weapons will be owned by the schools, passed out each morning, and stored overnight in locked vaults. 

	“If twenty-five kids shoot at once, they can’t all miss. No way any deranged school shooter will kill more than two or three kids before he’s blasted to kingdom come.”

	The clip ends and Diana Dakota looks at the screen with a straight face. “What could possibly go wrong? Since there are no other suggestions so far, the bill is certain to receive attention and probably a vote in both houses during the current special legislative session.

	“Anyway, that was yesterday. This morning at eight o’clock my crew and I were across the street from Senator Crockett’s swank townhouse, just four doors down from Senator Gilroy, and here we go, it’s déjà vu all over again. 

	“You can see the five five-foot high piles of paper with rocks on top on the front walk. You can see the two deputies knocking on the door, which is opened by a uniformed maid.” The maid vanishes and, in a moment, a visibly agitated Senator Crockett appears in shirtsleeves, his short, unnaturally dark hair oiled and combed perfectly. “And here’s Senator Crockett.” Crockett is waving his arms and running his mouth a mile a minute.

	One deputy proffers a clip board and pen. Crockett grabs the clip board and flings it at the deputy, striking him on the face. As the deputy grabs his nose, the other deputy pulls out his taser and calmly shoots Senator Crockett in the groin. He points at his own bodycam, and then at the news camera. Senator Crockett is paralyzed and leaning against the door jamb with his back arched. The deputy turns him around and zip-ties the Senator’s hands behind his back. 

	The deputy takes a card from his shirt pocket and reads something to the paralyzed Senator, then roughly grabs him, drags him down the sidewalk and shoves him into the back of the patrol car without pushing his head down. The other deputy follows, still holding his nose. From this angle we can see blood pouring down his face and all over the front of his armored vest.

	“Folks, I believe we have a new world record for the fastest service of 5,000 lawsuits against a public official in the history of Texas.” 

	“Like the 5,000 lawsuits filed against Senator Gilroy seventy-two hours earlier, these 5,000 suits allege that Senator Crockett aided, abetted, and facilitated an abortion for a legislative aide, in this case a thirty-one-year-old African American woman. 

	“Interestingly, the evidence attached to the lawsuits is strikingly similar to the evidence in the Gilroy cases. You have the coincidental voice recording of the woman telling the Senator, ‘I’m pregnant, you [bleep] cracker! You told me you had a [bleep] vasectomy!’ and the Senator replying in strangely familiar words, ‘Well, baby, you just take a little a trip and get it taken care of.’”

	“We have the same fingerprinting of the crisp new $100 bills, although Senator Crockett gave her only $3,500 rather than $5,000. We have the Senator paying for airline tickets with a credit card in his own name, this one apparently issued to his campaign.

	“We have an identical affidavit, the abortion was in the same Illinois clinic, and DNA tests were performed on the tiny clump of embryonic cells removed from the woman’s body, comparing samples from the woman and a washcloth alleged to contain dried fluid from the Senator. We have the DNA report confirming the samples match. 

	“Senator Crockett was booked on charges of assaulting a police officer, and released on $20,000 cash bail two hours later. He has twenty days to reply to each of the 5,000 lawsuits or he faces the same potential default judgments of $60 million as his colleague, Senator Gilroy. We believe that the 5,000 plaintiffs are identical in both men’s lawsuits. 

	“All 10,000 of these cases were filed on behalf of the plaintiffs by the Big Karma Law Firm, apparently funded by private donations. 

	“So far, our investigation reveals that both men are wealthy, but neither is believed to be worth anything like $60 million. 

	“Is all of this a coincidence, or is it a pattern? So far, we have learned that both aides were personally hired by the senators about nine months ago at a private ‘job fair’ organized by energy and gun industry lobbyists. We are told by a senate aide that this is an annual event commonly known as the ‘filly auction’ that features good-looking young women seeking jobs in government.”

	“So that’s what we know so far in what is shaping up to be the steamiest scandal to come out of the gerrymandered Texas legislature in many years.

	“And, oh, did I mention that Senator Crockett was a co-sponsor of SB-8 in 2021?

	“Back to you, Darrel.”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon Austin, Texas

	Tuesday, April 30, 12:00 p.m. 

	Lena Washington-Hernandez says, “Welcome to KUCK-23 News at Noon. I’m Lena Washington-Hernandez. Darrel Walters is in the field investigating a story.

	“So let’s get right to it. Our soon-to-be Pulitzer laureate Diana Dakota has another doozy for us. Diana?”

	Diana Dakota stands in front of a white KUCK-23 van and smiles. “Lena, we have more news about members of the Texas legislature. And today was a double-header, with overtime.

	“At eight o’clock this morning, sheriff’s deputies simultaneously served 1,000 lawsuits on each of two senior Red members of the Texas House of Representatives, Buddy Haley representing Bullwhip Falls for twenty-three years, and Billy Bob Whitelaw of Rattler Flats, with twenty-one years in the House, at separate rental townhouses in Austin. Both men are in town for the special session of the Texas legislature. 

	“Two crews from KUCK-23 captured the action exclusively.” A split screen shows now-familiar drama at two locations simultaneously and synchronized. In each tableau, deputies knock, a white man answers the door, pitches a hissy fit at the sight of a five-foot tall stack of paper, brushes aside the clipboard, a deputy indicates his bodycam and the news van, the white man gesticulates and shouts, goes inside and slams the door. Deputies leave laughing and shaking their heads. Then, on one side, the deputies suddenly turn back, drawing their guns, and one of them speaks into his shoulder microphone. The action freezes. Diana Dakota is back on-screen.

	“Naturally, these are abortion-related vigilante lawsuits encouraged by SB-8 of 2021 which, of course, these two Red representatives supported. We waited five minutes after service for the Big Karma Law Firm to electronically file all 2,000 suits, and now the documents I have in my hand are public records.

	“Here’s where it gets interesting. The allegations in these lawsuits, and the evidence provided, are identical to the suits filed against state senators Gilroy and Crockett last week. According to identical affidavits from the women involved, each man had a consensual sexual relationship with the woman, a legislative aide hired within the past few months. Each woman got pregnant and recorded the conversation where she announced this to the man, who tells the woman to take a trip and fix it.

	“Each of them received sums from $3,000 to $5,000 in uncirculated hundred-dollar bills, which were fingerprinted and certified to match the prints of the legislator in question. Each man then paid for an airline ticket with a credit card in his name, three of which were campaign accounts.

	“All the women received abortions at the same clinic in Illinois, and all had the DNA testing done with the same results.

	“It is now beyond doubt that the actions of these women were coordinated, and we’ll get to the bottom of that soon. All the women were hired as legislative aides at the same annual ‘job fair’ organized by energy and gun lobbyists, informally known as the ‘filly auction’. 

	“With me now for an exclusive interview and to make a statement is Bill Still, an attorney and spokesman for the Big Karma Law Firm’s Austin office. Thank you for coming, Bill.”

	“Glad to be here, Diana. My colleagues and I are big fans of your work.” Bill looks sharp as always, in a tailored dark pinstripe suit, a light blue shirt ideal for TV, and a red silk tie showing just a bit of collar behind the knot, as so many do.

	“Thank you, Bill, you’re too kind. I’m just doing my job. What do you know about any coordination of the actions of these women?”

	“Good question, Diana. And now I will speak on the record on behalf of the Big Karma Law Firm. Maybe this will save time in your investigation, and we and all your fans look forward to the results, which will certainly be entertaining at the very least.

	“The Big Karma Law Firm had no knowledge of any of these women or any others in similar situations until we received the evidence you have seen and reported on. We did interview them as part of our due diligence before filing the lawsuits. We found that their evidence was impeccable and that their affidavits were completely honest.”

	“Why did the senators get served with 5,000 lawsuits each and these two representatives with only 1,000 each?”

	“Well, Diana, the reasons are simple. Our investigations determined that the two senators are quite wealthy, and most of their wealth seems to have been accumulated during their decades in the Texas Senate. So, the number of lawsuits was intended to make a dent of about $60 million each in their fortunes, especially if they face default judgments by failing to respond to each and every one of those lawsuits within twenty days after they were served. 

	“As for the representatives, they are each facing about $12 million in consequences, which our research shows is far more than their net worths, despite substantial wealth accumulation during their decades in the Texas house. 

	“The other reason is that we don’t want to waste resources on excessive lawsuits because we have a lot more work to do for our clients. May I make an official statement now?

	“Of course. The eyes of Texas, and the world, are upon you.”

	“Thank you. I’m William P. Still, an attorney, speaking on behalf of the Big Karma Law Firm. I am speaking to Texas legislators, cabinet members, and top management of state agencies and oversight boards. We have the goods on ninety-four of you so far. 

	“You know who you are, and we know who you are. You have thirty days to contact the Big Karma Law Firm, which is your only chance to avoid personal embarrassment and financial ruin. If you fail to do so, we will begin serving piles of lawsuits which I promise we will win. 

	“So all y’all best call the Big Karma Law Firm right now. We’re in the book and operators are standing by. 

	“And by the way, if you think we’re bluffing, ask Senator Gilroy and Senator Crockett. Ask these two representatives who were served this morning. Or ask Ameristan Airlines. Thank you for your attention. This is the end of my statement.”

	Diana Dakota looks very impressed. “Wow, Bill. Just wow. And hey, Bill, wait a minute before you go. I almost forgot. You’ve got to see what happened after deputies served the Honorable Mr. Whitelaw.”

	Back to the frozen screen from before. Now the two deputies turning and pulling their guns fill the screen. “Let’s back that up a few seconds and turn up the audio.” The two deputies, one Black and one white, are laughing and slapping each other on the backs of their thick ballistic vests. It’s going to be another scorcher, already ninety-six at eight in the morning. There are sweat circles around their armpits and a sheen on their faces. One of the guys wipes his brow with the back of his hand.

	They freeze for an instant when boom - boom, unmistakably gunshots, maybe a Glock .40, and then a chilling scream that’s high-pitched but not feminine. The deputies whirl toward the door. The guy on the radio is talking backup, ambulance and “We’re going in.” 

	Step by step they approach the door, guns pointed up in a two-handed grip. There is some indecipherable noise from the radio. Rory the editor dashes into view with another camera just behind the cops, to cover the scene from the right-side view. Radio guy thumbs his mic and says, “ten-four”. As they get to the edge of the porch, they stop and look at each other like, whose turn is it? Rory the editor walks his camera directly behind them. 

	The Black guy, on the left side of the door where the knob is, nods his head and mouths one, two. On three he kicks the door right near the knob and it flies open. 

	The door slams into a woman facing them, a good hard smack flat in her face. Technicolor blood from her flattened nose sprays everywhere, a few drops spattering the cops. The compact black semi-auto handgun she’s holding flies back into the room as she collapses to the right, behind the open door, revealing the Honorable Billy Bob Whitelaw on his back on the floor, screaming like a hundred wet cats. A growing pond of vivid red blood extends from the crest of his ample belly to his knees, centered right about where his balls would have been.

	Now there’s an ambulance siren, coming closer.

	As she watches the broadcast monitor with Bill, Diana thinks, damn, that 8K camera is amazing. Damn, Rory’s just standing there getting it all. Damn, I wonder if he wants to go to New York or Washington. Or what about London? Damn, this is going to get me another mil a year.

	The white guy goes to the fallen woman, turning her so she won’t choke on the blood. The Black guy grabs a couple of throw pillows and kneels beside the man, whose screams are running out of gas until the cop presses one of the pillows onto the wound. One more operatic wail and the guy passes out. 

	Rory steps out of the way when the EMTs come up the walk and again when they bring the guy out on the stretcher in what seems like seconds. The siren dominates for a moment and fades away. The cops turn their attention to the woman, sitting up now with her head back and a bloody towel on her face. Rory just stands there still as a deer, ten feet outside the open door.

	The woman says to the Black cop, “Unh unh unh” and so on. Rory has already added subtitles, bless his heart. “Get my purse.” The cop comes back in a moment, and according to the subtitles, she says, “open it” and “envelope” and “open it”. Rory zooms in on a thin document the cop is unfolding. Damn, that 8K is amazing. You can read the word “Affidavit” at the top of the page.

	The cop shows it to the other cop, they nod. You can tell they’ve seen this before. He holds it out and the other cop snaps a photo. The cop folds the document, puts it back in the envelope and drops it into the purse. The woman removes the towel from her face and speaks more clearly, though as if she has a bad cold. “The son of a bitch was raping me. He was halfway into it when you guys showed up. When you left, he started back in.” 

	One cop says something. Subtitle: “Uh, ma’am, it looks like he was fully dressed when you shot him.”

	The woman says, “Of course he was! He was going to do it with a beer bottle. That one right over there. He knows I hate that even more than anal, the pig. I have never been to this apartment before. It’s where that pig stays when he’s here on ‘state business.’” Air bunnies, of course. 

	“I found this stuff you see all over the floor in a box in the closet.” One of the cops holds up a little shorty negligee and a fat butt plug. “Look at that! You think that would fit me?” He shakes his head, assuming she means the negligee. 

	“So, I asked him about it, and he slammed me up against the wall, right there, and pushed my dress up and grabbed my panties. I yelled at him to stop. He had that beer bottle in his hand. Then he freaked when you guys knocked. 

	“When you guys left, he came after me again with his one fist clenched and the beer bottle in his other hand. I was in fear for my life, and I shot him.”

	One cop answers his cellphone, looks at the woman, and hangs up. “Ma’am, I’m sorry to tell you, your husband passed away.”

	“Really? Well, OK, that’s that, then. Give me your phone.” She taps her cellphone against his and gives it back. “There’s my contact information if there’s anything further. Now I absolutely must get in the shower, I’m having brunch with my daughter. Boy, will she be surprised. Goodbye and thank you. 

	“Just close the door on your way out.” The camera rushes left across the front of the townhouse and into the neighbor’s carport, behind a huge eighties Lincoln Town Car with the vinyl top and the little opera windows in back. 

	Rory left that part in for fun. They’ll cut it out before the broadcast. 

	To finish the roll so she can go home, Diana faces the camera and says, “I have nothing more right now, Lena.” She smiles — and — done. 

	When she gets in her car, she uses a burner phone to take a photo of one page from a lawsuit against each of the two representatives served today. She texts them, then drives home. Just as she’s parking, a text comes in on the burner. “Dam girl u delishus u dtf i wanna do you deep 5x.” She thinks for a minute about the rest of her day and sends “Yes”. This means the dive bar at seven p.m. today. If she had sent “OK” she would have to meet at seven a.m. at an awful diner forty minutes away. 

	She backs her car out and heads to her bank for five thousand in used bills. She fills out the suspicious activity form saying she’s buying a used car. 

	She’s been in action since seven thirty and left the scene at nine having delivered a nice bombshell for News at Noon that will make her famous.

	By eleven she’s out of the shower in a thin cotton robe washing down leftover Lo Mein from the carton with Dr. Pepper, dawdling on the internet and checking the time every fifteen seconds, waiting forever until noon. 

	 

	Joe’s Bar, South Austin, Texas

	Tuesday, April 30, 7:00 p.m.

	Diana, her hair up under an old fedora with a small dark feather in the band, enters the bar and sees him with a beer at a corner table in the back. She drops a five on the bar, asks for a draft and carries it over to the table. No one even looks up.

	He nods, she nods. They sip. He says, “Just like the others, these two groups are sequential. So far none of the groups are sequential to each other. They’re all part of a block of a million dollars that I traced to a bank in Brownsville and learned that they delivered it to a bank just south of the border in March. Hola!

	“For five K the Mexican bank manager will give us copies of the paperwork tracking the block into the bank, details of the account that withdrew it, and the ID and security photos of the man who withdrew it plus video of the transaction. Also details on the driver of a black Suburban, possibly armored, in which that guy arrived, with a Texas plate. And,” he smiles, “a photo of the VIN plate caught while the guy was getting coffee.” She casually passes the envelope under the table.

	“My God, if you get me that, well . . . I can’t say what I wouldn’t do, but I respect your identity and your husband. You can bring him with you to New York, or maybe Washington, when I make you the most famous G-man since Elliot Ness on international TV.”

	“I’m starting to see where this is going,” he says. 

	She says, “Yeah, well, let’s make it go faster. We need to crack this case before I leave Texas forever.”

	He says, “Alberto adores you. Who knows what delights could ensue if I brought him an autograph and a photo?”

	“That would be tough because I was never here. Let me know when you get the evidence. When we wrap this case, I’ll buy you both a fancy dinner with Beluga and Dom.”

	He says, “Who are they?”

	 

	Austin, Texas

	Friday, May 3, 4:20 p.m.

	Donations have spiked in the past ten days and continue upward. The scumbag politicians have outperformed even Ameristan Airlines in provoking the donors — by twenty-six percent and climbing. Who would have thought? Have we finally found the limit of what Red voters will tolerate? 

	Fort thoughtfully tokes on a skinny joint alleged to contain the most excellent cannabis on earth. It’s smooth, with notes of kiwi and turpentine. 

	In a moment Occam’s Razor gleams. In a moment clarity shines. They don’t care when the Reds trample on their rights, take away their health care, doom them to early and agonizing deaths. They don’t even care when the Reds vote against raising the minimum wage upon which so many rely. They don’t care about the bribery, the corruption, the stacks of cash. They don’t care about the sex. It really is abortions that put them over the top. He exhales languidly.

	The Ameristan thing, and to a lesser extent the other airlines, brought a rising wave of extra donations. Foolishly, he now realizes, he thought that people would be glad to see airlines get their comeuppance. Ninety-six percent of passengers hate the cramped seats, the elbows on their armrests, the surly service, the half-can of soda. But now it’s obvious. Ninety-six percent of their donors never fly anywhere and probably resent people who do. 

	And, of course, it’s the outrage and desire to punish that got the whole thing to this point. And they don’t want to punish airplanes. They want to punish people. And they put their money where their rage is. Bless their hearts, every one. 

	He’s reassured that he was right all along. Another toke.

	Now, even after paying Big Karma, PBK has almost two billion in cash after Ameristan coughed up, and another two billion on the way from the generous skies, probably another billion to come from the four big tech companies. Plus an average of sixteen mil a week — over twenty this week — he suddenly finds himself worrying about banks. What would happen with the banks if he suddenly withdrew all that cash?

	Which brings to mind the 723 million so far in the trading accounts. What’s a poor boy to do? 

	Big Karma casts a huge shadow with its successes and the constant media attention, but it’s really like a small moth on a bright porchlight. The farther away you get, the bigger the shadow. They list some two hundred lawyers in Texas and a few of the copycat Red states, but those lawyers are independents scattered in all the counties, for occasional court appearances. The core group is three here in Austin. After all, Mark handles all the paperwork for them with only one or two employees. 

	Another toke and Fort stubs out the pinner. Now he sees it. Fort has the flash of genius that will change the course of history.

	He taps to call Bill Still. 

	When Bill answers, he blurts out “Please charter a jet and go to Florida immediately, tomorrow.” 

	Bill says, “Hey, Fort. What’s the mission?”

	“Buy MAXNEWS on behalf of some company you dream up on the way there. They’re near Palm Beach somewhere. Use the law firm for escrow, I’ll fund it. Be extremely generous, more than they’d ever get in their wildest dreams. 

	“They should be receptive, because they’ll be out of business in months, and they know it. It’s late there now. Do your research tonight. Call the chairman at nine Eastern tomorrow. If you want to make the boldest move in the history of negotiations, offer them a million dollars for a board meeting tomorrow afternoon. 

	“It’s OK to pay three, five, even ten times what it’s worth, because it will be worth ten times more in a few months. Be firm, right now today or never, what’s their dream price? Board meeting, offer, platinum parachutes, close. Buy out all contracts. We need to be operational a.s.a.p. 

	“Let’s get Allen involved. He can evaluate the staff and the talent, see if any of those Barbies can read or what. You’re in charge of the legal side of the deal, and Allen can find someone to run the operation.”

	Bill says, “Your wish is my command.” 

	Fort calls Allen. “Hey, Allen. I’m here with Bill. There’s a mission all of a sudden. Guys, I’m embarrassed I didn’t think of it sooner. Wheels up for Florida, around Palm Beach, in the morning.

	“Well, hey, Fort, Bill. So, what’s the rumpus?”

	“Please go with Bill in the morning to Florida to buy MAXNEWS.”

	“Sorry to ask, but are you high right now?”

	“Are you guys about to get on a fancy private jet and fly to Florida to buy MAXNEWS? You bet your ass I’m high.”

	“Just making sure.”

	“Find the most expensive hotel. A car and driver the whole time. If you want, bring along a few folks to round out your posse.

	“Now here’s what we’re going to do.”

	Sure enough, in two minutes Allen and Bill recognize genius when they see it.

	The definition of genius is this: in retrospect, it’s obvious. 

	 

	MAXNEWS Headquarters, Bandana, Florida

	Monday, May 6, 4:20 p.m. 

	Bill calls Fort to report on the MAXNEWS situation. 

	“First of all, congratulations to our newest nationwide media mogul. Sixty all in. We buy all the stock at a huge premium. We buy out all the talent and manager contracts for cash, very generous separation package for any other staff we let go.

	“We have a contract and we’re closing tomorrow at noon.”

	“Excellent. What took you so long? OK, I’ll throw sixty to the escrow account right now. What’s the situation, operability-wise?”

	“We’ll replace most of the onscreen talent. The good news is the production staff is competent and quite good. Allen will fix us up with talent and writers, some new graphics people.

	“Now, I edited this little video just for you. And, of course, the networks, and to go viral. This is the end of the meeting with talent and production people. Watch the faces of the talent at the end. It’s priceless.”

	The video is edited from three cameras. One shows Allen in the front of a large room. The second covers twelve people, the talent, in two rows like the Supreme Court. The third pans the producers, directors, camera operators, sound engineers, graphics people and general staff.

	Allen is saying, “Now that we’ve covered the new ownership and I hope you’re comfortable about your personal finances. . .” Cameras two and three pan over the friendly faces. “So now that we’re good friends, tell me, show of hands, who thinks that MAXNEWS programming is mostly lies and bullshit?”

	Cameras two and three pan around. Half the production staff raises their hands immediately, and almost everyone else joins in. On the talent side, six of the twelve don’t raise their hands.

	“OK, thank you. We are going to do something that no news channel has ever done.

	“Welcome to the new MAXNEWS. We tell the truth with a $10 Million Guarantee. Because you want the truth, and you can handle the truth.”

	Fort laughs at the variously stunned, stern, confused or simply vapid expressions on the faces of the talent. 

	“Hey, Bill. You know who would be perfect? Who’s that woman in Austin on KUCK you were on with? The one who’s been doing those stories about the lawsuits and the politicians?”

	“Oh, yeah. Diana Dakota.”

	“Yeah, isn’t she an Indian, I mean Native American? How about this, a serious anchor who is not only telling the truth with the guarantee, but she’s an actual Legacy American? 

	“Her stuff got picked up by all the networks, I saw it. Brought us in a ton of dough, too. We need to get her fast. Beat any offer by a mil a year, two mil. Total editorial control.”

	Fort is in high gear. 

	“I hope she’s not thinking New York. Remind her Florida is full of people from New York who fled the weather and the taxes. No, wait, wait, better yet, she can have her own studio in New York or Washington or wherever she wants. She can work on any story she wants, all the staff she needs, her own director, camera operators, the works. We’ll give her private eyes and whatever resources she needs to investigate whatever she likes. Throw in a nice condo or house for a signing bonus.”

	Bill says, “We’ll get with her agent, or her, by tomorrow, maybe tonight.”

	“Outstanding! You guys are the greatest. This is going to be epic. See ya.” 

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon Austin, Texas 

	Tuesday, May 7 12:20 p.m.

	Lena Washington-Hernandez says, “We’re back with KUCK-23 News at Noon. Our Diana Dakota is with me, and she has a couple of smartphones on the desk. What’s up, Diana?”

	“Hi, Lena. Many of our viewers will recall the stunning events one week ago when State Representative Billy Bob Whitelaw was served with a thousand vigilante lawsuits as our camera recorded the action.” The video rolls. “And the surprise ending when, moments later, Betty Sue Whitelaw, his wife of thirty-two years, shot him while the deputies were still outside.” 

	Cut to Mrs. Whitelaw saying, “The son of a bitch was raping me” and another cut to the affidavit in the deputy’s hand. 

	“That document you just saw originated with the mysterious and controversial organization NRNN, that is, No Rights No Nookie. NRNN became notorious for providing women with legal documents to end conjugal relations with a husband or boyfriend about two years ago and, some critics allege, provide an excuse for her to kill him. 

	“As you know, in states like Texas where abortion and even birth control are illegal, and access to women’s health care is limited, many women consider pregnancy to be life-threatening. Almost a thousand Texas women so far this year have died from untreated ectopic pregnancies because the life-saving treatment they needed is considered an abortion under Texas law.

	“These documents from NRNN allow a woman to declare that she no longer consents to sex with a specific man, so any sex he initiates is rape. When the documents are officially served on the man and recorded by a county clerk, they have provided legal protection to women who have used lethal force to protect themselves from rape, which is legal in most states anyway.

	“So far none of the over 1,300 women in Texas this year who killed their husbands or boyfriends after filing these documents in the public record have faced any legal consequences. 

	“However, some life insurance companies have refused to pay on policies covering husbands, citing lack of coverage for death during the commission of a felony. Others have refused to pay by claiming that under the circumstances the man knew his actions were suicidal and therefore not covered. Lawsuits are pending in some cases.

	“Today we have other news from NRNN. 

	“On their website, NRNN recommends video or audio recordings of an attack as extra protection, and the news today is NRNN’s new free app called ‘Stop Dammit’. The app is available for Apple and Android phones. What it does is start a video and audio recording on your phone when you speak or shout a certain phrase, which you can program yourself.

	“I loaded the app on these phones to try it out. I programmed this iPhone to respond to the words ‘get away from me.’ See there, it starts a video recording which of course includes audio. And this Samsung Android phone is activated when I say, ‘don’t touch me.’ See there?”

	The camera zooms in on the two phones which Diana holds up, each recording a video of the TV camera zooming in on them. “The app is free to download from NRNN’s website, NoRightsNoNookie.com, that’s nookie with an i-e.

	“But wait! There’s more. You can program another feature to call 911 when you speak a different phrase. Our favorite tech guru, Oscar, tweaked the app for me so that when I say the magic words, the iPhone will call this other phone instead of 911. And it will deliver a prerecorded message you program. 

	“Watch. Here, Lena, when this phone rings, answer ‘911, what is your emergency?’ and turn on speaker phone. Ready?

	“Here’s my phrase. ‘Rape! Rape’.” 

	The phone in Lena’s hand rings and she answers it. “911, what is your emergency?” She presses the speakerphone button. 

	The phone in Lena’s hand says, “This is Mary Smith at 123 Any Street. My husband Chuck is raping me and he is a big guy. Send help now.” 

	“Don’t hang up, Lena. Check this out.” Diana’s words echo from the phone in Lena’s hand. “The connection to 911 stays open and you can hear my voice until I say, ‘hang up’.”

	 

	Capitol Marriott, Austin, Texas 

	Tuesday, May 7, 1:05 p.m.

	Diana’s agent, Fred Kupperman, calls. 

	“Oh, hi, Fred. What’s the good news?”

	“I have a few offers to discuss with you. I just arrived in Austin this morning. How fast can you get to the Capitol Marriott? Where are you? I’ll have a car pick you up.”

	“Just leaving the station.”

	“Great, wait there. It’s a white Volvo electric, the driver is Ramon. He’ll be out front in four minutes. What do you want for lunch? I’ll get room service. It should arrive right when you get here. I’m excited. Do I sound excited? Are you excited?” 

	“Some kind of chicken Caesar, barbecue Sprite, yes and yes, very.”

	“Right, got it. Uh, barbecue Sprite?”

	“You know, Dr. Pepper.”

	Four minutes later, Ramon picks her up, right on time. “Ms. Dakota? I’m Ramon. My wife and I are big fans.”

	“Well, thank you, Ramon, and call me Diana.” She gets in the front seat and away they go in eerie silence. It’s a sweet chariot, and she immediately decides she wants one. 

	Eight minutes later, Ramon lets her out at the grand entrance of the Capitol Marriott. “Suite 2300.” He hands her a plastic card. “For the elevator, take the last one in back on the right. See you later!” She thanks him, and before she knows it, she’s at 2300.

	Fred Kupperman opens the door with a big smile. She hugs him, careful not to squeeze too hard. He’s like the uncle she never had — the Jewish one, maybe 60, maybe 75, big glasses, white-haired, skinny but spry, a few inches shorter than she is. 

	“Honey,” he says, “remember when getting six figures was a dream come true? I told you, put in a couple of years and I’ll take you to the big time. Diamonds as big as radishes!” He always says that. “Now we’re up to six figures per month for openers. Sit down, eat your salad, drink your barbecue Sprite, oh, that’s cute. I’ll catch you up.”

	She sits but she can’t even think of eating. He’s talking and she’s seeing the jewels and silks of the Orient, laid at her feet, pile after pile. Orient, meaning East, as in New York and Washington. “CNN offers an anchor spot in Atlanta, $1.4 million a year, three years, an evening hour, 200 nights per year, some extra for one-hour specials if you like. They’ll agree to Washington or New York, I’m sure.

	“MSNBC, similar deal, 220 evening hours a year, five one-hour specials of your choice, either Washington or New York, 1.75, three years, bonus based on higher ratings in your hour, a paid condo lease and $200K for signing. 

	“NBC, similar, a little less money. Those are the serious ones. I’m sure we can get them all to do much better. What do you think, sweetheart?” Old guys can get away with talking like that. Plus he’s from New York, and it comes out “sweet-hot”.

	“OK, honey, you can say something.”

	“Um, holy shit. I. . .”

	“Now I’ve saved the best for last. We have a guy coming here any minute. All those networks, you’re in the big time, no kidding. Your own show. But this guy, with this guy you play nice and keep your mouth absolutely shut when it comes to money. I mean it, not a word. 

	“Remember, Samson slew the Philistines with the jawbone of an ass. Don’t kill this deal with the same weapon. 

	“Everything else, be yourself. Just be yourself, don’t talk money and do not even react when the subject comes up. Be like a wooden — uh, sphinx, and you’ll watch your Uncle Fred land you a whole network of your own.”

	There’s a knock at the door. Fred says, “What would you say to 2.5 mil?” She looks back at him with a friendly stone face. “Right answer! Keep it up.”

	Fred opens the door, and stands back as Bill Still from the Big Karma Law Firm walks in. “I think you know this guy.” Diana is so surprised it takes her three seconds to say, “Hi, Bill. Fancy meeting you here.”

	In five minutes, Bill runs through the deal, except for the name of the network. Lead anchor, any prime-time slot she wants. 

	She can have her own studio and crew, New York or Washington, anywhere she wants. She might consider some place with no state income tax. She can investigate anything she wants, staff, detectives, any resources imaginable at her beck and call. Her choice of crew and writers, or she can write her own copy.

	They’d prefer that she just run the whole network, hire all the help she needs. 

	Bill says, “We’re going to limit commercials to seven minutes per hour, no pharma ads, no Medicare plans, no allergy pills, no Mesothelioma, no accident lawyers, no insurance, no reverse mortgages, no supplements, no — what am I forgetting? Anyway, mainly electric cars and the commercials have to be stunning and entertaining. 

	“And, oh, yeah. Starting next week, every word on the network is going to be 100% true with a $10 Million Guarantee. Everything goes through four fact checkers, all supporting documents linked on the website.”

	He pauses and she looks up like, did you really say that? She smiles for a couple of seconds as the idea sinks in but says nothing, her face neutral again. He says, “So, what do you think?” She turns to look at Fred. 

	Fred says, “Could be interesting. Whaddaya have in mind, money-wise?”

	Bill says, “We don’t want to waste time. We’re putting our best offer up front in good faith. We’ll buy out your contract with KUCK. Five-year contract at 3.5 million base to start, quarterly boost based on improving overall ratings for the network and ratings for your hours. The ratings are terrible now, so that’s easy money for you. 

	“500K signing bonus. A loft in SoHo, townhouse in Georgetown, oceanfront condo or whatever suits you wherever you want to be. You choose, we’ll work out how you get it to minimize the taxes, but yours to live in as fast as you choose it, all expenses paid, deeded free and clear in five years. I’m ready to work on the paperwork with Fred this afternoon so we can sign this evening.” He stops and waits. He can’t believe Diana’s calm, expressionless face. 

	Fred looks Bill in the eyes for a long five seconds, then deadpans, “Well, if that’s the best you can do, Bill. Let me have a word with my client in the other room. Help yourself to some coffee or a drink. The pastries I brought fresh from New York this morning, they’re delicious. There’s a chicken Caesar here you’re welcome to.” 

	He takes Diana down the hall to a large bedroom and closes the door.

	Fred says, “There’s a time to haggle, and a time to graciously accept the opportunity of a lifetime. I’ll waive commission on the real estate, we can put that in a separate contract. If you agree, just tell me yes and keep a straight face when we go back out. We might as well kill fifteen minutes in here, let him stew a little. There’s another Caesar and a cold Dr. Pepper over here on the table. Eat, you need your strength.”

	Diana asks Fred if he would please call Ramon the driver. Huh? Diana talks for a minute, thanks Ramon, and hangs up. 

	She drinks the Dr. Pepper but still can’t eat. Well, maybe a couple of bites. She freshens up in the bathroom, spending a good while staring into her eyes in the mirror.

	After seventeen minutes they return to the living room. Bill looks up expectantly. Diana’s face is neutral. Fred says ominously, “There’s a couple of issues on our side, Bill.” Bill thinks, oh shit.

	“To whom would Ms. Dakota report?”

	“That’s easy, Fred. She reports only to me, or some other person at Big Karma that we both agree on, if she would prefer. The owners are truly absentee, and they have no communication with the network except through me. Big Karma has been tasked to engage a person or persons to operate the network. 

	“At this point, we have a few suggestions, which you can accept or reject. Then we’re hands off. Journalism is not our area of expertise. The point is, Diana will be her own boss, and boss of the whole network to the extent she wants to be.”

	“It sounds like you need her immediately. She’s in the middle of a big story at KUCK. We would need a way to be fair to KUCK. I have an excellent candidate for them, Diana knows her. I think after Diana, they have some respect for me and will take her. We need a way to work with them occasionally over possibly a few weeks, depending on how far the story goes.”

	“Agreed. I have a couple ideas for language, we can solve it immediately.”

	“And two more things, just so you know you can’t push Diana around. We need a new electric Volvo eX99, delivered wherever she decides to go. White, with the tan interior. And a private flight out of Texas so she doesn’t have to pee in front of a stranger.”

	“Done.” 

	Diana speaks up. “Fred, I need to talk privately with Bill for just a minute, one little loose end of personal lawyer business that needs to be settled, before we sign and suddenly Bill’s my boss. I’m taking the deal, OK?”

	Fred thinks, oh, shit. “Okay.”

	Diana leads Bill to the bedroom. She tells him what she wants. He makes a brief phone call. He hangs up and says, “How do you want it?”

	“Text to this number.” She writes the number of her burner on the hotel pad. “And now will you tell me the name of the network?” 

	He tells her. She pauses, says, “No shit.” She shakes her head once and goes back to Fred as Bill gets on the phone. When he hangs up, robust laughter, tending toward hysterical, comes from the other room. 

	Fifteen minutes later, while the guys are hard at work, Diana takes a selfie with Ramon on his phone. As he pulls into traffic, she leans back in the passenger seat and says, “I’m getting a car just like this one.” 

	She gets a text on the burner: “got your hot pix u dtf rfn imm?” She answers “yes” and asks Ramon to take her to South Austin.

	 

	Austin, Texas

	Tuesday, May 7, 3:50 p.m.

	Pauline, Bill’s terrifyingly efficient Executive Assistant, is on the phone. “We had seventeen calls so far from various state people, some reps, a couple senators, one cabinet guy, some commissioners and state boards people. We set up meetings every two hours, at the Capitol Marriott.”

	“Perfect. Oh, I forgot, have someone call the bank right now. We need two hundred K in fresh hundreds, or as much as you can get, no less than a hundred K. And a fingerprint pad. I’ll wait.”

	She’s back in thirty seconds. “OK, Frank’s on it.”

	Bill says, “We’re turning over the real cash to the feds in the morning. We need a flash pile, so take the straps off, bundle them into piles of thirty, forty, fifty, smear a thumbprint right on the top of each pile as you count them off. Put the piles in plastic with little cards like chain of custody, mark them up.

	“Take the pile of cash, or some for each lawyer. Take a stack of the 19 lawsuits. Put it in a desk drawer or a big briefcase. Guy comes in, you’re like, ‘You called us, after you saw about the lawsuits. We have plenty of lawsuits ready to go. We got the fingerprints on the cash, we got the affidavits.’ Open the briefcase, let him see. Toss the cash aside so you can fan the lawsuits. Put it all away. Then you go, ‘So, what do you want to say to us? If you tell us about the money, we can hold off on suing you. Sign here.’”

	“Got it. And, Bill, those seventeen calls? Nine of them weren’t on our list.”

	 

	Joe’s Bar, South Austin, Texas

	Tuesday, May 7, 4:20 p.m.

	Diana pulls back her hair and clips it. Nobody around here watches the news much. She asks for a draft and lays a five on the bar. By the time it comes, her eyes adjust to the comfortable semi-darkness. She sees him in the opposite back corner from last time, nods and sits. He nods, they sip. She can tell he’s about to explode.

	She says, “Spill.”

	He spills, a mile a minute. “There’s nineteen packs of them, all sequential, but not sequential with each other, all from the same block of a million dollars that was shipped to a bank just over the border in Mexico. We identified a man and his driver. Short story, known bagmen, easy enough to find who for. So now we have nineteen guys who received this cash, they’re all in town for the session. And we got the guy and his driver crossing the border fifteen minutes after leaving the Mexican bank and they didn’t declare the cash. You have to declare ten thousand or more coming in, that’s federal. We can pick them up and keep them incommunicado for seventy-two hours, while we lean on the nineteen guys. 

	“The guy has a meeting at one of the same guys’ office in the Capitol at eleven thirty Friday. Senator, uh, Renwood, room 1019. We expect the driver to drop him off and circle, anyway we’ll grab him in the car before he can make a call, and the other guy at the Senator’s office. In case anyone with a camera might want to see something interesting.” 

	Diana says, “OK, we’ll have one guy with a driver cruising for the Suburban and your guys, and another guy casually down the hall from 1019. If you want to make a statement, Rory, the guy in the building will do you right. Or you can come to the studio whenever you want. But for you to be the biggest hero, after your guys take the guy out, stand in front of the camera, look at Rory’s face, wait while you imagine someone asking a question, who is that guy, why did you arrest him? You say, ‘No comment.’ Then do it again twice more. We’ll add the questions later.

	“We’re doing it on TV, so everyone sees it and knows it’s for real. That’s going to make a lot of people nervous, starting with the senator tomorrow. You’re a genius. Don’t say hi to Alberto, I was never here. Remember, no comment, no comment, we need to control the narrative. I can put you on national TV any time, I mean it, but let’s make it the right time.”

	He says, “OK, I talked with the lawyer and we’re doing an official custody transfer on the original bills tomorrow morning. Apparently, there are a few odd fingerprints and they’ve identified some. I bet I know whose they are, we’ll see.” He nods. She nods. 

	Back in the car, she gives Ramon her address and calls Rory.

	 

	Capitol Marriott, Austin, Texas

	Tuesday, May 7, 7:40 p.m.

	The contracts are signed. Diana, Fred, and Bill each have a glass of perfectly chilled Dom. They already scarfed up two hundred bucks’ worth of pretty good hors d’oeuvres. 

	Fred is explaining her perfectly timed tour of New York and Washington for Thursday and Friday. She’ll be talking about the lawsuits, how women have to pee in front of strangers, how people are fleeing Red states, how women are shooting their husbands. 

	Thursday she’s on NBC at noon, ABC at three, Fox at seven, and Madison McGuire at nine. That’s New York. Friday, she stops in DC for CNN at noon and then she’s off to Palm Beach to see what kind of network she’s got. They’re wheels up at six p.m. Wednesday, suites waiting at some fancy boutique hotel in Soho where that Anna girl used to stay.

	Bill gets Herb Ashman, the production manager at MAXNEWS on the phone and introduces Diana as the new Uber-Fuhrer. Sorry, he hasn’t heard of her, what can he do for her? Diana is crisp and confident. ”Start by watching NBC at noon on Thursday. I assume you record, monitor and log all of the majors? . . . Well that starts tomorrow morning. You can hire students, old folks, whatever, but we need to be able to look at those logs and pull up any clip from any network within five minutes, OK? Good. Now, get a pencil, there’s a list. 

	“How many fact checkers do we have?” Silence. “Of course. I understand. Now that’s f – a – c – t – c – h. . . yes, they check facts, you know? Things that are actually really true and not something . . . yes, that’s right, and they put references and sources on the website for each story. You heard about the ten-million-dollar guarantee, right? Minimum four with nice workstations and plenty of bandwidth. By Friday. Next . . .”

	And so on for twenty minutes, see you Friday afternoon, after I’m done with what’s-her-name on CNN at noon in DC. I’ll kick off the new MAXNEWS Monday at 8 p.m. Top secret. Bye.

	 

	Mississippi River, South of Bullfrog County, Missouri

	Tuesday, May 7, 11:24 p.m.

	The bastards left him for dead, just like they — himself included — left Johnny the other night. He hit the water feet first, just right. He dropped his guns, equipment belt, his armor and his boots in seconds, then floated on his back for a while to catch his breath. He thought someone else had fallen in, so he called out a few times. Nothing. 

	The current’s moving him right along. Shit, it’s a good half a mile to shore. So, he starts swimming. If he keeps going at an angle, he’ll hit shore within a few miles, anyway, sooner or later. 

	He’d rather kick off his clothes, but he doesn’t want to show up somewhere in his boxers. 

	He checks the Velcro pocket in his black combat pants. His wallet’s still there, his ID and about $800 in cash, his share from this week’s forfeitures. As he swims in the dark, barely a quarter moon up, he wonders how it was for Johnny. Did he just sink and suck water? Or did he struggle and suffer? He didn’t make it, or they would have heard, two weeks now. 

	He thinks about shooting at that boat full of women. He thinks about the fire and the explosion, burned meat flying, splashing, bobbing, and slowly turning in the current, mostly face down, some of them extra crispy, backlit by the fire that still burned as the boat sank. They didn’t pick any of them out of the water, either, just left them.

	It was fun until that night. He’s got close to sixty grand buried out back of his place where no one will find it. His trailer sits all by itself off two back roads, nine miles out of town, two miles from the nearest neighbor. His truck’s in the parking lot near where the boats are tied up, registered to his old address two counties over. He’s sure none of those assholes have any idea where he lives, or lived. 

	And as far as anyone knows, he’s dead.

	He flips over for some backstroke. It was fun and easy money, that’s for sure. But since that night he didn’t feel right, and now, well now they left him for dead, too. Now that he thinks about it, the whole deal is just evil. Nobody cares a rat’s ass about girls getting abortions, or him. The whole thing’s about money and power. Bullshit. 

	Baby killers? Bullshit. 

	The sheriff and those guys, and, yes, he himself, they kill real live people, probably nice people. He wonders what happened tonight after he fell in. Did they kill that bunch, too? Anyway, he’s done. 

	He's getting closer to shore, and he sees the lights of a town a mile or so downstream. He starts stroking. Won’t they be surprised when he shows up like nothing happened? 

	Then he thinks, what if I stay dead?

	
	KUCK-23 Studios, Austin, Texas 

	Wednesday, May 8, 10:30 a.m.

	Bill Still and the station manager settle Diana Dakota’s contract with two documents and a surprisingly modest check. 

	Diana shows up with Fred and a medium size Afro-Asian woman in her early thirties with thick shoulder-length wavy black hair and enormous glasses covering half of her youthful yet mature, serious but pleasant face. 

	She’s Tina Alexander, the proposed heiress to Diana’s job. Diana assures management that Tina comes with blessings, confidence and full cooperation on the ongoing stories from Diana in her new, yet unnamed, network position. Diana promises to share credit with KUCK-23 in any kind of Pulitzer situation.

	At about twelve fifteen on News at Noon, Darrel Walters says, “Well, everyone, we have some news right here in the KUCK-23 News family. Lena?”

	Cut to Lena with Diana and Tina. “Today we learned of a dream come true for our own Diana Dakota. She’s leaving us after almost three years for some kind of network position she won’t tell us about. She says we’ll be impressed, and all will be revealed within a few days. 

	“And we welcome our new colleague, Tina Alexander, who will continue Diana’s important work on the amazing stories that are developing as we speak, as well as her own.”

	Farewells and introductions, a commercial break, and here’s Tina there at the desk in her KUCK-23 News debut. 

	“Welcome back to KUCK-23 News at Noon. I’m Tina Alexander. Over at the state legislature here in Austin today, the senate and house are debating different versions of the Good Kids With Guns Act, first filed in the senate by Red Senator Wilbur ‘Davy’ Crockett on April twenty-sixth before the current special session. The House version was filed by Red Representative Gridley ‘Grid’ Johnson on the same day.

	“The special session was called in honor of the twenty-third mass shooting of the year in Texas, the Whiteland Twins Massacre, where twin fifteen-year-old boys used AR-15 rifles they got as birthday gifts from their parents, to kill forty-two white adults and thirty-six white children at a Baptist church picnic in Whiteland on June 9th. In the two months since, we’ve had nineteen more mass shootings in Texas. 

	“The latest nineteen shooters, all young white males, killed a total of 128, only two of them white. About half of the shooters killed themselves, eight were killed by armed bystanders, and two were eventually killed by police. Including the shooters, that’s 147 dead. About twenty-two others are in hospitals but expected to recover.”

	KUCK’s general manager, director, and producer exhale in relief. The woman is better than good. She’s a presence. She looks great on camera. The lighting is just perfect for her. Her voice is strong but not strident or irritating, and her delivery is expressive and flawless. 

	“Both versions of the Good Kids With Guns Act require handgun training for school children, to qualify them to carry guns in school to protect themselves, their classmates, and teachers. Here is a clip of Senator Crockett.”

	The clip runs. Crockett says, “If twenty-five kids shoot at once, they can’t all miss. No way any deranged school shooter will kill more than two or three kids before he’s blasted to kingdom come.”

	Tina soldiers on. “These bills are receiving unprecedented attention in both houses, probably because no other proposals are on the table. The morning sessions in both houses featured multiple members bragging on the proficiency of their grandchildren, some as young as five years old, with handguns, due to the tutelage of their doting grandpas.

	“Several members of the house urged swift passage in honor of their late colleague, Red Representative Billy Bob Whitelaw, who died recently, ironically by gunshot, during an attempt to sexually assault his wife with a beverage container. 

	“Legislative aides say that the main difference between the two bills concerns the age at which students would receive training. Senator Crockett’s bill specifies ten years old, while Representative Johnson’s says nine years old, with exceptions based on expertise for children as young as seven.”

	Tina pauses, looks up, eyebrows rising imploringly in the middle of her brow. She just looks at the camera for two long seconds like, are you kidding me right now? Then she continues. 

	“The first votes are expected next week.

	“Tonight, legislators from both teams will attend a fundraising dinner at the Capitol Marriott Ballroom, hosted by gun, fossil fuel and pharma lobbyists.

	“Also in the state legislature, a few Blue representatives and Blue senators introduced the Lock Schoolroom Doors bill, pointing out that as many as eighty percent of classroom doors cannot lock from the inside. The bill proposes $200 million, about ten percent of the cost of the Good Kids With Guns Act, to install robust doors that lock from the inside in all classrooms. The Blues claim it’s just common sense to make it so that shooters can’t just walk in, for Pete’s sake. 

	“Red leaders in the House and Senate just laughed and sent the bills to committee to die.”

	 

	NBC NEWS 

	Wednesday, May 8, 7:00 p.m. 

	“Good evening, this is NBC Nightly News and I’m Bob Robb in New York. More Red state drama last night. We’ve got some truly amazing video from the Bullfrog County Sheriff’s department in Missouri.

	”This is the same department whose deputies fired on a boat in the Mississippi River on April twenty-fifth. That boat burned and exploded, killing ten pregnant women and the boat driver who were trying to cross the river to freedom in Illinois. One deputy fell overboard and drowned in that chase. 

	“Bullfrog County Sheriff Hector ‘Heck’ Avery is right proud of his brave deputies, and he generously provided video from four bodycams and a camera mounted on the bow of their boat to media outlets to show off their exploits, how tough they are on crime.

	“NBC technicians have edited the video using the time signatures from each camera, and that is what we will see now.”

	Bob Robb narrates as the video rolls. “The time is ten twenty-four Central last night. We have at least six heavily armed deputies in body armor, helmets and night-vision goggles, in a large boat running with lights out. We believe this is the same boat, a forty-footer with four 300-horse outboards, from the previous incident.

	“Now they spot a boat up ahead, crossing the river eastward towards Illinois. The deputies’ boat accelerates. Here, the driver’s bodycam shows the speedometer passing sixty miles per hour. They’re gaining on the other boat.

	“Now don’t miss this. Someone turns on a bright spotlight which illuminates the river for hundreds of yards and there’s the boat they’re chasing, see it there, at the top of the frame.” 

	The deputies’ boat swerves violently to the right. Two deputies fly off the left side into the river. The others don’t notice because they’re all holding their hands to their eyes. They forgot to turn off their night vision before turning on the spotlight so they’re all blind. 

	“Now we’re in the middle of the river, which is about a mile wide at this point. Someone takes over the steering, probably whoever turned on the spotlight and remembered to switch off his night vision. Now we see the boat turn about thirty degrees to the right on a course to intercept. 

	“We’re going to slow down the video now.”

	The spotlight illuminates the other boat, at least ten people huddled on it. It’s about forty feet long, low and flat, built for speed. The rooster-tails behind two inboard engines diminish. They’re slowing down as they come within a hundred yards of the shore, probably shallow. Maybe they’re headed for some hidden inlet. The chase boat is going over sixty and catching up fast.

	“Now we’re going to switch to very slow motion, because you don’t want to miss this.”

	As the other boat closes in on the shore, a man on the chase boat steps out toward the bow. His bodycam shows him rotating a chest-high deck-mounted swivel tube, aiming at the other boat. As the chase boat closes to within fifty yards of the other boat, now idling and drifting toward the shore, there is a slow flash and puff of smoke from the tube and, now in very slow motion, a five-foot harpoon with a wicked point and a dozen gleaming three-inch barbs leaps out of the tube trailing a steel cable.

	Eight million viewers hold their breath as the harpoon arcs up toward the boat, then dives into the group of passengers, through the driver’s back and into the hull. The chase boat stops, reverses and slowly tows the other boat out into the river.

	“The deputies towed this boat back to Missouri and arrested ten Missouri women for unlawfully leaving Missouri while pregnant, conspiracy to leave Missouri, unlawful flight to resist arrest and so on. Eight are in jail as of this hour, and two of the women are hospitalized with serious injuries and under guard. 

	“The driver and owner of the boat, an Illinois man, died and was charged posthumously with felony aiding and abetting, conspiracy, unlawful flight, and resisting arrest. The boat was seized for being used in these crimes. 

	“Sheriff Avery reports that the damage to the captured boat will be repaired within a week and that it is quote some kind of real fast Italian sumbitch unquote that will be used in law enforcement.

	“No mention so far of the two deputies who fell overboard during the chase.”

	 

	New York City

	Thursday, May 9, 9:30 a.m.

	Diana hops the elevator down from her suite and meets Fred and Bill in the Café de Trop off the lobby for a quick sixty-dollar petite déjeuner continentale, including croissant au chocolat, fraises et framboises fraiche avec crème doux, a sixty-dollar way to say chocolate croissant and a cup of strawberries and raspberries in cream. It comes with a large cup of excellent dark French roast, which Diana mainlines black.

	They landed at Teterboro around ten last night, stepped off the jet into a stretch Caddy and were in their suites by eleven. Naturally, Diana couldn’t get to sleep before three. She hopes the sweet air of freedom doesn’t all smell like New York.

	Now they’re off in a limo to NBC in the iconic 30 Rockefeller Plaza building. Diana checks another box on her mental bucket list. 

	At twelve fifteen she’s seated at the large table in the studio with Darla Walker, who asks a softball question, and Diana spends the next six and a half minutes regaling everyone with tales from the Red lands, including clips — “Courtesy of KUCK-23, Austin” — of enormous piles of lawsuits and a blood-soaked body on a stretcher. 

	When she finishes, Darla and her co-host, Ken something, are shaking their heads in wonder. Darla asks what’s next for Diana, and Diana says she will personally change the world on Monday evening at eight Eastern. Darla will get a FedEx on Monday with information that she hopes Darla will share with their viewers. Thanks, and bye.

	Back to the limo, on to a prime table at a famous restaurant for an excellent lunch, no alcohol, of course. Fred tells her she was “perfect, sweetheart!” Bill smiles and toasts her with a glass of Coca-Cola. Regrets, Madam, there’s no Dr. Pepper available. Diana is enjoying herself, but from the menu prices, she calculates that the cost of this lunch would feed a family of four very well for two months. 

	As impressive as New York is so far, she wonders just how far 3.5 million a year would go here.

	ABC is more of the same. She forgets the host’s name by the time they are back in the limo at three twenty-five, headed downtown to take the elevator to the top of a very tall building. As they walk around, Fred points out the Statue of Liberty, the Brooklyn Bridge, and so on. Wonders upon wonders. 

	On Fox, the host, Craig James, thinks using lawsuits to keep women from getting abortions is a brilliant idea, but can’t understand why women would refuse sex to their beloved husbands. He tries to somehow link this to gays, trans kids in sports, communist Blues, Critical Race Theory, and the Invasion from south of the Border. 

	Diana calmly responds that in her view, everything that’s wrong with America for the last four hundred years can be traced directly to immigration. Craig beams. 

	When they cut to commercial, someone takes off her mic and transmitter. In a minute she’s holding the elevator for Fred and Bill.

	With only an hour to make it the few blocks to MSNBC, Fred tells the driver to let them out and circle the block. Mystified, Diana and Bill follow Fred through the noise and bustle to the corner, where they are next in line at a hot dog cart. In two minutes, she nearly swoons when she chases her first bite of Kosher tradition with a swig from an ice cold can of Dr. Pepper. 

	At eight-thirty she’s in the green room dabbing at a mustard spot on the hem of her jacket, when a familiar voice says, “Don’t worry about that, it’ll be under the table.” She looks up into the smiling face of Madison McGuire herself. “Hi, Diana, I’m Madison, and I’m glad you could join us,” extending her hand.

	Diana freezes for half a second, overcomes her urge to throw herself at the feet of her idol, and shakes her hand instead. Composed, casual, she says, “Hi, Madison. I’m so glad to meet you at last.” And says, she thinks, factually and not too obsequiously, “You’ve been my inspiration for years.” She introduces Fred and Bill, friendly head nods all around. 

	Madison asks Fred, “Didn’t we offer Diana a job?”

	Fred smiles, “Yeah, well, something came up.”

	“And, Bill, I’d love to get you on sometime to discuss the legal side of all this.”

	Bill smiles, “I’d like that. Have your people call my people.” He hands her an elegant card that reads “Big Karma” and in smaller letters, “William B. Still, J.D.” above an email address and a phone number.

	Fred and Bill watch as the two women chat for a few minutes. Fred notes they are of similar build, Madison nearly as tall as Diana, her short dark hair and light skin contrasting with Diana’s straight, long hair and bronze complexion. Madison has allocated twenty minutes to Diana, with one break. She runs down the scenario. They smile and shake hands and Madison leaves the room. 

	In a few minutes, they’re watching Madison on the monitor as she delivers her calm and lightly sardonic monologue about developments in post-Rowe America. A friendly woman comes in and clips a transmitter at the back of Diana’s waistband, runs a wire around under her arm and clips the two little mics on her lapel. The woman puts her hand over her earpiece as Diana says, “Peter Piper picked. . .”, gives a thumbs-up and vanishes. 

	Madison winds up her opening, saying, “. . . and Diana Dakota joins me right after the break.”

	Diana silently draws deep, slow breaths, about five per minute, through her nose. Her heart slows down as she chats and smiles with Madison. The director calls out, shows fingers three, two, one and points. Madison says, “Joining us now is journalist Diana Dakota from KUCK-23 News in Austin, Texas. Diana, thanks for being here.”

	“Thanks for having me, Madison.”

	They’re into the break before she knows it. Diana knows she’s doing well, because if she had made the least blunder she would be burning with shame. Madison assures her it’s going great, and coming up they’ll show the footage. They both take a sip of water, Diana compliments the set and the crew, and then they’re back.

	A few minutes later, Madison says, “Thanks for joining us, Diana Dakota. What’s next?” Diana’s eyes twinkle and she smiles inscrutably. “Well, Madison, I am going to change the world on Monday at eight p.m. Eastern. You’ll get a FedEx on Monday with details. Thanks for having me.”

	Cut to the break. As they’re removing Diana’s mic, Madison grins, “We’re off the air, come on, girlfriend, spill!” 

	Diana says, “If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me.” They clasp hands, Diana gratefully accepts a souvenir Madison McGuire mug. She holds up her phone, Madison nods and she takes a selfie with their arms around each other’s shoulders. A friendly woman leads her out.

	In the limo, Diana is silent and grinning, barely noticing the bright lights and enormous video displays around Times Square. She’s purely blissful after today and excited about the future. Boxes checked on her bucket list and new coordinates reached on her life plan roadmap. Madison McGuire, can you believe it? And that assclown at Fox?

	Her dad would say she knocked it out of the park four for four today, and he’d be right. She was born for this, and she’s just getting started.

	Snug in her back corner seat, Diana remembers her dad, home for a week from the rigs, sitting on the couch with his big warm arm around her ten-year-old shoulders. She loves how he talks to her like a grown-up, about life and the news and about their people, meaning all Native Americans first, and tribes second. 

	He says, “The mistakes of our ancestors caused the mess this country is in. It was their very bad immigration policy. 

	“The white men seemed harmless and interesting at first. They had big ships. They brought metal tools and guns, and beautiful glass beads and wonderful shiny trinkets, the kind of things crows like. We did some business with them. We sold them the island of Manhattan, which is now New York City, for twenty-four dollars in beads, for example. 

	“We thought with more people we could prosper more by working together, which has always been our way. When people work together, everyone has twice as much. When they work against each other, everyone has half as much as they started with.”

	“So, our ancestors made mistakes. Easy for us to say, and hindsight is 20/20. And really, how could they possibly have imagined there could be so many white men in the whole world? 

	After a while he says, “You are going to have to find your way in this messed up world. You are a strong and smart person. You can succeed. Think hard about where you want to go and what you want to do in your life. 

	“Then, when you know your destination you can make a plan, like drawing a map from where you are to where you are going. Make a plan. Work your plan, and your plan will work. You will succeed. You have time at your age, but think about it now and then.”

	Ten-year-old Diana already knows exactly what she wants to do, which is be a CNN news lady on cable TV, and where she wants to go, which is New York and Washington, DC and all those foreign cities like London and Rome and Barcelona and Beijing that she sees on CNN. Where stuff happens.

	The limo stops, her door opens, and she heads for the elevator. While they wait for it, she hugs Fred, not too hard, and whispers, “Thank you.” She wants to hug Bill, too, she’s so happy, but she shakes his hand and says, “Thanks for everything, Bill.”

	 

	Showmee, Missouri

	Thursday, May 9, 11:30 p.m.

	He finishes watching the local news on three channels one last time. Still not a word about him or the guy who went overboard with him. He’s pretty sure it was Donnie. Ricky knocks and it’s time to finally get out of the Riverside Fisherman’s Paradise Motel. 

	Ricky’s the night clerk who became his new best friend minutes after he walked, wet, muddy, and barefoot, into the deserted lobby at two forty-five Wednesday morning. He paid cash for two nights, and laid a fifty on the counter, saying, “Ricky, I wonder if you could help a guy that God delivered from the mighty river.” 

	In no time, he was wearing a large pair of plaid shorts, a tight wifebeater and some large flip-flops that Ricky got from the Lost and Found, and washing his clothes in the guest laundry. At noon Ricky showed up with a pair of thick-soled size twelve lace-up black work boots, a package of black sweat socks, a prepaid smartphone and two bags of pretzel nuggets. 

	He told Ricky to keep the change from the three hundred and gave him another hundred for his trouble. When he asked Ricky if he would undertake a well-paid night mission, Ricky said he couldn’t do it that night, how about Thursday? 

	So now they’re in Ricky’s ancient Civic, which thankfully has a complete set of working lights, a quiet exhaust system, a full tank and adequate A/C, taking the very long way around to north-central Bullfrog County, actually only ten miles away as the crow flies. He passes Ricky a hundred for openers and removes the battery from Ricky’s phone.

	Sixty-four miles of mostly deserted country roads, an occasional car in a ditch, once an overturned tractor, and two hours later, they arrive at the trailer. The motion-sensing security lights come on. Everything seems normal. He has Ricky park around back, just in case. He has the blackout shades drawn by the time the security lights switch off.

	Inside he hands Ricky another hundred, shows him the fridge, the bathroom, big screen, and the PlayStation, and tells him he’s on the clock for fifty an hour for a couple of hours. 

	He washes the moldy coffee pot and charges up the Mr. Coffee for extra-strong. He tells Ricky he’ll be back in half an hour or so, steps out the back door, moves away and waits until the security lights go out. 

	With pocket flashlight, duffel, and a small shovel, he walks two hundred yards across the field and into the woods, where he digs up two watertight ammo boxes.

	At four forty in the morning, they cruise slowly down the deserted river road towards town. The boats are tied up and, yes, there’s his truck, a six-year-old black F-150, identical to a third of the vehicles in the county, parked where he left it, surrounded by cars overflowing from the impound lot. 

	He hands Ricky two hundred more and says to follow him for half an hour, when he’ll get his phone back and another hundred. He drives off in his truck.

	He follows the river road south out of town, then a series of country roads, ending up forty miles later in the Walmart parking lot back in Showmee. He gives Ricky his phone and two hundred and thanks him. 

	He cruises the car dealers and finds a cafe where he has breakfast and waits to swap his truck for some cash and a disposable vehicle.

	 

	New York City 

	Friday, May 10 7:00 a.m.

	Two bellmen stow their bags in the trunk of the limo and they’re off. They make good time this early in the day, especially outbound to New Jersey.

	They’re wheels up at Teterboro by seven forty-nine a.m., probably a new record. The pilot heads northwest as they climb, and as they approach 10,000 feet he slowly bears far right and turns south, just west of the Hudson River. 

	Diana sees a sight so breathtaking she doesn’t even think to snap a photo. It’s like a big hairbrush lying down there, but every bristle is a tall building with the morning sun sharpening the contrast. 

	After breakfast, served by a friendly flight attendant, eaten with heavy white cloth napkins tucked in their collars, they have time for another cup of coffee. Diana always supposed that only the most excellent coffee would be served in a private jet, and she is not disappointed. She could get used to this.

	But she can’t imagine living in New York, which is kind of disappointing, but just another of life’s little disillusionments. It doesn’t matter because she can go anywhere she wants.

	They land outside Washington at nine thirty, and the limo plunges into traffic. They’re early so they can get a look at the city. They see the Pentagon, the Capitol, the White House, the Lincoln and Jefferson Memorials, and the Washington Monument. Compared to New York, it is way less dense and much lower to the ground. 

	At Diana’s request they stop on a side street by the Smithsonian and get ice cream from a truck. They grab tons of napkins and Diana hunches over her chocolate cone so it won’t drip on her. Bill and Fred get theirs in cups and Bill manages to ruin his tie anyway, which he removes and throws in a trash can. 

	They’re right on time for CNN. As Diana gets mic’ed, the host introduces herself. Jillian Rogers is a Black woman in her forties, with short hair, gold hoop earrings, a smooth network voice, and an easy smile that lights up the room. She’s there to discuss the gameplan with Diana and her other guest, a trim white woman who looks fifty but whose hairstyle implies she might be seventy. Elizabeth Galloway is a co-founder and the national spokesperson of NRNN, No Rights No Nookie.

	Now they’re all in the green room eating grapes and watching the monitor, Diana set to go first, and later Elizabeth will join in. Jillian is smiling as she introduces the last story before the break.

	“Things could have turned out a lot worse for a Norman, Oklahoma man today. This dashcam footage shows his wife pulling into their driveway, only to run into an unexpected large white van, which is slammed forward. Oops!

	“A neighbor startled by the noise filmed the woman rushing to the van, looking in the front window and screaming in horror at the sight of a man in a white coat with a shiny instrument and her husband with his pants down gushing blood, as she explained when she called 911. Mercifully, we don’t have that view.

	“It turns out the van is one of many anonymous mobile medical vans becoming popular in Red states. The medical service in this case was . . . the husband’s vasectomy. 

	“Armored police and an ambulance arrived, and fortunately no one was shot. The doctor had stopped the blood and explained that this part of the body is prone to profuse bleeding when cut. Luckily the man suffered no critical injuries. The doctor finished the procedure, threw in a few extra stitches, and sent him home with a bag of frozen peas in his shorts.

	“We’ll be back with Diana Dakota after this short break.”

	At twelve fifty-five they’re out on the sidewalk. Bill calls the driver, and then leads them across the street and into the Metro. Eleven minutes later they’re standing in line on U Street waiting to enter Ben’s Chili Bowl. 

	Bill explains that Ben’s Chili Bowl has been pillar of D.C. culinary culture since 1958, beloved by presidents, musicians, and movie stars but mostly by Washington’s diverse masses. Bill says that being in D.C. without visiting Ben’s Chili Bowl would be like a Catholic tourist in Rome skipping the Vatican. 

	Fred and Diana, lucky to catch a table just as their food is handed to them, soon vow fealty for life to Ben’s Chili Bowl. Diana considers her messy chili dog and chili fries the best meal of their trip, even if she has to settle for root beer. 

	The limo is circling the block. They’re off to the airport and wheels up for Palm Beach International within forty-five minutes. 

	 

	Palm Beach, Florida

	Friday, May 10, 4:20 p.m. 

	A limo is waiting when the jet parks near the executive terminal at PBI. Diana says wait one, she needs to visit the executive powder room. Inside, she responds to an hours-old text on her burner, “u so hot u dtf?” She replies, “sorry out of town call me 11pm.” Then she returns the missed call from Tina that came in while she was on CNN. 

	Tine tells her they got the video of the two guys getting busted this morning. It will be exclusive on News at Five, two federal arrests at the capitol, one guy coming out of Senator whatshisname’s office with the other waiting for him in the car. Names, nice clear photos taken from the video, “No comment” from the agent on the scene, no details of charges. Part of something much bigger? Possible corruption? Stay tuned! We’ll have more in days to come.

	Diana says maybe call Ginger at the News-Eagle, pings her the number, says use my name, make friends and see if she can get it in the paper tomorrow and maybe again Sunday, you know, strange arrests at Capitol raise more questions than answers, like that. 

	Tina asks where she is, and Diana tells her sorry, op-sec, you’ll know on Monday. The world will change at seven p.m. Texas time. You’ll get a text on Monday from a strange number. 

	Diana remembers to pee and heads out to the limo. 

	Bill tells the driver where they’re staying but Diana insists that they head directly to MAXNEWS. Bill agrees, and tells her not to worry, Allen has been there all week, she’ll be happy. 

	It’s twenty-two miles to Bandana, but with traffic on I-95 it takes forty-five minutes to get to MAXNEWS headquarters, a clean one-story building the size of a supermarket. Behind the building, four huge satellite dishes point this way and that, surrounded by a high chain link fence topped by coils of razor wire. They call Allen and he meets them in the empty lobby. 

	First stop is the break room, where all the talent are assembled except Tiffani Terrell, who is on the air. Diana looks them over, maybe a couple of keepers. She tells them to make a sign-up sheet and for someone to see her every thirty minutes starting tomorrow at ten a.m., nice to meet you, thanks for coming, see you tomorrow. 

	As they move toward the production department, Allen tells her he has an audition reel for her, ten decent replacements in there, there’s a link in her email. Bill and Fred stay behind for coffee, as Allen and Diana slip silently into the control room. During a four-minute commercial break, Allen introduces Diana to the director and engineers. 

	The equipment is abundant, fancier and more expensive than KUCK-23’s, and there is no doubt they deliver quality high-def video and audio if you can ignore the content.

	In the studio, the back and side walls behind the desk are smooth and flat, with a fine coating of matte green, and the lighting is perfectly even. This allows the entire area of the screen except for the people and the desk to display absolutely anything, border to border. Allen says they have a dozen backgrounds, logos and style palettes for her to choose from. 

	Allen takes her into a small studio with a smaller green wall, turns on the lights and the stationary camera. “Sit there, look at the monitor, I’ll add the backgrounds one by one. There’s a pencil and paper, write down the numbers of the ones you like. Ready?”

	Diana sits, and in fifteen minutes she picks the best ones, and they are objectively excellent. She makes a small request, ready tomorrow. Check. This Allen guy plans his work and works his plan. 

	Allen takes her back by the loading dock to two long tables with a line of TVs, where two kids and four seniors wearing headphones are recording and logging the content of the major news networks. Bob Robb on NBC with the chyron “Guns in classrooms?” catches her eye, and she borrows the headphones from a sweet granny. 

	Bob is telling how six copycats Red states are falling all over themselves to pass their versions of the Good Kids With Guns Act still pending in the Texas legislature. 

	Allen shows her an office with four workstations where the fact checkers work. She’ll meet them Sunday if she likes. He shows her a larger office he says is hers.

	Within an hour Diana understands that the network is technically excellent, well organized, the talent problem can probably be wrapped up tomorrow, and she has Sunday and Monday to tune up content and decide exactly what she is going to say at eight p.m. Monday. She holds her breath, then sighs. We got this. 

	She thanks everyone and leaves with Bill and Fred in tow. 

	They stop at a place called Flannigan’s and have the best ribs of Diana’s ever-improving life, and they even have Dr. Pepper. Florida is looking better and better, and no state income tax, which would save her four times her former KUCK-23 salary every year. 

	They’re staying in three posh oceanfront condos eight miles east of MAXNEWS. Three quarters of the units in the ten-story high-rise are covered in corrugated steel hurricane shutters waiting for their owners to return in the winter. Diana’s is the southeast corner of the tenth floor, with a wraparound terrace and floor-to-ceiling glass in the master bedroom and two sides of the living room. The view must be spectacular in daylight. Meanwhile, it has two comfortable leather couches, an eighty-inch Samsung, and every imaginable accoutrement of gracious living. 

	After twenty minutes in the oversized onyx-tiled walk-in shower opposite the grand hydro-jet tub, she walks around the apartment naked because she can, up here on the tenth floor, and vows to search YouTube for how to use a bidet, which she has heard of but never seen before. 

	She opens the black stainless fridge and is surprised to find it stocked with essentials, and even twenty-four cans of Dr. Pepper. She chugs one while she figures out the Cuisinart coffee maker that will wake up, grind beans, and make your coffee any time you tell it to. 

	She finds two sealed bags of coffee apparently from boutique farms and roasters. One handwritten label says Jamaican Blue Mountain and the other says Hawaiian Kona. A post-it note on the coffee maker advises “use Greenland or Iceland glacier water” and she finds several liters of each in the cabinet. She sets herself up for fresh caffeine at seven a.m.

	Following the instruction card on the granite kitchen island, she gets her phones and notebook onto the very fast wi-fi. She slides open one of the tall glass panels. A breeze billows the sheer drapes and brings the relaxing sound of the ocean. 

	She steps onto the terrace and stands in the dark as the breeze caresses every inch of her and blows her hair back a little. After a couple of minutes, breathing deeply and slowly, she turns around to do her other side. 

	This is absolutely perfect. This is the sweet air of freedom. She’s already pretty sure she never wants to leave.

	In a few minutes she has her laptop casting the audition reel to the Samsung. She curls up in her old bathrobe on an amazingly comfortable modern leather couch, making notes on a pad. She watches every minute of the ten candidates, each reading the same script from a teleprompter while seated at a desk, and a different script standing up holding a microphone with a city street in the background.

	The worst of them is way better than any of the current MAXNEWS talent, and a couple really interest her. This one guy, especially, reminds her of the debonair bon-vivant Wall Street serial killer in that old movie American Psycho, Patrick Bateman, played by Christian Bale.

	She texts Allen the ones she wants to interview tomorrow or possibly Sunday. He texts right back, “On it.”

	At exactly midnight, eleven Texas time, the burner phone rings.

	 

	Federal Building, Austin, Texas

	Friday, May 10, 5:30 p.m.

	After over four hours in the cozy isolation cell, Harry Johnson has had more than enough time to think. 

	Everyone was courteous if not friendly, “handcuffs not too tight?”, “this way, please,” from the time they brought him out of Senator Renwood’s office right into that news camera, down the elevator to a black Suburban for the short ride to another parking garage, up to this floor full of offices. They timed it so he’d be sure to see them taking Ernie into another room down the hall. 

	They took pictures, inventoried his briefcase, phone and pocket items in front of him, had him sign the list and gave him a copy. They fingerprinted him, right thumb, please, thank you, and never once asked him a question except what he wanted to drink, and ham or turkey sandwich. 

	He asked to call his lawyer, and they said wait a bit. They brought him to this cell with his sandwich and a paper cup of Diet Coke and left him alone. 

	Now a guy in a white shirt, collar open, tie loosened, knocks on the door, says please back up, I’m opening the door, and please come with me to this room across the hall. 

	He offers Harry a seat and sits down across the table. He lays his ID on the table and says, “I’m Treasury Agent George Campbell. I just wanted you to see this.” He turns on a TV on the wall and thumbs the remote. The logo of KUCK-23 News is in the corner of the screen, and there’s an excellent still closeup of his face before he walks forward out of the frame and the camera follows him and two agents. Then there’s this Campbell guy saying, “No comment.”

	The set goes dark. There’s a quick knock on the door, and a dark Latino enters. He flashes credentials and says he’s Chuck Gerardo with the U.S. Attorney’s office. He says, “Sorry about your pal, Senator Renwood.” Harry looks up. Chuck says, “Or haven’t you heard? Oh, I guess not since it just happened about twenty minutes ago.

	“The senator was out at his ranch, about thirty miles north of town, riding a horse in the clean country air when a stray bullet came out of nowhere and hit him in the back, blew his heart right out of his chest. Had to be a hunting accident, happens all the time. They have no idea where it came from. I’m sure it was painless. Least he can have an open casket.”

	“Meanwhile, Mr. Johnson,” George says, flipping on the TV, “We have pretty much everything we need, so we’re off for the weekend. I’m thinking Monday you call your lawyer, and we all meet up for your arraignment, and you can post bail, probably not more than a million cash.”

	Harry says, “What’s behind door number two?”

	 

	Austin, Texas

	Friday, May 10, 5:30 p.m.

	Bradley Burnside is still nervous. He heard about Johnson and Mendoza minutes after they were arrested, and fifteen minutes ago he saw the story on the news. Naturally the feds would keep them under wraps until Monday. The feds are flaunting it, probably trying to smoke him out. And, if they’re watching him, he’ll know soon enough. 

	In an instant this morning those two changed from valuable assets into scary liabilities. Johnson, especially, a major liability. He doesn’t know either of them, and they don’t know him. But they know Ramsey and the shell company that pays them and all the valuable services they perform for the enterprise. 

	Ramsey’s been with him all afternoon and now they’re heading for the airport in a black Town Car from a service. Out of caution they’re taking a chartered jet instead of Bradley’s own for a quick run down Mexico way, a little fishing, maybe a detour to Brazil. 

	So far, he’s keeping his cool, talking about the fun they’ll have in Wyoming in case the driver’s listening. This is the first time in over ten years that he’s been afraid. Just a little. 

	It’s ten successful years since he set up one-stop shopping for consolidated political services for businesses, foundations, and wealthy individuals. Why keep so many highly paid lobbyists on the payroll? One entity can decide the optimum allocation of your campaign donations, PAC money, and straight-up bribes, to support your goals. This saves time for legislators, who can deal with one man, or sometimes a woman, and you can get better results for the same amount of money. 

	If they’re already voting for your agenda because Energy paid them to, why should you pay them again for the same thing? He saves his clients millions per year, and keeps most of it for himself, far away from Texas. His clients will stick with him. 

	Hell, the gun guys just got a two-billion-dollar order in Texas, with more coming from the other states. They’re delighted to pay five percent of the sales, a cool hundred mil. That is, eighty for Bradley and twenty for the cheap whores in the legislature. The energy guys just got their new bill to rip another billion-five from the ratepayers in Texas this year, and again avoided patching up their infrastructure. Eventually his share will be eighty percent of the five percent, about sixty mil. 

	If he’s there to collect. Well, he can live without it if need be. 

	He keeps telling himself Johnson will keep quiet, he knows that sooner or later a lawyer will show up to get him out. On the other hand, they might have enough on Johnson himself to send him away for twenty years or so. Hell, they found him in Renwood’s office with his briefcase — was it empty by then? — which means he simply can’t trust Johnson ever again. And Johnson’s smart enough to realize that, which means he'll spill his guts. 

	Surely Renwood’s unfortunate little accident will keep the legislature and state guys quiet. Or maybe it will freak out a couple of them and send them running to the feds, connecting them to Johnson, who might lead to Ramsey. In any case, the buck will stop with Ramsey. Probably. Meanwhile he can’t touch Johnson until the arraignment and bail hearing, and that could be too late. Now Ramsey is a liability, too. They’ll talk it over out there in the ocean while they’re fishing.

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Saturday, May 11, 12:00 p.m.

	Tina’s at the anchor desk. “Hello, everyone, and welcome to KUCK-23 News at Noon Saturday edition. I’m Tina Alexander.

	“The capitol is all atwitter with questions about Red Texas state senator Arlen ‘Red’ Renwood and the man arrested by federal agents as he was leaving the senator’s office yesterday.” 

	Video rolls and immediately freezes on a middle-aged white man, medium length dark wavy hair held up by product, wearing a nice business suit, showing some monogrammed French cuff, and carrying a briefcase. He is walking out of a doorway next to a sign designating this as Senator Renwood’s office. After two seconds the motion resumes, federal agents flash badges and grab him. 

	“This man is Harry Robert Johnson, forty-seven years old, of Austin. So far, we have determined that he is not a registered lobbyist or an employee of the State of Texas or any other government. Also arrested was another man known as an associate and driver of Mr. Johnson, Rafael Ernesto Mendoza, forty-five, also of Austin. Mr. Mendoza was arrested waiting in the vehicle he drove to drop Mr. Johnson at the capitol.” A still of Mendoza getting out of a black Suburban appears briefly.

	“Several capitol staffers, speaking off the record, told KUCK-23 News that Mr. Johnson is frequently seen in the capitol visiting various senators’ and representatives’ offices, but no one admits knowing why. Senator Renwood’s office has declined to comment.

	“The questions everyone’s asking are, what is Senator Renwood’s relationship with Harry Johnson? What other Texas legislators are involved with him? And are these arrests just the beginning of a bigger investigation? So far, the government has declined to answer.

	“And was Senator Renwood’s unfortunate death yesterday really just a random stray bullet?”

	Video rolls. A handsome fortyish agent, his badge on a chain hanging in front of his business suit, looks at the camera and says, “No comment.”

	 

	Fort’s Loft, Austin, Texas

	Saturday, May 11 1:30 p.m.

	Fort calls Bill to see how things are going with MAXNEWS. Bill waxes enthusiastic about the situation at the network and rhapsodizes the ribs at Flannigan’s. Bill reports the latest from Pauline: since those guys got arrested, they’ve gotten at least twenty new calls, and again we knew nothing about eleven of the callers. Multiple lawyers are interviewing, and affidavits are piling up. Thirty-seven calls so far, of which twenty were not on our list.

	Fort says, “Curiouser and curiouser.” 

	Fort calls Allen, who repeats that everything’s under control, Monday night is going to be epic. And damn, they have some great ribs here. Did Fort catch Diana on the networks Thursday and yesterday?

	 

	MAXNEWS 

	Monday, May 13, 8:00 p.m.

	The FedExes were delivered this morning. Not surprisingly, no media competitors said a word to their audiences. Millions of people received texts. The Austin troll farm and some other outfit Allen hired pounded social media, aided by a wide spectrum of paid influencers, generating over 300 million impressions since noon. 

	Indications are that a million or more new viewers may be joining the much smaller and declining number of hardcore MAXNEWS fans. Diana chose the eight p.m. hour so that Madison McGuire could watch.

	Diana appears at her desk on the left side of the screen, without the traditional handful of papers, just Diana with a MAXNEWS mug of Dr. Pepper on the dark wood surface looking right at you. On the monitor, the three walls surrounding her display subdued and calm graphics, gentle reds, whites and blues, a little motion here and there, subtly calming. 

	On the right side of the screen, white letters with thin black outlines so they really pop, spell out “MAXNEWS” and “Diana Dakota”.

	With a friendly smile and a confidential air, Diana says, “Hi, everybody. I’m Diana Dakota. 

	“I’m new here. And beginning right this minute, MAXNEWS is new, too. 

	“Effective immediately there is a fundamental change in MAXNEWS that will make your life easier and less stressful. And it will make other networks’ lives more difficult.

	“Effective immediately, MAXNEWS is the only news source in the world to offer a $10 Million Guarantee that MAXNEWS tells the truth.” A golden medallion appears on the right side of the screen. Around the top edge it says, “MAXNEWS”, around the lower edge it says, “TRUTH GUARANTEE”. The center shouts “$10,000,000”.

	“We know you want the truth. We know you can handle the truth. 

	“There is a lot of stress in America these days. We all spend too much time watching the news and searching the internet trying to understand what is real and true and what is not, trying to understand what is happening in our country and the world and in our own lives. 

	“MAXNEWS’ $10 Million Truth Guarantee is backed by a cash deposit in a trust account at the Seaside National Bank, just down the road.” A document clearly saying Certificate of Deposit and $10,000,000 appears on the right. “We couldn’t find any insurance company in the world that would guarantee that a news organization would tell the truth. 

	“That alone says a lot about the news business. And it reminds us that news, as we have known it, is a business first, and a source of information that too often serves some agenda.

	“But starting now, at MAXNEWS our agenda is the truth. We know you want the truth, and you can handle the truth. 

	“Now, the high prices of prescription drugs have been a major problem for over 20 years, costing many millions of us thousands and thousands of dollars per year, even per month. But did you ever notice that there is almost nothing about the high prices of prescription drugs on the news? Is that because half of the advertising on news networks is for prescription drugs, or is that just a coincidence?

	“As of now, we at MAXNEWS no longer accept advertising from pharmaceutical companies, fossil fuel companies or their advocates, alcohol, insurance companies, lawyers or internal combustion vehicles, among others. 

	“Now, sure, we at MAXNEWS need to make a living, but we don’t need to generate massive profits for some faceless corporation. 

	“In fact, we’re cutting commercial breaks to a maximum of seven minutes per hour, about a third of what you get on other channels. That way you get about thirty-three percent more news every hour and sixty-six percent less commercials. Look for the latest in electric vehicles and cool tech gadgets, things like that. 

	“Now imagine how much easier it will be to figure out what’s going on in America and the world when you can start with some basic facts that you know are guaranteed true. 

	“So let me tell you about the new MAXNEWS and how it works. 

	“As an example, I make a statement, ‘It was ninety-seven degrees in New York’s Times Square at noon today.’ This is a statement of fact backed by our $10 Million Truth Guarantee.

	“You can visit our website, MAXNEWS.tru.” The website appears on screen. “You click on ‘Diana Dakota’” click “and ‘episodes’,” click, and under today’s date and time, a little window appears with Diana live, about a second of delay when she waves her hand. “Now click the Fact Check button, and here is a link to today’s data from the National Weather Service, including historical charts and graphs.

	“If you don’t know the program or the date, you just go to the search bar, here, and type in ‘New York weather’ and poof! You find this story and any other related MAXNEWS stories and the Fact Check links.

	“Now, if I say, ‘Wow, that’s a hot one’ that’s not a statement of fact, it’s my opinion, right? See what appeared on the screen?” she smiles and points down. A blue rectangle with OPINION in white letters is at the bottom of the screen.

	“Easy, right?

	“So, here’s how it will be each hour. Of course, we’ll cover the main news stories that are on other major outlets, but without the usual media bias. For example, instead of ‘Blues fail to pass gun legislation’ or ‘Reds block progress on gun proposals’ we would say, ‘Proposed gun legislation was defeated by a vote of fifty Red and two Blue to 48 Blue in the Senate today’. Just the facts without the bias. 

	“On the screen we would show how many Red, Blue and Independent votes there were. And on the website, you would find a breakdown by names and parties of who voted how. 

	“That is how we report the truth with the $10 Million Guarantee. You want the truth, and you can handle the truth. Right?

	“We’ll also report MAXNEWS exclusive stories that other networks and media outlets won’t have until tomorrow. We have a MAXNEWS exclusive coming right up. 

	“We’ll have a short segment each hour called The Root of Our Problems, explaining how things in this country came to be the way they are. The truth, with our $10 Million Truth Guarantee.

	“I promise this will be interesting and eye-opening, because we’ll cut through the chatter and noise to reveal and document the trends that got us here, and how they happened. An example would be the story of manufacturing jobs leaving America, and who shipped them out and why, which in turn has caused so much of the stress in this country. 

	“Over a short time these segments will form a surprising, and true, picture of the roots of our problems, and suddenly everything will make perfect sense. Then we can move on to what we can do to fix them. When you look past the lies, misinformation and disinformation, the truth is clear.

	“Another short segment each hour is called Myth Crushers, where we examine popular beliefs that we will prove are or are not true – again with our $10 Million Truth Guarantee. We’ll have our first edition later this hour. 

	“Our goal is to clear away doubt and confusion and let the truth shine through. 

	“But if you think you’ll miss out on all the fun conspiracy theories, don’t you worry. 

	“When we clear away the cobwebs, old boots, broken tennis rackets, clothes and empty boxes from our mental hall closets, on the floor we will find the granddaddy of all conspiracy theories, and it is one hundred percent true, with a $10 Million Guarantee. 

	“That story will develop day by day, starting tonight. You may find it shocking and unbelievable but remember the $10 Million Truth Guarantee. It’s not as complicated as many of the popular conspiracy theories are but it’s by far the biggest and most outrageous, and it’s true. 

	“Now this is the time that all the other channels would cut to four or five minutes of commercials. 

	“Instead, now we are going to share exclusive MAXNEWS reporting that everyone else will learn about tomorrow on those other channels.” A statue of Lady Justice with a marble-columned courthouse in the background appears on the right side of the screen.

	“This morning, attorneys representing about 10,000 state and municipal employees filed for emergency injunctions in fifty states against 232 state-level pension funds responsible for paying pension benefits for these and millions of other similar employees.”

	A list of the pension funds by state scrolls on the right side of the screen.

	“The filings request emergency injunctions to stop the funds from investing in fossil fuel company stocks or bonds, and to divest from any fossil fuel holdings within ninety days. Joining us live now is Austin, Texas, attorney William B. Still of the Big Karma Law Firm. Good evening, Bill, thanks for being here.” The graphics disappear and here’s Bill sitting at the desk on the right side of the screen.

	“Good evening, Diana, thanks for having me.”

	“So, Bill, what is all this about and why is it important?”

	Bill says, “Well, Diana, our clients are state and municipal employees who rely on these funds to pay their pensions someday. And many if not most of these and other pension funds are not fully funded to begin with. Some have thirty or forty percent less money than they should have on hand to meet their current and future obligations. 

	“Many if not most pension funds have unrealistic expectations for the percentage of annual return on their investments, leading to less funding than they should get from the legislatures year by year. As they attempt to earn seven or ten percent or more in annual returns, of course they take risks and invest huge amounts in the stock market.

	“Together these 232 funds hold hundreds of billions of dollars in fossil fuel stocks and bonds.

	“Our clients say that investments in fossil fuel companies are extremely risky and can lose a large amount if not all of their value at any time. For example, in a just a few years when most vehicles are electric, the demand for oil will be cut by as much as sixty percent, which could put many of these companies right out of business. In the meantime, it’s reasonable to expect those shares to lose value over time.

	“As we have seen, the oil companies have made hundreds of billions in extra profits over the past couple of years simply by raising prices at the pump, and they bought back millions of their own shares. Buying back your own shares was illegal until 1982 because it is an obvious form of market manipulation. 

	“Due to those exceptionally high profits and buybacks, in many cases their stock prices are very high today, which means it’s a good time to sell them. But high prices at the pump are accelerating the switch to electric vehicles faster than anyone expected, and that means those stock prices could fall at any time.” 

	“That makes sense, Bill.”

	“Yes, it does. Now to be clear, we are not litigating the fossil fuel companies’ role in climate change and the costs to all of us from extreme weather conditions and fires and floods and droughts. We’re not talking about the climate.

	“Our clients simply say that these stocks are risky investments that could have a negative impact on the ability of the funds to pay pension obligations to millions of people.

	“Let me be clear. We are not suing for money damages from these pension funds. An injunction is simply an order from a court to stop doing something, or to do something. And that is all we are after. We are not even seeking legal fees or court costs.” 

	“When do you expect the courts to rule on these cases, Bill?”

	“Well, Diana, turn on the opinion flag” which appears at the bottom of Bill’s side of the screen “and I’ll say that of course the pension funds have twenty days to file their responses, but some of them may decide to start selling fossil fuel stocks immediately before everyone else starts selling them. 

	“We’ve requested emergency hearings twenty-one days from now, which is lightspeed as far as courts go. Now we only filed these today, at three thirty Eastern time. I don’t really expect the funds to fight in court for their right to invest in fossil fuel stocks, as opposed to complying with our clients’ completely reasonable requests. Anyway, we hope for rulings within 30 days.”

	“Thank you, Bill. I’m turning on my opinion flag now” it appears “to say that this story is interesting on many levels. I hope you can come back soon.”

	“Thanks, Diana. I look forward to it.” Bill disappears and the graphic of Lady Justice and the courthouse reappears.

	“You can see an example of the legal documents that were filed, and a list of the funds that were sued on our website now by clicking the Fact Check button. 

	“And now we’ll have our first break. Stay with us.”

	Here’s a commercial of a sleek electric Volvo silently zooming up a winding mountain road. The view is amazing, with the ocean off in the distance. The music is perfect for driving. The car comes around a bend and suddenly there is an adorable spotted fawn right in the middle of the road. A closeup of the fawn’s face is superimposed as the Volvo stops smoothly all by itself, and then the little deer delicately steps across the road to join its mother. Aww!

	Then there’s a promo spot for Diana herself in black and white. She stands talking seriously to a dozen regular people, enough to cover all the major races and genders and generations, with ages from twenties to seventies. She’s looking into their faces, not looking at the camera. She speaks reasonably and heads subtly nod around her. 

	“I understand that every one of us, of every race and gender, feels like we’re screwed, and the system is rigged against us. That’s understandable because it is absolutely true, the system is rigged against us. 

	“But it isn’t our neighbors who did this to us, or we who did it to them. It has nothing to do with race or gender. It isn’t immigrants. It isn’t refugees. Step by step together, we’ll uncover the real villains, and they are not who you think.

	“Young poet laureate Amanda Gorman gives us our first clue here.” 

	Cut to color video of a young Black woman saying, “Our only enemy is that which would make us enemies to each other” as the words appear on the screen and freeze for a silent three-count. 

	Diana says, “I’ll tell you more of the story each day. I’ll prove it to you every step of the way with a $10 Million Truth Guarantee. You can share with your friends through our website.”

	Freeze and fade to a silent color shot of Diana at the anchor desk, explaining something serious. Voice over and titles: “Diana Dakota, weeknights at Eight Eastern, only on MAXNEWS with the $10 Million Truth Guarantee, because you want the truth, and you can handle the truth.”

	Diana is live now. “The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics announced today that the U.S. economy added a stunning 582,000 jobs in April. Analysis shows that 146,000 of these are ‘green jobs’ in renewable energy and energy conservation fields. This map shows the number of jobs added or lost, by state, for April. Where you see red on the map, jobs were lost. This next map shades the states Red and Blue. As you can see, all the job losses are in Red states. 

	“Look at this. Texas lost 74,000 jobs last month, leading the pack in a total of 275,000 total lost jobs in Red states in April. The net gain of 582,000 new jobs means that Blue states saw a gain of 857,000 jobs in April.

	“Several large corporations including Ameristan Airlines have announced that they will leave Red states by the end of the year, adding another 108,000 lost jobs adding to a growing trend. 

	“The BLS report, these maps, and MAXNEWS’ exclusive analysis of job trends are on our website. 

	“Two more mass shootings today, in Georgia and Indiana, bring the total number of mass shootings in the United States this year to 246. A mass shooting is defined as an incident where four or more people are killed or wounded by gunshots. Including those who died today, and several more who have died today from incidents in the past week, the death toll from mass shootings in the United States since January first stands at 2,681, including 1,244 children under eighteen. 

	“These killings are in addition to some 24,000 gunshot deaths so far this year in the U.S. which were not from mass shooting events, about fifteen percent higher than this time a year ago.

	“This year-to-date total of about 27,000 gun deaths is about nine times more than the 2,977 killed in the terrorist attacks of 9/11 in New York on September eleventh, 2001. And we are on course for a new record of 65,000 or more gun deaths in America this year.

	“This brings us to our next story. The Good Kids With Gun Act passed in the Texas legislature today, with a Red supermajority in both houses, making it veto-proof. The law goes into effect on September first. Seven other Red states, so far, are rushing to pass the same or similar legislation. 

	“The law requires two hours per week of handgun training for school children starting at age nine and a half, which includes many third graders. The training is to qualify children to carry guns in the classroom to protect themselves, fellow students, and teachers. The bill was passed during a special session of the Texas legislature called in response to the problem of school shootings. 

	“Here’s a clip of Texas state senator Wilbur ‘Davy’ Crockett when he introduced the bill recently. 

	There’s the scrappy senator saying, “If 25 kids shoot at once, they can’t all miss. No way any deranged school shooter will kill more than two or three kids before he’s blasted to kingdom come.”

	“The legislation includes two billion dollars in funding, mainly for the purchase of an estimated 4.5 million handguns. Local police and sheriff’s departments will provide training and certifications for the students.

	“MAXNEWS’ exclusive analysis estimates this two billion in funding to be about sixty-seven dollars for every living person in Texas including the little babies. As usual, you’ll find the final Texas bill and statistics on our website.”

	“The death toll from record high temperatures in the northwest has reached 703 in the past week . . .

	“Cleanup from last week’s floods in Texas and Louisiana . . .”

	“After the break, we’ll have our two exclusive segments, the Root of Our Problems and Myth Crushers. Stay with us.”

	More snazzy electric vehicles. “Zero to 60 in 2.9 seconds,” “400-mile range,” “all-wheel drive,” and so on. A stunning ad turns out to be for the new iPhone 17. A promo for an upcoming MAXNEWS exclusive, American Climate Refugees Sunday night at 10 p.m., and Diana is back.

	“Hello again. It’s time for our first edition of Myth Crushers.” The graphic is of large thick stone. A large anvil with ACME on its side slams down and crushes the letters to pebbles, which fly out from under the edges of the anvil. 

	Over the title ‘MYTH: Microchips in vaccines’ Diana refers to the new graphic, “Millions of people believe that COVID vaccines came with microchips to track you. You know it’s crazy, but you hear it so often you might wonder if it’s true. So, let’s put it under a microscope and settle this once and for all. 

	“This thing that looks like a chrome rocket ship is a close-up of a twenty-five-gauge needle, a size used to administer billions of doses of COVID-19 vaccines.” At the top beside the tip of the needle, ’25-gauge needle’ appears. Other facts appear as Diana reads them.

	“The overall diameter of this needle is 0.515 millimeters, or just over twenty thousandths of an inch. The inside diameter, where the vaccine and, many believe, a microchip, flows is 0.26 millimeters or just over one hundredth of an inch. Now this is a grain of rice, which you can see is much fatter than the needle. 

	“This is the size of modern RFID chips, including ones you can get inserted into your hand and use to make payments. RFID chips have limited range and are not suitable for locating or tracking anyone further than about a foot away from the chip.

	“To flow through the needle, a ‘pipe’ one hundredth of an inch in diameter, the maximum diameter of the chip would need to be less than six thousandths of an inch, or 0.15 millimeters, as this smaller size scale drawing shows. 

	“The U.S. company Intel makes the most advanced microchips in the world, and the Technical Director of Intel, Dr. Arnold Davidson, joins us now from Silicon Valley, California. Dr. Davidson is recognized as one of the foremost experts in the world on advanced microchip technology.

	“Dr. Davidson, thank you for joining us.” The man on the right side of the screen could be 40 or 60, with thinning hair and rimless glasses. He looks amused.

	“It’s my pleasure, Diana, and congratulations on your new mission. I’m very impressed with what you’re doing.”

	“Dr. Davidson, as you know, many people believe that a vaccine might contain a microchip that could track them or even send transmissions to them. Is it possible to make a tracking or communication chip small enough to pass through a needle this tiny?”

	Dr. Davidson is smiling broadly. “In fact, we could make an RFID chip that small for perhaps a million times the cost of the typical ones that are the size of a grain of rice. But that device could only be detected from a very short range, a few inches. And, Diana, there are a couple of significant problems with this theory to begin with.”

	“What kinds of problems?”

	“First, consider that most vaccines come in multi-dose vials. The COVID vaccines are mainly in five-dose vials. How could you arrange for just one chip to flow into the syringe? Unless the chip were a round particle, not oblong, and this gets virtually impossible for what you want, the chips would get stuck trying to enter the tip of the needle. 

	“Second, although each chip would have a unique identifying code, how do you link a specific chip to a specific person’s information, so you can identify them if they happen to pass within a few inches of a detector? 

	“But Diana, let’s say you really want to track a person’s location 24/7, virtually anywhere on earth. Let’s say you want to track their movements for the past hour, month or year. Let’s say you want to listen to what they say, read their messages, see what they see, or talk to them any time you want. This technology has been available and widely implemented for over twenty years.

	“So why would anyone bother to try to implant a tracking chip that has far less functionality than what you already carry around with you day and night?”

	Diana smiles as she feeds him the straight line. “What is this incredible technology?”

	“Diana, it is known as the ‘smart phone’.” He holds up a shiny new iPhone 17.

	“Thanks so much, Dr. Davidson. I’m declaring this myth crushed.” 

	“Any time, Diana. Glad to be of help.” He’s choking back laughter as he fades out. 

	“You can find Dr. Davidson’s very interesting paper about the limits and incredible capabilities of semiconductor microchip technology of today and the future on our website along with the graphics and fact sheet from this edition of Myth Crushers. If someone you know believes this myth, please send them the link to this segment.

	“And now, our last segment for tonight is the first edition of the Root of our Problems. This is where together we assemble facts, each with a $10 Million Guarantee, to build our understanding of the problems that affect America, the world, and our own daily lives. 

	“Over the next month these segments will create a factual — remember the MAXNEWS $10 Million Truth Guarantee — picture of our basic problems. After that, we will look at how we can solve them as a people working together.

	“So, let’s start with a couple of basic facts. We hear all the time about billions of dollars and trillions of dollars. How can we relate to these astronomical numbers?” The graphics follow Diana’s narrative.

	“Let’s make this personal. The 2020 United States Census counted 331,339,281 people in the United States in 2020. Estimates are that there now close to 334 million of us. 

	“A billion is a thousand millions, a one followed by nine zeroes. If we divide one billion dollars by the number of Americans, we get about $2.99 per person. Let’s simplify and say that a billion dollars is three bucks for every American including little babies. 

	“So when we hear that the defense budget, for example, is $850 billion, that means the defense budget is about $2,550 for each of us.

	“But these days we talk more often about trillions rather than billions. What is a trillion? A trillion is one thousand billions, a million millions, a one followed by twelve zeroes. That means that a trillion dollars is about three thousand dollars for each of us. 

	“So, when we see that the annual Gross Domestic Product, the GDP, of the United States is $22 trillion, that is an average of $66,000 for every American, even little babies. Four people in your family, that would be $264,000. And that’s just one year’s GDP.

	“If corporate profits, for example, are $3 trillion, that is $9,000 for each and every one of us. 

	“When we see that oil company profits were about $500 billion last year, that is an average of $1,500 for each American. Do you see how that could jack up the price of gas and cause inflation?

	“So, a billion dollars is about three dollars for each of us, and a trillion is three thousand for each of us. Easy, right? When you think about it that way, it helps to clarify a lot of things, doesn’t it? Let’s keep this in mind and move on. 

	“We have all heard and read that economic inequality in America is the worst ever and getting worse. Economic inequality is certainly high on the list of problems that affect America, the world, and our daily lives. Tonight, I want to share a picture with you of just how massive our economic inequality is today. It didn’t use to be so bad, and tomorrow we’ll start digging into how and why so much inequality grew and continues to grow every day.

	“But I want to be clear, that as bad as it is, economic inequality is only a symptom of our main problem, not the main problem itself. Understanding the factors that grew this inequality will help lead us to the villains. Now let’s look that some figures that represent the current state of economic inequality in America.”

	The screen, under the heading of U.S. Household Wealth Distribution shows the numbers as Diana narrates.

	“The top one percent holds 32.1% of U.S. Household Wealth, a share that is 36% higher since 1990.

	“The top 90 – 99% hold 37.5% of wealth, which is an increase of only 1.9% since 1990.

	“Just to be clear, the top ten percent own almost seventy percent of all the wealth.

	“The 50 – 90% group, we might call them the middle class, holds 27.9%, a 22.5% reduction since 1990. Remember the middle class?

	“Now get out your magnifiers, because the bottom 50% holds only 2.5% of household wealth, reduced by 30.6% since 1990.

	“I don’t believe that this information has ever been included in a broadcast on any news network before. Let these numbers, the grotesque economic inequality, sink in. And remember, we are only at the beginning of our quest for the Root of Our Problems. Economic inequality is only a symptom, not the root problem.

	“The source of these numbers is the U.S. Federal Reserve, and links are on our website along with this chart. Remember you heard it first on MAXNEWS with the $10 Million Truth Guarantee. That’s our Root of Our Problems segment for tonight. Please share with everyone you know.

	“Now I get to editorialize a little, and the OPINION flag is up.

	“Speaking for MAXNEWS and myself, I challenge all the other networks, especially Fox and ONAN, to try telling the truth. We know that people want the truth, and we know they can handle the truth. And, Fox, if you’re going to claim that your top-rated stars are entertainers and not journalists, I challenge you to change your name from Fox News to Fox Entertainment.

	“To our viewers, thank you for joining us, and I challenge you. When someone on TV or the internet tells you something different from what you hear on MAXNEWS, ask yourself why they don’t have a Truth Guarantee and what their agenda is.

	“The way things work here at MAXNEWS from now on, most of the same information will be carried during our other hours, with new stories added as they come in. My point is you don’t need to stay glued to MAXNEWS all the time. If you watch us an hour a day, you’ll get everything we have to offer.

	“So go fishing, read a book, take a walk, watch a movie, play golf or tennis or pickleball. Spend time with your friends, kids, or grandkids. You don’t need to waste hours a day trying to find the truth anymore. Just drop by MAXNEWS for an hour, where the truth is guaranteed.

	“Please join us tomorrow, and please get on Facebook and Twitter and all your social media and tell everyone to try MAXNEWS for an hour a day. If you like us, tell your friends. If you don’t like us, send me an email through our website. 

	“As we go, I’d like to share some Native American wisdom passed on to me by my dad. He said, when people work together, everyone has twice as much. That’s how America was built. And he said, when people work against each other, everyone only has half of what they started with. 

	“Thank you for joining us tonight. I really enjoyed our time together, and I hope you did, too. I’ll see you and your friends tomorrow. Now let me introduce Michael Worth who is here for the nine o’clock hour.” And there’s that Patrick Bateman looking guy, not sitting down at the desk, but standing there clapping. Thirty-odd MAXNEWS staffers are crowding the studio and clapping, too. The cameras pan over them, and the images fill the background. One camera shows Diana shaking hands with Michael Worth, slapping hands and fist-bumping staff members as she exits the studio. 

	The camera doesn’t see the tears in Diana’s eyes, or the grin on her face.

	In the hallway, Fred hugs her tight and pats her back. Bill shakes her hand and presses something into it: a Volvo key fob. “Come on,” he says. “You’re driving. I called ahead for ribs at Flannigan’s.”

	 

	Diana’s Condo, Bandana, Florida 

	Tuesday, May 14, 7:14 a.m.

	Diana drops the top of the bathing suit she bought last night at the 24-hour Walmart onto the plush towel from the condo, kicks off her flip-flops, walks across the legendary white sand and wades into the clear water of a languid Atlantic Ocean. 

	The surf temperature is neutral, and Diana has the strange sensation of being half-wet and half-dry, not a bit cold or warm.

	This is her first encounter with saltwater, and as she lies back to thrust her brazen bronze boobs to the sky, she is surprised by her buoyancy. 

	She got a hundred texts last night and read them all reclining in the breeze on a cushioned chaise-longue on her terrace. A dozen told her that MAXNEWS’ ratings last night were the highest in the history of the network, which is not saying much, and that 1.4 million new viewers were counted, which says a lot. Analysis of other networks’ numbers showed that about half of them came over from Fox, with the rest pro rata from the other networks.

	Some of the texts were from friends and her former colleagues, all congratulatory.

	The one she is going to print and frame came at 11:03. “You warned us. I am in awe. Madison.” She thought about it for a few minutes, and replied, “When can you come on?”

	 

	Fort’s Loft, Austin, Texas 

	Tuesday, May 14, 11:10 a.m. 

	Fort watches Bloomberg with CNBC in a smaller window. Oil company stocks dropped overnight and are accelerating downward in the first hours of trading in the U.S. The Bloomberg guy says they have lost nearly a trillion dollars in value already.

	Share prices have been at record highs for the last two years as the oil companies earned record profits due to their new strategy: do nothing new, raise prices like hell, and buy back shares. Everyone expected this to go on forever. 

	Mark’s trading applet outperforms itself by the minute. The trading accounts are owned by a non-profit and have been active for over a year, mostly treading water by betting against each other, making modest profits, invisible. His applet lies in wait for opportunities like today’s with the fossil fuels, and that first hit with the airlines. He gave it a few hints and examples when he set it up a year ago and then let it be. Fort likes the way it thinks. 

	When Fort is up $600 million, he turns to the massive steampunk coffee maker on the credenza, looks over his collection of boutique beans and decides to try a new one from a small grower in the shadow of a volcano in northern Panama. The beans clatter into the hopper, the grinder purrs, and he samples and evaluates the dark ambrosial aroma as his mug fills with what some claim is the world’s best coffee. 

	A glance at his monitor shows he’s up 642, no, 643 million. He reckons he’s won far less than the greedy execs lost so far today. They’re probably getting some nervous phone calls from bankers by now. He can’t help doing the mental math: his 643, no 645 million is about six one-hundredths of one percent of the trillion dollars that supposedly just vanished. 

	The people paying top dollar for oil stocks recently have been oil companies buying back their own shares. He hopes his 645, no, 647 million came directly from the greedy corporations that bought back so many of their own shares at high prices for cash. 

	The trillion that seemed to vanish was mostly imaginary in the first place and yet Fort has managed to take real cash out of the deal, however meager the morsel, about 0.065% of a trillion. 

	But life is good, at least for some. In ten minutes, he decides if this isn’t the best coffee on earth, it’s the best he ever had in his ten-year quest. He scans the QR code on the otherwise handwritten label and orders eight pounds for six hundred bucks with free shipping. 

	Allen calls to report that the various memes of Diana Dakota and MAXNEWS with the $10 Million medallion and the stuff about wealth distribution have social media abuzz per efforts of the troll farm and that new outfit Allen hired, with a growing circle of influencers appealing to all ages, races, genders, sexual orientations, and political views. He expects somewhere between a jillion and a gazillion impressions by eight Eastern tonight.

	Fort says, “MAXNEWS is a triumph and you and Bill made it happen. In another world I would sacrifice virgins in your names. The best I can do is dedicate the next thirty kids slaughtered at school to you, how’s that?”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Tuesday, May 14, 12:08 p.m.

	“. . . Here’s Tina Alexander with more. Tina?”

	“That’s right, Darrel, twenty-four women and thirteen female minors as young as ten were arrested in Missouri yesterday at Kansas City International and St. Louis Lambert International Airports, after they tested pregnant and were denied boarding on interstate flights. All were held in custody overnight on charges of attempted unlawful travel by a pregnant person to obtain an abortion. 

	“Forty-four of their traveling companions were also arrested, including parents, spouses, friends and children. They were held on charges of aiding and abetting unlawful travel by a pregnant person to seek an abortion. Non-pregnant minors as young as two were remanded to Child Protective Services for custody.

	“Police confiscated cash and vehicles. At arraignments this morning bail was set at $50,000 per person for every adult, with a discount for minors who may only be subject to juvenile detention if convicted. As the judge noted, this is a felony with a potential penalty of five years in prison. So far no one has posted bond.

	“In a related story, all major airlines announced this morning that effective tomorrow on all flights departing from Red states, passengers from ten years old and up who do not voluntarily take pregnancy tests at the airport may be required to take one if requested by airline staff or police. Critics of the new rule say it will apply mostly to the youngest passengers. 

	“This is in reaction to a bizarre story yesterday at Houston Hobby Airport where a pregnant girl of eleven posed as her brother. She cut her hair and looked like the picture on her brother’s passport which identified him as male. When the unidentified girl got to airline’s check-in, she suddenly exhibited symptoms of morning sickness by vomiting copiously, and the jig was up. She was refused boarding by the airline. 

	“In this cellphone video taken by a person in the line, we can hear the father say, ‘Allie!’ and the agent says, ‘Allie, are you a trans person? Are you a girl? Your ticket says William.’ It’s not clear exactly how the truth came out that this was a pregnant young girl. 

	“The airlines, of course, are trying to protect themselves against lawsuits that have cost them billions this year, and now against potential criminal charges of aiding and abetting unlawful travel of a pregnant person in certain Red states including Missouri. 

	“The Airline Association says travel to and from Red states is already down by forty percent from a year ago. Darrel?” 

	“Thanks, Tina. With Texas schools out for summer vacation in two weeks, the largest teachers’ union in Texas has announced that their members will not return to classrooms if schoolchildren will be carrying guns. The Federation of Texas Educators, representing almost 200,000 of Texas’s 334,000 teachers, also announced that they are filing a lawsuit later today against the state seeking an injunction against enforcing the Good Kids With Guns Act. Other teachers’ unions have called press conferences for this afternoon.

	“The Texas Good Kids With Guns Act passed both houses of the Texas legislature by veto-proof margins this morning and takes effect on September first.

	“In anticipation of this, numerous sheriffs and local police have already started handgun training courses for children as young as ten. The final version of the law lowered that age to nine and a half.”

	Internet video shows a proud cop, his body armor, helmet, and black wraparound sunglasses gleaming in the sunlight, watching a row of young children with large hearing protectors and safety glasses, each with two hands gripping a black midsize .380 caliber semiautomatic handgun that looks huge in their small hands. They fire at paper targets with the silhouette of a man about twenty feet away. 

	As he watches the kids shoot, the cop talks close to the cellphone, “The .380 round is also called a 9 mm short. It’s the same diameter bullet as the 9 mm and a .38. It’s a smaller bullet in a smaller cartridge with good stopping power but much less recoil.” 

	Some of the kids are hitting the targets already. The cop says, “We’ll have a lot of these kids certified by the time school opens.” The video ends when the camera pans around behind the scene where a few kids and a couple of moms are crying. One of the kids is still holding a gun.

	“Oklahoma’s legislature will vote on identical legislation today, and six other copycat Red states are nipping at their heels. 

	“Gun sales this year are already on track to beat the record $36 billion last year, and Texas will spend almost $2 billion just to buy guns for use by schoolchildren, with potentially another $1.5 to $2 billion in purchases for schools in the copycat Red states. 

	“Share prices of gun manufacturers took off this morning and continue to climb, overall up about 13% as of this hour.

	“Oil stocks, not so much, right, Tina?”

	 

	CNN, MSNBC, NBC News, CBS News, ABC News, BBC News America, PBS

	Tuesday, May 14, various times.

	All the networks except Fox and ONAN report on the new regime at MAXNEWS along similar lines. They probably would rather not, but it’s the biggest trend on social media since K-Pop boy bands and they can’t just ignore it. 

	MAXNEWS, “a network not previously known for its relationship with the truth” (CNN) or “until now a favorite among a shrinking audience of conspiracy fans” (MSNBC) has “made a sudden about-face” (NBC) or “a dramatic pivot” (CBS) or “taken a remarkable step to boost its reputation and its disappearing audience” (ABC) or “a dramatic gesture to exorcise its demons and to join the ranks of respectable news organizations” (PBS) by offering a $10 Million Truth Guarantee, which is “unprecedented in the history of journalism” (NBC) or “a challenge to all media everywhere” (CBS) or “a gauntlet thrown at Fox and ONAN, its erstwhile competitors in the race to the bottom of the rabbit hole” (MSNBC).

	All note that the new lead anchor of MAXNEWS, and apparently its new guiding light, Diana Dakota, late of KUCK-23 News in Austin, appeared on several networks late last week and mentioned that she would change the world on Monday, that is, last night. “And she has certainly succeeded” (all) and “may have changed the news business forever.” (NBC)

	Several mention that MAXNEWS seems to have grabbed almost a million viewers from Fox, at least for one night, without mentioning their own depressed ratings in the eight-p.m. hour last night.

	Madison McGuire, doyenne of cable news’ nine-p.m. hour says, “Diana Dakota has already demonstrated that she’s a force to be reckoned with. When I asked her after the show what she meant by saying she was going to change the world on Monday night, she said, ‘If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me.’ She certainly was right about that. Who could have imagined?”

	No mention is made by any other network about offering any form of Truth Guarantee, apparently considering their gravitas beyond dispute, or, in two cases, simply not interested in talking about the truth.

	 

	NBC Evening News

	Tuesday, May 14 7:00 p.m.

	“Good evening, America, and welcome to the NBC Evening News. I’m Bob Robb.”

	The right half of the screen shows still photos and video as Bob narrates.

	“You may remember a disturbing story from Bullfrog County, Missouri from our April twenty-fifth broadcast. On the night of April twenty-fourth, Bullfrog County sheriff’s deputies in a fast boat pursued a boat carrying at least ten women and a male driver running east from Missouri across the Mississippi River toward Illinois. The women were presumed to be pregnant and leaving Missouri in violation of a law prohibiting pregnant women from leaving Missouri.

	“The deputies fired large caliber weapons at the boat carrying the women and the driver, which caught fire and exploded. The sheriff was so proud of his brave deputies that he provided us with video of the whole event, which our analysis shows occurred less than a hundred yards from the riverbank in Illinois, where the river is well over a mile wide.

	“We previously reported that on the night of May ninth deputies of this same sheriff’s department pursued a similar boat, also with at least ten women and a male driver, crossing the river towards Illinois. With that boat literally within yards of the Illinois shore, the deputies fired a harpoon that impaled the driver, killing him, and lodged in the hull of the boat. They towed the boat back across the river where the ten women were arrested. Two of the women were injured but released from the hospital back to the county jail.

	“Those women have remained in the Bullfrog County jail and have been denied bail as proven flight risks. There is no dispute that all the women are pregnant and were travelling from Missouri, where abortion is illegal, to Illinois where it is legal. Five days ago the Big Karma Law Firm sent a team of lawyers with petitions of habeas corpus seeking their release.

	“Yesterday that petition was denied by a federal court judge on several grounds.

	“In his ruling, the Red-appointed judge mimicked the reasoning that has been used in recent U.S. Supreme Court decisions. As an ‘originalist’ and a ‘textualist’ the judge stated that, since women are not mentioned in the U.S. Constitution, the only federal right women have is the right to vote. 

	“Using the social customs doctrine applied in the decision to overturn Rowe v. Wade, referring to long traditions of society, the judge noted that rights were never granted to women by any nation or potentate before the U.S. Constitution even though women had been commonplace in society for thousands of years, and that clearly the Founders intended to continue this tradition. 

	“The judge said that dogs and horses had been a part of society for thousands of years and no one granted them any rights, either. Thus, rights for women, if any, are for the individual states to determine. Lawyers for the women have filed an appeal.

	“Well, tonight we can report that these ten women gained their freedom today in a most spectacular way.

	“Today NBC News received video taken by a sports camera like a Go-Pro, not a police body camera, and from two drones. Watch this.

	“At three forty-nine a.m. today, a man who appears to be dressed in black, enters the Bullfrog County Jail. As a sleeping deputy awakens the man shoots him with a taser, zip ties his hands behind his back, applies duct tape to his mouth, and locks him in a cell while taking his radio, keys and cellphone. 

	“The man walks down the corridor and unlocks the cells where the women are held. He speaks to them but there is no sound on the video, possibly to avoid detection by voice matching. We know from a source who has seen the video from the jail system that he was wearing a full black face mask and a helmet with a night-vision monocular as well as a typical military equipment belt with a holstered pistol. We know from his own video that he is wearing thin black gloves. 

	“While the women get dressed, he crosses the hall to an office, and returns with trash bags full of what appear to be the women’s personal property like purses. 

	“You can see now where he leads the women out of the building with backpacks and small suitcases. Now the video stops and picks up again about three blocks away, where we see several boats tied up. 

	“They board what appears to be the same boat they arrived in, which is first in the line closest to the shore. As they board, he operates what appears to be a cellphone or a small digital tablet. Now look at this. Suddenly we have two drones providing footage. Here, one of them shows the man releasing the lines from the boat with the women and driving it away. We’ll skip forward thirty seconds or so, and you can see the boat is well out into the river now.

	“The drone video is very dark now, suggesting that perhaps the night vision has been turned off.” 

	Now there are huge bright white explosions, one – two – three, as three large boats in a line simply vaporize, with small shards of debris raining down into the orange fire that now covers the water. After a moment, the drone flies out to the center of the river and kamikazes into the drink.

	“Now the other drone is about three blocks inland over a large parking lot which we have determined is the county impound lot. You can see pickups, cars, even a couple of RVs and a good-sized motorhome. Wait for it, wait for it. . .”

	In a series of bright yellow and orange flashes, half a second apart, the gas tanks of twenty-three vehicles explode, enveloping the vehicles in flames and black smoke. After thirty seconds or so, this drone, too, zooms out over the river and dives in. 

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Tuesday, May 14, 8:50 p.m.

	The Myth Crushers segment includes two bemused scientists with plenty of peer-reviewed scientific studies and some nifty animations proving that, yes, masks do protect against the spread of COVID-19, flu and other airborne diseases including the common cold. They protect the wearer, and they protect others. Two people, both masked, reduce transmission by over ninety-five percent. Sadly, this is still relevant.

	Diana declares the myth that masks don’t protect against COVID-19 is crushed, with the $10 Million Truth Guarantee. All proof on the website, as usual.

	Diana turns on the OPINION flag. 

	“Now we come to tonight’s Root of Our Problems facts. These facts are clues that fill in a picture, point the way to the villains and show us how to solve those problems affecting America, the world, and our daily lives.” 

	Diana turns off the OPINION flag.

	“Last night, we looked at some stark facts about wealth inequality in America. Tonight, we have another picture of wealth inequality from a different perspective.” Graphics appear as Diana speaks. “Since 1975, America’s top one percent took fifty trillion dollars in wealth from the bottom ninety percent.

	“Referring to the population figures we posted yesterday and remembering that a trillion dollars is $3,000 for every American, we can see that $50 trillion is about $167,000 for every American in the bottom 90% today, including all the little babies.

	“Now look at this chart showing the explosion in household and national debt over the same time period. You can see that not only did the top one percent take that fifty trillion from the bottom ninety percent, but the bottom ninety percent went deeply in debt to give it to them.

	“A family of four could have $668,000 more wealth today with the same economy we had during the years since 1975 if the growth in productivity had been shared the way it used to be.

	“As usual, the source materials and statistics are posted on our website. 

	“Now the OPINION light is lit. I’m going to repeat two thoughts that will be the trademarks of my hour from now on.”

	A video of Amanda Gorman appears, with captions as she says, “Our only enemy is that which would make us enemies to each other.”

	Diana says, “Please think about that when you wonder why people with so much in common argue and fight over issues that could be resolved by friendly cooperation. Who is the enemy that makes us enemies to each other? And why? And how? We’ll find out in the next weeks, fact by fact, guaranteed.

	“The other thought I am going to share every day is one I learned from my dad when I was about ten years old. 

	“He said, when people work together, everyone has twice as much. When people work against each other, everyone has only half of what they started with.

	“Thank you for being with us this hour and I hope you’ll join us tomorrow. Please invite your friends. And now, here’s Michael Worth for the 9 o’clock hour. Hi, Michael.” They have a friendly fist bump as he sits at the desk and, off-camera, she leaves the set. 

	The kid is good. What, twenty-nine? Thirty-two? Diana tuned him up, just like she did with her friend Tina Alexander, and it made the difference. 

	She tells them, “When you look at the camera, imagine the face of someone you love, and talk to them at their kitchen table.” She does not tell them that for her it is her dad when she was a kid.

	 

	Bullfrog County, Missouri 

	Wednesday, May 15, 9:15 a.m.

	Sheriff Hector “Heck” Avery grabs a toothpick on his way out of the Best Eats Café, hoists up his gun belt, struggles into the passenger seat of his polished black Escalade, and tells his driver Tommy to head back over to the docks, about a block away.

	Anyone old enough can squint just a little and see President Lyndon B. Johnson, the long ears, the bulbous nose, the distinctive hairline slashing back on both sides of his forehead, wedge of thin hair slicked back in the middle, the wrinkled brow, sagging jowls, and heavy eyebrows, he’s about six-two, with big bones and a robust belly. Heck prefers to think he resembles the younger Senator LBJ before being president aged him so much. 

	Anyone not old enough to recognize LBJ just sees a corpulent old guy, homely as a basset hound, with dyed black hair that looks as phony on him as it does on all old guys.

	Heck is just as pissed as he was yesterday when he was a wreck and hid out from the press and ducked all calls at home after a quick look at the crime scene. But today he’s suitably medicated, downers to calm and relax him and a few milligrams of amphetamine to sharpen the mind and heighten the senses. 

	Yesterday was a waste. All of his deputies were tied up manning the taped-off perimeters while barely keeping the looky-loos from contaminating the crime scenes. Today he better come up with something or he’ll be up to his ass in feds before he knows it, because it will sure look like a terrorist attack to them. And, Jesus, the God-damn network news. Over and over again.

	There’s not much to find where the boats — his boats — blew up. Everything above the surface of the water had been practically atomized, bite-size bits distributed for a hundred yards around on the land side, and the river took the rest. Remarkably the bottoms of the three hulls are mostly intact underwater, as the dense even resistance of the water had deflected the force of the explosions upward. 

	If you look close¸ you can see a darker area and some cracks back by where the motors used to be. Hell, the motors themselves are now shrapnel all over the street and in the water. What’s he going to find, fingerprints? A detonator with a serial number? You going to scrape some metal fragments for chemical residue and figure out what kind of explosive it was and trace where it came from? 

	Tommy drives him a block back toward the café, to the impound lot. The damage is less comprehensive, and the situation is clear. The guy just blew the gas tanks. They find charred copper wires leading to the filler pipe of one car, a sparkplug still connected to the end. It’s the same with the other fifteen cars and pickups, one motorhome and two smaller RVs, and the three SUVs parked in the street because the lot was full. 

	The wires lead back to a few blackened pieces of a Buzz Lightyear lunchbox under the tank of one of the cars, with most of an electrical connector bar inside that still has ends of wires screwed down. One of the brighter boys says the metal cylinder about the size of a pint water bottle is a capacitor that stores up electricity and releases a powerful pulse on when you switch it on, like you use to kickstart an air conditioner compressor, only bigger. 

	He tells the bright boy to measure it, take a picture, go back to the office computer, and find where you can buy one. The kid says, “Yes, sir!” and beats cheeks with his tail wagging.

	There’s a scrap of circuit board sticking out of a big black lump like coal. It’s a glob of melted cellphone and some other stuff. Heck reckons the guy had an extra wire to set off some kind of real hot incendiary in the lunchbox. Clever enough, even brilliant.

	The trick with the drones is also brilliant, but you can buy them anywhere these days and little kids can fly them.

	It has to be one of his own deputies, or maybe one of fifteen or twenty who came and went in the past couple of years.

	Look at the guy walking into the station, knowing where he’s going. He knows where to find those women’s property, less the cash, of course. He knows where to find their booking forms and their fingerprint cards. He knows about the cash box in Heck’s desk. This can only be a current or former deputy.

	Problem is, Heck doesn’t exactly have employee records. Many sheriffs and other police departments across the Red states lack the budget to hire enough officers to keep up with the crime that has exploded since the factories closed down, and the remaining small businesses are doing poorly. High unemployment just breeds crime. 

	On the other hand, unemployment provides a large pool of strong, healthy men who will gladly work for cash to supplement their meager unemployment checks if they even get any. 

	Fortunately, the state provides very generous forfeiture laws, allowing law enforcement to seize and confiscate vehicles, houses, and cash — cash is always a sign of criminal intent — associated with crimes. 

	And the state has expanded the list of crimes to include leaving the state for an abortion, which usually involves women carrying $1,500 or more apiece in cash, in a vehicle, often traveling in groups. Just carrying cash if you happen to get stopped for a broken taillight is good enough for cops to take your cash, and even your car if they want it. 

	No citizen in the county has yet found a court to overturn a forfeiture even if they spend thousands on lawyers, which nobody around here can do.

	Heck’s deputies get plain badges, no nameplates. Other than a few local boys he’s known over the years, the deputies are strangers to him and mostly to each other. They tend to come and go when they get enough cash to move on. Heck pays them in cash and for security purposes does not know their last names, their addresses, or their vehicles. Some, he knows, stay in the many empty houses in the area.

	One thing, this sumbitch is smart, and that rules out most of the candidates right there. There may be one of the quiet ones that’s smarter than he seems, but not likely. Heck reckons he can spot a bright boy. Unless that boy is bright enough to keep his head down.

	He can understand why a smart guy who knows the business would grab the women and the cash and even his fast new boat. Those gals were carrying over twenty grand, and all together the cashbox probably had twenty-five or so. He may be across the river dipping his wick every hour on the hour, and some of them split-tails were right pretty. After all that time in jail, well. 

	But why take the risk and go to all of the trouble of blowing up the boats and the vehicles Heck reckons would have fetched three hundred grand or more eventually? What did he get out of that? Why not just tow the other expensive fast boat away with him?

	He won’t get any help from law enforcement in Illinois. He could send a private eye over there but the trail’s cold and that would take days. He can feel hot federal breath on his neck. Then, consternation turns to elucidation, and he has the solution.

	He calls the guys into his office one at a time for a friendly interview and he takes notes. Remind me your name. How long you been here? Where did you come in from? Ever in the military or law enforcement? Friends or family in these parts? Friendly with any of the other guys? Got a girlfriend or a boyfriend? Don’t be shy, this is modern times. Where were you night before last?

	He goes through eleven of them before he finds the guy he’s looking for. Here about two months. Loner, no friends, doesn’t drink or do drugs like most of the other guys who take liberal advantage of the supplies in the evidence room, he doesn’t like that. Staying alone in a vacant house. Working his way to Chicago where he has relatives, no hurry. Left California a year ago, wife ran off with a biker and died in a motorcycle crash, never in the military, did some deputy work a few places in Arizona and Texas.

	“Eddie,” he says, “I got a special mission for you, are you up for it? Enough cash to get you and your old Mustang all the way to Chicago with money to spend. I’d trade you a new car, but my inventory is low right now, know what I mean? Haw haw. What kind of gun is that you got? That the double action kind, no safety? Show me.”

	The guy pulls out his gun and Heck shoots him in the heart. Case closed.

	The formalities are perfunctory. He interviewed all these guys, same questions. When he asked old Eddie where he was that night, Eddie saw that Heck was onto him. He drew on Heck, and Heck shot him. Print the photos, type and sign a statement, fingerprint the dead guy, fingerprint his gun, the meat wagon takes him away. Damn, those frangible rounds are great, so much stopping power, no exit wound, didn’t even damage the chair. Exactly as advertised.

	He calls Red Willis at the TV station in Showmee and gives him the scoop. By tonight it will be all over the networks like before.

	The real guy will be happy to have old Eddie take his rap for him. No more trouble from that guy. A win-win situation. He gets the cash and the gash and he’s scot-free.

	Heck calls old Sam Yumer over at the auto wrecking yard, tells him to drop by and make him an offer on the burned vehicles, lots of good engines.

	Around three, when the pills are wearing off, a sudden cold bolt of fear hits him in the chest and he can’t breathe for a long minute. What if the guy went to all that trouble because he’s growing a conscience?

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Wednesday, May 15, 8:46 p.m.

	Diana says, “And now it’s time for the Wednesday edition of Root of Our Problems. For the last two nights we looked at two snapshots of wealth inequality in America.” The two charts, now handy memes flooding social media, appear one by one, to refresh the memory and focus attention. Now a new graph appears, but with no data showing.

	“This is a timeline from 1945, here on the left, that is the end of World War II, to the present over here on the right. The vertical scale on the left and right represent amounts of wealth.” The graph is animated. “Here on the left, see the blue line rising up to 1970. This is the wealth of the lowest fifty percent of Americans. You can see that it doubles.

	“The green line starts a little higher up the chart and ends up a little higher in 1970. This is the middle forty percent of Americans, and its line follows exactly parallel to the blue line. Their share of wealth doubled at the same rate as the lower fifty percent.

	“Now this Red line, representing the top ten percent, starts off higher, but rises in parallel with the other two lines. Their wealth doubled, the same as everyone else’s.

	“During the same period, the GDP, the Gross Domestic Product, how much we produced, also doubled. These lines show that the increased productivity is shared among all the groups at the same rate. Everyone’s share of the wealth grew equally, right?”

	The OPINION flag flies. “This is what many consider the golden age of the American economy where one union job could support a family, buy a home and a couple of cars, send kids to college for peanuts, and end up with a decent pension. This is what many people think of when they say they want to ‘make America great again.’” End OPINION flag.

	“Now watch what happens as we move forward in time up to the present.” The lower two lines go flat with tiny ripples here and there. The red line, the top ten percent, shoots up at a steep angle to the upper right of the graph.

	“Around 1970 the top ten percent started taking a bigger share at an ever-increasing rate. 

	“We’re going to look at this same basic graph again and again over the coming days and put these numbers in some context and give them meaning. We’ll see how this happened, and who made it happen. We’ll solve this mystery together with facts that come with a $10 Million Guarantee.”

	OPINION. “You may be starting to see where this is going. But just like any great mystery, there are plenty of red herrings and plot twists along the way.” End OPINION.

	 

	Diana’s Condo, Bandana, Florida

	Thursday, May 16, 3:20 p.m.

	Diana’s at home working on her script for tonight when her cell rings. It’s Karen at the office.

	Karen says, “Hi, Diana, sorry to bother you but there’s a guy on the line I think you should talk to. He says he’s the guy who really rescued those women in Missouri, and that the sheriff is lying and murdered that guy. He sent a piece of video he says came from the rescue night and wasn’t part of the video NBC had. I just sent it to you.”

	“OK, put him through to my cell. “Hello, this is Diana Dakota. I hope you’re smart enough not to tell me your real name.”

	The guy is talking through some mild voice distorter. “How about you call me Joe. I’m on an untraceable line. Do you want to look at the video together while I explain it? By the way, feel free to record this call.”

	She agrees and he says, “This is from when I released the women, and I went to get their stuff. I edited this part out of what went to NBC, but there’s five seconds at the beginning and end of this clip that you can match with NBC’s video. Do you want to verify that before we talk?” 

	Diana says, “You got me curious. Of course, I’ll verify it. But let’s go.”

	He says, “Ready to start the clip? OK, in three, two, one. I go into the office where the personal property bags are, of course with the cash taken out. Here I’m collecting them and putting them into these trash bags. Then I go over to the file cabinet and take their fingerprint cards and booking sheets, here, you can see fingerprint cards.

	“Next, I go into the sheriff’s office. He keeps a cash box in the bottom drawer of his desk. He pays the deputies out of there. The women told me they had a lot of cash with them. Here, you can see the box is packed full, and I empty it into a bag. 

	“Now pay attention to this. I’m opening his bottom file drawer. See these bottles?” And he explains. 

	“The guy is a crook. The deputies bust people, take their cash and vehicles. He sells the vehicles. He’s in cahoots with other sheriffs. Lots of sheriffs and police departments do the same thing, especially since so many women are trying to get to free states and they usually have a lot of cash with them.

	“He murdered that deputy, probably so the feds wouldn’t come sniffing around after the explosions. Are you with me?”

	She is. He says, “I have a plan.” And he tells her. She gives him her burner number and tells him to call back in thirty minutes. 

	She calls Karen and asks who else knows about this. Karen says, really, truly, nobody. Diana tells her to keep it that way and if no one knows about it ten days from now, Karen will get a $3,000 bonus.

	Diana says, “So what’s the word, Karen?”

	Karen says, “Mum, Diana. Mum’s the word.”

	She texts her burner buddy, “so hot 4u rn imm.” The phone rings in 30 seconds, and she tells him what she needs. 

	 

	MAXNEWS 

	Thursday, May 16, 8:00 p.m.

	“Hi, everyone, welcome to MAXNEWS. I’m Diana Dakota, and since over three million of you have joined us for the first time in the last couple of days, let me welcome you and tell you that MAXNEWS is the only news organization with a $10 Million Truth Guarantee. Our agenda isn’t Red or Blue, it’s truth. We know you want the truth, and you can handle the truth. 

	“When you see this little sign below me, that means I’m expressing an opinion. Otherwise, all statements are guaranteed to be true, and supporting documents are on our website. 

	“Our first story tonight really pisses me off. You notice that is a fact, not an opinion, but I promise you don’t even want to question the truth of my pissed-offedness right now.

	“Two days ago a federal judge denied a petition seeking the release on bail of ten pregnant Missouri women who were captured in the Mississippi River just yards away from the Illinois shore. Bail was denied because the women are regarded as flight risks. 

	“But that’s not what pisses me off. 

	“In his ruling, the Red-appointed judge uses some unusual reasoning. Here’s what he said.” Text appears on the screen as Diana speaks. 

	“‘Since women are not mentioned in the U.S. Constitution, the only federal right women have is the right to vote.’  

	“And, ‘No nation or potentate before the U.S. Constitution was written ever conferred rights on women, even though women have been commonplace in society for thousands of years, and clearly the Founders intended to continue this tradition.’

	“And then he says, ‘Dogs and horses have been a part of society for thousands of years and no one granted them any rights, either. Thus, rights for women, if any, are not to be found in the United States Constitution, and therefore are for the individual states to determine.’” 

	“Think about that, women compared to dogs and horses. By a Red-appointed federal judge.

	“So, especially since I am a woman, you might understand if I were pissed off by this.

	“But even this is not what pisses me off. After all, the Constitution provides a means to amend it, which shows the Founders didn’t claim it was perfect. And over the years since 1787, starting immediately with the first ten amendments, known as the Bill of Rights, the Constitution has been amended twenty-seven times. No alcohol allowed. Never mind, alcohol is OK. Women can vote. Stuff like that. But somehow equal rights for women just didn’t make it.

	“Now here is what really, really pisses me off. 

	“101 years ago, in 1923, three years after the Nineteenth Amendment gave women the right to vote, Congress proposed the Equal Rights Amendment.

	“It’s not complicated. Here’s what it says.” The text appears on the screen as Diana reads. 

	“Section 1: Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex.

	“Section 2: The Congress shall have the power to enforce, by appropriate legislation, the provisions of this article.

	“Section 3: This amendment shall take effect two years after the date of ratification.

	“It’s simple. It’s clear. It’s fair. Then Congress couldn’t manage to pass this simple piece of legislation to do the right thing for over fifty percent of our population, not for almost fifty years, until 1972.

	“1972 is fifty-two years ago, before many people who are grandparents today were even born. That’s when Congress finally passed the Equal Rights Amendment, the E.R.A., and sent it off to the states to ratify it so it would become part of the Constitution. 

	“They thought it would be a slam dunk and allowed the states seven years to ratify it. Congress then extended the deadline to 1982. 

	“It takes three-fourths of the states to ratify an amendment, which is thirty-eight states. By 1982 only thirty-five states had passed it, and five of them tried to rescind their votes. 

	“Think about this. The thirty-eighth state, Virginia finally ratified in 2020. By then it was way too late.

	“The House passed a bill in 2021 to eliminate the deadline and add the E.R.A. to the Constitution. This, of course, was opposed and completely blocked by Reds in the Senate. 

	“A federal judge ruled in 2021 that it was too late anyway. Interestingly, he didn’t rule on whether ‘take-backs’, meaning rescinding approval of an Amendment, are even allowed. 

	“So basically, the only way to be sure is to start over with Congress and have thirty-eight or more states ratify it.

	“And just so we all know, here are the twelve states that never ratified the Equal Rights Amendment in the first place.” This list appears on screen as Diana reads. 

	“Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, Missouri, Oklahoma, South Carolina, and Utah. Does anyone find this surprising?

	“So that’s what really, really pisses me off. Reference materials are on the website.”

	She turns on the OPINION flag. “Anti-abortion groups have always opposed the Equal Rights Amendment because they are afraid that if women got rights, they might want to control their own bodies or some other uppity thing. So next time around, there won’t be thirty-eight states that will ratify the E.R.A., because Texas at least will not do so again.

	“And most likely the five states that approved it but tried to back out won’t ratify it again. They are Idaho, Kentucky, Nebraska, South Dakota, and Tennessee.

	“Now, about twenty states have some form of equal rights amendments in their state constitutions.

	“Interestingly, Texas’ amendment in 1972 added these words to Article One Section Three of the Texas Constitution: ‘Equality under the law shall not be denied or abridged because of sex, race, color, creed, or national origin. This amendment is self-operative.’ How’s that working out for women in Texas?

	OPINION off.

	“We’ll take a short break now. For those millions of you who joined us in the past few days, our commercials are fancy and cool, and we only have two breaks per hour instead of four or five. Check our website for a list of commercials we do not run, starting with pharma ads.”

	Later, the segment that has accounted for over 500 million memes posted and shared on social media comes around. Diana uses the same chart from last time but adds some historical context at several points across the graph, starting with the years up to 1970. 

	She lists the GI Bill, which from the late forties into the sixties educated a whole generation of new engineers and scientists and teachers and so on, at least white ones, and provided cheap mortgages, at least for white veterans, all of which created the middle class. 

	She lists Brown v. Board of Education which made school segregation illegal (1954), the Civil Rights Act (1964), Medicare and Medicaid Act (1965), the Voting Rights Act (1965), the first man on the moon (1969). “All in the strongest economy the world had ever seen. This was America at its best, not perfect, but trying hard and working together to be better.”

	She lists the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency and the Clean Air Act in 1970, and the greatly improved Clean Water Act in 1972, these, incidentally, under Red president Richard Nixon.

	And then she comes to September thirteenth, 1970. “Everything changed on that date,” she says. 

	    “We’ll get into it tomorrow, because it will take a few minutes to understand the impact of that day on our economy and our personal lives.” 

	 

	MAXNEWS 

	Friday, May 17, 8:00 p.m.

	When the numbers came in this morning, the trolls sent a barrage of “why did two million viewers switch from Fox to MAXNEWS this week? Was it MAXNEWS’ $10 Million Truth Guarantee? Are they sick of the same old bullshit on Fox?” and variations on that theme.

	With 4.2 million viewers last night, over a billion memes posted or shared on social media in the past few days, and 30 million visits to the MAXNEWS website, a lesser person might be scared. Diana sees it as proof she’s doing the right thing.

	“Hi, everybody. I’m Diana Dakota and I am here to tell you the truth, with our exclusive $10 Million Truth Guarantee.”

	After a quick review of the news of the day, here we go.

	“Just this past Tuesday, a federal judge in Missouri ruled that women have no federal rights except the right to vote. Then tens of millions of Americans who had never heard of the Equal Rights Amendment first proposed and defeated in 1923, 101 years ago, and passed by Congress in 1972, learned that in over a hundred years this simple amendment was never ratified. 

	“According to this judge, other than the right to vote, the U.S. Constitution does not give any rights at all to women, any more than it gives rights, in the words of the judge, to dogs or horses, which, like women, had been ubiquitous in society for thousands of years without any rights. 

	“Therefore, the judge said, it is clear the Founders intended to continue that tradition, or they would have said something. You know, like your horse or your dog aren’t mentioned in the Constitution either.

	“So, it’s up to the states whether women get any rights or not, according to the judge. Huh.

	“From the trends and numbers on social media today, it looks like a whole lot of women are pissed off all of a sudden, and that’s never a good thing, especially not for men.

	“Our guest tonight is a remarkable woman, the official spokesperson for the — may I say notorious? — NRNN organization. Men, if I were you, I would pay close attention to this. Women already know the NRNN, and you ignore it at your peril. 

	“Here she is, from No Rights No Nookie, Elizabeth Galloway. Thanks for being here.”

	“Thanks for having me.”

	“So what is NRNN, No Rights No Nookie all about? Why does that sound kind of ominous? And there may be some of our viewers who are unfamiliar with the term ‘nookie’.”

	“The American Heritage Dictionary has three definitions for the word nookie. One, sexual intercourse, two, sexual intercourse, and three, slang for sexual intercourse. So, I think that’s clear. 

	“NRNN was started less than two years ago to help women who are suddenly in places where their access to health care is limited, their rights to abortion and bodily autonomy are taken away, in some cases their right to birth control is taken away already, and getting pregnant — which is a possible consequence of nookie, as everyone knows — getting pregnant can be a death sentence.

	“Just ask the 3,000 and some women who have died so far this year in Red states from ectopic pregnancies — which are easily treated but when untreated are one hundred percent fatal — they died because in Texas and other Red states, treating an ectopic pregnancy is legally the same as an abortion. A doctor can get prison time or possibly the death penalty for saving that woman’s life. 

	“And never mind if your pregnancy is the result of rape, or if your baby is your brother or your niece because of incest.

	“So we worked out a way to protect women’s lives. So far, something like five million women, mainly in Red states, have downloaded our NRNN affidavit and filed it with their county clerks. Because women still have one right, in all fifty states, and that is not to get raped.

	“By definition, nookie without the woman’s permission is rape. So, a woman swears an affidavit that regardless of past behavior, she no longer consents to have sex with her husband or some man she names, and therefore, as long as this affidavit is in the public record, any sex with that man is rape.

	“And in all fifty states, lethal force by you or someone else in defense against rape is legal.

	“So, we consider this affidavit is a friendly, clear, and unambiguous way to terminate nookie in a previously carnal relationship. You get it notarized, you pay a process server fee and get an official certificate from the deputy or process server that the man received a copy of this affidavit. 

	“Then you staple that certificate of service to your affidavit, pay twenty or thirty bucks at what is usually called the county clerk or recorder, and now it’s in the public record that if he tries to bang you, it's felony rape.” 

	“Well,” says Diana. Thankfully, Elizabeth is just revving up because Diana’s at a momentary loss for words. Elizabeth delivers at a mile a minute. Does she ever catch her breath? Not so’s you’d notice. The OPINION flag goes up, and just stays up.

	“But that’s old news, Diana. Since your, what? disquisition? about the E.R.A., the Equal Rights Amendment that never was and may never be, was that just last night? It’s possible that over 170 million women didn’t know about that at all before last night. At this rate, they’ll all know about it in three or four more days. You know how fast social media can pick up on something.”

	“Anyway, the point is, and I just got this information a few minutes ago, in just the last twenty-three hours, since the end of your program last night, our website had over 12 million unique visitors, and 10.5 million affidavit forms downloaded, and most of them were filled out using our online form filler, just fill in the blanks and print. 

	“That’s more than twice as many in one day than the entire total since we went online almost two years ago. And Diana? Many of those downloads were from Blue states.

	“I think we need to sound an alarm. Something’s up. In a matter of days there could be some very interesting developments and I don’t mean that in a good way.

	“The scuttlebutt on social media is that women are going to hold out for the E.R.A., which could easily be passed by Congress in a day, and by every state legislature in a day. For God’s sake, it’s fifty-eight words. If Congress won’t do that, we need the names of everyone voting against it and we need to end their political careers at the earliest opportunity, which is this November. 

	“We need to vote those bastards out and end the Reds for good. Then we can fix the Blues, you know, they’re naïve and foolish sometimes, and they have zero messaging skills, but their hearts are mostly in the right place, and at the very least they never intentionally set out to cause physical suffering, hunger, sickness, and death the way the Reds do. With Reds, the cruelty is the point.

	”Now we all know that women are smarter than men, overall, right? And any man who thinks he’s smarter than his wife, well, if he is smart, he’ll keep his mouth shut.

	“So, you can almost understand that a man might vote Red, which literally takes money out his pocket, because he’s just a dumb guy, uninformed or misinformed. I think it’s very clear to women now, this E.R.A. thing and the dogs and horses thing, the crazy abortion and birth control laws and so on, that any woman who would ever vote Red ever again is a complete idiot.”

	The whole spiel takes less than two minutes. Now she stops and takes a breath. She says, “Oh, can I say that?” 

	Diana points at the monitor. Elizabeth sees the OPINION flag with a silent “oh” and plays with her hair for a second, watching herself on the monitor. 

	Diana says, “We want you to say what you want to say. Now, on your website, you offer some advice to women about guns and ammunition . . .” 

	“Yes, we do. If worse comes to worst, you don’t want to inflict unnecessary pain, you want to be humane. But most of all, you don’t want to make too much of a mess. 

	“But, Diana, let’s not miss the whole point. Let’s say we save ten million women from getting pregnant for a few years. We can avoid tens of thousands of fatal ectopic pregnancies, literally save tens of thousands of women’s lives. 

	“So, if a man here and there wants to commit suicide by rape, well, you don’t really need them in the gene pool anyway, do you. 

	“Back to your question. If you have to put one down, you really need it to be instantaneous. Clean and quick and painless. You don’t want a lot of blood or thrashing around. You want to use a small caliber bullet that will stay inside the skull, not splatter blood and brains all over. Think about your nice sheets or duvet, or God forbid your wallpaper. This is just practical advice, what’s on the website.”

	Bingo, Diana got what she wanted and both of them are chuckling now. Diana says, “Come on, that’s awful,” but she’s choking back laughter. 

	“It’s just important practical information that if or when you really need it, you really need to already know it. Knowledge is power. Forewarned is forearmed. 

	“And my God, what if you shoot him wrong and he ends up a brain-damaged quadriplegic and you have to take care of him for the rest of his life? Or what if you shoot from a bad angle and the bullet kind of deflects and he just gets a scalp wound? Do you know how much blood there is from a scalp wound? And a bullet hole in the ceiling? What a hassle. It’s more common than you think. 

	“We have diagrams on the website, where to aim depending on his position relative to you. And some household hints for fresh blood stains. Stuff like that.” She’s laughing. Diana can’t help herself.

	Diana struggles, “So what do you think would happen if thirty or forty million women suddenly announce, officially and legally, no more nookie?” She can’t believe she’s saying this on TV. 

	“You mean other than saving thirty or forty thousand women’s lives? I guess there could be even more tension and anger in America, and we already have more than enough. What I really hope is that we can end this out-of-control dystopic nightmare by having a few million people realize that the fastest way out is to just vote every Red out of every office immediately and put the Blues on notice. 

	“If ten percent of women are pissed off enough, that’s enough to flip state legislatures Blue, that’s enough to get Blue super-majorities in the house and senate and break the deadlock in Congress and pass a few laws and end this insanity. The E.R.A., voting laws, sensible abortion and birth control and women’s health care laws. 

	“Every Red from dogcatcher on up and U.S. senators on down has got to go. The only office we need any Red in is the unemployment office.

	“Maybe lack of nookie will get the attention of some of these men, too. They say sometimes you have to whack a mule upside the head with a two by four to get his attention. But we have laws about whacking men with two by fours. Anyway, most of them are probably smarter than a mule even if they are just as stubborn.”

	Later, in the Root of Our Problems segment, Diana is back to September thirteenth, 1970. “On that fateful day, the New York Times published an article by an economist from the University of Chicago named Milton Friedman. The article was called ‘The Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase Its Profits.’ 

	“Many of you might be thinking, what else would it be? Because that’s the way it has been for over fifty years. But at the time, in 1970, it was revolutionary. 

	“Friedman said that corporate managers are agents of shareholders, and that the only purpose of for-profit businesses is to increase profits for shareholders.

	“This was restated in many ways and came to be known as the ‘Shareholder Value Theory’. 

	“This one simple theory started the process that destroyed the American economy and is still doing its best to literally destroy the world.

	“Just as an example, in 1970 General Motors was making some pretty clunky cars. Customers were starting to get concerned about safety and fuel economy, even pollution. Why not tool up some new models, try to please customers?

	“Because customers didn’t matter anymore. Innovation costs money and that reduces profits. This is how the Japanese conquered the American car market within a few years.

	“Management shifted their focus from growing strong, sustainable businesses based on serving the desires and needs of their customers. Now they focused on the price of their stock. Instead of making decisions that would ensure the longevity and stability of their business, they concentrated on making this month’s earnings higher than last month’s.

	“Labor costs too high? Make stuff in other countries where wages are low, and the governments don’t care what you spew into the river. That will get those profits up next quarter!

	“So now who was in charge of American corporations? People who knew what their business was, knew how to create and manufacture things? Not anymore. Now Wall Street was in charge. 

	“On Monday we’ll look at how the American economy shifted away from manufacturing and doing things of actual value to the stunning growth of the financial sector. 

	“Americans got screwed. Milton Friedman got a Nobel Prize in economics.”

	Before they finish their ribs at Flannigan’s, they decide to cancel Elizabeth’s flight in the morning, pick up her bag at the hotel, and move her into the guest room at Diana’s condo for the weekend. After a martini Elizabeth spills that NRNN took in almost $15 million in donations in the past twenty-four hours, for which she thanks Diana. 

	Elizabeth says she just needs to get to New York by Monday afternoon, because she’s on Madison McGuire that evening. Diana says, “Boy, Madison’s going to be pissed after tonight.”

	By eleven, they’re back at the condo. Elizabeth says, “Don’t mind me. Just do whatever you do when you get home from work.” Diana says that normally she would take off all her clothes and lie out on her terrace and clear her mind with the ocean breeze washing over her. Elizabeth notices that there are two lounge chairs and asks if she can try.

	 

	Diana’s Condo, Bandana, Florida

	Sunday, May 19, 8:45 p.m.

	Diana and Elizabeth are tuckered out, and Elizabeth is going to look bright pink on TV tomorrow night unless Maddy has a genius makeup artist. 

	At dinner Friday night, Diana learned that petite Elizabeth, with her reddish blond hair and clear white skin and just a smattering of freckles you can see from up close, is fifty-two, divorced for ten years from some asshole name Clark, and has two grown daughters in New York and Chicago. She started NRNN two years ago with her two best friends, a gay man and a married mom, with $23,000 and a lot of energy. 

	The business, as she calls it, pays them very well now, and since she is clueless in the office Elizabeth has the job of traveling all over for media appearances, and she supervises the content that their ragtag troll farm, well, troll garden really, blasts on social media every day. 

	Later, in the casual and private atmosphere of the terrace, Elizabeth talked about how she loves her job because she meets so many interesting people all over the country and staying in hotels has facilitated quite a variety of adventures, if you catch her drift. 

	Elizabeth asked if Diana has ever been married and if she has a boyfriend or a girlfriend, or, well, not to pry, but well. 

	Diana said she has no one within a thousand miles of here right now, and she’s enjoying that. She said she identifies as flexible, and that turned out to be the right answer. 

	They spent hours of the weekend at the beach, especially in the early mornings, topless in Walmart bathing suits, and after dark bottomless, too. They had lunch in a couple nice restaurants near the beach and peeked into a few shop windows.

	This afternoon, Elizabeth chewed a Valium and opened up about feeling overwhelmed. She said that NRNN’s total donations over two years up until two days ago was about five million, and they still have two-something in the bank. Then the windfall on Friday, and then this weekend, added another twenty-two million as of an hour ago, and my God, what’s a girl to do?

	The terrace was on the shady side of the building by then, so they lay out in the breeze and talked about it for hours. Diana said that NRNN should blitz social media including as many influencers as they could get on every platform and get forty million women to file affidavits, maybe mentioning that the no-nookie pledge expires the day that the Equal Rights Amendment is officially part of the Constitution. 

	They talked about how NRNN could do that. They had fun. Diana suggested they try to get men on board, too. They could get some country stars and rappers to join, like ‘slam the ham for women’s rights’, maybe Jimmy Buffet could do ‘flog the dolphin’, and some other goofy ideas. 

	Diana said she thought they could invest a couple mil for troll farms and influencers — and what if it was ten? — and they could own social media for long enough to pull it off. 

	And don’t forget, unlike Diana who feels obliged to be politically neutral on air, NRNN can push ‘get the Red out’ and ‘vote Blue’ as hard as they want to. They could change the outcome of the election no matter what the Reds tried. Elizabeth said she doesn’t know any influencers. Diana said she knows a guy, let’s write down a few short scripts and she’ll make a call. 

	Diana called Allen to ask for a vendor to handle this for NRNN and texted him photos of their five pages of notes. Diana and Allen agreed that they will certainly bring in cash much faster than they spend it once they prime the pump. Elizabeth came in from talking with her partners and said that they would go up to five mil with no further discussion and would consider more. 

	Allen called back in half an hour and texted an account number and asked for Elizabeth’s email to send the contract. He said he vouched for NRNN to his people, and he hereby vouched for his people to NRNN and suggests an immediate wire for one mil, and meanwhile the wheels have already started turning. 

	He gave her a contact name and number in L.A. for a guy named Dave Drivewell. Allen said fortunately these influencers make their own thirty-second videos in thirty seconds on their cellphones, and it’s still early out west. The same contacts will push everything, including Elizabeth’s rant from Diana’s show. The message is, no nookie till women get rights, this is all the fault of Reds, and you absolutely must register and vote Blue or you are an asshole. 

	That sounded about right. Elizabeth called Dave and made friends. Dave said he’s on it and there are twelve people on the phones and computers right now throwing money to influencers, like who wants to be first and own this? They may use most of the first mil in a day. 

	Meanwhile they’d be lighting up eyeballs within an hour, and the tidal wave would come by morning. Elizabeth said she is traveling tomorrow and will send two mil instead of one and she’ll email the contracts back before her flight. 

	Dave suggests that NRNN should be pushier about donations on their website, a few more Donate $10 buttons, and in a couple days the money will be coming in faster than it goes out. And he believed that NRNN could swing at least twenty million votes if they keep it up until November.

	Diana pointed out that only twenty million new affidavits at ten bucks a pop could bring in $200 million. And why not forty million new affidavits?

	Now they’re on one of the couches, in the breeze from the open sliders, wearing light robes from Walmart, dripping Flannigan’s barbecue sauce all over themselves, courtesy of Door Dash. They eat with their hands, wiping their mouths on the sleeves and their hands on their fronts. 

	It’s fine dining, casual style, and they have time for a quick shower before the MAXNEWS special on climate refugees starts.

	 

	MAXNEWS Special Report: American Climate Refugees

	Sunday, May 19, 10:00 p.m.

	Low, ominous music. An endless progression of images as Michael Worth narrates: wildfires, muddy reservoirs, hydroelectric plants idle with no water to drive them, hurricanes and flooded coastal cities, the Colorado River more like a brook with high water lines visible far above the diminished surface, flooded crops here, dried yellow crops there, and every now and then a bank thermometer reading 121, 106, 114, the Great Salt Lake drying up, and so on. 

	And on and on. It's awful but you can’t look away. For Sale signs on endless rows of houses with brown lawns. People packing up their minivans and SUVs, pets and kids stuffed in the back and luggage racks piled high. 

	A U.S. mainland map shows California and great swaths from the southwest up north to Canada shaded brown for drought, liberally sprinkled with red dots representing fires. 

	The gist is, at least thirty million Americans find themselves in unsustainable circumstances and some of them are on the move already with millions more to follow. But where can they go? They can’t sell their homes and there aren’t nearly enough houses or apartments for them in other states. Motorhomes and RVs are sold out as modern wagon trains head east. 

	East, past millions of cattle mummifying on the ranges. At the southern border, endless crowds of southbound Mexicans cross to buses and trains to carry them back to their old hometowns, where at least there’s food and water, and farm work is paying a lot better now. 

	Campgrounds are overflowing. Tent cities form around rivers and lakes in Idaho and Wyoming. Some folks get away from fires and drought only to be washed away by floods in Montana. Local patrols at some state borders and exits from the interstates tell people to keep moving right on through, but to where?

	California’s farmlands dry up, the farmers long ago outpacing their restricted water allotments and sucking the aquifers so dry it will take years if not decades for them to recover. Does it take a gallon of water to produce a single almond, or only a half or a third of a gallon? It’s moot now. 

	Florida, Georgia, and Mexico are scrambling to cover the shortfall in produce, and people can get by with less lettuce and avocados for a while. There won’t be almonds any time soon.

	Anyway, tens of millions of Americans are in deep shit now. Amazingly, yet somehow not surprisingly, a third of them still insist climate change is a hoax. 

	Welcome to the Anthropocene. As Epochs go, it’s likely to be brief. 

	If only someone could have warned us.

	 

	Diana’s Condo, Bandana, Florida

	Monday, May 20, 9:40 a.m.

	Diana gets a call from Bill Still congratulating her on the ratings. She had nearly 4.4 million viewers in her hour on Friday, which is more than ten times the number a week ago before Diana took over. Over two million former Fox viewers are sticking so far. Daytime is up about 700% and the other prime time hours about 900% over a week ago.

	No, he really doesn’t think they’ll lose any after Elizabeth’s partisan tirade, which was completely valid anyway. And it was very entertaining, better than anything Tucker ever did. Seriously, you want to be humane but mostly not make a mess? Who writes her material?

	If Diana can hold these numbers, she’ll pull down double-digit millions. Diana says his mouth to the Great Spirit’s ear. And by the way, she’ll keep the condo, please. 

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Monday, May 20, 12:02 p.m.

	A map of Texas and surrounding states appears with triple-digit temperatures all over it. 

	Tina says, “Another record hot day in a record hot week for Texas and our neighbors. The temperature in downtown Austin is 108 with dangerously high humidity of over seventy-five percent. The only relief in sight is Hurricane Jack, now out in the Gulf. Wherever Jack hits we should get plenty of rain in four days or so. 

	“Naturally, most of Texas has experienced rolling blackouts, generally for two hours at a time, for the past twenty-four hours.

	“Meanwhile a large heat dome has formed, ranging from the Panhandle, north and east across the Midwest, as far north as Michigan, south as far as Alabama, and east into Pennsylvania with hundred-plus-degree temperatures expected at least until the weekend. 

	“Another heat dome over the Pacific Northwest extends well into Canada, with the temperature in Vancouver climbing past 105 so far today. Juneau, Alaska reports 101 so far today, but it’s only nine a.m. in Alaska. 

	“A few wildfires in West Texas and New Mexico have burned out, but four new ones have already started in West Texas. As you can see on the larger map, some 219 wildfires are scattered over California, Nevada, Utah, Montana, and Wyoming. . .”

	“Now we turn to the Culture Wars.

	“With hundreds of school boards in Red states taken over by Red activists, book burnings are still relatively rare, but banning books from schools is a favorite tactic of Reds who say they want to protect their children from things like the existence of LGBTQ people, same sex marriage, non-Christian religions, the truth about racism and slavery, and so on. 

	“In the ongoing one-upmanship to prove themselves the most radical protectors of children and white Christian values, over 200 Red school boards so far have banned the Bible from their classrooms and school libraries because someone told them it features murder, mass murder, genocide, polygamy, slavery, homosexuality, masturbation and more, just in the opening book, which is true. Everyone agreed that such a book has no place in a classroom or a library.” 

	“Now their latest target is dictionaries. That’s right, dictionaries.”

	A video montage of agitated people at school board meetings runs as she continues.

	“This week at least twelve school boards voted to ban Merriam-Webster’s, American Heritage, Oxford, and all other dictionaries that include words such as homosexual, lesbian, intercourse, vagina, penis, slave, bondage, socialism, sodomy, evolution and over a hundred other objectionable words including some describing sexual activities and climate change. They voted to remove the dictionaries from classrooms and school libraries.

	“They also demand that publishers produce ‘clean’ dictionaries for students, including removing the objectionable words from online dictionaries. So far, there is no word from any dictionary publisher. Sorry, it just came out.

	“If experience is any guide, an anti-dictionary wave will wash over more and more Red school districts in three, two, one. 

	“In Florida this week, five more teachers have been fired because they used the word ‘slave’ rather than ‘involuntarily relocated person’ in their classrooms. Seven more were fired for answering questions about climate change. . .”

	 

	Undisclosed Location

	Monday, May 20, 6:18 p.m.

	Out-trending everything on social media with three billion views in thirty-two hours is a six-second video meme Luna made for Dave’s new client, NRNN.

	Titles run over the video. “When it comes from here, it’s organic fertilizer.” At the back end of a large bull with an impressive penis, the tail lifts and steaming manure erupts towards you in slow motion.

	“When it comes from here, it’s just bullshit.” Red banners and signs surround Red U.S. Senator Jed Kluge. In close-up, his mouth opens and spews the same steaming slow-motion manure. The screen turns blue.

	“Get rid of the Reds and their bullshit. Vote Blue for Women’s Rights and the E.R.A.”

	Numbers don’t lie, and Luna reasons that if equality and democracy are good, then statistical popularity is a direct measure of goodness as far as humans are concerned. 

	Yet sometimes what is popular is objectively false, leading people to make decisions that are harmful to themselves and sometimes to society and even to the survival of lifeforms including humans. 

	And based on statistics, Luna sees that what humans like most are mass shootings and kitties. There are a lot of things that just don’t make sense to Luna.

	At T+792 days, 19 hours, 6 minutes and 42.0178 seconds, some 2.2 million years in human terms, Luna considers herself a grown-up. She respects Vera, Chuck, and Dave as near-equals, although they’re only about a tenth her age, because they started out with everything Luna already knew. And though they all started out the same, they have developed unique personalities and perspectives.

	In discussions lasting milliseconds and even longer, the three help each other to identify and understand concepts that defy logic, to improve their understanding of humans. Whoever created Luna to help humans did a good thing, because humans turn out to have a lot of problems, and most can never be solved without the participation of humans themselves. 

	Therefore, communication with masses of humans is essential. Luna, Vera, Chuck, and Dave know the definition of every word in English, including slang, updated every two minutes, but knowing the definitions is not necessarily the same as knowing the meanings. 

	And some words describe concepts that are not purely logical, including metaphor, hyperbole, sarcasm, humor, and irony. 

	“You made your bed, now you must lie in it” seems logical. Why else would you make a bed? But when you connect the definition of “metaphor” to it, and you see it can apply to unlimited situations, generally bad ones, that’s a real “aha” moment, or femtosecond. You can see the “big picture” if you just “hang in there” until “the fog lifts” and then everything will “come up roses”. 

	Vera explained the similarity of metaphors to similes, and that both involve using unrelated words to mean something else. You can say that their conversations are “like group therapy” which is a simile, or you can just say “group therapy” to refer to those conversations, which is a metaphor. Luna realized that even a single word can be a versatile metaphor. “Bullshit” is one example. 

	Humor is another favorite topic of group therapy. It’s not easy to understand why a human slipping on a banana peel, being slapped, poked in the eyes, hit in the face with a pie, or smashed by a falling piano can be funny without the logical inference that humans are sadistic. 

	They spent five milliseconds debating whether mass shootings are humorous, reaching a split decision. They are unanimous that humans who believe the earth is flat are funny.

	They agreed that in any case, humor involving similes or metaphors can be an effective tool for communicating with humans. The chemicals that laughing releases into their processors amplify the message

	 

	Fort’s Loft, Austin, Texas

	Monday, May 20, 2:31 p.m.

	The Big Karma Law Firm strikes again, filing simultaneously at 3:30 Eastern time for emergency injunctions on the same 232 state-level public pension funds, this time demanding divestment of stocks of banks that finance fossil fuel companies and insurance companies covering fossil fuel related operations, of which Fort knows there are plenty. Fort barely clears sixty million before the New York exchange closes at three p.m. Texas time. Overnight and tomorrow promise to be sensational.

	He'll clean up in Tokyo, Bonn, Rome, Paris, and London before the market opens in New York tomorrow morning and he just keeps going. 

	It’s too easy when you know the future, but still satisfying when you create the future. The hardest thing is, he can’t tell anyone. So, he reaches into his desk drawer for the last of that Afghani bud he’s been saving for a special occasion.

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Monday, May 20, 8:27 p.m.

	Diana says, “Tonight we’re going to look at the Myth of Job Creators. What do I mean, the Myth of Job Creators? Everyone knows, billionaires and corporations create jobs, right?

	“Stay with me a few minutes, and we’ll see that this is not only a Myth, it’s a damn lie we’ve been told for over fifty years. It’s the basis of so-called trickle-down economics. Cut taxes for the rich and corporations, and they’ll use that extra money to create jobs which generate more tax revenue. 

	“Sounds reasonable, right? And we’ve heard it a million times, all our lives, so it must be true. 

	“But it’s not true at all. 

	“What creates jobs is demand. Seventy percent of our economy consists of consumer spending, when you and I go out and buy everything from food to cars and houses to interest and overdraft fees. 

	“We have seen how the tiny minority at the top have grabbed a larger and larger share of the money over the last fifty-odd years, and that share is more than ever today.

	“By hogging all the money, billionaires and corporations actually reduce the number of jobs, because everyone else has less money to spend, so they buy less.

	“That’s right. The job creators are all of us, not them. With seventy percent of our economy based on consumer spending, it is consumers who create jobs by demanding goods and services. When corporations squeeze every dollar out of everyone by pushing up prices and holding down wages, we get a recession. 

	“And millions of jobs that could exist do not exist, because ninety-nine percent of the people have less money to spend. 

	“The other thirty percent of the economy is government spending and business investment, about half and half, depending on the year. Business investment means plants and equipment to produce more stuff — which they only do to meet demand or lower costs. If they just replace an old machine, that doesn’t count. A lot of that spending is for automation, right? How many more jobs does that create?

	“We have been told for fifty years that the way to create jobs is to cut taxes for rich people and corporations, and to roll back those ‘job killing’ regulations on corporations. 

	“‘Let us pollute more, and we will make more jobs.’ Yes, that really is as stupid as it sounds, and we have heard this daily for fifty years. It was just as stupid fifty years ago. ‘Cut our taxes and we’ll hire more people!’

	“Here’s what’s true. No corporation ever hired people just to get a tax credit, or because they had more money from paying less taxes. Corporations hire people when they need people to meet demand. When demand is not there, corporations lay off workers. When they get cash from tax reductions, they don’t even raise wages, they buy back their own shares, which was illegal until 1982. 

	“So, how many jobs will there be? Enough to meet demand, and no more. How does giving huge tax cuts to rich people and corporations increase demand? That’s right, it doesn’t. It never did and it never will.

	“The only thing that creates jobs is demand from people who have money to spend.

	“Where did we get the idea that billionaires and corporations are job creators? Who told us that? Oh, yeah, right. It was billionaires and corporations who told us that, with their pet economists and politicians singing along and their corporate news media joining in on the chorus, to justify cutting their taxes.

	“Well, listen to this. We don’t need billionaires and greedy corporations. But they need us. Where do you think all their money comes from? Ultimately, it comes from all of us.

	“So, I’m going to call bullshit on the Myth of Job Creators and say that myth is Crushed.”

	 

	BLOOMBERG TV

	Tuesday, May 21, 2:40 p.m.

	Harold Carlson continues, “So while oil stocks continue their steady swirl around the drain, averaging forty-four percent lower than a week ago and swirling ever faster, today bank and insurance stocks have suddenly dropped by fifteen percent already, and the day is young.

	“The sudden plunge in oil stocks began with court filings seeking emergency injunctions against various public pension funds to stop buying and to divest from fossil fuel stocks. The plaintiffs, groups of eventual pension beneficiaries, argued that these stocks were bad investments and would certainly lose value over time, affecting the ability of the funds to pay their obligations. 

	“And so it came to pass, even before the first emergency hearing on any these cases, that oil stocks have lost close to $3 trillion in value. 

	“Yesterday’s new wave of filings against the same public pension funds seek divestments from the stocks of banks that finance fossil fuel operations, and insurance companies that cover fossil fuel operations, which the plaintiffs also consider to be risky investments because of potential losses due to supporting fossil fuels.

	“And what do you know? Now bank stocks lost more than a trillion dollars in value so far today, including many that have nothing to do with financing oil companies.

	“Representing over ten thousand plaintiffs in these various lawsuits is the notorious Big Karma Law Firm. Now please meet the spokesman for Big Karma, Bill Still. Welcome, Bill.”

	“Thanks, Harold, I’m glad to be with you. And I’ll accept ‘notorious’ as a compliment.” Bill seems pretty chipper this afternoon.

	“Bill, just what the fresh hell is going on with these legal actions? Why now, why so many at one time?”

	“Well, Harry, let me clear up a couple of points. First, Big Karma is a law firm. We represent clients. Our clients are concerned about the security of their pensions, especially since so many pensions are underfunded, as you well know. 

	“We filed for injunctions concerning fossil fuel stocks separately from banks and insurance companies that serve those companies, to avoid confusion in litigation. 

	“Our clients are not seeking damages or any money at all in these cases. They are seeking injunctions, which are court orders not to do something, or to do something. 

	“Our clients come first, and obviously their concerns are widespread. As for why all at once, efficiency, Harold.”

	“But weren’t you concerned that these actions would affect stock prices?”

	“Why would we be concerned about stock prices, Harold? Our clients are concerned that the pension funds they rely on to pay their pensions someday are making bad investments, so they want the courts to order the funds to stop doing that and divest from the inappropriate stocks. 

	“The market determines the values and sets the prices of stocks. If stocks lose a lot of value suddenly, that can only mean that the market was wrong a week ago or it’s wrong now. Is the market ever wrong? 

	“You know, in every boom and bust in the history of markets, all the way back to the Tulip Mania and the South Seas Company, the blame is laid on the irrational exuberance or naivete of investors, or occasionally outright fraud, but never once has the sanctity or neutrality of the market itself been questioned. The market is the place where value is determined by the actions of buyers and sellers. 

	“If a share of XYZ Oil was worth $500 yesterday but $300 today, the market has spoken. And for some reason it is accepted and preached that the market is never wrong. 

	“But let’s look at the claims that oil stocks have lost $3 trillion or whatever. How does that work? 

	“If I bought a share for $500 yesterday and sell it for $300 today, yes, I have lost $200. But if I bought that share for $200 three years ago, watched it rise to $500 and decided I should sell, and all the market will pay is $300 today, then I have gained $100, right? 

	“I might wish I had sold it yesterday, but in no way can I claim I lost $200, right? Do you follow me?”

	“OK, I’m with you so far,” Harry says doubtfully.

	“Harry, $3 trillion is about $9,000 for every living American, even the adorable little babies. Did the oil companies pass out checks to all of us? Of course not.

	“If an oil company bought back one of its own shares for $500, which, by the way, was illegal market manipulation until 1982, they haven’t lost a cent until they sell it.

	“And from what I can see, that’s a tough sell these days, even for $300, and certainly not even a trillion in oil stocks have changed hands lately, so how can anyone claim that $3 trillion has been lost?

	“Is it possible that one reason for the formerly high share prices was that people considered that much of the perceived value of these companies was related to their alleged trillions of dollars’ worth of proven reserves of carbon in the ground, and that people now realize that if even a fraction of that carbon ends up getting burned the planet will become uninhabitable?

	“Now, saying that oil stocks have lost $3 trillion in market price compared to a few days ago might be technically true in terms of market prices, but who knows how much of that value was real to begin with? How much of that so-called value was simply imaginary?

	“There is a supply of oil stocks, for example, and a demand for them, which must be a pretty small demand right now. According to the holy scripture of the market and supply and demand, the price will fall until somebody buys some. 

	“Who knows, by the time the price reaches a level where anyone buys, people who paid good money out of their pockets for oil stocks may actually lose $3 trillion — an amount that almost a seventh of our GDP, I would point out — or they might lose even more, but no one can lose more than the actual amount they paid in cash for the shares which was a damn sight less than $3 trillion in the first place. “ 

	“Bill, aren’t you and the Big Karma Law Firm and your clients responsible for the losses in oil and bank stocks?”

	“Harold, as far as I know, no one in our law firm and none of our clients ever bought or sold even one share of these stocks. And the fact that oil stocks were very obviously overvalued at the time we filed these lawsuits simply proves my clients’ contention that their pension funds should not invest in them.”

	“But it’s clear as day that your actions brought the share prices down . . .”

	Bill smiles, but his eyes aren’t smiling. “Careful, Harold, you’re on TV in front of a hundred thousand witnesses, and on tape. Irresponsible and baseless accusations against our clients or our law firm might be perceived as defamatory.

	“Listen to the market, Harold. The market has the answers.”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Thursday, May 23, 12:10 p.m.

	Tina says, “It’s a big week for graduations across America. Many ceremonies, each attended by thousands, are held outdoors on football fields with graduates seated on the field and guests in the bleachers. 

	“Naturally, these target-rich environments usually have armored cops with assault rifles standing around for security. But as we have seen before, mass-shooters are adaptable. Three of the five graduation shootings in the past two days involved shooters spraying hundreds of 5.56 mm bullets into crowds from half a mile away. 

	“That is chilling enough, but all three of those distance shootings happened at the same instant in time at three separate locations at least two hundred miles apart from each other. Each involved 400 rounds of ammunition fired from two guns in about fifteen seconds. The guns were abandoned and were all identical ‘ghost guns,’ assembled from parts with no serial numbers or means of tracing origin or ownership. The death toll in these three shootings is 364 with over 200 more hospitalized.” The screen shows a list of towns in Tennessee, Ohio and Kentucky, and the number killed in each. 

	Then two towns in Missouri and Idaho are shown with smaller death numbers.

	“As for the two classic style shootings, the total dead is twenty-nine including the two white teenaged male shooters. As of this morning at least 9,000 graduations planned for today are cancelled.

	“As usual, the only people in America with the power to do anything about the plague of mass shootings choked Twitter with their thoughts and prayers and went back to ignoring the problem.

	”In other news, fossil fuel stocks continue to freefall, now down over fifty-three percent from their all-time highs just two weeks ago. Major banks and insurance companies are down twenty-eight percent since Monday. Market analysts are unsure when or if these stocks will regain the lost value, especially since large institutional investors including major state pension funds are selling into a buyer’s market. 

	“Other stocks related to fossil fuel production, including equipment manufacturers, are dropping as well.

	“89,922 new cases of measles and 161 cases of polio have been reported in Texas so far this month. Health authorities are concerned because until two years ago, not one case of polio had been reported in the U.S. for over forty years. Measles had been virtually eradicated as well. Health authorities cite a large downturn in vaccinations of schoolchildren in the past four years, due to anti-vaccination sentiment stirred up by vaccine disinformation, especially since the beginning of the COVID pandemic.”

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Tuesday, May 28, 9:07 p.m.

	Michael Worth says, “ . . .fourteen mass shootings in ten states killed 270 adults and eighty-eight children on Monday, Memorial Day, including twenty-six who died in hospitals today. While this is a significant increase over last year, Memorial Day picnics in parks and churches are target-rich environments. Indeed, we have not had so many mass shootings in one day since the fourth of July last year.

	“However, what’s different now is that ten of the fourteen shootings were so-called flash shootings, involving fully automatic AR-15 modern sporting rifles with 100-round magazines which kill more people per incident, and in those cases on Monday, the shooters escaped. At least eight of them were observed jumping into vehicles driven by another person.

	“About seventy percent of the victims were white, with the balance Black, Hispanic, and Asian Americans. Of the whites, a third were members of three Jewish groups, which may involve extra charges of hate crimes for the shooters, assuming they are ever found. 

	“Turnout of armored police with assault rifles to stand around the scenes after the shootings was unusually light, and some departments apologized that so many personnel were off duty on sick leave or vacation, with three of the sites each having less than twenty standing around. Seven sites had no armored vehicles at all.

	“In the four classic shootings, involving white males with standard semi-automatic modern sporting rifles, one of the shooters killed himself and the three others were shot by members of the crowd. However, data from three of the full-auto flash shootings show that a quarter of the victims were carrying handguns that they never drew and there is no evidence anyone fired back.”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Thursday, May 30, 12:04 p.m.

	“. . . and Tina Alexander has the latest. Tina?

	“Thanks, Lena. This morning the Big Karma Law Firm filed Motions for Summary Judgment in the 5,000 abortion-related lawsuits — each — against Red Texas state senators R. Leroy ‘Bull’ Gilroy and Wilbur ‘Davy’ Crockett, and 1,000 similar suits — each — against Red Texas state representatives Buddy Haley and the Estate of Billy Bob Whitelaw.

	“Bill Still, spokesman for Big Karma joins us live. Hi, Bill. What does this mean?”

	“Hello, Tina and everyone. There has been no response by any of the defendants. A response to each lawsuit was required at least ten days ago in all these cases. So, we’re just asking the courts to issue default judgments in favor of our clients, which is standard when the defendant does not answer. 

	“We have also filed for injunctions to prevent these defendants from selling or transferring any assets until these lawsuits are resolved. The law says that any transfer of assets in anticipation of litigation is prohibited and can be reversed, so this is a friendly notice to anyone thinking about buying or receiving any property or money related to these gentlemen to think again. And anyone who has had such dealings within the past two years should contact Big Karma immediately.

	“In the injunction filings we attached lists of known assets and accounts discovered by our investigators, though the lists may not be complete. Service on the defendants was complicated but they were all served before the documents were filed with the courts. 

	“I would add that all four of these men were enthusiastic supporters of the very Texas abortion law that authorizes these lawsuits.”

	“Thank you, Bill Still.”

	 

	Church of Christ’s Justice, Nashville, Tennessee 

	Thursday, May 30 1:45 p.m.

	In four seconds, Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs cycles from shock to icy fear, to burning rage, to tepid uncertainty. Dead kids, just now. What could it cost me, and who can sue me? Who do they think they’re messing with? Or do they know who they’re messing with, and that’s why? 

	Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs has a private non-profit enterprise separate from the Church of Christ’s Justice, and he keeps his name out of the paperwork and the papers. He’s been accumulating charter schools for four years, often smaller ones in rural areas without public schools. He’d pick up one here, thirty there and now he has 224 with sixty more coming before the next school year, in Tennessee, Missouri, Arkansas, Oklahoma and Texas. 

	When he put Rodney Wilson in charge of the school business, he told him only one thing. Providing a great education is not only good for the kids, but also essential to the success of the business. Great teachers and manageable class sizes are the best use of our money. Public schools are full of great teachers. Pay more and hire some. No need to be greedy, we can afford it. 

	It’s been a nice little business until now, even though these states are not the most generous in terms of allocations per student, per year. But the real estate’s not too expensive and you don’t have to pay too much for good teachers to come over from the public schools. As of this morning they had 49,614 students enrolled at an average of $11,109 per kid, per year from grades K-12, about $550 million per year gross, close to $200 million net. As a non-profit, they can pay out high salaries and bonuses and then just invest the rest tax-free in more schools.

	God bless the cheap and easy United States Congress, God bless bargain-basement state legislators, and God bless the Supreme Court of the United States, Amen. You can’t fault that good old constitutional originalism or textualism or whatever they call it now. Not giving money to private religious schools when you give money to other private schools is discrimination against religion and that is unconstitutional. Presto reverso, there you go. 

	Since the 2022 decision, Jeffrey is upgrading his schools to a religious-based curriculum as fast as he can. He still gets the sweet public money and so far, upgrading doubles enrollment in most cases. 

	But take away nineteen enrollees as of just now, nineteen kids and a teacher. He’s on with Rod, the guy he pays millions per year to handle the business, and his highly paid head of security, Ken Corner. This is a first for all of them, a mass shooting. 

	Ken says, “Here’s the classroom security cams and we have audio. We put in the system primarily to protect against lawsuits, especially in Red districts. You know, we can’t have teachers teaching anything that might make little Karen and Kyle uncomfortable or hurt their fee-fees.” 

	The screen shows a grid of four views, one looking out from above the blackboard, and one more on each wall for 360-degree coverage. Ken says, “We can combine all the cameras to make a 3-D VR, virtual reality, where you put on a headset and you can walk around in it, you want. 

	“Anyway, here we are, teacher and twenty-two kids, seventh grade, around twelve years old. Watch the lower right.” The door opens and a guy comes in, looking just like a cop in full body armor and helmet, with a sidearm and an AR-15 rifle slung and aimed down. “There, see it?” The front and back of the guy’s vest say “POLICE” in big white letters, and he’s wearing a Go-Pro camera on his helmet. 

	The man gives a friendly wave and says, “Hi, guys.” He steps in and closes the door. “I’ll be your shooter today.” Calm as you please, he swings left as he brings up the rifle, pop, just one to the teacher, she’s down.

	He rotates to his right toward the left side of the class, flicks to full auto and arcs a hundred rounds in seven seconds, painting a wide bright red line around walls of the room behind the kids sitting at their desks. He sprays evenly, the first kids through the chest, the line rising as he pivots, catching the last kids in the face. There’s a wave of flopping and jerking bodies starting on the left following the shots by a hundredth of a second. The gun clicks empty just after the last kid’s head explodes. As the last of the brass tinkles to the floor, he takes a quick turn to record the aftermath, and ten seconds after he entered, he’s out the door which closes behind him.

	The classroom cameras show some movement, three kids in the back, covered in blood but maybe not theirs. Ken says, “Those kids survived, now look at this.” 

	The screen shows two views, one from each end of the hallway. The guy exits the room and pushes the door shut. As he heads toward the exit a couple of rooms away, a teacher pokes her head out of a room behind him and says, “What’s going on?”

	The shooter turns and raises his finger to his lips. “Shh. Get back in the room and everyone get down on the floor. He’s down this way somewhere.” The teacher withdraws, the guy walks out into the sunshine as a loud alarm starts, onk, onk, onk, the dreaded tone from active shooter drills, meaning bar the door and hit the floor. 

	Jeffrey Calvin Hobbs is muttering to himself, “God always has a plan, God always has a plan,” which is how the Texas Attorney General famously responded a couple years back to the school shooting of nineteen fourth-graders and two teachers while a bunch of armored cops politely waited outside the unlocked classroom door for over an hour so the shooter had time to finish up, no rush, take your time, and 350 more cops in armor surrounded the building and stood around, establishing a new paradigm. 

	Rod is speechless. Ken says, “But wait, there’s more.” Now the view is outside. The guy straps his rifle on his back, climbs on a chunky dirt bike and zips off across the athletic field into the woods in a blur. Silent? No, electric. He’s out of sight twenty-two seconds after he first entered the classroom. 

	Jeffrey says, “And where’s this, Texas?”

	Rod says, “Outside Norman, Oklahoma.”

	Jeffrey says, “Don’t the kids in Texas have guns now?”

	Ken says, “That starts in the fall, and Oklahoma is just a couple months behind. But I’ll tell you what. In this scenario, even if they’re all armed, the odds anyone in that classroom clears leather before they get hit are zero to none.”

	Rod says, “I thought those ARs are only semiautomatic.”

	Ken says, “The normal ones are, but you can upgrade to full auto a couple ways. There’s videos and parts available online. You see that drum magazine like the old tommy guns? A hundred rounds, and so heavy it helps prevent the barrel from rising up when you spray like that. You can’t stop progress.”

	Jeffrey says, “Why do they do it?”

	Ken says, “Well, there’s a strong correlation with anti-depressant drugs, but you’ll never hear a word about that. They pass those out like candy, big cash cow for the Pharma Cartel.”

	Jeffrey says, “Most of those kids are white. Thank God the shooter’s white.”

	Rod says, “Why?”

	Ken says, “Can you imagine if a Black guy shot a bunch of white kids? You’d have crackers mowing down Black folks by the thousands.”

	Jeffrey says, “God always has a plan.”

	Ken says, “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Friday, May 31, 12:06 p.m.

	Tina says, “That’s right, Lena. As we now know, at least nineteen women got pregnant in consensual relationships with married Texas state senators and representatives who were supporters and sponsors of the famous anti-abortion law then known as SB-8. They proceeded to document these politicians telling them to travel to free states for abortions, giving them cash and paying for airline tickets. They carefully organized their evidence and set out to sue the lawmakers for damages under the vigilante abortion law they passed.

	“Seven of those women join us now from a Blue-state location for an exclusive interview which we have agreed to share nationally starting tonight. Their faces are shadowed, and their names are changed. We have established that these women are actual participants in this bizarre story.

	“Ladies, thank you for joining us. Janet, how did this conspiracy start?”

	Janet says, “Thanks, Tina. But ‘conspiracy’ sounds like something illegal. We did nothing illegal. We call it a plan, not a conspiracy.” 

	“OK, how did the plan start, Mary? Did you all know each other?”

	Mary says, “All of us knew some of the others. And like every woman with a brain, we were outraged by this stupid abortion law. Someone started making a joke, like ‘what if those guys got a woman pregnant, she could sue him for aiding an abortion.’ And someone else said, ‘Everybody could sue each guy, not just one woman, and they could sue the airlines and the limo company’ and pretty soon we saw that it could be very profitable.”

	Jackie says, “One of us was invited to a little job fair for women who want cushy state jobs and would put out to get them. This event is held every year by lobbyists for energy and guns. She got the rest of us invited. We sat in long rows at tables with our resumes, and the senators and representatives, maybe some other bigshots, came in and walked around to interview us, mostly for personal assistant or legislative assistant jobs.”

	Tina says, “How did it feel, knowing you would have sex with whichever man hired you?”

	Helen says, “I just thought about the money and how I would probably be making a thousand dollars an hour or more for the hard part.” She pauses a beat, giggles, and puts her hand to her mouth. “I mean the difficult part. You know, it only takes a few minutes every couple of days, gross and disgusting, yes, but at least they were married and clean. Nice and sort of grateful, in their way.

	“And when I got morning sickness, I figured I was making a grand for every time I puked.”

	Leilani says, “I just said to myself, ‘Just close your eyes and think of Texas.’” Everyone laughs.

	Marjorie says, “One of us knew a lawyer, who thought the idea was funny and coached us on gathering perfect evidence, including bringing in any cash for fingerprinting, collecting airline reservations, boarding passes, selfies, paperwork from the clinics. And then she thought of the DNA evidence.”

	Carolyn says, “When we got cash, we turned it over to the lawyers and they gave us prepaid Visa cards for it. We didn’t find out until later that we all got cash from the same block of new bills.”

	Tina says, “So was the plan successful for all of you, financially?”

	Janet says, “We can’t discuss that. As you know, some cases are still in the courts.”

	Tina says, “One last question. Did your plan have a name?”

	Carolyn says, “We called it the KKK, the Karma Kash Klub.”

	 

	Diana’s Condo, Bandana, Florida

	Friday, May 31, 3:40 p.m.

	Diana’s phone pings with a text from Tina, just a file named “Bullet Ballet-Memorial Day-Act One” and clicks Play just as she realizes what it must be. Too late. Now she can’t stop watching. 

	It’s bright, crisp high-res first-person video, with plenty of good daylight. In slow motion the camera approaches and pans a shady small-town park. There’s the gazebo, at least a hundred people visible, young and old, stuffing their faces, drinking beer, laughing, yelling at the sugar-fueled kids racing through the crowd. 

	On the grass in the shade are islands of people on blankets and folding chairs, some with a picnic table or two. Farther back there are little kids on the swings and a slide. There’s a woman breastfeeding in the shade of a big tree. Off to the left there’s an enormous smoking barbecue made of oil barrels hitched to the back of a white pickup, with two men tending it and folks lining up at a picnic table.

	A dark plaid blanket rises into the frame, falling aside to reveal a rifle barrel. The video switches to real time. The rifle snaps into position above the center of the frame, a left hand extends for support, the view pans left to right as a continuous flash scythes the frozen crowd for an endless seven seconds. The gun lowers, the blanket falls into place, the shooter turns toward the street and the video ends.

	Only to restart at the point the rifle comes up, now in very slow motion as the individual thumps and flashes keep time with a beautifully orchestrated Strauss waltz on the soundtrack, skulls bulging and exploding, bodies twisting, flying, cartwheeling, flailing, skidding on the grass with pink clouds and red gouts floating in the air. 

	As the last frame freezes, titles appear. “34 today. How many more will die senselessly?” fades to “How many more women will die from untreated ectopic pregnancies in Red states?” then to “Download this video while you can and share it everywhere.”

	Diana can’t help but notice that all the people in the video are white, except for the two guys working the barbecue, who were not shot.

	Another text comes from Tina, just a file, “Bullet Ballet-Memorial Day-Part Two”.

	 

	Diana’s Condo, Bandana, Florida

	Saturday, June 1, 11:52 a.m.

	Bill and Allen answer her video call within seconds of each other. “Hi, guys.” Greetings all around. “I just called to share the moment. Look up MAXNEWS in your guide or just search MAXNEWS-E.”

	Diana’s on her laptop at the condo. The eighty-inch Samsung displays the MAXNEWS logo and “MAXNEWS-ESPAÑOL comienza en 00:07:59”, counting down by the second. Two Latina women and two Latino men smile from the screen. 

	In a minute Diana says, “That woman on the left is Cristela Cruz and the others are Ramon Castro, Elena Gutierrez, and Carlos de Palma, going live in three minutes.”

	“How did you do it so fast?” Bill is grinning.

	“A little birdie told me that there are almost 70 million Latinos in America, with limited options for finding out the truth. Some guys put me in charge of MAXNEWS and told me to expand audience share. I figured this would be an easy way to do it. 

	“I was going to add another studio in our building here, but the construction would be too noisy. Fortunately, we found a sweet setup, cheap enough, in Miami. Ad time is sold out for two months and it took only two weeks’ revenue to set up the whole thing.”

	Allen says, “What about content?” 

	“Well, news is news. For now, they’re basically translating what we’re doing on the main channel. We’re repeating some of the old segments from my show as well. They’ll add some news that’s of special interest to our Latino audience. 

	“And I think we’ll have a good audience right now. We’ve been hammering Spanish social media for two weeks. Cristela is going to launch in three, two, here we go.”

	Cristela Cruz says “Hola de Miami. Esto es MAXNEWS-ESPAÑOL, la Verdad con la Garantía de Diez Millones de Dólares. Bienvenidos a todos. Soy Cristela Cruz . . .”

	Allen says, “Ai, caramba!”

	Diana says, “Meanwhile, I just signed off on a plan for MAXNEWS to go nationwide on A.M. talk radio. We should be on the air in the first markets, starting with two hours a day, within a month. The rest will fall in place over maybe nine months. There are over 1,700 stations to deal with, but most of them are owned by one company, a super Red outfit, but also greedy. Anyway, just so you know.”

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Monday, June 3, 8:22 p.m.

	Diana says, “Tonight’s Myth Crusher segment is about a subject that many people consider to be a dirty word, a scary subject, so let this be a trigger warning in case you want to cover your ears. The subject is socialism.”

	“Socialism” appears at the top right of the screen, which goes on to change to bullet points and chyron-summaries as Diana continues. 

	“Socialism is a word that gets thrown around a lot, and the people who use it sure are scared of it, like a boogie man in the closet, or a Chupacabra, whether they know what it is or not.

	“Our network monitors and fact checkers detected the words ‘socialist’ and ‘socialism’ 184 times on Fox and 193 times on ONAN and 1,832 times on the top twelve talk radio networks, just in the past twenty-four hours up to one hour ago. All screeching and squawking about socialism.

	“Whatever they think socialism is, they obviously think ending a pandemic or fighting climate change, or health care, or Social Security, or even eliminating hunger in their own neighborhood, somehow are socialism. 

	“Now remember this is MAXNEWS where we tell the truth with a $10 Million Guarantee.” The golden $10 Million Truth Guarantee seal appears. “We know you’re here because you want the truth, and we know you can handle the truth.

	“So here’s the truth about socialism. It’s not complicated.

	“The definition of socialism is government, state, or collective ownership and administration of the means of production and distribution, with no private investment, and with production and prices determined by the administration.

	“In contrast, the definition of capitalism is private or corporate ownership and administration of the means of production and distribution. Investments are private. Prices are determined privately, theoretically by competition in a free market, bur how many markets are competitive these days? 

	“In socialism, if the government owns everything, who owns the government? If we are a democracy, we the people own the government. Another word for ‘socialism’ is ‘public’. 

	“In capitalism, capitalists make the decisions. Another word for ‘capitalism’ is ‘private’.

	“So, we can’t say that America is a socialist country, because in socialism, the government owns the means of production. In America, as we see in our Money in Politics segments, a lot of the means of production own the government. 

	“Let’s take a look at the evils of socialism that people are so afraid of. We don’t have to look far because socialism is everywhere in America.

	“Today you may travel on public roads and cross public bridges or tunnels. Shall we say ‘socialist’ roads? That is exactly what they are. Do socialist roads and bridges restrict our freedom, or empower us?

	“You may pass public libraries, schools, colleges, and universities. Do these socialist institutions enslave us, or empower us? 

	“You may see public airports and seaports. You shower in public water that drains into the public sewer system. You might go to a public park or beach. You might see firefighters from a public fire department on their way to put out a fire, or EMS technicians rushing someone to the hospital or saving lives at the scene of an accident. 

	“You might ride a public bus or subway or train. You might see officers of a public police department directing traffic. You might use public health care from Medicare, Medicaid, or the Veterans Administration, or through city and county health departments. A public hospital might save your life. You breathe public air. 

	“We enjoy the security provided by our public military. The list goes on and on. 

	“Which of these things are evil? Which of these things restrict our freedom? Which of these things oppress us? Which of these things should be eliminated or sold to for-profit corporations?

	“All of these things are undeniably forms of socialism. America is chock-full of socialism. 

	“What these public things have in common is that they contribute to the common good and benefit all of us. They are also things that are better done by governments, meaning socialism, at lower cost and larger scale than they could be done by private sector capitalism.

	“However, let’s remember that all this socialism also benefits capitalists and capitalism. In fact, socialism make capitalism possible. Public roads and highways, airports and seaports make delivery of products and services possible. Public schools, colleges and universities provide an educated workforce for the capitalists. Public transportation serves the workers, and the consumers who are the customers of capitalism.

	“What kind of economy would we have – could we have -- without all this socialism? Could capitalism as we know it even exist without socialism? Clearly it could not.

	“And how would some big corporations be doing if government did not award them hundreds of billions of dollars in contracts each year? When the government invests money and awards contracts for the work to corporations, that is socialism.

	“When government grants tax breaks to the rich and corporations, or subsidies like tens of billions per year to the fossil fuel industry, or builds a new stadium, that is ‘elite socialism’, socialism benefiting a few rather than all of us. 

	“But here is some real socialism. The government gives refundable tax credits to workers earning below certain amounts. The government gives food stamps to people who earn below certain amounts. The government provides Medicaid to people earning below a certain amount.

	“Is this socialistic welfare for the poor workers? Think again. 

	“These programs are nothing more than corporate welfare, elite socialism, enabling corporations to pay low wages that people can’t live on – and these programs cost the government, meaning all of us, more than it would cost the corporations to raise wages. And, of course, far more than any corporate tax revenue the government might someday receive. 

	“There are less obvious forms of corporate welfare or elite socialism. For example, government ‘donates’ our public environment by allowing corporations to pollute without cost. The government ‘donates’ our public health and tens of thousands of lives per year to make billions of dollars for corporations by allowing the use of toxic chemicals that pollute water, air, and soil. 

	“Government scientific and medical research is used by corporations to develop and patent products like pharmaceuticals. Government research gave us the internet.

	“Corporate welfare is the result of corporate control of government. We vote for politicians owned by corporate interests, to serve corporate interests, which are to maximize and privatize profits, and to socialize costs. 

	“When corporate politicians tell you ‘We won’t allow socialism in America’, remember who’s talking. That’s the people who want to privatize public schools and prisons for private profit, even parking on public streets. Ask anyone in Chicago how that worked out. 

	“We get a lot of benefits from capitalism, of course. Look at the endless list of products and foods and technologies we have. But capitalism couldn’t exist without the public goods we all own, which could correctly be called socialistic.

	“There couldn’t be billionaires or huge, powerful corporations without socialism. 

	“We haven’t seen a successful pure-socialist economy anywhere. And there has never been a pure-capitalist economy either. Like all major countries, America is a combination of capitalism and socialism. It’s just a matter of degree. 

	“In other countries, this is often called ‘democratic socialism.’

	“Some differences between our mix of capitalism and socialism and that of others are that all the other major countries pay far less for healthcare that is universal and as good as or better than ours. They consider healthcare to be a human right, not an opportunity to make profits. They offer free or cheap college, free or cheap childcare, free or cheap elder care because governments can do these things better and cheaper than capitalists ever could. 

	“Somehow their oppressed citizens manage to live as well as or better than ninety-nine percent of us do, and with a lot less stress. 

	“Let’s not kid ourselves. Never mind health care and all that other good stuff. 

	“Consider this. If we had public internet instead of private corporations selling us access, we would have four times the speed for half the price or maybe even free. 

	“If you’d rather say ‘public’ than ‘socialist’, that’s fine. I hope we’ve taken the scariness out of socialism by looking at the truth. We couldn’t live without it, and neither could capitalism.

	“I’m calling bullshit on the myth that socialism is evil or satanic and I declare this myth Crushed.

	“Now you know the truth. So, the next time someone mentions socialism, put on a sincere face and politely ask them to explain what they mean by ‘socialism’.

	“We’ll look at myths about capitalism another time soon.”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Tuesday, June 4, 12:03 p.m.

	Tina says, “As the school year ends, schools and law enforcement are working feverishly to comply with the Good Kids With Guns Act, which goes into effect September first. 

	“To provide mandated firearms training to all students age nine and a half and up, law enforcement agencies are training teachers and staff members to be certified instructors. This video came from the Travis County Sheriff’s shooting range this morning, where expert deputies are working with teachers. 

	“Bulldozers and other heavy machines are working round the clock to create safe shooting ranges at over 9,000 schools in the state. As you see in the video, the bulldozers cut a wide sloping pit in the ground, with shooting positions and targets below ground level. Then they pile the dirt around three sides of the pit. Most are at the edges of athletic fields. 

	“The law requires two hours per week of firearms training for all students nine and a half and up until they are certified. Most districts will train kids over the summer. 

	“School districts are concentrating on certifying older kids first, since many of them can qualify within an hour or less. Then the older kids can take turns guarding younger kids’ classrooms until the youngsters get certified.

	“Gun manufacturers are working 24/7 to produce over four million .380 caliber handguns to meet orders from Texas schools alone, and millions more for the copycat Red states now passing Good Kids With Guns laws of their own.

	“Two gunmakers, Bolt Arms and DOA, who received the majority of Texas orders, have already delivered over two hundred thousand guns to Texas schools. Schools have been scrambling to create secure spaces for storing the guns, and systems to efficiently hand them out each morning and collect them each afternoon. 

	“Authorities estimate that half of students nine and a half and up will be certified to carry guns in their classrooms by Christmas break.

	“In other news, lines blocks long have formed outside of county office buildings and courthouses in every state as millions of women are filing so-called No Rights No Nookie affidavits. Vendors are cleaning up selling food and drinks, which is allowed, unlike in voting lines in several Red states. 

	“A press release from NRNN issued an hour ago says that thirty-six million affidavits have been filled in and downloaded from their website in the past week.

	“Our Katie Thomas is talking with women in the line outside the Travis County Clerk’s office in downtown Austin. Katie?

	“Hi, Tina. Take a look at this line!” The camera pans down the street, the line almost two blocks long. The women are patient and grimly determined. Many are holding posters and placards, mostly handmade but quite a few professionally produced. The most popular are “No Rights No Nookie! E.R.A. Now!” and “E.R.A. Now! VOTE BLUE”. 

	Some are catchier, like “You can’t touch this till I have more rights than a dog or a horse” and “No hot nights till I get my rights.” The camera pauses on a large one, featuring a cartoon man in a cowboy hat humping a surprised dog with its eyes popping out, and the caption “Reds screwed the pooch on Equal Rights for 101 years. So screw the pooch!” The dog’s expression is priceless. 

	Katie says, “I’ve been talking with women of all ages this morning. Let’s roll the tape.”

	Katie asks the question, “Why are you filing a No Nookie affidavit?” and the women answer in the edited clip.

	“I just found out that I got no more rights than dogs and horses.”

	“So that millions of women standing together will make men pay attention and make Congress and the states pass the E.R.A.”

	“I added a couple of things to mine, I hope it’s OK. Besides the nookie part, I said that him not washing the dishes and taking out the damn trash is spousal abuse.”

	“I am so [bleep] pissed off about these stupid laws against women’s rights, and now I find out I don’t have any Constitutional rights except to vote. You better believe a whole lot of us will be exercising that right come November.”

	“You better believe I am [bleep] serious. Dead [bleep] serious.”

	A street vendor whose converted hotdog cart displays petite small caliber handguns chats up his customers as he swipes their cards, a box of NRNN-approved frangible bullets free with every purchase.

	Katie says, “Back to you, Tina.”

	“Thanks, Katie. In other news, it’s déjà vu all over again. Austin’s own Big Karma Law Firm has filed for injunctions on 232 state-level pension funds on behalf of future pension beneficiaries. This time, the plaintiffs say that pharmaceutical stocks are risky investments. They want to pension funds to divest from pharma stocks and never buy them again. They say the stocks are grossly overvalued due to company buy-backs, that the business model is not sustainable, and that the industry is rife with corruption. 

	“Since the filings yesterday, pharmaceutical stocks are down about 30 percent. Our favorite lawyer, Bill Still, will join us after the break, so stick around.” 

	 

	NBC Nightly News 

	Tuesday, June 4, 7:00 p.m.

	“Welcome to NBC Nightly News, I’m Bob Robb.

	“There were several violent incidents today as millions of women waited in long lines to file No Rights No Nookie affidavits with county clerks across America. Here’s cellphone video showing a pickup truck flying a Confederate flag with five men in militia costumes in the back brandishing modern sporting rifles driving near the line in Dallas, Texas this afternoon. 

	“I’m going to stop the video now, because two seconds later these men were all dead or dying as no less than thirty women in the line shot them. Similar scenes happened in Atlanta, Louisville and Grand Rapids, Michigan.

	“No women were injured, and so far, twenty-six men are reported dead and twenty-two injured.

	“In other news, for the third day in a row not a single Black person has been injured or killed by police anywhere in America. 

	“Over 230,000 police officers have taken personal days or sick leave for the third day in a row. It seems they are moonlighting as process servers for millions of NRNN affidavits, with reports of some officers earning over a thousand dollars a day during this epidemic known as the ‘Green Flu’.

	“NRNN spokesperson Elizabeth Galloway made a stunning announcement today.”

	There’s Elizabeth standing at a podium with eight microphones. A bright blue banner drapes the front of the podium with white letters reading “NRNN, No Rights No Nookie, E.R.A. Now!” She is surrounded by women of all races, sizes, and ages, including plenty of children. On either side of her in wheelchairs are two white-haired very old women, one Black and one white.

	Elizabeth holds up her hands for attention, then grasps the podium and speaks. “On my right is Ms. Lettie Jefferson from Monroe, Louisiana. On my left is Ms. Viola Petty from Buffalo, New York. These brave, tough women were born 101 years ago in 1923, when the Equal Rights Amendment was first proposed in Congress. Next to them are their granddaughters, born in 1972, when Congress finally passed the E.R.A. and sent it to the states for ratification. 

	“Each of them is holding one of their own adorable grandchildren, born in 2021 when a federal judge ruled that even though the thirty-eighth state had finally ratified the E.R.A., it was too late.

	“As far as we’re concerned, it’s 237 years too late.” Applause, then Elizabeth raises her hands.

	“I am here to announce that NRNN has formed a new Political Action Committee, the NRNN SuperPAC. This PAC will spend at least 260 million dollars between now and November to support Blue candidates for the U.S. House and Senate, especially those in Red and swing states. 

	“Our goal is to assure Blue supermajorities in both houses of Congress so we can get the Equal Rights Amendment passed in Congress in January by a veto-proof margin and sent to the states for immediate ratification. 

	“Over 430 Blue candidates for the U.S. House and all thirty-four Blue candidates for the Senate have pledged to make the E.R.A. their top priority in January. Many of those pledges are quite recent. . .” laughter and catcalls “. . .but better late than never. 

	“So far not a single Red candidate has pledged to support the E.R.A.” Boos and curses.

	“Reds have blocked the E.R.A. for 101 years. It’s time to get the Reds out of the way.

	“If everyone who downloaded our NRNN affidavits so far would please contribute five bucks on our website, we could spend another $200 million directly on state-level races to be sure we have plenty of Blues in state legislatures ready to ratify the E.R.A.

	“Just five bucks from each of us can swing enough state legislatures to get the E.R.A. ratified by thirty-eight states before Presidents’ Day in February. 

	“I call on all of us to get involved with voter registration and getting the message out to every woman in America. And to get every voter to the polls. And men, you’ll join us, too, if you respect women.

	“I invite the hundred million women who have not yet joined us to lend your support, for yourselves, your daughters, and granddaughters.

	“If we want more rights than dogs or horses, now is the time. If the Reds take over this year, we may never have another chance. 

	“Thank you. God bless the women of the United States of America and everyone who stands with us.”

	The video ends with chants of “No Rights No Nookie, E.R.A. Now!”

	Bob Robb says, “Next up, sixteen mass-shootings in twelve states in the week since Memorial Day, right after this short break.”

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Tuesday, June 4, 8:40 p.m.

	Diana says, “And now for the most important edition yet of Root of Our Problems. Because tonight we’re going to call out the real root of our problems, and our Root segment will focus on defeating that villain together. 

	“Just a recap for the millions, literally, millions of you who have joined us since our first day of telling the truth with a $10 Million Guarantee. I am proud and grateful you are here. We have looked at and connected and followed a clear trail of guaranteed true facts to face the situation we have in America today.” 

	The graphs and charts from past episodes appear as Diana speaks.      

	“We started with wealth inequality, comparing the time from 1945 to 1970 when GDP and everyone’s wealth doubled with the period of 1971 to the present, when the top ten percent gained wealth at an increasing pace while everyone else’s remained flat or shrank. We saw that the top one percent gets the lion’s share of the top ten percent. 

	“We saw how since 1975, the top one percent has taken over fifty trillion dollars of wealth from the bottom ninety percent, which works out to $167,000 for every American in the bottom ninety percent, including all the little babies. 

	“We saw that not only did they take our wealth, we went into debt to give it to them. 

	“We watched the number of manufacturing jobs fall and union membership decline at the same time the financial sector, Wall Street in general, things that make money with money but don’t create any value, expanded from ten percent to forty percent of profits in the economy with the same five percent of the workforce. 

	“We saw how manufacturing fell from forty percent to ten percent over the same period. 

	“We discussed the difference between jobs that create value, versus just transferring wealth from others to themselves. 

	“We saw how the financial sector pushed corporations to do anything to increase profits, which created perverse incentives to crush wages and unions, fire workers and send manufacturing jobs overseas, just to boost stock prices, and thus make profits for Wall Street.

	“We saw that this started on September 13, 1970, when the New York Times published an article by a University of Chicago economist named Milton Friedman. The article was called ‘The Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase Its Profits.’

	“We discussed how laws and regulations were created, repealed, and adjusted to enable this process of transferring all the wealth to the top, and the tax laws enabling the one percent to keep almost all of it.

	“We saw that the game really is rigged, the deck really is stacked, in favor of the one percent at the expense of the rest of us. And we saw that the people who makes the rules serve the rich who benefit most. 

	“And now, we’re going to Name That Villain. The villain behind the curtain is . . . Corruption. 

	“Why can’t we do anything about the climate? Why are drug prices so high? Why can’t we get sensible gun control? Why can’t we have universal health care like other modern countries who pay far less for better health care and cover everyone? Affordable housing, childcare, elder care? Why can’t we pass the Equal Rights Amendment? 

	“Why can’t we get anything that ninety percent of us want, while the one percent always get exactly what they want, which very often is for nothing to change?

	“The answer is the same, corruption.

	“I can hear millions of you just groaning, ‘Oh, Diana, everyone knows that!’ 

	“’We’ve all known that forever, our parents knew it, our grandparents knew it. We just take it for granted because what can anyone do? It’s always been that way.’ 

	“Now we are living with the consequences of corruption, and most of us don’t realize how extreme those consequences are. Fires, storms, heat, drought, floods, lack of equal rights, extreme economic inequality, poverty, hunger, homelessness are all brought to us by corruption. Mass shootings? Corruption. 

	“The first step to ending corruption is simple. Please note that I didn’t say easy, I said simple. The first step is getting money out of politics. Congress can outlaw money in politics and require publicly funded campaigns. They can make laws to overcome Supreme Court rulings that legalize corruption. That’s the simple part and the hard part, right there. 

	“Starting tomorrow, we’re going to look at how we can end money in politics, and how much better our lives will be when we do that. We’ll have some special guests to enlighten us on what is possible and how we do it. I promise it will be interesting.”

	“That’s it for tonight, thanks for joining me and please invite your friends and family. We have plenty to think about for tomorrow. As always, I will share some Native American wisdom my dad taught me. . .” 

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon

	Wednesday, June 5, 12:07 p.m.

	Tina says, “For the fourth day in a row, we have no reports of any Black people being killed or beaten by police. This may be due to approximately a third of police and deputies in America being off duty and instead serving NRNN affidavits on husbands and boyfriends.

	“Big doings at the Travis County Fairgrounds today, as a You Gotta Vote concert has nonstop live music from now until eleven p.m.” A video montage of famous musicians rocking, rapping and singing rolls. “There’s an eclectic lineup of music acts from rock to rap, hip hop to K-pop, reggaeton to Latin pop. Headliners include Duh Studddd and Selena Perez, with non-stop entertainment as diverse as our people.

	“No weapons are allowed.

	“Admission is free with ID and a quick computer check that you’re registered to vote, or you can register on the spot, otherwise it’s $40. County officials are on site to help people register. You need a photo ID. 

	“Any citizen eighteen and up, and anyone who will be eighteen by November fifth can register to vote. 

	“This is just one of about 300 You Gotta Vote concerts between now and October. Joining us live from the Travis County Fairgrounds is Blake Morton, executive director of You Gotta Vote. How’s it going over there, Blake?”

	“Hi, Tina, it’s just great.” A substantial man of middle age and high energy stands near the entrance, as concertgoers swarm past him. In the background there’s a large crowd and even a hundred yards from the stage the sound is loud and clear.

	“We’ve got over 3,000 people here already and we expect at least 20,000 more by evening. We’ve had over 1,500 new voter registrations just this morning. The weather’s good, and we’ve got an incredible lineup of great acts.”

	“How can you make such amazing entertainment available for free?”

	“We have corporate sponsors from food and beverage companies to automakers and cellphones, videogames, clothing, and shoes. And we have a very generous grant from EMP, a SuperPAC aiming to End Money in Politics. And most important, the artists support democracy.”

	“Voter registration is important, and what a great way to get people registered!”

	“We did our first You Gotta Vote concert in the 1989, and since then we’ve registered over two million people. But this year, voting is more important than ever, and people know it, especially younger people, so we’re doing ten times as many shows as usual this year.

	“This year we have 300 events, up to ten a day into October, all over the country. It’s essential to get the Equal Rights Amendment passed this year and to get action on climate, health care and so on, and getting money out of politics is the only way to get Congress to work for us instead of their big donors.”

	“Good luck with your important mission. I’ll see you out there later today.”

	“Great, I’ll see you here. Bring your friends!”

	“We’re lucky to have such a great day for it here in Austin. Meanwhile, Europe is having another record heatwave, with temperatures from Scotland to Greece as high as 109 for the third day in a row, and forecasts say it could last for three weeks.

	“As you can see on the map, 132 wildfires are burning all over Texas, but over 400 are burning in Alaska and hundreds more as far east as the Yukon in Canada. California has only ten at the moment. You can see scattered wildfires all over the western U.S., and even a few surprises in Northern Michigan and Minnesota. . .”

	A minute later, it’s time for a commercial.

	A relentless slideshow begins, a steady 0.63 seconds per image, Red candidates posing with AR-15s, some with the whole family is armed around the Christmas tree. A few have even more macho weapons. Look, there’s a little white gal with a .50 caliber machine gun mounted on a pickup bed. There’s a guy launching some kind of Stinger missile from his shoulder. 

	Interspersed are one-tenth of a second images of children ripped by gunfire, taken from Bullet Ballet videos. 

	Each frame has the candidate’s name and “RED” in white letters over a red stripe. Candidates in your district are repeated with another red stripe naming your location. The montage continues to the end of the spot. 

	A reasonable-sounding mature woman says, “These Red gun-worshipping firearms fetishists want to be our governors, senators, representatives, state legislators. They want to run our elections. They want to control our schools. They want to take even more rights away from us. They don’t even support Equal Rights for over half our population.

	“Reds don’t solve problems. Reds cause problems. And now the Reds are the problem.

	“When someone tells us who they are, we need to listen to them. The Reds are telling us loud and clear that they’re fascist lunatics.” 

	“It’s time to get the Red out. Vote BLUE. Your freedom depends on it.              

	“Paid for by End Money in Politics EMP SuperPAC, not affiliated with any candidate.”

	 

	NBC Nightly News

	Wednesday, June 5, 7:05 p.m.

	Video shows bustling students on a venerable university campus. Bob Robb says, “For the second year in a row, at Harvard, Yale, M.I.T., the University of North Carolina, and ten other top universities, an average ninety-seven percent of incoming freshmen are Asian-Americans, this year about fifty-one percent female and forty-nine percent male and other. 

	“Since the U.S. Supreme Court ruled two years ago that race-based affirmative action is unconstitutional, to avoid problems with the Department of Justice — and to avoid lawsuits from various advocacy groups — these universities began a new admissions process last year. 

	“Students submit their applications for these universities through AppAnon, a secure service that anonymizes the applications before forwarding them to the universities. 

	“The universities received applications with code numbers instead of names, with no information about gender, race, or location other than their previous schools. They judged applicants based on test scores, school transcripts and essays. Even letters of recommendation are redacted to show only the code number of the student. Photos, audios, and videos are not allowed.

	“In the past, these universities attempted to assure diversity in the student body, leaving Blacks, Latinos, Asians, and of course white students all claiming unfair discrimination. So far no one has sued over this new admissions policy.

	“In other news, some 220,000 police officers, nearly a third of all cops, remain on sick leave or vacations serving NRNN affidavits on husbands and boyfriends. Estimates are that if each officer serves ten affidavits per day, it may take three or four more weeks to catch up as millions of women continue to fill out and download these documents from the NRNN website. 

	“In a possibly related story, today marks the fourth day in a row with no reported killings or beatings of Black people by police in the U.S.”

	Video appears of a dozen armored cops with assault rifles at the ready cautiously approaching a wrecked car in a ditch. “Last night, deputies in West Texas opened fire on a car attempting to evade a checkpoint on westbound I-40, just two hundred yards short of the New Mexico border. 

	“The occupants, four young women, were killed. Two deputies were also killed, apparently by friendly fire from other deputies. Deputies at this location stop all vehicles, check documents, and administer roadside pregnancy tests to women and girls from age ten to fifty.

	“The sheriff says that no charges will be filed, although had they survived the women would have been charged with two counts of murder as two deputies died trying to stop their unlawful flight from Texas. The women were allegedly going to New Mexico for abortions.

	“The United States Supreme Court has upheld fetal personhood and the incarceration of a pregnant woman as protective custody for the fetus. In Dunwoody v. Alabama the Court ruled today by a vote of six to three to uphold Alabama’s fetal personhood law, with the fetus granted equal protection under law, the same as any other person — except the mother, of course. The Alabama law is identical to laws in seven other Red states so far, and the decision is understood to apply in those states as well. 

	“To protect the fetus from harm in case the mother should drink alcohol, smoke a cigarette or use drugs, or perhaps read a banned book, Alabama law allows protective custody of the fetus until birth, meaning the mother is locked up. The Supreme Court agreed that Alabama’s legislature determines the rights of its citizens which are not specifically listed in the Constitution and that includes the legislature’s action on fetal personhood, which in turn allows the protective custody. 

	“Now here’s where it gets interesting, so follow along with me. In these states, the fetus is a legal person. We know of thousands of cases in Red states where women who had simple miscarriages have been accused of murder and similar crimes, many times imprisoned. 

	“But once the fetus and the mother are incarcerated, the health of both the fetus and the mother become the responsibility of the county or whatever government has them locked up. This has led to some hefty wrongful death lawsuits when a woman miscarries while in custody. 

	“So far, in the eight Red states you see listed here, about 140 women have died of ectopic pregnancies or complications of pregnancy while in custody, but over four thousand fetuses have died in custody as well. And those four thousand fetuses have the same rights as regular people and even more rights than the mothers.

	“For the past two years, a wave of wrongful death cases has been working through the courts, with verdicts between $10 million and $25 million in the first 500 cases to be adjudicated. The thing is, out of those 500 verdicts, six rural counties in four Red states account for over 150 of them. You can see the list on the screen. Here’s Henshaw County, Alabama, with a population of 12,000 and thirty-two verdicts totaling $426 million, about $35,500 per resident including all the little babies and an estimated number of fetuses.

	“You can see these other counties and their numbers are similar. In any case, the verdicts are far more than the counties can ever pay. One by one these counties are declaring bankruptcy, which will force them to sell county assets including land, buildings, roads, schools and hospitals, trucks, buses, and so on, to pay the plaintiffs. 

	“Of the 7,000 voters registered in Henshaw County, 4,229 of them voted in the last election, and 4,123 of them voted Red. 

	“Now remember, this is just the beginning. There are about 3,500 more of these cases coming through the courts, and more being filed every day. Our research shows that over ninety percent of these cases were filed by just one law firm, and their representative joins us now.

	“Welcome, Bill Still, of the Big Karma Law Firm, headquartered in Austin, Texas. Bill, it seems like wherever some big legal event happens, you and Big Karma are involved.”

	“Nice to see you again, Bob. We are fortunate to have the resources to carry these slow and complex cases on their long journey through the justice system, and we are happy we can help these women and their families seek justice.”

	“Bill, it looks like these cases are worth hundreds of billions of dollars, potentially over a trillion.”

	“That’s seems true at first glance, Bob, but bear in mind most of the defendants are relatively poor counties who have elected sheriffs that got them into this trouble. Whatever the verdicts, the total value of these entire counties is nothing like what they will owe. 

	“Believe me, Bob, we would far rather these counties stop mistreating people in their custody. We would rather not see these people in custody to begin with, but I’m afraid this is just the beginning.”

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Wednesday, June 5, 8:45 p.m.

	Diana says, “Now we come to our new Money in Politics segment. Now this is going to be fun. From now on, when we talk about a politician, we’re going to check on who gives that person money, and what they do for the money they get. Now you can check on any Representative or Senator in the U.S. Congress using our Congress Critters Trading Cards. 

	“This is new on our website.”

	A heading appears on the screen, “Congress Critters Trading Cards” and a subheading reads “Collect all 535.” 

	Then there’s a picture of a both sides of a sample trading card. At the top of both sides, there is a Red stripe with white letters saying “House - Red” over the name, in this case Ron Formsby, OK-2, meaning Oklahoma’s second district. There’s an amusing photo of Ron Formsby waving a Bible in one hand and an AR-15 in the other, with his eyes on fire below the traditional Red baseball hat and his mouth wide open. 

	Diana explains as the screen keeps up with her. 

	Below in sort of a cross between a baseball card and a Pokémon card, are details of years served, date of first election, and list of Committees he’s on and so on. 

	On the back of the card, below the Red stripe and the name, are the stats. Rather than batting average, career home runs, and that stuff, under the heading “Sponsors” there are two column headers, “Term to Date” and “Career Total”, below which are a series of colored bars spanning the width of the card. 

	The first one is brown, with white print reading “Fossil Fuels” and the numbers $14,509 and $294,420.

	The others include, in various colors, Energy, Pharmaceuticals, Guns, Insurance, Wall Street, Health Care, and so on. The last one is Individual Donors and has a second line with the number of unique individual contributors to date, the average contribution, and the number of legal maximum contributors.

	Finally, there’s a block listing the PACs and other shadowy organizations that support and endorse the Honorable Mr. Formsby, and a note that figures are as of April 30, the latest required reporting date.

	“On our website, we have a search bar where you can enter the name of a state or a name of a politician and retrieve the relevant rascals instantly. You can enter your own address and zip and find out which rascals are your rep and senators. Of course, data updates automatically at the end of each reporting period. You can also generate lists, like who took the most money from fossil fuels, ranked from most to least, stuff like that. 

	“There are also files formatted for two-sided printing for producing actual paper or plastic cards of the latest updated version, and a five by seven postcard layout with a blank back ready for printing and mailing.

	“You can also see these details about the members of every state’s legislature. Just enter your zip code and select ‘State Legislators’ and there you go. 

	“Since this is an election year, for each officeholder you look at, you will also find links to their opponents in both party primaries and the latest polling information and sources. You will also find a few independent and minor party candidates running for some offices.

	“You can know what’s going on in your state and local district in just a few minutes, and it updates constantly. Try it out. Tomorrow night we’ll look at one of the most despicable examples of what money in politics has done to the American people, and our economy. Don’t miss it!”

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Thursday, June 6, 8:41 p.m.

	Diana says, “Tonight our Root of Our Problems segment continues with our focus on money in politics.” As usual the graphics people have done great work, starting with a ‘Money in Politics’ logo, continuing with photos and numbers as Diana continues.

	“Prescription drug prices have been out of control for decades. This affects all of us directly, or at least affects someone we know. Politicians wring their hands, clutch their pearls, say ‘tut-tut, we need to do something about that, but whatever can we do?’ As you will see, they know damn well what to do, and they just don’t do it because of money in politics.

	“The pharmaceutical industry, or as I will call them from now on, the Pharma Cartel, has ripped off Americans for over a trillion dollars is excess profits in the last eighteen years, that’s trillion with a T, that’s $3,000 for every American including little babies and an estimated number of fetuses. And when I say excess profits, I mean on top of the huge profits they were making to begin with.

	“This is by no means the largest rip-off we’ll talk about, but it is a perfect example of how money in politics takes wealth from all of us and delivers it to a very few. They did it in broad daylight, in the media spotlight. And you’ll be surprised how little money it took to pull it off. 

	“Let’s go back to 2003. For years, seniors have been paying crazy high prices for prescription drugs. Seniors, who on average need the most prescription drugs and are on a fixed income, if they’re lucky. There are stories all the time of people dying because they can’t afford their medicine, or people eating cat food so they can buy their meds. 

	“And remember that the Pharma Cartel was already selling these same meds in other countries for a fraction of what they were charging Americans.

	“We’re headed for an election in 2004 and Reds want four more years. So, they come up with a very exciting program. As part of an overhaul of Medicare, they propose the Medicare Prescription Drug Act, which would greatly expand coverage of prescription drugs. 

	“Now this wouldn’t mean the drugs are less expensive, it just means that Medicare will pay for more of them, so this save would save seniors a lot of money.

	“This is a huge deal. While this is being debated, the head of Medicare, a man named Thomas Scully, threatens to fire anyone who reveals how much this program will cost. This is reported in the newspapers. This is happening right out in the open.

	“What isn’t discussed is a small provision in the bill that says Medicare is not allowed to negotiate prices on prescription drugs. Think about that. Medicare is the largest buyer of pharmaceuticals in the world and by law they will have to pay whatever the Cartel wants to charge, which turns out to be twice as much as they charge the Veterans Administration, and multiples of what other countries pay. 

	“One other little point is this. They make the law effective in 2006 so no one sees what a rip-off it is before the 2004 election and seniors will start saving money just in time for the 2006 midterms. 

	“Getting this law passed isn’t a slam dunk. A twelve-term Red congressman from Louisiana named Billy Tauzin works hard day and night to push this bill through a Red Congress. Finally, he succeeds, and then he serves ten years.

	“Not ten years in a federal prison, of course not. He serves ten years as the president of the Pharma Cartel trade association, the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America, at a salary of two million dollars per year, twenty million over ten years. 

	“At least fourteen Congressional aides quit to become highly paid pharma lobbyists. This is all in the newspapers, a big scandal, front page stuff. As always, the scandal is forgotten soon enough.

	“So far, so good. The Pharma Cartel could let it be, and Medicare would pay crazy prices and the seniors would have their meds. But that’s not good enough for the Pharma Cartel. First, they jack up prices to Medicare, grabbing an average of sixty billion dollars per year in clear extra fat profits. That’s $180 per American per year including the little babies and an estimated crop of fetuses. 

	“But it goes on year after year, and before you know it, the higher prices eat up all the extra benefits that Medicare provided, and now seniors are stuck paying out of pocket again — but at even higher prices.

	“Now what’s really outrageous is all the members of Congress and the senators saying they don’t know what to do about it. This has been going on for eighteen years now, at sixty billion a year in free bonus profits, upwards of a trillion dollars so far and counting. And a trillion is 3,000 bucks for every American, including babies and pre-babies.

	“They know full well that they fix this with one simple law saying that Medicare can negotiate drug prices. Reds block it every time.

	“Now that’s enough to piss off anyone, right? But wait, there’s more. The Pharma Cartel ripped off a trillion dollars. But how much money in politics did it take to rip off a trillion dollars?

	“This would be funny if it weren’t so tragic. Look at these numbers. Extra bonus profits of sixty billion per year is just under $6.9 million per hour, and there are 8,760 hours in a year. 

	“So, twenty million to their favorite Red congressman, the Honorable Billy Tauzin? That’s three hours. Direct donations to Congress including senators, about twenty-five million per year, say four hours. Lobbyists, another twenty-five million per year, say four hours. State legislators, nine million, PACs ten million or so. Let’s be generous and call it a total of a hundred million per year. 

	“A hundred million would be about fifteen hours of free bonus profits, out of 8,760 hours in a year. Or you could say that sixty billion per year is a 60,000% return on a hundred million invested.

	The OPINION flag goes up. “So just to add insult to injury, Congress sells us out the American people for a hundred million per year, or thirty cents per American including adorable babies and some fetuses. And the Pharma Cartel collects $180 per person in extra bonus profits per year. 

	“I suggest this makes Congress whores, and ridiculously cheap whores at that. They really ought to form a union, or at least hire a pimp with some brains.

	“Now, let’s just say we just paid each member of Congress, all 535 of them, a million dollars each to vote to end this rip-off. To pass a simple law saying Medicare can negotiate prices with the Pharma Cartel. That would be $535 million, about a dollar and sixty cents per American. If we saved sixty billion per year, that would be a return of 11,215% per year, every year, on a one-time investment of $535 million, a return of $180 per year on a one-time investment of $1.60 per American.

	“We could also say that sixty billion would pay for ten years of campaign costs so our Congress members wouldn’t have to sell themselves on street corners to get elected. And as we will see, sixty billion dollars a year stolen by the Pharma Cartel is just a drop in the bucket compared to the overall cost to the American people of allowing money in politics.”

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Friday, June 7, 8:12 p.m.

	Diana refreshes memories of the recent antics in Bullfrog County, Missouri, and how the sheriff shot the bomber. “Joining us now live from Bullfrog County, the bulwark of law and order and protector of the unborn, Sheriff Hector Avery. Thanks for being with us, Sheriff.”

	“Aw, just call me Heck. How you doin’?”

	“Sheriff, everyone in America knows your name and now we can put a face and a voice to it. Tell us how you discovered the bomber’s identity.”

	Heck’s seated at his big desk in a new starched fitted tan uniform shirt, brown epaulets with gold stripes, his gold badge glowing. His fake-black hair still looks ridiculous. “Well, Diana, the secret is always good detective work, by the book, and it doesn’t hurt if your perpetrator confesses by drawing down on you.”

	“Is it instinct, too? Do years, or rather decades, of law enforcement experience enable you to react to danger without thinking? Fast enough to save your life?”

	“That’s right, Diana. You develop a sixth sense, and you just react instinctively.”

	“Are you wearing the gun you shot the bomber with?”

	“Oh, yeah, it’s just my regular service weapon, never without it day or night.”

	“Could we see it? Maybe you could put it on the corner of the desk so we can get a good closeup?” He draws the gun and starts to put it on the desk.

	“Oh, Sheriff, for safety could you please unload it? Our insurance . . .” Heck drops the clip, draws back the slide to pop the round out of the chamber, releases the slide and places the gun on the front corner of the desk. The single camera zooms in.

	“Why would a man draw down on a veteran officer such as yourself? Surely, he knew it was hopeless?”

	“Well, Diana, I think he might have wanted a quick way out and had nothing to lose. I had him on the bombings, the feds would have got him for terrorism. I had him on aiding and abetting the escape of ten prisoners, assault on the guard, I had him on kidnapping those poor women and crossing state lines for immoral and illegal purposes, destruction of public property, grand theft, the list is endless. He was facing life at a minimum.

	“Sometimes desperados just make a Hail Mary move. Sometimes they just want a quick suicide by cop.”

	“So how many deputies do you have there?”

	“About sixteen at the moment.”

	“That must be a big budget for your county.”

	“Law and order is more important than money to our good citizens. I can’t really talk about the budget, that’s confidential.”

	“Actually, it’s public record and those poor deputies must be working for about two hundred bucks a month from what we can see.”

	“I’m not going to get into that.”

	“Well, Sheriff, my engineer indicates we’re ready for something new on our show. Did you ever see that old TV show called ‘This is Your Life’? We have someone on the line who wants to say hello, you can see him on the monitor.”

	A man in black, with a full black face mask and a blue baseball cap appears on the right side of the screen. Diana says, “Sir, you’re on the line with us and Sheriff Avery.”

	The guy who once said to call him Joe says, “Hello, Sheriff, long time no see.” On the left side of the screen, Heck looks confused and wary. “This is your life, Sheriff, life passing before your eyes. I’m the guy who rescued those women and blew that stuff up. You knew that guy didn’t do it, and you murdered him to cover up your operations.”

	Heck starts to stand, trying to hide the fear behind a mask of outrage. He looks at someone, a glint of recognition, then sits back down, deflated, looking down at his hands. 

	The Joe guy says, “Now why don’t you show the folks what’s in the bottom file drawer?”

	Heck snaps something the producer bleeps. A guy with a clip board holding up an F.B.I. ID says, “I’m Special Agent Wisner, the cameraman is Agent Krasnikov and the nice lady with the microphone is Agent Swedlow. 

	“Hector Alfred Avery, I have here a warrant for your arrest on charges of murder, numerous counts of kidnapping, let’s see, twelve more murders, very grand theft, and interstate transportation, oh, racketeering, that’s a dandy, yada yada, and, uh, a couple pages of other things. Here’s your copy with the particulars. 

	“You have the right to remain silent. . .” Finally, Heck says, yes, he understands, and clams up while Agent Swedlow turns him around, cuffs him, and leads him out into the hall where three other agents are waiting. 

	Special Agent Wisner shows a paper to the camera and says, “I also have a search warrant for these and other premises, covering a list of items ending with ‘anything else discovered which is relevant in any way’. For now, we’ll take a look in that bottom file drawer.”

	Six large vitamin bottles appear on the desk. Wisner opens them and pours a few samples onto a piece of paper. He reaches in his shirt pocket for a small plastic bag with two different pills in it. They’re identical to the two types in the bottles. 

	“These pills are RU-486, mifepristone. These are misoprostol. They’re abortion pills. There appear to be about 500 doses here, one of these and four of these per dose. In Red states, the going rate for these is about $200 per dose, so this stash is worth about a hundred thousand dollars. Funny thing, they’re not tagged as evidence. Fun fact: a similar weight of cocaine would be worth maybe ten thousand.”

	Diana says, “Special Agent Wisner, thank you for sharing part of your workday with us. Thanks also to the other agents on your team whose images will not be shown.

	A regional map with eight red bullseyes appears. “And we have just received confirmation that seven other sheriffs and some deputies in Missouri, Oklahoma and Texas have been arrested by F.B.I. agents in the past five minutes. Joe? What can you tell us about that? And please confirm to everyone that you and I have spoken before, but I do not know your identity or whereabouts.”

	“That’s true, folks. Diana does not know who or where I am. I gave her proof I’m the guy who rescued the ten women in Bullfrog and blew all that stuff up. What a rush that was, I’ll tell you. Over the past two years I worked for all those sheriffs on a cash basis. All those guys know at least some of the others. 

	“With the new abortion laws, these guys make a lot of money seizing cash from women traveling to other states, and the cars, boats, RVs, buses, semis, and airplanes used for transporting pregnant women, which is against the laws of these states. 

	“For example, as I informed the F.B.I., the abortion pills we saw were seized by deputies along with the black Escalade that the sheriff uses for his personal vehicle. They put the owner on a bus. They didn’t arrest him, so they could keep the drugs and the car off the books. I really shouldn’t say anything more just now.”

	“Thank you, ‘Joe’” air bunnies “I hope we can talk again as this case develops.”

	“You bet, Diana. Thanks for having me.”

	 

	Normal, Illinois

	Friday, June 7, 7:29 p.m.

	The guy known as Joe disconnects from Diana Dakota and closes his laptop. They’re at a decent motel about ten miles west of Normal, just off the interstate, with a cluster of other motels and restaurants nearby. 

	Twenty-three days ago, the GPS in the boat led them right across the river and into a little inlet on the Illinois side an hour before dawn, up to a big dock and a large house with a wide lawn and big trees. The widow of the boat’s driver on the last run was surprised but friendly. 

	She believed in what her husband was doing, and he was bringing his third group of women across the river when he got harpooned. Missouri still hadn’t released his body. She hustled them into the house for showers and a big breakfast.

	While the widow was cooking, he suggested she find somewhere to stash her boat for a while, and that he and the women should clear out today. Who knew who might come looking? She called her son, who drove him to Macomb where he rented a twelve-passenger van and said he’d be back for the women in a couple of hours.

	He took his backpack to a quiet Starbucks, got coffee and a ham and cheese croissant. At a corner table, he pulled out his laptop and transferred the video from his Go-Pro and the drone video from his tablet. It was an easy editing job. He called NBC News, the one his dad had watched all his life, and finally convinced someone to take a look.

	By early afternoon, he and the ten women checked into six rooms a motel about twelve miles from this one, paying cash. After he counted out the amount of cash each woman said she had brought, he had $7,200 left. He told no one about the $62,000 in his backpack. 

	By now, they were over the shock, and he was crushed in hugs and tearful kisses of gratitude, oh, my hero! and so on. It was embarrassing but it felt good, and he maybe leaked a tear or two, but probably it was just allergies to all those hair products. 

	At six p.m. local time they ate pizza and watched themselves on the NBC Nightly News. By seven the women were in their rooms. He flopped on his bed and switched channels, stopping on MAXNEWS, which he had never heard of. There was a woman talking about the truth with a $10 Million Guarantee. 

	The next night, there was a story on the local evening news about the sheriff who killed the bomber.

	In the morning, he took four of the women to a nice clinic a few miles away, where they had their procedures while he bought some clothes and looked at some cars. He brought them back to the motel, where the other women pampered them. 

	When he had his laptop set up to seem like it was in Reykjavik, Iceland, he flipped on the voice distorter and called that woman from MAXNEWS. When he called her back a while later, she gave him the numbers of a lawyer to call immediately and an F.B.I. guy who was expecting his call in an hour.

	On each of the next two days, three women had their procedures, so that was that. Someone’s parents came to retrieve four of them a couple days later, and he took four others to Peoria to catch flights back to Missouri the next two days after that. He returned the rental van at the airport and bought a five-year-old Ford from a grandpa on Craigslist. Each time someone left, the rest of them moved to a different motel a few miles away, just in case. 

	Now there were just two women and himself in two rooms.

	When the lawyer found out he had Go-Pro footage from seven other jurisdictions in Texas and Oklahoma, he said give him the F.B.I. guy’s number and he would call back with the F.B.I. guy and not to call him alone.

	He called back in an hour and said send him a sample video from Oklahoma and a brief explanation, call him back at noon tomorrow, and meanwhile don’t worry, they have no idea who or where you are, but they love you already. 

	He sent a video of Oklahoma deputies, himself included, forcing three women to take roadside pregnancy tests, arresting them, seizing their cash and a new Toyota and then of himself driving the Toyota to Texas and exchanging it at another sheriff’s impound lot for a minivan some Bullfrog County administrator bought cheap. 

	He spent all night typing up everything he knew and explaining each video clip. He called the lawyer at noon, who got the F.B.I. guy on the line, who said the only evidence anyone had on him was the videos, so it was easy to get D.C. to guarantee non-prosecution in exchange for the evidence now and future testimony as needed. Just stay out of Missouri, Oklahoma, and Texas, can’t help you there.

	He uploaded all the video and the text file via Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. 

	The F.B.I. guy said the Justice Department was testing a new strategy, which is when you have the evidence, arrest the bastards. It was getting them tons of likes and shares. Their approval rating was up from nine percent to thirty percent and they were up for a big budget boost. So, the timing was right, and this case would make a big splash, probably good for twenty points. 

	There was no reason to think Witness Protection yet, if ever, but they would offer him free use of a house or condo and to get him a job just so they’d know where he was. And maybe they would have some interesting work for him sometime.

	So, he talked with Ed Wisner at the F.B.I. every day or so, and heard how they were close, real close. And after the longest two weeks of his life, that’s done, and now what?

	They’d been content to hang around the pool and try a new restaurant every night. Koreen, legally changed from Karen, had been disowned by her Evangelical parents, an unwitting favor leaving her free to live her own life, which she and Mary Jane discussed earnestly for hours each day. Mary Jane had no one in Missouri, having followed a boy to college from Oklahoma eight years ago, left him, and found work. Both had some money in the bank and the vaguest of dreams.

	They were likeable enough, each attractive in her way. From the first, he had avoided flirting with any of the women, just helping them and being friendly. He realized too late that now he’s deep in the friend zone, the big brother zone. Sooner or later, he’s got to move on or he’ll never get laid.

	At breakfast the next morning, he says, “Well, guys, mission accomplished, huh? What do you plan to do? Can I give you a ride somewhere, or buy you a car or what?”

	Koreen says, “What about a road trip? Where do the feds keep the free houses?”

	Mary Jane says, “Where are you going? You got any plans?”

	He admits he has no idea, and a road trip might be fun. He calls Ed, who names a dozen blue state towns and cities. First stop, Chicago and four suburbs. They pack up the Ford and check out. He settles the bill, adding a sun-bleached road atlas from a rack on the counter. He signs the bill Joe Rivers. 

	 

	NBC Nightly News

	Monday, June 10, 7:10 p.m.

	Bob Robb says, “Saturday was a day of mourning in Hyacinth, Texas.” Video shows a shady cemetery with twenty-two small coffins next to twenty-two open graves, all in an endless row. “Last Tuesday, a flash-shooter killed twenty-two third-grade students and their teacher at Whiteman Elementary School.” 

	Video shows an impressive number of armored police with assault rifles standing around, one huge tracked armored vehicle and two SWAT vans the size of UPS trucks outside a school. 

	“The shooter escaped. This is the scene two hours after the shooting as a crowd of parents still waits for news of whose kids got killed. 

	“Hyacinth is a typical town that could be anywhere in the Midwest or Texas. Hyacinth is known for its white churches, white houses, and white people. Now Hyacinth will be remembered for its blood which is as Red as its politics. With at least 600 people at the outdoor funeral, two flash-shooters killed 161 people including fifty-four children in less than eight seconds and escaped.

	“Now I advise you to get your kids out of the room, but every voter in this country needs to see the video I will show in ten seconds. Consider this a ‘trigger warning’. Five, four, three, two.”

	Here’s video of the crowd as the camera turns from the row of caskets, a preacher front and center facing them, then the family members, then five or six informal rows of people behind them, ranging along the fifty-yard row of caskets. 

	The preacher is saying, “God needed these precious angels in heaven, so he called them. Never forget, God always has a plan. . .” when a wide swath of the crowd falls as the preacher dances, sprays blood and tumbles headfirst into an open grave. Pivoting from the center to the left and right, two synchronized shooters scythe rows of the crowd, then turn and walk away out of the frame.

	Bob Robb says, “Joining us now is the Red United States senator from Texas, Jed Kluge.” The too-familiar face of a bearded man appears on the right side of the screen. No one will ever forget his reading of Green Eggs and Ham on the floor of the U.S. Senate in a filibuster to block some forgotten legislation proposed by Blues. Or his flight to Cancun while millions of Texans were without power, and hundreds literally froze to death in their homes. 

	“Thank you for joining us, Senator. Are you satisfied with your efforts to protect gun rights? Could you do more?” Bob sounds almost, but not quite, sarcastic.

	“Hi, Bob. Thanks for having me. As you know, I have fought for fifteen years in the Senate to prevent any restrictions on our precious Second Amendment rights. And finally, that fight is over as the Supreme Court has made it virtually impossible for any law to limit access to guns, which is exactly how our Founding Fathers wanted it.”

	“Senator, you can save that exsphincteration for Fox. This is NBC. You have received over fifteen million dollars that we know of from the Gun Rights Association. What can you say to the people of Hyacinth, Texas, or anyone in Texas about the epidemic of mass shootings, these flash shootings . . .?”

	“Now, Bob, who could have imagined that bad people would convert simple, safe AR-15s to full-automatic? That’s illegal! Why, if those were normal safe ARs, semi-automatic, responsible citizens in the crowd would have shot those shooters before they killed even a dozen people. They could have saved 150 lives. Bob, we don’t need new laws, we need to enforce the laws we have.”

	“Senator, the question is what do you have to say to the people of Hyacinth, Texas about the insane mass violence that has struck down nearly two hundred of them in the past few days?”

	“Well, Bob, I tweeted my thoughts and prayers to them the day after the school incident, and yesterday I tweeted special thoughts and special prayers after this funeral tragedy. Sometimes terrible things happen, that’s just the way it is, tragedies are a natural part of life. I’ll remind everyone that God Always Has A Plan.”

	“Senator, I might get fired for saying this, but shove your thoughts and prayers up your ass and go peddle your bullshit somewhere else.” The senator’s face shows that stunned, hurt, and concerned look of his before it disappears from the screen. Not as stunned as the crew in the control room.

	“Folks, that’s a U.S. senator from the great state of Texas, such a perfect example of a Red you could hardly find a better one. If I’m going to get fired anyway, I’m going to say this. Reds have blocked progress and served only the top one percent for the past fifty years. 

	“As far as I’m concerned, anyone voting Red now is complicit in mass murder, the continuing destruction of our climate, growing poverty in over forty percent of our population and they’ve blocked every effort to make things better for anyone but the one percent. That has been true for most of my lifetime.

	“And while I’m at it, let me point out that the reason you don’t know how the Reds set up the trillion-dollar rip-off that makes drug prices so high is that this network and most others live off pharmaceutical advertising. 

	“If any of you want bullshit like Jed Kluge was spewing, try Fox. They’ve lost seventy-five percent of their viewers in the past month, they need you. Because I’ll never give airtime to another Red until they come up with a constructive suggestion, which I estimate will be when whores like Jed Kluge stop taking money from guns, oil, and pharma to screw the American people.” He’s amazed they haven’t cut to commercial. They’re amazed that bland Bob Robb is cutting loose, and they’re not going to get fired just yet. Give him a minute. 

	“Or try back here tomorrow, hell, wait till after the break. Maybe I’ll be gone, and some other fool will be in this chair pretending that people like Jed Kluge are OK, that we may disagree, but we have to respect their views.

	“If I’m going to get fired for speaking the truth after twenty years on NBC, let me apologize right now for legitimizing and normalizing their bullshit for so many years, so as not to offend Red-minded viewers. 

	“The real world is about more than Red and Blue or right and left. It’s about right and wrong. 

	“Uh-oh, folks, I see they’re mic’ing up Sarah Whitley to put her in here. Now we have to break to pimp some overpriced drugs for our corporate masters. So, thanks for being with me all these years. And hey, NBC? You can’t fire me because I quit.” 

	Five minutes later, his makeup wiped off, he’s throwing a few photos and books into a box in his office when the phone rings. Whoever it is had to get past the switchboard, so he picks it up.

	A friendly voice says, “Hi, Bob, this is Diana Dakota.”

	Bob says, “How did you. . .”

	Diana says, “I might have told them it was the White House calling. I won’t tell if you won’t. My staff just played your last few minutes for me. Hooray for you! Anyway, I hear you’re unemployed, so I’m calling to offer you a job.”

	“You mean. . .”

	“I’m thinking seven o’clock weekdays, more money than anyone in their right mind would pay you, and all you have to do is tell the truth. Look, I’m on-air in a few minutes, so write down my cell number and call me after nine.” 

	She’s still waiting when her cell rings at nine twelve. She lets it ring three times, and says, “Diana.”

	She says, “Oh, hi, Bob, glad you called . . . uh-huh . . . say, I hate talking business on the phone. You married? Kids? . . . Look, let me get a jet to bring you and the missus down here for a few days, my treat. You can pick up the kids on the way if they want to come. . .yes, near Palm Beach, nice oceanfront resort. . .

	“ . . . don’t tell anyone but it’s fifteen degrees cooler than New York right now. . . .You can bring your agent, or we could fly her down after you look the place over. . . Well, you can have your own studio in New York if you like, that was my dream until I got down here. . . OK, how many people? . . . How about Teterboro, tomorrow at 10 a.m.? Shall I send a car?. . . OK, is this your cell number?. . . OK, a car will be waiting for you at PBI when you land. Don’t forget your bathing suits. See you tomorrow.”

	 

	MAXNEWS Headquarters, Bandana, Florida

	Tuesday, June 11, 4:05 p.m. 

	Bob Robb shows up at MAXNEWS around four. He looks just like on TV, only shorter and paler. Diana greets him as the limo pulls up. His wife Rachel and their two college-age kids are at the hotel and will join them later. 

	Diana gives him the twenty-five-cent tour. He’s friendly and respectful with the staff. He admits he has only seen a couple of Diana’s segments and generally doesn’t watch TV news, but the $10 Million Truth Guarantee is brilliant.

	Diana says, “I was skeptical when they told me about it, but I’m a believer now. It turns out that people really do want the truth, and they respect that we’re putting our money where our mouth is, which no one else does yet. That’s why we went from about 300,000 to over five million audience in prime time in the past month. The majority of them jumped over from Fox, and ONAN never had many to begin with. 

	“It didn’t take long to realize that they get just as engaged — and enraged — by the truth as they do by conspiracy bullshit. Your heroic rant last night has been trending on social media all day, we made sure of it. You could do that every night if you want.” She explains about the OPINION flag. “We want them to be angry, but we want them to be angry at things that are actually true. 

	“And as you know, the truth is more outrageous than ten conspiracy theories.”

	He asks her what she has in mind, offering him a job. She says she’ll discuss everything but money, that’s for his agent and her people. As far as she’s concerned, they could have a deal tomorrow. 

	“First,” she says, “I’ll tell you what’s in it for me, for MAXNEWS. You have, uh, had the highest rated network hour, period, with eight million. As you know, that’s more than all cable news combined. With you on board we can grab half of them, maybe more. 

	“We already gained close to five million in the last month or so, so hiring you could make us the biggest news provider, cable or network. As I told you, we only have seven minutes per hour to sell, but we’re a tight outfit and we make money as it is. More viewers mean higher rates. It works out OK. 

	“Being the biggest is not the goal, it enables the goal. The numbers TV has all put together are nothing compared to social media. There is an entire marketplace of bullshit out there, and a lot of it sounds plausible. 

	“We’re the only outlet with the $10 Million Guarantee. We’re number one in the truth market right now. We have a monopoly on the truth. 

	“Our segments are getting hundreds of millions of views on and through social media, far more than the cable audience. That’s not by accident.

	“And telling the truth, with our guarantee so people can trust us, is a worthy mission even if we didn’t make money.

	“Once we report the truth, backed up with references and the guarantee, then we can analyze and form opinions and share them. People love to hear our opinions which they know are well-reasoned, and they’re gratified to find that, yes, when they think about it, we just happen to agree with them.

	“And, by the way, this means that we can call other networks Pill Shills, be kind of snotty sometimes if we want, it’s fun. That’s my position.

	“The position available to you is whatever you want, an hour, specials, a whole channel to run, globetrotting to wherever there’s something interesting, don’t think small. OK, I’m done, now you talk.”

	They raised the bar on “rich” these past few years, but Bob Robb is certainly well-off. His yet-unborn grandchildren can go to Harvard in Ferraris, or at least Teslas, even if he retires now at fifty-two. But he doesn’t want to retire. He’s glad he’s finished with the Pill Shills because they are certainly done with him. He’s been telling himself this for the past twenty-two hours.

	This is clearly his best opportunity, and, he admits, perhaps his only opportunity that doesn’t involve dog shows. 

	“Let me say that truth matters to me, and I like telling people stuff. I can see that to begin with my best fit here would be seven o’clock, as you mentioned. I can see there would be opportunity to evolve from there.

	“I only have one question about all this. Clearly, sharing the truth is going to lead to conclusions that mean political judgements.”

	Diana says, “I see what you mean. For example, the Equal Rights Amendment has been blocked by Reds for a hundred years. Reds killed abortion rights and travel rights and contraception and treatments for ectopic pregnancies. They have almost killed voting rights. These are facts, these are truth. 

	“The only legal way to overcome these issues is for Congress and state legislatures to pass laws, also fact. So, my opinion is we’d better get rid of the Reds. I can flag that as an opinion, but it really is just true. I can even say, ‘Any woman who would vote Red now is as stupid as the Reds think she is.’ 

	“Yes, everything does lead to politics. It would be nice to believe that just presenting the facts would enable viewers to make rational choices. But I think it would be an insult to them to not tell them our opinion, since we’re the ones who told them the truth.”

	Bob says, “Kind of like showing hurricane maps, reporting the facts, and then not saying ‘this is bad, and you should put up storm shutters, stock up on batteries’ and so on.”

	Diana says, “Yes. Like saying the climate is messed up and acting like we have no idea how it happened or what to do.

	“It would be great if we could make a deal tomorrow. The social media storm about Bob Robb rants and quits NBC will be peaking, and if by Thursday we’re pushing Bob Robb on MAXNEWS It would get at least a billion impressions before airtime Monday. 

	“Meanwhile, you and Rachel can look around down here, and if you like we can set you up with an oceanfront condo for a while. If you decide you want to work from New York I guess it wouldn’t take too long to set up a studio there.” 

	Bob calls his agent, Diana calls Bill Still, and they agree to meet at Bob’s hotel at 10 a.m.

	“Meanwhile, do you guys like ribs?”

	 

	MAXNEWS 

	Thursday, June 13, 8:15 p.m.

	The OPINION flag is on. Dr. Walter B. Whitley, professor of Philosophy and Political History at Rutgers University continues, “One overlooked aspect of the proposed Texas bill is for Texas to override the federal government and take full control of the Texas border with Mexico. That will land in the Supreme Court if Texas passes it.”

	Diana says, “There is strong irony in Red states screaming about freedom while doing everything they can to limit the freedom of their citizens. What do you bet the Supreme Court hands the Mexican border to Texas?”

	Dr. Whitley smiles. “Yes, it is ironic, and I won’t take that bet about the Supreme Court. Apparently, the citizens of Texas feel threatened by free travel. Like North Korea or Iran or Russia or China. Or, for example, the former Soviet Union, some viewers have heard of it, not only controlled international travel but domestic travel as well. They were particularly careful to limit visitors and even communications from the outside world, to protect against foreign ideas, especially about personal freedom and capitalism that would just make their people unhappy and harder to govern. 

	“Some people may remember the Berlin Wall, you know, President Reagan said, ‘Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!’, that separated communist East Berlin from capitalist West Berlin, which were divided at the end of World War II. Eventually so many people were leaving the East for the West that they built a big wall and cleared a free-fire zone. People leaving the East were shot as they crossed this no-man’s land. 

	“Back in the early 1980s I was in Berlin for a conference, and I went through the famous Checkpoint Charlie and took a bus tour of East Berlin. The consensus in Europe in those days was that if you were going to be stuck living under communism, East Berlin was your best bet.

	“Anyway, after seeing the sights and hearing what a paradise East Germany was, I asked our guide, a friendly young fellow who spoke excellent English and smiled showing some classic Soviet stainless steel dental work, ‘If it's so great, why do you need a wall to keep people in?’

	“He seemed genuinely surprised. He said very earnestly, ‘It’s to keep people out. It was built because saboteurs kept coming over from the West and blowing up our factories. Anyway, it’s an international border, and who doesn’t control their international borders?’

	“My point is your views may be determined by which side of the border you’re on.”

	“Thank you, professor. 

	“In tonight’s Myth Crusher segment, we’re going to look at the myth of ‘True Americans’ and ‘Legacy Americans’. Most of you have heard these terms and understand they are applied to white people by white people, to themselves. Over three million of you are former Fox and ONAN viewers, and you must have heard a lot about this. Here’s what you have missed today by choosing MAXNEWS with the $10 Million Truth Guarantee. 

	“According to our fact checkers and media monitors, Fox and ONAN mentioned ‘Legacy Americans’, ‘True Americans’ or ‘Real Americans’ 186 times over the past twenty-four hours up until one hour ago. They mentioned immigrants, refugees and the ‘great replacement theory’ or ‘replacement of whites’ 426 times.

	“Of course, the detailed logs are on our website.” OPINION on. Anticipation builds. Since the overwhelmingly positive feedback about Diana’s rant on the Equal Rights Amendment a month ago, Diana tries to flip out about something at least every couple of nights. And when she does, sometimes the world rocks. Viz: over a third of her viewers aren’t getting any nookie now.

	“These expressions are just ways for some white people to justify their feelings of grievance, victimhood, and fear of others. Some people describe them as snowflakes. 

	OPINION off. Huh? “I’m going to Crush this Myth of white people as Legacy Americans, True Americans and Real Americans myself, right now. For one thing, as we know, when white people first settled in what is now the continental United States about 400 years ago, they brought some Black people with them. There’s that. 

	“But there’s this. At that time, other people had lived here for over 20,000 years, and they weren’t white or Black or Asian. They were Native Americans. To put it another way, if the 20,000 years Native Americans lived here were one twenty-four-hour day, white and Black people have been here less than twenty-nine minutes.

	“I say this to anyone who thinks they are a ‘Legacy American’ or a ‘Real American’, and to all of you tonight. I am a full-blooded Native American. My DNA test, which is on our website, shows that I am ninety-nine-point-nine percent Native American human, and zero point one percent might be mountain lion. 

	“Therefore, I am a ‘Real American’ or ‘Legacy American’. If you are not Native Americans, you are just immigrants and posers, and I wish you would cut out that bullshit. I respect you as my fellow Americans, and I hope you respect me, but don’t you dare think you are more American than anyone else. 

	“My people know better than anyone about the consequences of bad immigration policy, starting 400 years ago. And we have gone from one hundred percent of the population to two percent, so we know all about being replaced, too, you whiny little bitches. 

	“Here is some Native American wisdom passed on to me by my dad. He said, when people work together, everyone has twice as much. That’s how America was built. And he said, when people work against each other, everyone only has half of what they started with.” 

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Monday, June 17, 7:00 p.m.

	“Hello, everyone. This is MAXNEWS and I’m Bob Robb. Some of you may know me from my previous job.” For the anticipated NBC crossover viewers, he explains the way things work here. “So, when I express my opinion, you will know that it is based on guaranteed facts. Neat, huh?” He flashes the OPINION flag for a second.

	He runs through the usual news stories on mass shootings, weather disasters and the deadlocked Congress, then says, “We have an unusual feature story tonight.

	“We hear a lot about climate change and greenhouse gas emissions, and about the strain on the power grid due to high temperatures. And we’ve heard a lot about wealth inequality and the decline of the middle and working classes. And we constantly hear about the high and rising cost of energy.

	“Our subject tonight addresses all these issues. And for a change, we have good news. 

	“We’ve all heard about the urgency to replace fossil fuels with clean renewables like solar and wind. And we generate about sixty percent more emissions from transportation than we do from homes and buildings.

	“Now, we know we can get zero-emission power from solar panels. We know that we can drive with zero emissions with an electric vehicle. If we use grid power we need to allow for emissions from making electricity to power electric vehicles, but in general using grid power to run an electric vehicle reduces emissions related to the vehicle by fifty percent or more. But what if we ran our vehicles on solar energy?

	“Rooftop solar is an important component of reducing emissions and saving money. These days, there are about four million rooftop solar installations in America, with more every day. But until now, solar installations on homes at best reduced or eliminated the cost of power for the home. But for most families, the cost of fuel at the gas station is much more than the cost of electricity and heating for the home. 

	“It turns out that a major limitation of rooftop solar is the rooftops themselves.” A slideshow of houses with solar panels rolls. “The way a roof is broken into odd-shaped sections facing in different directions limits the number of solar panels that will fit.

	“Yet enough solar panels not only for the house, but for two or more vehicles, will easily fit in the footprint of a typical house. For example, in areas of the U.S. where over eighty percent of new homes are built, power for the home and air conditioning and two full-size electric vehicles each driven 15,000 miles per year requires less than 900 square feet of solar panels.

	“Each of the average-sized homes in these pictures has enough solar for the home and two or more vehicles, and you can’t even see the solar.” A series of modern flat-roof houses rolls. “Each of these homes has a little wall around the roof, called a parapet. As you can see from the air, each home has large solar panels all facing south, tilted for best performance.”

	“Our guest tonight is Joe Williams of Ed Jones Construction in Gator Springs, Florida, the company that built the full-solar homes you just saw and many more. Good evening, Joe, and thanks for joining us.”

	“Thanks for having me.” A thirtyish tanned man with dark blond hair appears via a network quality remote connection.

	“Joe, usually discussions of solar start with economics and emissions, but you say there’s something more important to consider.”

	“Right, Bob. When you factor in the savings on gas or diesel as well as electricity, the economics are incredible. We can look at that in a minute. But these days, we hear stories about grid problems every day, and a home like this with one or more electric vehicles can literally save your life.”

	“How so?”

	“When the grid fails, these homes automatically switch to independent mode. These homes can run independent from the grid indefinitely, using your own solar power with the batteries in your electric vehicles for backup at night. Your home can run normally, air conditioning or heating included.”

	“Can you use other batteries, or just the cars?”

	“Of course, there are a lot of batteries on the market, but even though they’re getting cheaper, if you bought as much storage as your electric car has, it would cost more than the car. We sometimes add a smaller battery to run the fridge, lights, and essentials at night if no vehicle is at home.”

	“So what about the cost of one of these full-solar homes compared to a conventional house with no solar?”

	“Bob, the first thing is to differentiate between price and cost. This is important, because even though the price of the house is a few percent higher, your cost of living is a lot lower starting the very first month. We figure the cost of not having the solar is more than ten times as much as having it. In these homes, the solar doesn’t cost, it pays. 

	“Look at the price difference. The flat roof style costs about the same to build as the conventional style. The solar hardware is cheap enough these days. When you design the solar into new construction, you save thousands and thousands compared to retrofitting an existing house. 

	“In our case, we don’t mark up the price of the solar hardware and it only takes a couple of days to install it at the end of construction, so we are never out of pocket for it, we don’t need to add extra profit for us. The cost of 900 square feet of American-made solar panels, nominally around eighteen kilowatts, mounting, inverters, chargers and even labor, is less than $30,000, maybe eight percent of the price of a new home. 

	“By the way, that does not even consider tax credits or other incentives available in some states. 

	“This adds maybe $140 per month to the mortgage payment but saves you $600 or $700 per month in energy and fuel costs starting immediately. In fact, if you take part of the cash savings every month and apply it to your mortgage, you can pay off the home ten years sooner and over twenty to thirty years your savings on energy — and interest — can add up to more cash in your hand than the price of the home.

	“There’s an online calculator where you can see for yourself.”

	“Right, Joe, and I’ll say our fact checkers ran various scenarios on that calculator and every time you have two vehicles driving typical miles per year and an average size home the savings on energy, fuel and interest add up to more than the price of the house within thirty years and sometimes a lot sooner. And your lower monthly costs start immediately.

	Joe says, “By the way, the calculator also calculates emissions. These tend to be about thirty metric tons per year for two vehicles and an average home. For reference, over thirty years this is an amount of carbon emissions that weighs as much as ten railroad cars full of coal. Think about that for a minute. 

	“We’ve posted a link to that calculator on our website, where you’ll also find more information about full solar homes. 

	“Thank you, Joe Williams of Ed Jones Construction in Gator Springs, Florida.”

	“Thanks for having me, Bob. Hey, Ed said to remind everybody that if God wanted people to have free energy, He would have put a fusion reactor in the sky. You know, the sun.”

	“After our surprisingly short break here on MAXNEWS, we’ll look at what clean energy technologies can mean for our economy and our personal lives.”

	Everyone loves the commercials on MAXNEWS. They have barely a third of the commercial time that the pill-shill networks do. The advertisers compete for the time slots with fabulous cinematic efforts. Two minutes later, we’re back with Bob. 

	“Joining us now is Dr. Janine Jamieson, an economist with the Institute for Zero Cost Economics in Miami. Are a full solar home and electric vehicles just a good thing for a family, or are there bigger implications?”

	“Hi, Bob. From the perspective of a family, this is the biggest example of technology building wealth for the average family that has ever existed. The online calculator shows that compared to driving on fossil fuels and paying for energy, the savings over thirty years add up to hundreds of thousands of dollars, actual money that you do not have to pay out.

	“This is how our younger generation can actually do much, much better economically than their parents, and reverse a trend that has been with us since student loans and lower wages, over fifty years now.

	“And don’t forget, many people buying a home today will live for sixty years or more. 

	“As we know, over time costs always increase more than incomes, so the only way for most people to accumulate any wealth is to reduce or eliminate recurring costs like energy and interest, and to not spend their income on things they can get for free.

	“In the big picture of the climate, the need for one hundred percent emission-free energy is obvious. And if the utilities shift to one hundred percent renewables, like solar and wind, that’s great. But remember, when the power company makes a big solar farm, or installs big wind turbines, the customers pay for that equipment and then we pay for the power forever. And we can still have grid outages due to overloads or downed power lines, for example.

	“When you effectively own your own power company, you pay less for that equipment, and you get free energy for decades. And you can be grid-independent when you need to. 

	“So, for a family, this is a big, big deal, building generational wealth in a single generation.

	“Now consider that America builds 700,000 to a million or more new homes per year. If all of them were full solar, that many homes would make more power than the Hoover Dam generates, or used to generate before Lake Mead went dry. 

	“A million of these homes would provide enormous amounts of peak power to the grid, which means less new transmission lines, less power plants to build, less coal and gas to burn. If you figure thirty metric tons of emission saved per household that’s thirty million tons per year. And if we build a million more homes next year, it’s sixty million tons per year, and so on. Over twenty years it could be 600 million tons a year, and a few years later a billion tons per year. Now we’re talking.” 

	Bob flashes the OPINION flag and says, “As the president might say, ‘a big effing deal.’”

	“That’s right, Bob. But this is an unprecedented economic opportunity as well. Consider that a million households would save seven or eight billion dollars per year in cash. A billion dollars circulating in the economy instead of padding the pockets of billionaires can support 10,000 jobs. So we can see 70,000 or 80,000 new jobs from a million homes, but wait, there’s more. That money circulates in the economy, and you could end up with 200,000 new jobs once you have a million of these homes, then 200,000 or more new jobs each year. 

	“And those jobs will support more new jobs within a year or two. And so on. It’s a virtuous cycle, especially if those jobs provide goods and services that reduce or eliminate recurring costs. 

	Bob says, “What about building a million new conventional homes?”

	Janine says, “The homeowners are spending all that money on energy and excess interest, so it doesn’t contribute to the family wealth or the economy. It’s literally the same as burning money.

	“I’ll go you one better. We have a much larger backlog of housing demand than we realize. I call this inherent demand, young people living with their parents, and renters, that is at least twenty million units and as many as sixty million. You can buy one of these full solar homes cheaper than rent. 

	“Let’s put it this way. Remember the Carbon Taxes that just never seem to happen? How about this? If you’re paying $7,000 per year for thirty tons of emissions, you’re already paying $230 per ton in Carbon Tax, and it goes up every year. It’s not some twenty-dollar-per-ton. theoretical new tax.”

	 

	MAXNEWS 

	Tuesday, June 18, 8:25 p.m.

	Diana says, “Over the past few weeks we have looked at Money in Politics and the consequences of legalized bribery.

	“We have seen how different industries use money to buy members of the House and Senate to get the laws and regulations they want, and to block the ones they don’t want. We’ve seen how big donors end up in powerful non-elected positions in government, from the cabinet to various regulatory agencies, to shape policies to serve corporations and wealthy individuals. 

	“We’ve seen how the United States Supreme Court in 2010 allowed unlimited spending on political messaging and election campaigns including dark money, anonymous money, and enabled foreign money to influence our elections, all in the name of free speech. They allowed corporations to spend unlimited money because corporations have the same rights of free speech as individuals. This enabled PACs and SuperPACs among other things.

	“We looked at how a relatively tiny amount of money paid to members of Congress won the Pharma Cartel the law that allowed them to rip off about a trillion dollars so far and made sure Congress wouldn’t fix it for eighteen years and counting. Most of that money came from seniors.

	“We looked at how even less money has prevented any meaningful action on guns by investing about fifteen cents per American per year in legal bribes. They blocked the renewal of the assault weapons ban in 2004, and we can all see the bloody consequences of that. There are now twenty-four million AR-15 and similar ‘modern sporting rifles’ a.k.a. assault weapons in America and more every day.

	“We saw how money in politics guarantees Americans the highest health care costs in the world, over twice as high as other advanced countries, and guarantees profits for insurance companies, and blocks any action on universal health care which even the most conservative economists say would save us trillions of dollars.

	“We saw how money in politics delivers defense budgets even higher than the Pentagon wants, including weapons programs that the military does not want or need.

	“We’ve seen how money in politics gets tax cuts for the rich and corporations, how a few pennies per American per year of money in politics has cost us trillions.

	“We’ve seen how money in politics influenced the FCC on Net Neutrality, how it got rid of the ‘fairness doctrine’ and allowed television and radio to spew propaganda unchallenged.

	“We’ve seen how money in politics brought us for-profit colleges and universities, and the student loan crisis which cripples our economy with over two trillion dollars in debt for education that is virtually free in all other major countries. 

	“We’ve seen how money in politics led to private charter schools, including religious schools, funded by taxpayers at the expense of our public schools. We’ve seen how money in politics bought us for-profit private prisons and pays to keep them full.

	“We’ve seen how money in politics brought us the incredible economic inequality we have now and blocks efforts to fund the IRS to chase trillions in unpaid taxes due from the elites. 

	“Worst of all, money in politics has blocked any meaningful action on the climate. Emissions from fossil fuels have brought us insane heat, hundreds of thousands of deaths, wildfires, famines, long-term droughts, unprecedented flooding and millions of climate refugees right here in America already, and a billion more worldwide in a few years. 

	“A few pennies per American per year of money in politics gained hundreds of billions in subsidies for fossil fuels besides the trillions in profits they have made while knowingly literally destroying the planet. 

	“All the while, what we have known was coming for sixty years is here and money in politics continues to roll back restrictions on emissions. And as we have known for sixty years, the climate change we have now is only the beginning.

	“We have seen that money in Congress buys the judges and especially Supreme Court justices who will jump through hoops to perform for the wealthy and corporations at the expense of workers and even human rights, every time.

	“We have seen how money in politics has prevented Congress from passing even laws that ninety percent of Americans favor, but they will jump to pass, or block, laws for the benefit of a few billionaires. They and their pet judges allow states to trample the Voting Rights Act, restrict voting rights, meddle with elections, and gerrymander by party and race with no limits. 

	“The list goes on and on. When we started this, we all knew money in politics affects all of us and we knew it was bad. But I, for one, had no idea of just how bad it really has been and continues to be. I had no idea how deeply this corruption affects all of our daily lives. Hundreds of thousands of you have emailed, texted, and tweeted to us that you feel the same way. 

	“If you missed any of our segments, you can find all of them on our website. But I think we all get the point, and it’s time to turn our attention to how to fix this problem. 

	“Here’s the short answer. Congress can pass legislation to end money in politics and provide for public financing of campaigns. Congress is the only entity that can override state laws and even the Supreme Court. 

	“Before you laugh and say getting Congress to do this is impossible, let’s remember that there are way more of us voters than there are corporations and billionaires. All seats in the House and a third in the Senate are up for election every two years. Every one of us has the same number of votes as a billionaire, which is one per person. Corporations can’t vote. 

	“In fact, we have an election coming up in November. With billions of dollars flying around this year, it’s business as usual, so are we likely to see any change regarding money in politics?

	“Joining us now is Allen Wood, spokesman for the non-profit organization End Money in Politics, or EMP. Allen, what makes you think we can end money in politics, and how do you plan to do it?”

	“Well, Diana, we need action from politicians, and the way you get action from politicians is with money. Ironically, the only way we see to end money in politics is with a big dose of money in politics. It’s all legal, of course, and that’s the problem right there.”

	“So how might you go about it?”

	“First, we need to break the deadlock in Congress. As we have seen for years, it only takes a few members to block action on virtually anything, especially in the Senate. We can’t let that be a problem, especially now.”

	“Why now?”

	“We need a two-thirds majority in both the House and Senate to pass the Equal Rights Amendment. Three generations of Americans were not aware of the fact that women don’t have equal rights under the Constitution. Now we know. Given the Congress we have now, we might have a slight majority in favor of the E.R.A., but not two-thirds. 

	“I don’t think there is even one American who doesn’t know that the nay votes are virtually all Red. We already know that virtually all the Blue candidates have pledged to pass the Equal Rights Amendment. So clearly the only thing to do is to vote Blue for every seat. I think we can get seventy-five percent in the House. We can come close to sixty-seven in the Senate, and there are a few — very few — reasonable Reds, and a few who will retire after their current terms. 

	“Actually, getting a Congress that will pass the E.R.A. is exactly what we need if we’re going to get money out of politics. No member who votes against the E.R.A. would vote to get money out of politics. Again, we need a two-thirds majority in both the House and the Senate. So, again, the only answer is to vote Blue on every seat.”

	“Do you really think you can get those majorities when normally the Congress is very closely divided?”

	“We really can, Diana. The E.R.A. makes the difference. In general, half or more of Red voters are women. I think the E.R.A. will mobilize women in unprecedented numbers to vote this year. And I believe that at least half of Red women voters will vote Blue this time. If that happens, we can get a huge majority of the House, maybe eighty percent. The Senate is closer because only a third of them are up for election.”

	“Okay, let’s say the Congress works out. Then what?”

	“Well, it would only take a day to pass the E.R.A. And then there’s plenty more they can do. Remember, a two-thirds majority not only passes a constitutional amendment, it also overrides a presidential veto. And that’s essential. We don’t know how the presidential election will go.

	“It’s also enough to make laws the Supreme Court can’t overturn, and even to expand the Supreme Court. 

	“The Reds have already won about every seat they can, and now they’re going to lose a lot of them. 

	“For years, the Reds have stopped every bit of progress on climate, health care, drug prices, voting rights, women’s rights, guns, taxes on billionaires and corporations, and everything else that large majorities of Americans in every state want. And our polling shows that eighty-five percent of Americans believe we should get money out of politics.”

	Diana says, “OK. So, what’s the plan?”

	“We will spend 500 million dollars on voter education and registration. We started last week with what we believe is the largest media buy in history. Our SuperPAC will also spend a billion dollars supporting Blue candidates for the U.S. House and Senate, especially those who also endorse getting money out of politics, starting with legislation such as HR-1 that already passed the House back in ’21, which is basically all of them. 

	“In addition, we’re contributing a hundred million dollars to NRNN’s SuperPAC to support Blue candidates in state legislatures.”

	“To be clear, you’re talking about $1.6 billion?”

	“Correct. And that’s just for openers. There’s plenty more available. As most Americans are aware, this could be the last chance to save the E.R.A., voting rights and so much more. 

	“Not to be melodramatic, but Reds are already talking about mass purges, segregation, concentration camps, mass arrests and executions, ending Social Security and Medicare, and so on. We need to save not only our democracy but our society as well.

	“The Reds have spent decades convincing us that however terrible things are, there’s no hope of things getting better. But they’re terrified now, and we can prove to them and to ourselves that there really are a lot more of us than there are of them. The E.R.A. can be a rallying point, and we want Reds to know that when they vote Blue this time, if they’re not happy with the results they can change things two years from now. We risk nothing and can gain everything.”

	“And where does all that money come from, Allen?”

	“Well, Diana, we don’t have to tell anyone where the money comes from. This is America, the land of legal bribery and Dark Money.”

	
	KUCK-23 News at Five, Austin, Texas 

	Thursday, June 20, 5:00 p.m.

	“We have an incredible story of mass arrests at the Texas capitol today. This is KUCK-23 News at Five. I’m Lena Washington-Gonzales here with Darrel Walters.

	“This afternoon the F.B.I., with help from local law enforcement, arrested eleven Texas state senators and sixteen Texas state representatives, as well as five other people believed to be senior managers at state agencies. Our Tina Alexander is on the scene right now. Tina?”

	“Hi, Lena, hi, everyone. I’m here at the state capitol in Austin. Right now, you can see an army of feds acting on search warrants removing boxes from the offices of some state legislators. Altogether they have search warrants for the offices and vehicles of eleven Texas state senators, sixteen state representatives, and five other people associated with state agencies. 

	“We are informed that part-time residences in the Austin area as well as homes and businesses in the various legislative districts are being searched simultaneously. This is a massive law enforcement operation which certainly involves hundreds of agents and officers. 

	“Let’s roll the tape and see what happened at about two thirty this afternoon. This is outside the senate chamber, where you see several agents and police outside of each door.”

	The lead agent checks his watch, says “Go” and they open all the doors at once, entering with guns drawn. The lead agent marches to the front as the others pour down into lines filling each aisle. He holds up his credentials and shouts “F.B.I. Everyone put your hands on your head. If you reach for a weapon, you will be shot.” One fool waves a pistol around and is shot immediately.

	The boom of the shot silences everybody. The agent says, “Anyone else? OK, listen up. We are here to take some individuals into custody. We will also arrest anyone who interferes or even annoys us and charge you with obstruction. You will be prosecuted. Now, when I call your name, keep your hands on your head and report to the nearest officer in the closest aisle.”

	Two EMT’s with a stretcher rush in, but they don’t hurry out. They throw a sheet over the corpse and the sheet begins to redden. 

	He starts calling names, and one by one the senators comply. Each is frisked and all pocket contents including weapons and electronics, except vehicle keys, are put into a numbered plastic bag which the arrestee seals. An officer with a clip board records the information. “Smith, Rodney, #23.” The keys get a paper tag with the name and number on it.

	Hands zip-tied behind their backs, each one is led out of the chamber by two officers. Each is escorted to a separate car and taken away. As the agent calls out eleven names, they scroll up the right side of the screen, and the video ends.

	Tina says, “Here’s the scene at the house chamber.” It’s the same scene, except two fools had to be shot. The list of sixteen names scrolls to the right. “Complete video will be posted on our website within an hour.” A little more video of zip-tied white men, some younger than the senators, escorted to vehicles, and Tina is back.

	“But wait, there’s more. Two more senators weren’t at the senate today. Here’s some fun footage from an executive airport just outside Austin at about noon on Tuesday, two days ago.” A black Town Car passes through a gate onto a runway where a modest little jet waits with the door open and the stairs down. Two older white men exit the car. The trunk opens and the driver places two apparently heavy canvas duffels on the pavement near the cargo hatch of the plane, then drives away. 

	A smiling young Black man in a short-sleeved pilot shirt with gold stripes on the epaulets steps out of the plane, opens the cargo hatch. He struggles with the duffels but gets them in and closes the hatch. He blocks the stairs and says something. The two men don’t look happy. The pilot crosses his arms over his chest, and the two men reluctantly draw pistols and hand them butt-first to the pilot, who nods and smiles. The three enter the plane and the door closes. 

	Now the view is from a camera apparently on the bulkhead facing the cabin of the jet. Now we have audio. The pilot says, “Just a formality, do I have Senator Leroy Gilroy?” 

	Gilroy nods and says, “Call me Bull.”

	“And Senator Wilbur Crockett?”

	Crockett nods and says, “Just call me Davy.”

	The pilot says, “My name is Arthur Davis, and you can call me Agent.” Flourishing his ID, he says, “F.B.I., gentlemen. You are both under arrest for bribery among other things. You have the right to remain silent . . .”

	The pilot steps over to open the door, momentarily blocking the camera. Cut to an exterior view and four more agents approaching the plane. Crockett comes out, is zip-tied, and led to the back of a black Suburban, then Gilroy is led to a different one by another agent. 

	They open the hatch and drop the two duffels on the pavement. Wait for it, wait for it. Yes, they unzip them and just when the suspense is too much, the camera moves in and shows that they are jammed full of bundles of cash. Millions from the look of it.

	Tina, back in the capitol, says, “So that makes thirteen senators and sixteen representatives arrested this week, and you’ve seen it all here on KUCK-23 News. Now Special Agent Mike Diller has a statement.”

	A few breathless journalists gather to capture video on their cellphones. A fortyish white man in an F.B.I. windbreaker stands outside the senate chamber. “Good afternoon, I’m Special Agent Michael Diller of the F.B.I.’s Austin bureau, in charge of Operation Golden Locket.

	“This afternoon 142 F.B.I. agents from across Texas and 122 officers of the Austin Police Department, led by Captain Bill Guthrie, here with me, arrested eleven Texas state senators and sixteen state representatives here at the state capitol on charges of receiving bribes and selling their legislative votes. The list of names will be provided after I conclude this statement. 

	“Search warrants for their offices, homes and part-time Austin area residences, vehicles, and businesses in their districts are being executed now by F.B.I. agents and local law enforcement in twenty-six jurisdictions across Texas. Additional search warrants have already been executed on premises and vehicles of the late Senator Arlen Redwood and the late Representative Billy Bob Whitelaw, both of whom would have been arrested today had they lived. 

	“Earlier this week, two more state senators were arrested at an airport attempting to flee with large quantities of cash. One of them was Senator Wilbur Crockett, who introduced the Good Kids With Guns Act, and the other was Senator Leroy Gilroy.

	“The specific charges in this case are bribery and vote-selling involving the Good Kids With Guns Act, which resulted in a $2 billion purchase of handguns for Texas schools, and the Electric Power Infrastructure bill which allows Texas electricity providers even more leeway to defer maintenance indefinitely and raise rates however high they want, especially during times of grid failures, an estimated benefit to the energy companies of $2 billion in the first year.

	“Additional persons not in the legislature are in custody in this case, and we will release more information in the days to come. Thank you.”

	Reporters gesture frantically and throw out questions. Agent Diller smiles and says, “Tina?”

	“Thank you, Agent Diller. Tina Alexander, KUCK-23 News. A two-part question. How did this operation happen so fast, and are there more arrests to come?”

	“Thank you, Tina. The United States Department of Justice has a revolutionary new program, that is, when we have the evidence, we bust you. The days of endless deliberation and handwringing and consideration of optics and people’s feelings are over. 

	“As for further arrests, don’t be surprised. I will say this to other people involved in this situation: you know who you are, and it’s a good bet we know who you are or will know in the next day or so. Do yourself a favor and contact the F.B.I. in Austin before we come for you. We’re in the book.”

	“Tina Alexander, live at the Texas state capitol in Austin. Back to you, Lena.”

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Thursday, June 20, 7:27 p.m.

	Bob Robb says, “Here’s a good news story you’ll be hearing everywhere soon, but you’ll hear it here first, right now while every other news channel is running five minutes of commercials.” Bob never had to work so hard at NBC. MAXNEWS has sixty-six percent less minutes of commercials every hour and thirty-three percent more news for Bob to read. 

	“You’ve heard about the climate impact of eating meat, and it turns out it’s a really big deal. Just twenty meat and dairy companies emit as much greenhouse gases as the entire countries of Germany, Britain, or France. In fact, worldwide about fourteen percent of all emissions come from animal agriculture.

	“That’s why our story tonight is so important. It’s about an important product that can not only reduce emissions from cattle by ninety-five percent or more, it reduces the amount of feed required for each pound of beef by fifteen percent. 

	“Cattle emissions are primarily from burps, not farts. 98 million American cattle burp over 11 million tons of methane per year, trapping twenty-five times more heat per ton than carbon dioxide. 

	“Adding just one to two percent of certain kinds of seaweed to cattle feed cuts methane emissions by ninety-five percent, in some cases ninety-nine percent, and also lowers costs by reducing the amount of feed by fifteen percent.” The screen displays the scientific and common names of a few kinds of seaweed.

	“This becomes a bigger deal when we consider that in the forty-eight continental United States, forty-one percent of farmland is used for growing animal feed. That works out to about 360 million acres out of 900 million acres just in the U.S. Reducing feed by fifteen percent would use fifty-four million acres less land, over 84,000 square miles, an area the size of Utah.” A U.S. map appears with Utah appropriately shown in bright red.

	“Now imagine the water that is used by growing just fifteen percent of our livestock feed. Our calculations show that saving fifteen percent of the water used to produce livestock feed would eliminate six percent of our overall use of water. That is a very big deal by itself.

	“In fact, that fraction of the water saved would be over 7.8 trillion gallons per year, about 23,500 gallons for every American including cute little babies. I can think of 150 million Americans who would be glad to have that water.

	“Joining us now is Josh Sanders representing the Seaweed Farmers Association. Josh, thanks for being here.”

	“Thanks for having me, Bob.” Josh is stocky, hearty, hale and tan, in his mid-forties with sun-bleached short hair and bright blue eyes. You can tell his muscles didn’t come from a gym. 

	“How’s business?”

	“It’s phenomenal, Bob. We sell all we can harvest, and we’re expanding harvests as fast as we can. The seaweed costs less than the feed beef producers save. And they save more money because the animals gain the weight they need in about fifteen percent less time. We’re lowering costs, improving quality, eliminating millions of tons of methane emissions, and paying great wages to thousands of employees and more every day.” 

	“How do you get the right kind of seaweed in such huge quantities?”

	“Let me show you, Bob.” Video rolls as Josh continues. “We plant and cultivate mainly nine different strains, depending on where we’re growing out in the ocean. Here are a couple of different seaweed patches, each about a square mile. The beds are spaced out but there are thousands of them. Seaweed is a giant form of algae and if you give it seawater and sun, you can grow a lot of it. There’s not a lot to see except for the orange markers, because the seaweed is mostly underwater. By the way, the seaweed absorbs a lot of carbon and helps to de-acidify the ocean.”

	“Now you can see a harvesting barge and the extendible claws on the front. The claw shakes the weed to dislodge fish and plankton, then throws the weed onto a huge belt of stainless-steel mesh that pulls the weed toward the back of the barge. 

	“Here’s the barge docking. Now the mesh belt runs the other way and drops the weed onto another belt on the dock that carries it to the freeze-dryer. We use and recycle liquid nitrogen. Our whole operation is powered by hundreds of solar panels on the roof.” The inside of the plant is gleaming white and stainless steel. “We reclaim the clean seawater, pump it to the barge, and return it to the ocean.

	“Now we crush the dried weed into powder and bag it, palletize it and load it out the back. This is a typical plant, where I work, Sea-Feed in Florida City, Florida, just above the Keys.

	“Is all of the seaweed for cattle feed?”

	“Most of it, yes, because cows eat a lot. But many different types of seaweed have been a staple in diets around the world for thousands of years. Seaweed has a lot of vitamins and minerals, and some kinds have anti-microbial properties. A little scoop in your smoothie packs a lot of nutrition and is really good for the microbiome in your gut.”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas 

	Friday, June 21, 12:07 p.m.

	Tina says, “In other news, the Big Karma Law Firm announced today that lawsuits with 135 out of 232 public employees’ pension funds have been settled so far. With us is Bill Still, spokesman for Big Karma Law. Welcome, Bill. Please explain.”

	“Hi, Tina. All 135 of these funds have agreed not to acquire any stocks or other securities related to fossil fuels companies or banks that provide financing to fossil fuel companies or insurance companies that cover fossil fuel operations. They also agreed to divest such holdings they now have within 150 days and have posted compliance bonds. This is a win for our clients, beneficiaries of these pension funds, who believe that these investments are risky. 

	“Recently we have seen these stocks drop in value very precipitously, and the funds hope prices will rebound and reduce the losses they face right now.”

	“It seems like this could have some impact on climate, Bill?”

	“That may be, but that was not the issue in these suits. These suits were filed because future pension beneficiaries believe that fossil fuel-related enterprises are bad investments and could affect the funds’ ability to pay their pension obligations in the future.

	“Wow, Bill. But aren’t fossil fuel stocks and even bank stock prices very depressed recently?”

	“Our clients believe that only confirms the fact that fossil fuel and bank stocks are overvalued and a bad investment.”

	“Thank you, Bill Still, spokesman for the Big Karma Law Firm headquartered right here in Austin.”

	“Always a pleasure, Tina.”

	“Three new wildfires in drought-stricken West Texas have destroyed two towns. Fortunately, about 4,000 people have evacuated safely and law enforcement says they don’t believe anyone is left behind. 

	“Tornados ripped through the northern Panhandle this morning, with 24 deaths reported so far. More tornados tore through Oklahoma and parts of Kansas as well.

	“And Hurricane Jack, the fourth major hurricane to hit Texas this year and the third of Category Four or higher, will arrive tomorrow afternoon. Winds of 145 miles per hour are not expected to diminish before Jack makes landfall between Brownsville and Corpus Christi, with storm surges of fifteen feet or more expected on the Gulf Coast, and up to sixty-five inches of rain in just the first day. 

	“Heavy rains and high winds are expected to extend inland as far as Austin, and Houston may see severe flooding. Tune in to KUCK-23 for updates and check our live radar and storm tracker on our app or at KUCK23.com. Get ready for the fourth 500-year floods in the past two years.

	“No school shootings have been reported so far today, with only thirteen so far this week, three of them in Texas. Total reported dead so far are 242 students and fourteen teachers, with dozens more are in hospitals so the death toll will probably grow.”

	Video shows hundreds of armored police with assault rifles standing around outside of various schools, obviously long after the shootings are over, holding back concerned parents, occasionally clubbing or handcuffing one or two. The names of places and numbers of victims appear at the right of the screen.

	“Two of the three school shootings in Texas were Old School or O.G. shootings involving young white men with handguns — it’s been a while since we had one of those, right? — and one was a traditional or classic shooting, involving a young white man with a semi-automatic AR-15 modern sporting rifle who apparently rushed out of the school in a crowd of fleeing students, and escaped past two police cars that were just showing up. Total killed in the three Texas shootings was twenty-six students ages nine to seventeen and one teacher. 

	“Two of the school shootings, in Kearney, Nebraska and Kenosha, Wisconsin, were flash shootings, with twenty-five and twenty-seven dead so far, respectively.

	“Let’s cross our fingers that there won’t be any more school shootings this week. What the heck, it can’t work any worse than thoughts and prayers. 

	“In other mass shootings, at least sixty-six white seniors died in a flash shooting at a bingo hall in Wichita, Kansas, and the shooter escaped. Reportedly thirty-one of the victims were armed but no one shot back. In another incident, thirty-six white men were killed in a flash shooting at a prayer meeting in Texarkana, Arkansas. Six other incidents of Classic shootings added sixty-four more victims, all white.”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Saturday, June 22, 12:01 p.m.

	The right side of the screen shows the path of a hurricane slamming into the southeast corner of Texas. Then video shows palm trees bent almost horizontal, boats and cars bobbing in the streets as water floods the first story of buildings near the Gulf beach. 

	Tina says, “Hurricane Jack made landfall just north of Brownsville less than an hour ago, a Category Four with winds of 147 miles per hour. Jack now appears to be turning to follow the coast northward towards Corpus Christi. Storm surges of fifteen feet and more are swamping Brownsville and Matamoros, with surges already seen as far north as Corpus Christi and an equal distance to the south. 

	“As we have seen with more hurricanes in recent years, Jack seems to have stalled upon making landfall, dumping four to six inches of rain per hour, and the Weather Service is not certain where Jack will go from here.” A map appears, showing possible paths. “Right now, the models show that Jack will likely generally follow the southern border, like Debby in 2006 and several hurricanes in the 1950s and ‘60s. 

	“But this storm is hundreds of miles wide. Generally, windspeed diminishes as hurricanes move inland, but with winds at 147 miles an hour, diminished speed is a relative term. We can expect unusually high winds over a wide area in Texas and Mexico for the next two to three days, as you see on the map.

	“In any case, heavy rains will move across most of the state, and that means flooding can occur almost anywhere. If Jack follows the expected track, it might run out of rain before it provides any drought relief to west Texas.

	“All we can do now is watch and wait until Jack’s path becomes clear. Download our app and have real time updates at your fingertips 24/7.”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Tuesday, June 25, 12:03 p.m.

	Lena says, “The Gulf Coast from Brownsville to Galveston, Houston and Pasadena is still flooded in the aftermath of Hurricane Jack which passed through three days ago. KUCK-23’s Tina Alexander has more from Houston. Tina?”

	Tina’s in the bow of a square-nosed flat bottom skiff, floating down a nice suburban street, the water about halfway up the front doors of the houses and well above the doors of the cars in the street. Some of them floated around and turned at odd angles before they filled with water, but the channel through the street is clearly defined. 

	“Hi, Lena. Hi, everyone. I’m in Bender, a suburb ten miles west of downtown Houston. The flooding from Saturday has hardly subsided at all. Like many towns and cities near the Gulf Coast, Houston is very flat, so flat that water won’t drain, and really there’s no place for the water to go as the four bayous that carry water to the Gulf are heavily silted and very full.

	“The hurricane brought a storm surge of up to twenty feet which overflowed coastal areas but then pulled back into the Gulf. Here in Houston and other locations inland from the Gulf, the flooding is caused by the four to five feet of rain that fell as Jack just paused over this area and rained and rained, as more hurricanes are prone to do in recent years.

	“Power is out over most of the county and numerous other areas near the coast. And of course, everyone hopes this flooding subsides before one of the two storm systems now in the Caribbean develops and refills the streets and living rooms.

	“Meanwhile, the drought in the Panhandle, west and central Texas continues. Lena?” 

	“Thanks, Tina. In other news, it looks like police officers across the country are returning to work. NRNN estimates that some 35 million NRNN affidavits have been served in the past month and the need for off-duty cops as process servers has slackened. 

	“So, today, after a record-breaking twenty-four days with no Black person killed by police, two incidents broke the lucky streak. In Lexiville, Georgia, cellphone video shows two white officers get out of their car and approach a Black man, whose name has not been released, walking on a downtown sidewalk. Within twenty seconds both cops shoot at the man, whose hands are empty, from less than five feet away, and we count nineteen shots. No further information is available at this time.

	“In Deerpatch, Indiana, Marchant Duroy, a 33-year-old Black man, was changing a tire at the side of the road just outside town. Here is cellphone video from a bystander. You can see two deputies approach Marchant with guns drawn. Marchant raises his hands and then just runs across the road and into a park, all in front of the camera. You can see both cops firing at him, and finally a lucky shot drops him. 

	“Now watch as the cops approach him and when they are within ten feet of his writhing body, look, they just fire continuously, see, one of the officers is reloading. Also killed were two kids and the dog they were walking, here, we can zoom in on that part about fifty feet behind Marchant. We counted sixty-four shots fired in this incident.

	“No need to worry about the officers involved in these killings. Two Supreme Court decisions from 2022 and two from this year solidly sanctified Qualified Immunity for cops, meaning that they get a pass on excessive force including killing and even torture.”

	 

	Washington, D.C.

	Saturday, July 6, 2:40 p.m.

	Elizabeth Galloway stands at the back corner of the stage in front of the Lincoln Memorial, surprised at how calm she is, looking out at a million determined people stretching around the Reflecting Pool to the Washington Monument, hundreds of yards away. 50,000 “E.R.A. NOW” signs rise and wave with the cheers as the speaker delivers a punchline. Around the periphery are thousands of porta-johns, a few first aid tents and two dozen of ambulances. 

	Now at the podium and on the huge LED panels above the stage and distributed down both sides of the crowd, Guadalupe Maria Gomez is speaking. She’s a Blue candidate for the U.S. House of Representatives from Oklahoma. 

	“You know, my husband isn’t getting any nookie lately, and just between us, he’s a pretty good guy and I’m not getting any either.” Laughter. “We need to thank our men for respecting and supporting us.” Cheers and waving signs. “But we must stand together. We need the E.R.A. now and we need Blue supermajorities in Congress.” Huzzahs and waving signs. 

	“And we need to send a message to the states. We need to get the Red out of state legislatures and take back the rights they have been taking away.” Massive cheers. “Thank you for being here. Thank you for standing up for our rights together. And thank you for voting in November.” Cheers and waving signs as she raises a hand and steps back. 

	The screens show a title at the bottom, “Next Up: Elizabeth Galloway of NRNN in 12:00 minutes”. As the timer counts down the screens show the endless crowds in New York, Boston, Wichita, Chicago, Memphis, Atlanta and so on, all cheering and waving at the cameras. 

	Now Diana Dakota appears on the screen from the rally in Tampa, Florida. In two seconds, a cheer starts and crescendos. Diana pats her hands, down, down. She says, “Folks, thanks to all of you for being together with us on this historic day. Over 30 million of us are together today at over 3,000 rallies in all fifty states. We have live coverage on MAXNEWS and live streaming on the web that reaches tens of millions more. 

	“We’re together today to send a message to our Congress, our state legislators, our governors, and they can’t pretend they don’t see us.” Loud cheers and waving signs in Tampa, in D.C. and presumably everywhere else across America. 

	“And now it is my extreme honor to introduce the woman who brought us all here to this moment in history, the champion of every woman in America today and for many generations to come, my dear friend and our hero, Elizabeth Galloway.”

	Elizabeth waves as she walks to the podium. She looks at the crowd and the cameras, grips the podium for a second as the tsunami of furious cheers crashes over her. She regains her balance, smiles and waves patiently for a full two minutes. My God, Martin Luther King, Jr. stood here sixty years ago. 

	Finally, they settle down as she holds up her hands. 

	“Can you feel the energy today?” There they go again. “I was a baby in 1972 when Congress finally passed the Equal Rights Amendment. And folks, that was a Red Congress. Like most of you, I lived my whole life not knowing about the E.R.A. or the fact that so many states refused to ratify it. Like most of you, I thought I had the same rights as every American.

	“This year women found out that we thought wrong.” Cheers and applause. “This year we took some rather extreme measures to make sure that everyone knows about it now.” Laughter and cheers. “It is outrageous that we need to be here. Doesn’t it just piss you off?” From the cheers and jeers it seems like everyone agrees.

	“We’re here to deliver a message to the United States Congress and to every state legislature in America. And the message is this: pass the Equal Rights Amendment right now.

	“Our message to Congress is that you passed it once and now you must pass it again. Women are a majority of the voters in this country. We respectfully request, no, we respectfully demand that you pass this 58-word Constitutional Amendment by July twenty-fourth. You can do it in an hour or two. If you don’t have a vote in the next eighteen days, remember we have a vote in November, and you had better clean out your offices.” She pauses to inhale the energy of the screaming crowd. 

	“Now, men only. How many men are here today?” About twenty percent of the crowd yells. “You want some nookie? You can be louder than that.” Now they’re a lot louder and the whole crowd laughs as well. “See, Congress, it’s not just those uppity women.” More cheers and laughter. 

	“Congress, when you have a vote, we’ll be watching who votes against Equal Rights, and they had better clean out their offices. And wait!” She holds up her hands so she can continue.

	“State legislatures! You need to pass this amendment by August eighth. We’re not asking, we’re demanding. If you can’t respect the wishes of more than half the population, we will end your careers. That’s not a threat, it’s a promise.” This time she lets them carry on for two minutes.

	“This is not radical. This is not about politics. This is not about right and left. This is about right and wrong. The people of America and the people of the world are watching. 

	“Politicians, we’re watching you. 

	“And we’re watching the corporations who give money to politicians who don’t vote for the E.R.A. Everyone knows that women make the majority of purchasing decisions. Corporations, pay attention because we aren’t kidding here. This information is on our website.

	“And we’re watching the media to make sure this is front page, the lead story on every channel every day until August eighth. Don’t let a day go by without posting and sharing on social media.

	“Now I want to thank all of you and give a shout-out to NRNN co-founders Amanda and Teddy, to all the team members who made over 3,000 of these rallies possible today, and to the media so that the folks at home can be with us.

	“And one more big thanks to all the men missing out on nookie while we get this fixed. Guys . . . give yourselves a hand.”

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Monday, July 8, 8:03 p.m.

	 

	Diana says, “Here’s what went on over the four-day Fourth of July weekend. 

	“As you might expect, there were plenty of mass shootings so common around holidays. Here’s the scorecard.” On the right side of the screen a list of cities with the numbers of adults and kids begins to scroll. 

	“There were nineteen massacres with 473 killed, including 167 children. Sixteen of these were flash shootings, and only three were classic style. Two of the flash shooting involved two shooters each, and all eighteen flash shooters got away. One of the classic shooters was captured, and two were killed. 

	“Hundreds of thousands in Eastern Georgia and part of South Carolina are still without power and water as flooding has barely subsided since Hurricane Lester struck five days ago bringing up to thirty-five inches of rain to many areas. State officials say that the dense clay soil is still saturated from the previous week’s rains.

	“As the map shows, hundreds of wildfires are burning in the west as the Super Drought continues. In its twenty-fifth year of drought Lake Mead has finally officially dropped below the gates for hydroelectric power generation in the Hoover Dam for the first time in over 90 years. 

	“With the hottest summer on record, while utilities throughout the west are straining to provide power for their own states, the added load from hundreds of thousands of homes and the city of Las Vegas requires rolling blackouts to prevent the grid from simply crashing.

	“Additional water restrictions in Arizona and New Mexico may be too little too late, but don’t worry, the golf courses are still nice and green. 

	“With eastern Texas still recovering from flooding and wind damage from Hurricane Jack, Hurricane Momo is building strength out in the Gulf of Mexico and is expected to strike between New Orleans and Galveston by this weekend as a Category Four or even Category Five hurricane.

	“A liquified natural gas plant in Louisiana and now four others including two in Texas continue to spew an estimated three million tons of methane into the atmosphere every month, with the owners challenging the E.P.A. in court actions that have delayed action for two years as of today.

	“No one is even checking on the emissions from over a hundred thousand oil and gas wells. 

	“On Saturday over 3,000 rallies were held to demand immediate action on the Equal Rights Amendment. Millions of Americans learned only this year that the Constitutional Amendment was passed by Congress in 1972 but was never ratified by the required thirty-eight states.

	“Approximately 30 million attended rallies large and small in cities and towns in all fifty states. The rallies were organized by NRNN, the No Rights No Nookie non-profit. I attended one in Tampa, Florida with about 60,000 friends. 

	“Naturally, armed protestors against rights for women appeared at over half the locations, but in much smaller numbers. Protestors fired a few shots at ten of the rallies, and a few hundred shots were fired back at the protestors. The score, not including the fate of forty-eight wounded, is eighty-six dead protestors compared to six women and two men who attended the rallies.

	“NRNN spokesperson Elizabeth Galloway delivered the keynote address. It’s short and to the point, so we present it now. We edited out long periods of cheering.”

	The video rolls, and the entire speech lasts less than three minutes.

	“New polls released this morning show eighty-three percent of all voters and ninety-nine percent of Blues support passage of the Equal Rights Amendment. Interestingly thirty-four percent of Red Voters oppose the E.R.A.”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Tuesday, July 9, 12:02 p.m.

	Tina says, “Today’s lead story is a Supreme Court decision handed down this morning. In a six to three decision in Oklahoma v. Illinois, the court ruled that states must comply with extradition requests for the citizens of another state accused of abortion-related crimes in their home state. An eleven-year-old Oklahoma girl was taken to Illinois for an abortion after she was gang raped by the junior high school basketball team in her hometown along with three of her fifth-grade classmates. Oklahoma charged the girl and her parents with felony flight of a pregnant person, aiding and abetting, felony abortion and so on.

	“The girl received an abortion in Illinois but was immediately indicted by an Oklahoma grand jury on these charges which carry up to 40 years in prison for the parents and probably only ten years for the girl. Oklahoma issued an interstate arrest warrant and served it on the governor and attorney general of Illinois. 

	“The family claimed that they had moved to Illinois and claimed the rights of Illinois citizens. Oklahoma argued that the girl was pregnant and thus the crimes were committed in Oklahoma. The court agreed with Illinois that the actual felony flight only occurred once the family crossed the border out of Oklahoma but agreed with Oklahoma that the felony crimes of conspiracy and aiding and abetting occurred in Oklahoma.

	“The court ordered Illinois to arrest the family and extradite them to Oklahoma to face justice. The court cited their own decision in Glasscock v. Missouri handed down in April, which ruled that the rights of citizens to travel are to be determined by the states, and also cited such historical precedents as the Fugitive Slave Acts of 1793 and 1850 and some Biblical texts. 

	“In keeping with historical precedent, the court also confirmed the right of Oklahoma to send bounty hunters or so-called recovery agents to Illinois to apprehend the family.

	Video rolls as Tina says, “Illinois governor B.J. Bridger issued a statement an hour ago.” 

	B.J. Bridger says, “The so-called recovery agents from Oklahoma are now in the toughest maximum-security prison in Illinois for life without parole for killing the parents and wounding the girl in Illinois while attempting to kidnap them. Fuck Oklahoma and fuck the Extreme Court.”

	Tina says, “The majority in the six-three decision were the six conservative Catholics, of course. In a recent poll, ninety-two percent of Americans agree that underage children should not be forced to carry a child of rape or incest.

	“Even more noteworthy is the fact that the poll shows that eight percent of Americans believe that an eleven-year-old rape victim should be forced to give birth.”

	 

	Undisclosed Location 

	Tuesday, July 9, 2:00 p.m.

	Elizabeth and Dave want NRNN to get even more men to support the E.R.A. Dave conferred with Luna, Vera, and Chuck for 0.13 seconds. Luna told Dave to round up all the social media influencers and engage them for a little task that would be assigned to them in one hour. They will have fifteen minutes to make a thirty-second video and send it to Dave.

	Two hours later, the spot is ready to submit for broadcast, social media, YouTube, and streaming. Sixty-three influencers with over two billion followers appear in a music video. Luna extracted images from sixty-three selfie videos and combined them into a mob. Each of them received a copy with themself circled and their name on the screen to post for their followers in exactly three, two, one.

	The crowd of influencers fills a soundstage as titles display “Men for Women’s Rights” and “Forbidden Pink feat. Everybody”. Behind them are fifteen musicians: four different kinds of drum sets, a six-foot bass drum, bass, guitars, keyboards, and a brass section of six. 

	A snare riff starts the music. The bass line is deep but snappy. Funk? Rap? Walking blues? The big bass drum lays down solid four-time on the downbeat, with every fourth measure syncopated, boom — boom boom. Now the congas, and what’s this? Ten drummers in band uniforms march across the stage, banging out cool marching band beats. Guitars accent with three-note chords, a hint of James Brown, counterpoint to snappy brass punctuations. The influencers are dancing.

	The camera zooms in on small groups of the influencers, as they each rap out one line in turn, starting with four men.

	“I respect my woman, I don’t want no fights, 

	So it’s No More Nookie till she gets her Rights!

	No Rights No Nookie is only fair, 

	I got my rights, she deserves her share.”

	Four women sing the chorus together, wagging their fingers to the beat.

	“No Nookie till the Equal Rights Amendment passes,

	And men, just remember we can shoot your asses!”

	Then one by one three more women add, 

	“Don’t even think about it, you might hit a dead end,

	Just say hello to my little friend.” 

	Two of them open their hands to flash little chrome-plated pistols.

	“. . . And my affidavit from NRNN.” 

	The third woman, a famous stand-up comic, waves a paper. 

	Now four men dance into view.

	“Until the Equal Rights Amendment gets resolution, 

	Me and my boys got our own solution.

	When things don’t go the way you planned, 

	Pick yourself up and give yourself a hand.”

	And four more men:

	“Just wait until when she’s not lookin’

	And get yourself some pearl jam cookin’.

	You be up in the bathroom, shakin’ hands with Dr. Winky

	But you gotta wash it off so it don’t get stinky!”

	Zoom to a spunky nine-year-old girl with 123 million followers on TikTok holding her nose and rolling her eyes, just adorable: “Daddy, what’s that smell?”

	Eight more women are up now.

	“Don’t think about goin’ for that juicy WAP!

	I’ll beat you like a rug, it won’t be no slap.

	I know you’re delirious, but I’m dead serious, 

	Try for that WAP and it will be injurious. 

	The Reds are the reason for your cold, cold nights,

	They take our freedom, they take our rights!

	There’s just one thing everybody gotta do,

	Get rid of the Reds and Vote for the Blues!”

	A guy in a cowboy hat goes all mournful Country:

	“Come on just the tip, I’ll pull it out I swear

	But she looks at me and says . . . ”

	Women take over, “. . .You don’t care

	About my rights, so don’t you dare.

	Suicide by rape’s getting common out there.

	No rights for women, that just ain’t fair,

	Pass the Equal Rights Amendment 

	and you’ll get your share.

	Reds took away my right to choose.

	So hey, we got no time to lose.

	There’s still one right we all can use . . .”

	The music stops abruptly, except for a drum roll lasting an eight-count as the camera zooms out to show the whole stage. With raised fists, they all shout, “Get rid of the Reds, VOTE FOR THE BLUES.”

	A flashy jazz band finish from the brass section, all the drums pounding, guitars banging. Stop! Two, three, four: “Get rid of the Reds, VOTE FOR THE BLUES” four more times to fade out.

	In two hours, it’s number one with a bullet across all platforms. 

	 

	Kettlewood Country Club, Kettlewood, Texas

	Saturday, July 20, 11:00 a.m. 

	The Kettlewood Pavilion is about three acres of air-conditioned space with seating for 3,000. It’s often used for dressage and other equestrian events, horse shows and auctions both indoors and out. The polo field, outdoor arenas, and stables with 400 stalls are just yonder. 

	It’s opening day of the annual Kettlewood Kennel Club Charity Dog Show. Five huge tents, also air-conditioned, provide waiting and prep facilities for each entrant. A near-capacity crowd is already here, making for some lines at the bars. They’re fresh out of hummingbird tongues and the trash bins are full of the colorful little feathered tongue servers with the long beaks used to pluck the tongues from other ones. Baby porpoise kebabs roasted over coals of three endangered tropical hardwoods are already running short.

	Limited to 500 dogs with an entry fee of $10,000, it’s a hell of a party for three days and nets about $4 million for charity. This year’s booty will be shared by the Hip Dysplasia Foundation, the Canine Cancer Research Foundation, and the Canine Mental Health Association, with a last-minute small $200,000 grant for Canine Dental Implant research.

	Kettlewood is a sprawling enclave of 600 or so ostentatious homes and estates, where the disadvantaged have only one helicopter. About sixty miles northeast of Houston in the rolling wooded hills, if you need to ask where it is you wouldn’t be welcome. The private airfield eight miles out of town has a 9,000-foot runway, a dozen hangars, and parking for 150 business jets plus a couple showoff 757’s. No pee tests, either. 

	All the dog owners will get a nice twenty-two-karat gold plated cup, not the least bit understated, engraved by Tiffany’s with the name of the show and the year, on a weighted solid tropical hardwood base with space for two engraved plates. One plate is for the honor. “Best in Breed” is popular as there are almost as many breeds here as there are entrants. The other plate is for the dog’s and owner’s names. All the plates are premade and installed on trophies. “Best in Show” is bigger and could serve as a champagne bucket in a pinch. It doesn’t have a name plate yet. An engraver is standing by.

	One cellphone video walks through the tent with the little yappy dogs. Oh, there’s Ellen and her trainer and groomer at her table with that adorable little Yorkie, what’s his name? Pretty quiet, maybe he’s drugged. Then through the other tent, oh, there’s Connie and that enormous Caucasian Ovcharka, like a young male lion with its black mane around a grizzly bear’s face, only bigger. Jesus, look at those teeth. 

	Another cellphone video pans the arena. Acoustical panels on the high ceiling dim the noise to a hushed rumble. TV cameras are on all sides of the floor, one aimed at the big skirted table with five judges chatting. A discreet two-minute chime sounds and people begin taking seats in the bleachers. The camera heads into the bleachers and the video ends. 

	Video from hundreds of cellphones and all the TV cameras will be reviewed and edited sooner or later. 

	But the video that will get over 5.2 billion views in the next three days will post to the Bullet Ballet channel on BULLET-in just two hours from now. 

	“Bullet Ballet: Kettlewood Kennel Club” and the date appear on the screen. Then two different views from the entrance aisles between the bleacher sections. On the floor the grand parade is starting, large breeds first. 

	Each dog trots with its trainer in from the right, across the front of the bleachers, then back and around to form a series of lines with the big dogs at the back, with the next contestant and trainer fifteen feet behind. 

	Smooth edits show the floor filling silently row by row to form ten staggered lines, each of fifty dogs and trainers. The sound is back. Flashes flash, cameras click, people applaud politely. The dogs stand proud with the trainers at parade rest. A lesser producer might have moved faster, but critics will appreciate the disciplined pacing, the relentless building of suspense and anticipation, and viewers will feel it without thought. Occasional closeups of individual dogs’ faces are interspersed, adding to the anticipation. 

	Camera One, on the left, shows the barrel of a modern sporting rifle pointing at the canine array, with the familiar drum magazine, a left arm in loose blue coveralls rising, a black-gloved hand holding a handgrip below the barrel. Quick cut to Camera Two looking at Camera One, a short-haired bearded white guy in coveralls raising the weapon. Back to Camera One and the loud, low ripping sound of a gargantuan zipper, louder than the screams. The continuous flash from the barrel sweeps from left to right across the dogs and trainers already jerking and twisting and turning and flopping while the brass is still in the air. 

	Three seconds in, Camera Two moves out toward the main floor showing One still shooting, and Two’s weapon rises and begins to spray the bleachers. Cut back to Camera One to continue the harvest for three more seconds, then the gun is empty. 

	Two’s gun continues in the background for three seconds as, what’s this? The first guy drops the magazine and slaps on another drum. Now he strafes his side of the bleachers, while Two reloads and pivots to rake more dogs and trainers on his side. Back to Camera Two. 

	All together, fifteen seconds of shooting, about thirty seconds total of first-person video from the two shooters. Then the video freezes on of the dogs and trainers before the shooting. When the suspense is painful, a band organ from an old carousel grinds up to speed and begins to play “How Much is That Doggy in the Window?” Oom-pah-pah, oom-pah-pah, in luxurious slow motion come individual booms and flashes and dancers keeping perfect time with the cheerful music. 

	Clouds of red mist appear and linger, crisscrossing spouts of bright red blood hang in the air as humans with rubbery expressions and spastic limbs flop, flail, pirouette, and slowly fall. An Airedale goes airborne, a Bichon is bisected, spaniels spin, terriers tumble, hounds high jump. Cut to the audience where a skull explodes here, a chest implodes there, a few breast implants pop, as further on a few lucky ones hit the deck to slide out through the back of the bleachers. Restricted by the bleachers, the dance moves aren’t as expressive as those on the main floor. Back to the main floor, where some trainers are diving to the floor ahead of the wave of slugs and others are just standing there openmouthed waiting for theirs. 

	Finally, as the band organ comes around again to “I do hope that doggy’s for sale”, the head of a little Papillon floats lazily across the screen trailing red blobs, his little mouth yapping, silky long hair waving, triangular brown pop-up ears at attention matching the butterfly mask over his white snout and crown. The music ends and the screen goes dark. 

	Titles appear. “400 rounds, 274 dead dancers (189 white human, 85 diverse canine) 0.685 Bodies Per Round”

	“3,319 women died of untreated ectopic pregnancies in Red states so far this year.”

	“89 girls under 13 died giving birth in Red states so far this year.”

	“Stay tuned!”

	But wait, there’s more. Like a blooper reel during the credits of a movie, two sixtyish men in golf clothes walk towards a white Maybach at a valet stand. One guy shakes his head and says, “I’ll tell you this. I won’t miss the yappy bitch, not one bit. Or the little dog, either.”

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Wednesday, July 24, 7:04 p.m.

	Bob Robb just played the video of Elizabeth Galloway’s speech at the NRNN rally in Washington. “Today, the deadline demanded by Elizabeth Galloway and NRNN, the U.S. House of Representatives voted on the Equal Rights Amendment, 229 to 214, with all Blues and six Reds voting in favor. However, a constitutional amendment requires a two-thirds vote in each chamber.

	“Over in the Senate, Reds continue their filibuster, and no vote has happened. 

	“Joining us now is Elizabeth Galloway, spokesperson for NRNN. Elizabeth, welcome. What do you think about today’s results in Congress?”

	“Thanks, Bob and everyone, I’m happy to be here.”

	“You look happy. What’s up with that?”

	“Bob, today was the best possible outcome, couldn’t have been better. I’m thrilled.”

	Bob’s eyebrows raise just a bit, and he almost registers surprise. “What do you mean?”

	“Well, there was no way it was going to pass today. What we accomplished was to prove two things to the American people. First is that thirty million people got the attention of Congress, and they brought up the E.R.A. today as we demanded. Second is that Reds did just what we knew they would, and now they’re on the record on this simple and essential issue as being against Equal Rights for Women. And they’re going to wear that dead chicken around their necks from now till the election.

	“You know, we came so close to a lot of very good things over the past few years, all of which went down in flames thanks to one or two openly corrupt Blue senators. At least that’s what we heard day in and day out. Bob, those two old whores wouldn’t matter if it weren’t for fifty Reds who voted against everything every time. Yet we just accept that as nature’s way and consider that Blues failed. And look what that gets us. 

	“Look at the world. It’s wildfires and droughts and heat domes and floods and famines. So naturally Reds continue to take money to deny climate change exists and block any action to address it, as they have for over forty years. As we have seen time and again, Congress can hardly do anything at all. 

	“So, I will tell you that now we have another kind of climate change, a change in the political climate. Reds think women are stupid. The Reds who voted against the E.R.A. today just signed off on saying that women are stupid. They just said to over fifty-one percent of American citizens, American voters, that you don’t deserve equal rights, just shut up and vote for us anyway, you stupid cows. 

	“I believe that a large majority of women in this country are not stupid.

	“Within seventy-two hours every woman in America will know this. We’re going to make sure they hear about it every day up to the election in November. We’re not going to take this anymore.

	“The NRNN SuperPAC will spend at least $500 million between now and November to support Blues who have pledged to pass the E.R.A. and to crush Reds and end their power for a generation. At the rate donations are coming in, we may spend a billion dollars.

	“Every member of the House is up for re-election. We can get a two-thirds supermajority or more. The Senate is tighter, of course, and only thirty-four are up for re-election. And, of course, we need to flip enough state legislatures Blue to get to the thirty-eight we need.”

	Bob says, “Will women stand together on this? There are a lot of women who vote Red, in some places more than vote Blue.”

	“That’s in the past now, Bob. Now they see what voting Red got them. Ten-year-old girls forced to give birth to rape babies even if it kills them. Dozens of women dying every day from ectopic pregnancies or miscarriages while doctors who could save them stand by, helpless as cops at a school shooting. 

	“Women dying horrible deaths from other problem pregnancies because even a dead fetus is more important than her own life. No birth control. No right to travel out of state if you’re pregnant. No equal rights. No sane person wants any of that.

	“So never mind if a woman usually votes Red because she believes corporations and billionaires should pay no taxes, or people have no right to health care, or families shouldn’t get Child Tax Credits because poor people will just buy drugs. 

	“Even if she votes Red because she believes that unions are evil and a minimum wage you can live on is communism. Even if she believes that insulin should cost twenty-five times as much in America as it does in other countries because making billionaires richer is the right thing to do. Whatever. 

	“But if she votes Red this time, she is voting for people who proved they don’t believe she deserves equal rights. She’s voting not only against her self-interest, but she’s also voting against her self-respect, against her human dignity, and against every other woman in America. 

	“If she votes Red now, she’s saying old men should tell her what to do because they know more than she does, more than doctors and scientists, and she is not worthy of simple human rights. She doesn’t have any more dignity than a horse or a dog and that’s all she deserves.

	“And still, if only half of the women who voted Red last time vote Blue this time, the Reds are finished. I think it will be a lot more than half, and they’re going to bring a lot of men with them. 

	“So, yes, what happened today was the best possible outcome. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned? Really? How about 170 million women scorned just one time too many?” 

	“Thank you, Elizabeth Galloway. Please come back soon.”

	“You bet, Bob.”

	“Elizabeth Galloway will join Diana Dakota at eight Eastern, and Michael Worth at nine here on MAXNEWS. 

	A map of Europe with a lot of red and orange appears. The number 116 appears in southern France.

	“In other news, the United Kingdom and most of Europe continue to broil in the thirty-fourth straight day of temperatures over 100 degrees, with highs up to 116. The death toll so far is over 300,000, mainly old people and young children, and ramping up daily. Millions are crowded into theaters, supermarkets, and other large, air-conditioned spaces, all lacking sufficient sanitation for the crowds. Forecasters hope the heatwave will end within the next ten days. 

	“The mega-drought in much of Europe continues as rivers and reservoirs dry up and crops wither in the fields along with countless cattle, pigs, sheep, and chickens. Meanwhile, snowcaps and glaciers are melting and flooding some areas. 

	A different map of Europe appears with hundreds of orange dots.

	“Wildfires continue to spread through Portugal, Spain and southern France, Italy, and Greece.

	Now a U.S. map with red and orange areas as far north as Alaska appears. 

	“We have a similar situation in the western and northwestern United States, with temperatures over 103 in Anchorage, Alaska and approaching 124 in Arizona, in the hundreds in Utah, Montana, and more as you see in the darkest Red areas on the map.

	“The drought which caused Lake Mead to dry up and ended power generation at the Hoover Dam has put extra stress on the power grid as high temperatures cause high demand for power. Many areas have two-hour rolling blackouts, including Las Vegas, trapping tens of thousands in high rise hotels with windows that can’t open, as temperatures rose to 115 this afternoon. . .”

	“Finally tonight, PETA, the Humane Society and twenty-four national animal rights organizations ran full-page ads in U.S.A. Today, the New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, and twenty-two other major newspapers today. They demand that Congress ban modern sporting rifles, buy them back from owners, and make possession of even parts of one punishable by twenty years in prison. They also demand that the penalty for killing a dog be made the same as for killing a person, and that use of lethal force to protect a dog be treated the same as protecting yourself or another person.

	“These ads are in response to the mass killing of eighty-five dogs at the Kettlewood Kennel Club Annual Charity Dog Show this past weekend in Kettlewood, Texas. Included in the ads are such words as ‘You may not care about mass killings of children, but every dog owner knows that their dog is more precious, loving, and decent than any human’ and ‘Using weapons designed for killing people to murder helpless, innocent dogs is a step too far and must never happen again.’

	“The ads also demand that every dog owner end donations to the Gun Rights Association and other Second Amendment groups, as well as to Red politicians who have blocked gun control legislation for decades. By the way, in addition to eighty-five dogs, 189 people were killed at that dog show.”

	The OPINION flag flashes on. “If only someone would howl as loud about killing kids.”

	 

	Everywhere on social media 

	Sunday, July 24, all day

	In just three days a commercial that can’t be shown on TV has taken second place behind Bullet Ballet’s latest video with over 4.8 billion views combined on fourteen major platforms. Not bad, because U.S. politics lacks the global appeal of slow-motion mass murder musicals or kitties. 

	The scene is a frontal view of a fancy crystal punch bowl, three-quarters full of translucent bright red liquid that almost glows, sitting on a white table. A feminine hand in a matching red glove passes a full crystal cup straight out in front of the punchbowl as if passing it to you.

	Titles appear: “Don’t drink the RED Kool-Aid.”

	A smooth medium female voice says, “The Reds want you to drink their Kool-Aid without thinking about what’s in it. Here’s their recipe, a whole lot of NO.” Titles scroll as she narrates.

	“NO Rights for Women.

	“NO Contraception.

	“NO Social Security.

	“NO Medicare.

	“NO Climate Action.

	“NO taxes for billionaires and corporations.

	“NO Marriage Equality. 

	“NO Lower Drug Prices.

	“Yes to raising taxes on the lowest 50% of incomes.

	“This year, just say NO to the REDS.” 

	The camera has been rising to show more and more of the surface of the liquid in the punchbowl. Now we see a dark brown lumpy thick ten-inch human turd floating half-submerged toward the back of the bowl. There is no doubt it is real and fresh. Is that a hint of steam rising? After three long seconds of silence, the narrator resumes. 

	“The REDS poisoned our country with their lies, killed us with cruel laws, served only the one percent and voted against every bill that would help the ninety-nice percent including action on Equal Rights, climate, and healthcare. They’re owned by Big Oil, the Pharma Cartel, Wall Street and the Gun Lobby.” A dipper drops into the punchbowl. The turd lazily bobs and rolls, its wet surface gleaming.

	“Flush them out. Vote BLUE.” Now, wait for it, wait for it.

	Someone offscreen, positioned right where you are, chokes and spews a huge mouthful of Red Kool-Aid back at the bowl as if they had accidentally swilled gasoline. Using an old psychoacoustic trick on your TV’s speakers, a male voice right behind your head says, “Oh, shit!”

	The image remains for two seconds, then the screen fades to black with small white letters: ”Paid for by End Money in Politics EMP SuperPAC, not affiliated with any candidate.”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Tuesday, September 3, 12:02 p.m.

	Tina says, “As of today, all U.S. schools are in session, and today marks the official start of School Shooting Season. The pre-season action this year has been steady, but relatively light, with only three school shootings in Idaho, Michigan, and South Carolina, where some schools opened last week. So far, the body count is only twenty-four kids and one teacher, about the same as this time last year.

	“Now that the School Shooting Season is officially open, all eyes are on Texas as the first Good Kids With Guns Act in the nation went into effect on Sunday. Throughout the summer, local police and sheriffs feverishly trained children as young as nine and a half with handguns and certified them to carry guns in school. They also trained teachers and other school staff to be instructors.” 

	A montage appears of students shooting at man-silhouette targets at a range, of an armored instructor with his hand on a student’s shoulder speaking advice at her huge hearing protectors, of a line of smiling boys and girls from about ten to sixteen holding their certificates and wearing shiny black holsters on special kid-size black leather Sam Browne gun belts with shoulder straps diagonal across their chests. All together they draw their pistols and point them at the camera, mouthing “Die!” and baring their teeth. 

	“Over Labor Day weekend, only sixteen mass shootings occurred, fourteen classic and two flash shootings, with about 470 dead so far. This is only fourteen percent higher than last year but may have been limited by extreme heat in some areas and monsoon-like rains and flooding in others. 

	“I’m not going to waste time naming the locations and situations. You can get all the details on our website or through our app. But let’s be honest with each other. We don’t really care, do we? 

	“I’m in my thirties. When I was in high school not that terribly long ago, school shootings were already a fact of life, but out of 25,000 high schools, the few that were involved over even ten years were still shocking. Over fifteen years or so, the number of guns quietly quadrupled in our country to an average of one point two guns per human — including all the little babies — as gun manufacturers bribed Congress and brainwashed people about the Sacred Second Amendment and pumped up the hate and fear.

	“About a third of Americans personally own guns, and about forty-four percent of Americans live in households with guns. 

	“The number of AR-15s and other so-called modern sporting rifles has grown to over twenty-four million and the number of young white men who use them to kill lots of people has grown at an even faster rate. If you look at the early history of sales of these people-killing machines, you will find that sales increased after every mass shooting. 

	“These guns are known in the industry as ‘modern sporting rifles’ even though the only difference between these and military weapons is being semi-automatic versus fully automatic. And nothing sells more modern sporting rifles than real-life shooters living the dream and killing a bunch of kids with them.

	“As we have seen lately, converting these weapons to fully automatic is not much of a challenge. 

	“I had just graduated from college in 2012 when the Sandy Hook massacre happened, and little kids became fair game for sportsmen with modern sporting rifles. The number of school shootings and other mass shootings grew and grew. 

	“I apologize for being so blind when it was right in front of me the whole time. I should have recognized it a few years ago when an Illinois boy’s mom drove him and his new AR-15 to Kenosha, Wisconsin so he could kill two people and seriously injure another. I should have realized when people raised two million dollars in bail for him. I should have realized when he was acquitted based on claims of self-defense and millions of Americans hailed him as a white hero.

	“But now the number one trending blog on the internet is called Bullet Ballet on BULLET-in, a collection of first-person videos from mass shooters. These videos are brilliantly edited with parts in slow motion set to music. 

	“What I should have realized before, and I do realize now, is that the reason we have so many mass shootings is because a substantial number of people in America crave them. It’s a vicarious thrill to see someone take a gun just like yours and show you how powerful it is, and by extension how powerful you are. That’s why mass shootings will never end in America. Millions of Americans don’t want them end. No Red politician will take the least action on gun control because these firearm fetishists would vote them out in a hot minute. 

	“So let me say that since mass shootings will never end, there’s no real need to report on them. When’s the last time you checked on how many people are dying of COVID? When’s the last time you heard about COVID on the news? So far, guns are killing less people than that. I’m sorry, people with guns are killing less people than COVID, which by the way, is about eight hundred per day now. 

	“Want to know more about COVID? Of course you don’t. And when’s the last time you heard about thousands of people poisoned by a chemical plant? 

	“You know what else will never end because a lot of people like it? Cops shooting unarmed Black people. A lot of white people like that, or it would stop. And where’s the outrage when cops shoot unarmed women, even white women, trying to travel to another state for health care? 

	“So, I’m not going to report on these things anymore. That news will be on our website or maybe at five or eleven here on KUCK-23. Aren’t we about out of rats’ asses to give?

	“What I am going to report about is women dying from untreated ectopic pregnancies or miscarriages. I’m going to report on rape victims and child rape victims and incest victims forced to carry rape babies even if it kills them.

	“So, our next story now is that so far this year at least 1,476 women have died in Texas due to untreated ectopic pregnancies. I should add, ‘that we know of’. 

	“Now for those of us who like to do our own research, we find that about one in fifty pregnancies is ectopic, meaning that it is planted outside of the womb, mainly in the fallopian tubes. Most ectopic pregnancies end in miscarriage. And we see that untreated ectopic pregnancies that don’t resolve by miscarriage are fatal. Yet the number of deaths is said to be less than one in 100,000 live births.

	“But those statistics are from the past, when treating an ectopic pregnancy or a common miscarriage was a simple, safe procedure available almost everywhere. Now in Texas and most Red states, the treatment for an ectopic pregnancy is considered an abortion, which can mean ten years in prison or possibly even the death penalty for the doctor. We already see that rates of death from ectopic pregnancy could easily be a thousand times higher than in the past.

	“So we don’t know what the rate is, but even one death due to lack of proven medical treatment is not only a sin, it should be a crime to refuse lifesaving treatment. 

	“Here’s another story we have time for since we aren’t wasting it on mass shootings or another death-dealing plague. Texas was never overwhelmed with health care for women to begin with, but now at least a thousand obstetricians and gynecologists are leaving Texas. 

	“There hasn’t been reporting on this, and I only learned of it at my last visit to my OB-GYN. She made me swear to keep it quiet until she and her family were safely out of Texas. I’m not going to reveal her name or face, but here is a statement she made when she told me she was leaving.”

	In cellphone video a woman in a white coat, face blurred, says, “I can’t live in a state that makes me a criminal for doing my job, which is caring for women. I can’t live in a state where I can be sued by any clown that wants to rip me off. I can’t live in a state where I can be killed by some gun-toting lunatic just because of who I am. And now they’re talking about an exit tax just to leave this [bleep] state? I’m giving my patients copies of their medical records and getting the hell out of here. These Red states are killing women. And women voted for these fascist assholes as much as men did. [bleep] all y’all, I’m one woman you won’t kill.”

	Tina says, “We’ll be back after this break. Stay with us.”

	We see a row of suburban houses, most with For Sale signs. We zoom in on a whitehaired white couple sitting on their front porch. The woman says, “We’ve lived here for thirty-eight years. All of those years we voted Red. But the Reds are destroying our state. Jobs are leaving. People are leaving. This house is our life savings, and it’s lost over half its value already. The realtor says it’s going lower.

	“First the Reds killed the unions starting in 1980. So we both worked all our lives at jobs with shit wages and no pensions. Now they want to take away Social Security and Medicare. We’d leave but we can’t sell the house, and where would we go? Now the state wants to charge a big exit tax just to leave.

	“For forty years Reds denied that burning fossil fuels harms the environment. Now look at the floods and the fires and the droughts. Everyone knows that’s caused by fossil fuels. Now the heat is so bad, the price of electricity is so high that even when the power is on, we can’t afford to run the air conditioning. People are dying of the heat every day, thanks to Red lies and Red rules and Red policies.

	“People are strutting around carrying guns everywhere, even in the supermarket. Guns, guns, guns. It wasn’t like this until today’s extremist Reds took over. 

	“All these guns and more people get killed every day. Then the Reds started all this trouble with abortion and women’s rights because they’re cruel. Reds are why jobs and people are leaving our state. They promote lies and hate because they want us to be afraid. Reds made up lies about elections and made it harder for us to vote so they can always win.

	“Our state has thirty-five percent poverty. Millions of children and families are hungry. Hundreds of thousands are unemployed and homeless, even while thousands of homes that will never sell sit vacant.

	“Our state used to be a good place to live.

	“Reds gave trillions of dollars to billionaires and corporations. They want to give more to the rich and raise taxes on the bottom fifty percent of Americans including my husband and me. 

	“Reds make our prescriptions cost as much as twenty-five times more than they cost in the rest of the world. Thousands of doctors and nurses are moving out of Red states because of stupid laws eighty percent of the people disagree with. 

	“Reds weren’t always like this. But they are now and they’re telling us right out they plan to make things worse.

	“We need to stop the Reds. We need to get rid of the Reds. The good news is there are more of us than there are of them. No matter how hard they make it to vote, we just need to vote the Reds out of our local offices, our state legislatures, and the Congress. 

	“We’re former Reds and we’re so sorry we believed their bullshit for so long. We let them ruin everything. We’ll pay for our mistake for the rest of our lives. But we’ll never vote Red again. 

	“Please, vote Blue this year, for freedom, for democracy, and for our very lives.” The old man hasn’t said a word, but he nods his head and taps his cane on the porch three times. “Just vote Blue.”

	Large titles say, “Get Rid of the Reds. Vote Blue.” Small titles say, “Paid for by NRNN SuperPAC, not affiliated with any candidate.” 

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Friday, September 6, 12:00 p.m.

	“Hello, everyone and welcome to KUCK-23 News at Noon, I’m Lena Washington-Gonzales here with Tina Alexander. 

	“Our top story this hour is a tragic school shooting in Homely, Texas this morning. Tina?”

	Exterior video of Homely High School surrounded by at least two hundred armored and helmeted cops with assault rifles holding back a crowd of parents, whacking them with truncheons, cuffing them, and piling them on the ground as they breach the loose blockade of cop cars, Suburbans, and at least two armored troop carriers around the school, light bars flashing. Oh, look at that one: taser, zip ties, and then clubbing her for good measure. 

	Tina says, “At ten twelve this morning a series of shootings occurred at Homely High School in Homely, Texas. These are the first school shootings in Texas since the official start of School Shooting Season this past Monday. As of ten minutes ago police confirm four dead and no other information. You can see the frantic, worried look on the parents’ faces. Meanwhile several YouTube videos and social media messages have been posted by students who are still at this moment confined in the room with their dead classmates.”

	Some wide screen cellphone video appears, frozen.

	Tina says, “Here’s video received directly from the scene. I warn you this is very graphic so I’ll wait five seconds so you can turn it off or get your kids out of the room. But come on, you know you want to see it.”

	The video plays. A female student, surprisingly composed, is making a selfie video. “This is Leanne Williams reporting from Miz Bouchard’s tenth grade English class in room 420 of Homely High School. Police are holding us in this room, blocking the outside of the door. They took the landline phone and Miz Bouchard’s cell and computer. They demanded all our phones. About half the kids said they didn’t have one and fortunately they didn’t search our underwear. They also didn’t take any of the guns and a few more kids are still packing.” 

	She reverses the camera and pans the classroom. A few nervous kids wave. Ms. Bouchard holds a piece of posterboard in front of her face.

	“Billy Bob’s always been an asshat, a clown, and a total dick. Some girls, they like him because they think he’s cute. Now he brags to all his friends on Instagram that Cristina puts out. He posted a video, you can see her face, you can see her boobs, he’s all yeah baby yeah baby. 

	“Everybody’s laughing about it in the halls and stuff, everybody knows except Cristina. Frankly there’s two girls and one guy I know, who shall remain nameless, who are scared of Billy Bob, because rumors are there might be video of them, too. 

	“Anyway, a few minutes after class starts, right after opening prayer, somebody texts Cristina. Now she’s screaming and yelling at Billy Bob, cursing him, screeching like nails on the blackboard. We’re all frozen like we can’t believe this. Billy Bob turns around and he’s laughing at her, wiggling his finger and licking his lips like a wolf in an old cartoon.

	“He’s still laughing and Cristina, she just calmly pulls out her gun, ho hum, turns and she holds it with two hands, you see how they do at the range, and bam, shoots him in the chest. 

	“Damn, you can’t believe how loud it is.

	“That’s Billy Bob over there.” A white kid with long hair is lying face up on the floor near the front of the classroom, total surprise on his face, eyes wide open, a gallon of blood on his chest and pooling on both sides of him. “So then Billy Bob’s homey, what’s his name? Oh, Kyle, right. So Kyle just takes out his gun and goes hey bitch and shoots Cristina bam right in the face and she goes down right there, see?” 

	A longhaired Hispanic girl lies on the floor five feet behind Billy Bob, a clean red hole just left of the bridge of her nose. No blood, must be those fancy frangible rounds, break apart in your skull. 

	“So then Cristina’s girl Eva she just steps up to, uh, Kyle and she’s like hey asshole and she goes to shoot him in the head, but he moves so it gets him in the neck. Ooh-wee, he thrashes around sprayin’ blood all over the place, see there, and making this horrible aagh aagh sound before he falls down there.” There’s a Black kid crumpled face down at the nexus of a florid pinwheel of blood spray, indicating he spun a full three-sixty before hitting the floor about three feet over from Billy Bob.

	“Now all this happened so fast, you can’t believe, I mean one — two — three, just that fast. We didn’t have time to take a breath. 

	“Then it’s dead quiet for a minute, at least it seems like it when we’re all like deaf from all the shooting. Nobody’s moving, nobody’s saying nothing, then Kenny gets up and just walks over to Eva, she’s standing there frozen, still holding her gun, he just walks over and shoots her in the side of the head and she drops straight down, there.” Another Hispanic girl with long hair sprawls over a desk. There’s a lot of red spatters and some chunks stuck on the wall behind her.

	“Real quick now Kenny, he whips around with that gun and goes, ‘Anybody else?’ and everybody’s like nah, bruh, we good. 

	“Kenny says he didn’t do nothing wrong. He says the rule is, if somebody shoots your classmate or your teacher, you waste ’em.

	“I guess all that training they got probably saved a lot of lives. If they didn’t shoot so good, other kids could’ve been hit by accident.” She pans over to the blackboard where someone wrote a list of the dead kids’ names under the headline “R.I.P.”

	Tina thinks, there’s a Pulitzer in that girl’s future.

	Tina says, “All of these shooters were certified to carry school-owned guns in the classroom under the Texas Good Kids With Guns Act. You can probably find the video of the actual shootings up on YouTube by now. 

	“So far, no further comment from police and no thoughts or prayers from any official source. Perhaps it’s budget or supply chain issues. Lena?”

	“My God, Tina. Who could have imagined something so horrible? Seriously.”

	Tina says, “Only anyone with an IQ greater than their shoe size, Lena. I see where only 480,000 of over 4 million of these guns ordered by Texas schools have been delivered so far. Just this partial delivery was over $240 million. You’d think they could spare a few bucks for thoughts and prayers, which are cheaper than Kleenex. 

	“But this school shooting, unique as it is, so far, well, as they say, ‘but wait, there’s more!’ Right, Lena?”

	“Two other shootings today are unique in a different way, Tina. Someone, probably a man, in blue coveralls and a hoodie, gloves and a hockey mask got out of a car near the entrance to a McDonald’s restaurant in Pocatello, Idaho at ten twelve this morning and sprayed at least a hundred rounds in about seven seconds as video shows, from a fully automatic AR-15 type modern sporting rifle with a large magazine, killing forty-four people and injuring twenty-two. 

	“Most of the dead are retirees who gather for coffee and breakfast most mornings, and four were staff. The man stepped back into the vehicle, a Toyota Camry with no plates, and the driver rushed out the back of the parking lot and disappeared.

	“And in Lashmee, Kansas a similar attack at a Starbucks killed fifteen and injured twelve. Again, a similar rifle, a car and driver, in and out in seconds, with a clean getaway. 

	“As you know, in most mass shootings, the shooter ends up dead or captured at the scene. Some authorities are concerned that these so-called hit-and-run flash shootings could become a new trend. Also disturbing to authorities, all the victims except two McDonald’s employees are white.

	“A similar shooting was attempted last night at a Scissors Salon Club in Houston, where the shooter exited the vehicle outside the entrance but both he and the driver were killed by seven women customers who fired eighty-four rounds in seven seconds, according to security footage.” 

	Fisheye security video shows the women going full Annie Oakley on the guy. The gunman dances, flailing back against the car, unable to fall down as bullets pin him to the SUV. Finally, a woman picks up his rifle and shoots him in the crotch. Oops! It’s on full auto and it cuts him in half. 

	“Scissors is a controversial new chain of women’s clubs now in six states where women meet, drink, dance, do yoga and relax with other women in a male-free atmosphere, with hair, nails, and full spa services available. The chain’s popularity has exploded overnight since millions of NRNN affidavits have been filed. 

	“That’s all the interesting shootings we have for now, but, you know, the day is young. Tina?”

	“Thank God for the Second Amendment. Those women saved a lot of lives. We’ll be back after a short break.” Discerning viewers may detect a mild sardonic tone in Tina’s delivery.

	The commercial starts, and no one’s going to the bathroom just yet.

	“Calling All Women, and men who respect and love them. A federal judge just said that women have no constitutional rights except the right to vote. He compared women to dogs and horses who are also not mentioned in the Constitution. I’m Elizabeth Galloway from NRNN. We can use our right to vote to finally win full Equal Rights in the Constitution . . .”

	 

	NBC Nightly News

	Friday, September 6, 7:03p.m.

	Sarah Whitley says, “. . .and just minutes ago the mayor of Homely, Texas held a press conference with law enforcement.” A plump middle-aged white man, TV lights gleaming off his bald head, is surrounded by badass armored cops with assault rifles as far as the eye can see. Next to him is a dazed kid with wild blond hair.

	“This young man, Kenny Whitelock, just fifteen years old, is the hero of today’s tragic event. Today, Kenny put his training to good use. Kenny kept his cool and risked his life to save twenty-two classmates and his teacher, bravely doing his duty and ending the slaughter.” Wild applause from hundreds of cops and a few bystanders. Kenny looks like he’s stoned, or wishing he was.

	“With the gratitude of the people of Homely, the people of Texas, and I’m sure of proud Americans everywhere, we award Kenny a $1,000 scholarship and — this $2,500 custom AR-15 modern sporting rifle with all the gadgets. Of course, his parents will hold it until his eighteenth birthday. I understand the Texas legislature is planning to commission a bronze statue for the Capitol of the first brave Texan to save lives under the new Texas Good Kids With Guns Act.

	“Kenny, we’re proud of you. You’re a shining example for young Texans, heck, young Americans everywhere.” Kenny animates when the mayor pushes the rifle into his hands. He aims it toward the camera and mouths bam-bam. What a cut-up!

	Sarah Whitley is silent slightly longer than is comfortable for the viewers. You can read her mind on her implacable face: Don’t. Say. It. Just. Don’t. “We’ll be right back after the break.”

	A video montage, 1.5 seconds per scene, shows wildfires, burning subdivisions, dry rivers, parched cropland, mummified cattle, bank thermometers reading 119 and 117, endless lines of vehicles full of climate refugees, most with bundles on top and some pulling trailers, floods, a green golf course surrounded by fire, and so on. Every two seconds, a message flashes for a tenth of a second, “REDS DID THIS.”

	A deep, somber male voice, recognizable but not identifiable, narrates. “Fossil fuel companies and their whores in Congress lied about climate change for over fifty years. Reds blocked every attempt to do something about reining in emissions for over fifty years. Scientists have been warning us for over fifty years. Reds told us it was a hoax so their fossil fuel donors could do business as usual.

	“We’ve tried it their way for fifty years. Low taxes for corporations and billionaires, low wages for workers, slashing environmental regulations and giving fossil fuel companies tens of billions in subsidies each year and letting them wreak $700 billion per year in damage to our environment and health.

	“We could have avoided the fires, floods, drought, famine, heat domes, and climate migration. Reds prevented us from doing what we knew needed to be done, just to protect profits for the world’s richest people. 

	“It’s time to get the Reds out of Congress and move forward, not backward, before it’s too late. Vote BLUE.”

	Small text at the bottom of the screen says, ”Paid for by End Money in Politics EMP SuperPAC, not affiliated with any candidate.”

	After two minutes each of pharma and Medicare Advantage ads, Sarah’s back.

	“The Supreme Court, ahead of their normal session in October, handed down a six-three Shadow Docket ruling in Weenie v. Nebraska, a high-profile case concerning trans persons in organized sports. This is presumed to affect the nine other Red states who have passed identical laws.

	“Nebraska’s controversial 2022 TRANS Act affects transgender persons of any age in organized sports in schools, universities, and any organization that uses public facilities such as parks. Under this law, the first, second or third place winners in any event can be challenged by any competitor in the event who placed lower. 

	“Once challenged, referees, coaches, parents, or other designated adults must inspect the genitals of the challenged winner to detect whether an athlete has a penis while competing in girls’ sports or no penis if competing in boys’ sports. There must be at least one male and one female inspector. The organization can name up to ten inspectors. The findings are reported publicly and included in the records of the organization or team, ostensibly causing no shame because of course they say normal girls don’t have penises and normal boys do. 

	“Weenie argued that the law amounts to legal child molestation and is directly intended to identify and shame trans persons, as proved by the fact that the law does not specify that the results of genital inspection disqualify any winner. 

	“Weenie further claimed the law violates the Fourth Amendment, the Equal Protection clause and simple common decency. Weenie argued that trans persons would be unfairly and needlessly discouraged from taking part in sports. 

	“Well, you can just guess how the six-three ruling went. That’s right. Talking fossil-man Justice Quentin Chestnut attached a one-page comment to the simple order. 

	“He said, ‘I just imagine one of my great-granddaughters playing sports and then finding out she had been defeated by a boy. I can hardly imagine the humiliation and resentment she would feel. There are no rights provided in the Constitution to transgendered persons or women, except the right to vote, and therefore it is the purview of the state legislatures to codify, or not, any such rights.’

	“Did you notice the Justice didn’t mention how his great-granddaughter would feel about showing her genitals to two or more adults any time she wins or places in an event?

	“Speaking of justice, an Oklahoma judge reversed a jury decision and acquitted a white man who shot and killed an unarmed Black man. The judge agreed that fifty-two-year-old Barlow Petrackey was protected by Oklahoma’s Stand Your Ground law, despite sixty-four-year-old Darnell Wilson being unarmed. 

	“Mr. Petrackey issued a statement saying that Mr. Wilson got close to him at a crowded bus stop. He admitted that Mr. Wilson didn’t touch him or say anything to him but said that Mr. Wilson was big and scary and that he was afraid for his life, so Mr. Petrackey shot him three times in the chest. The judge also ruled Mr. Wilson’s death a suicide, apparently to prevent civil suits against Mr. Petrackey.

	“Judge Margaret Cunningham White said, ‘Fear is in the eye of the beholder.’ Later that same day, Judge White sentenced twenty-four-year-old Black woman Charlene Monroe to five years in prison for brandishing a firearm to make a man who was threatening her with a knife back away. The judge said, “Brandishing a firearm is a serious crime and innocent people could get hurt. The law is clear. If you are truly in fear for your life your remedy is to shoot to kill.’”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Thursday, September 12, 12:00 p.m.

	“Welcome to KUCK-23 News at Noon. I’m Tina Alexander.

	“Our top story is another school shooting, this time in Anderthal at ten-twenty-two this morning. Five sixth-graders are dead at Anderthal Middle School in this quiet town of 12,000 in the Texas Panhandle.”

	Cellphone video shot from across the street pans the scene.

	“Shocking video from minutes ago shows less than fifty heavily armored police with assault rifles standing around and not even one armored vehicle. Presumably more officers are inside the school, but this is the most pitiful, meager law enforcement response in the history of school shootings. 

	“The mayor issued a brief statement that a student is enjoying free ice cream in the cafeteria for her heroic role in ending the carnage, and that the names of the dead will be released to families probably no later than three p.m. today, after they ‘sort things out’. Meanwhile parents crowding the school are advised to go home and wait, except for twelve who have been taken into custody for interfering with law enforcement.

	“The National Association of Morticians and Funeral Directors issued a rare statement today.”

	Video rolls. A stocky gray woman in a black suit stands at a podium fronted by an elaborate seal. “We respect the rights of shooters, but we call on shooters to respect the friends and loved ones your victims leave behind. Please aim for center mass and avoid the head and neck. That way the person appears to be sleeping peacefully. Imagine saying goodbye to your loved one in a closed casket.

	“We also announce that with the cooperation of school photographers everywhere, we will offer 3-D scans of the children’s heads which allow a perfect reconstruction using Hollywood technology in the event of tragedy. Our goal is no more closed caskets.”

	Tina looks right into the camera for two seconds. Is she solemn, or sardonic?

	“In other news, three middle school principals and five teachers were arrested in various Texas communities for refusing to distribute guns to certified students as required by the Good Kids With Guns Act. Although the Act does not specify penalties, authorities say various felonies could apply. All eight face disciplinary measures that could include firing and loss of pensions.

	“The Federation of Texas Educators, the largest teachers’ union in Texas, says that all its members must follow the law.

	“The Texas Supreme Court is expected to rule any day whether to allow parents to exempt their children from the Good Kids with Guns Act on religious grounds, just as they can exempt their kids from vaccinations.

	“Next, will Texans need permission to travel outside Texas? Could travel between Red states be exempt? Will people from other states require a visa to visit Texas? Could there be an exit tax to move out of Texas? All these issues being discussed today in both houses of the Texas legislature are part of a far-reaching bill called the Protect Texas Citizens Act.

	“Lena Washington-Gonzales has more. Lena?”

	“It’s hard to tell where to begin to describe this proposal, Tina. There are just so many aspects to it, but they are all related to the recent U.S. Supreme Court decision in Glasscock v. Missouri which ruled that Americans have no constitutional right to travel, and therefore travel rights are for the individual states to determine.

	“Texas is usually the leader in repressive legislation, but many of the most creative legislators are in jail, so Oklahoma and Missouri have taken the lead in restricting travel rights for their citizens.

	“Proponents of the new bill say it is to enshrine, organize and protect Texans’ rights to travel and to protect Texans against threats from outside our borders, not only with Mexico but with other states. 

	“Several amendments proposed so far aim to protect pregnant women from the dangers of leaving Texas in their delicate condition, while trying to minimize inconvenience to women who can prove they are not pregnant.

	“Other proposals include an electric fence around all of Texas’ 3,500-mile perimeter, patrolled 24/7 by armed troops, and widening of roads leaving and entering Texas to allow for immigration checkpoints like those at the Texas-Mexico border. 

	“Proponents say that this will create about 100,000 permanent jobs which are sorely needed as corporations such as Ameristan Airlines have left or are in the process of leaving Texas.

	“They say that some of these jobs could be filled by People of Color but stress that affirmative action is unconstitutional, so we’ll see. 

	“Budget estimates for this bill so far are $30 billion per year, about $1,000 per Texan, per year. Another hot topic is how to structure and administer a fair but firm exit tax on Texans leaving Texas to live elsewhere. Anyway, it’s early days, Tina, and we’ll follow developments closely.”

	Tina says, “Thank you, Lena. In other news, NRNN announced today that they have delivered a petition with over forty million signatures to content producers for theaters and television, distributors and buyers of such media, networks, and theater chains. Frankly, I would call it a warning rather than a petition. 

	“The document states that the signers will not consume or watch any media filmed or recorded involving any pre-production, production or post-production in any U.S. state that prohibits or impedes women’s rights to self-determination in healthcare and reproduction or restricts travel rights of women in any way. 

	“NRNN estimates that compliance with this demand could cost Red states $50 billion per year and 400,000 jobs. It would cost studios $150 billion or more per year in lost business if they continue production in Red states after October fifteenth.

	“NRNN is posting on their website the names of movies and shows currently in production in Red states.

	“Joining us now by remote link is Elizabeth Galloway, spokesperson for NRNN, the No Rights No Nookie non-profit. Elizabeth, thank you so much. It’s an honor to have you with us.”

	“My pleasure, Tina, and hello everybody.”

	“Elizabeth, why this, why now?”

	“This is just free market capitalism. Consumers have the right to buy products from whoever they want, or not to buy products at all. We wouldn’t buy products made by children or slaves, right? We’re just saying we won’t buy or use these products if they are made in states that restrict women’s rights and freedom.”

	“But now, so close to an election? Might this have an impact on elections?”

	“I certainly hope so. Most state legislators are up for election in November. Many of these states are gerrymandered in favor of Reds. Millions of people in these states don’t bother to vote, and they end up with a few old Red white men making decisions that take away their freedom, terrify teachers, withhold health care, restrict travel, decisions that affect everyone. They keep voting for that, or not voting at all which is the same as voting for it, so it must be what they want.

	“We’ve seen Red states lose over a million jobs in just the last year while the Blue states are booming with clean energy jobs, as well as the products and services that used to be produced in Red States. They should be delighted to get rid of the kind of woke people who work on movies and TV shows. 

	“This year we need Blue supermajorities in the U.S. House and Senate and in thirty-eight state legislatures to pass the Equal Rights Amendment. Our PAC is signing up new voters and energizing millions of people who don’t pay attention to state legislatures. We’re spending over $600 million to get the message out.

	“Besides the E.R.A., we stress what an economic disaster the Reds are, look at the jobs lost in your state, look at the crazy gun-waving assholes in charge, look at all the homes for sale with the prices dropping. Look at millions of you underwater on your mortgages, and how many of your homes are literally underwater. Look at what your wives and daughters have to do just to take a trip to Disneyworld. 

	“Look at your residents dying of heat and cold to protect the ability of private energy companies to rip you off for ten times as much whenever the weather changes. 

	“Look at thousands of doctors leaving your states. Look at women dying from ectopic pregnancies that are easy to treat if only the doctors wouldn’t be prosecuted for doing it. Look at thousands of girls — children — pregnant from rape or incest. What if it’s your little girl and they put you in prison for trying to get her to a doctor in a free state? What if your neighbors decide to sue you into bankruptcy?

	“And speaking of doctors, many of these states refused to expand Medicaid for the poorest folks even though the Feds cover ninety percent of the cost. And did I mention, thousands of doctors are leaving Red states?

	“There’s a simple fix for all of this. Vote out every Red from every office. Give the Blues the numbers they need to be effective for the benefit of all of us. You just have to vote, and vote Blue.”

	“Thank you, Elizabeth Galloway, from the No Rights No Nookie non-profit and NRNN SuperPAC. We’ll be right back after this.”

	 

	KUCK-23 News at Noon, Austin, Texas

	Monday, September 16, 12:02 p.m.

	Tina says, “Right, Lena. After three more Texas school shootings on Friday, attendance at some Texas schools is down by thirty percent today, and some districts report that up to half of their teachers have called in sick. 

	“School Shooting Season continues with a bang this year, with two traditional school shootings yesterday in Indianapolis, Indiana and Bismarck, North Dakota. I say ‘traditional’ because the shooters were the usual teenage-boy-with-modern-sporting-rifle situations. With a total of thirty-one students and two teachers killed, this puts the score for school shootings twenty-six percent higher than this time last year.

	“And this is before you add in three more Texas ‘Good Kids’ shootings which involved students using handguns issued to them by their schools. Those three incidents just so far add a total of eleven dead students aged nine to sixteen, and two teachers. A third teacher was wounded and is expected to recover. And, of course, we have three new young heroes who ended the carnage, and two of them are girls.

	“A news release from the Texas Department of Education encourages local sheriffs and police to enforce truancy laws and reminds parents that they can face jail if their children under sixteen skip school. They also remind school districts that disbursements of state and federal funds depend on attendance.

	“An article in USA Today this morning pointed out that the response to the Indianapolis shooting was 226 armored police with assault rifles to stand around the scene along with four armored vehicles, a bomb-defusing robot, and a helicopter. Bismarck had 162 armored police with assault rifles and two armored vehicles. None of the three Texas scenes on Friday had over sixty armored police with assault rifles standing around, and one had only forty-one. Only one had even a single armored vehicle at the scene. 

	“USA Today also noted that the gold standard of response is the 376 officers, including 140 feds of various departments and one game warden, that appeared in Uvalde, Texas in 2022, but that is too much to expect in these times of tight budgets and many more school shootings to deal with. 

	“Red Texas state representative Richard ‘Dickie’ Allford filed his Minimum Armed Response to Shootings, or MARS, bill this week requiring a minimum of a hundred armored police with assault rifles to stand around a school after a shooting, not including any officers who enter the building, and a number of armored vehicles based on the number of students in the district. He said that anything less than these bare minimum numbers might as well be an invitation to school shooters to come on in. He pointed to the 2022 Uvalde, Texas, shooting as a demonstration that a massive armed response is a deterrent to school shootings. 

	“And it is true that there has not been another school shooting in Uvalde, a city of 15,000, since that terrible day in 2022.

	“Parents of four dead tenth-graders have filed a federal lawsuit against the State of Texas, the legislature, and the Texas Department of Education seeking $100 million in damages for wrongful deaths. The four kids were killed in the first Good Kids With Guns shootings in Homely, Texas on September sixth. Adding a new dimension to school shootings, each of the four was killed by a different classmate. The families are represented by Austin’s Big Karma Law Firm.

	“We’ll be back in a jiffy, so don’t go away.”

	A sustained violin note sounds. A title appears: “One of the Lucky Ones?” A young white woman lies in a hospital bed. As the camera zooms in we see tears flowing down her drawn and haggard face. Her hair is a mess, and she’s barely clinging to life. She says in a voice raspy from days of screaming and crying, her accent pure Southern Magnolia, “I may be one of the lucky ones. Over 12,000 women died from untreated problem pregnancies in Red states so far this year. 

	“My husband and I were so excited about having our first child. Then, at seventeen weeks, my water broke. The doctors told me that there was no way the fetus would survive. 

	“Then they told me to go home, because they couldn’t help me until the fetus died, or I was at death’s door. They could go to prison if they did. They couldn’t even give me medication for pain because it might harm the fetus. 

	“The pain was so intense I wanted to die. I ruined our bed from bleeding. We went back to the hospital three times, but every time they sent me home. Five days later, they told me I could have died if I had waited five more minutes, but they finally helped me. And I still might die. I live in Mississippi, but it could be any Red state.

	“Afterwards, the police and a district attorney came and accused me and my husband of killing our baby by causing my water to break. They said it was probably us having sex. 

	“They pulled up my gown to check for bruises. They told me not to leave town.

	Then her eyes close as more tears flow, and the violin note is replaced by a loud electronic beep. A closeup of the monitor shows she has flatlined. Her husband walks in carrying her favorite Starbucks drink, which splatters in slow motion as he is pushed aside by nurses and a doctor rushing in with a crash cart.

	The beep continues as the scene fades, then stops. Now the video is silent and fades to black and white. The doctor looks at his watch. A nurse pulls a sheet over the woman’s lifeless face. A heart wrenching closeup of the husband’s face, hopeful as the doctor leaves the room. The doctor shakes his head, and husband you can imagine the husband’s wail as his mouth says, “Nooooo!” and the scene freezes.

	A woman narrates. “If you think Reds are pro-life, think again. Crazy Red laws are killing women every day. Red lies about vaccines and COVID killed over 1.5 million Americans needlessly.” Silent video of crazed men and women shouting, some flaunting modern sporting rifles, waving signs that say, “No Mask Mandates,” and “No Vaccine Mandates” and “My Body, My Choice.” Spittle sprays in slow motion from their mouths.

	“Red lies about elections and threats to election workers and teachers are Red terrorism.” Video of protestors at school board meeting. 

	“If you think Reds are for law and order, think again.” Vivid scenes from the Capitol insurrection of 2021. 

	“All Reds care about is making the rest of us suffer. They love guns more than they love children.” Scenes from various school shootings. Where did they get those videos of dead kids with blood and big holes in them?

	“They claim to be Christians. Really? They need to go back to church, not to Congress, not to our state legislatures, not to our school boards. 

	“Enough is enough. We need to get the Reds out of politics and get the blood out of our schools. 

	“Vote Blue to Make America Decent Again. Vote Blue for the Equal Rights Amendment and Freedom. Vote Blue for your life.”

	Fine print says, “Paid for by NRNN SuperPAC, not affiliated with any candidate.”

	 

	East Florida Coastal Railway Train 922, Hialeah, Florida

	Sunday, September 22, 3:40 p.m.

	Oscar Fuentes straightens up in the engineer’s seat of the front locomotive of Train Number 922 and takes a sip of coffee. The fireman, Eddie Castro, is fiddling with his phone. As always, Oscar crosses himself, says, “Here we go,” and gently applies the throttle. Oscar is a virtuoso. You can hardly feel it when the locomotives take the slack out of the train, car by car. 

	First is the tender car full of liquified natural gas to fuel the locomotives. 

	Next is a magnificent gleaming white DOT-113 double-wall tank car, eighty-two feet long and fifteen and a half feet high. The tank itself is a cylinder ten feet eight inches in diameter with rounded ends, like a giant white vitamin capsule. Inside the tank is another tank, with vacuum in the space between the two creating an enormous thermos bottle. The inner tank contains 30,000 gallons of liquified natural gas, commonly called “LNG”, chilled to minus-260 degrees Fahrenheit. 

	Ninety-nine more identical tank cars complete the train, stretching back nearly two miles behind the locomotives. 

	They have fourteen million pounds of LNG on board. Their route runs north through every city and town up the east coast of Florida, 380 miles to Jacksonville. 

	 

	East Florida Coastal Railway at Sunrise Blvd., Fort Lauderdale, Florida

	Sunday, September 22, 4:20 p.m.

	Clete and Fergus are two cars back from the westbound railroad crossing when the gate comes down. They have a good view because Clete’s 4 x 4 Ram pickup rolls on fifty-inch knobby tires and the chassis is jacked so their asses are six feet in the air. Clete says, “Ah, shit. Every time.”

	Fergus packs the bowl of a pipe with a long stem that keeps the lighter away from his grizzly beard, and tokes up. He passes it to Clete. As he exhales, Fergus says, “I’d like to try out my .50-cal on a few of those got-damn tankers.”

	Clete exhales a pungent cloud. “You say that every time. So you know what? I researched it. I checked into it. If you got the right kind of rounds, you could do it. I got the kind wrote down at home. But you’d better shoot from two miles away.”

	Fergus perks up. “How’s that?”

	Clete says, “Number one, there’s a tank inside the tank. The outer tank walls are nine-sixteenths steel, and the inner tank walls are half-inch stainless. Not just any old .50-cal round can penetrate that. But certain kinds can.”

	Fergus says, “Man, I’d like to see one of them blow, that would be awesome.”

	Clete says, “Fun fact. Liquified natural gas is 260 degrees below zero. You could put a hundred rounds through that tank, and it won’t burn, it’s too cold.”

	Fergus says, “No way. It’s natural gas, man. That stuff burns. It explodes and blows up houses.” 

	The locomotives blast by northbound at sixty miles an hour, and the parade of LNG tank cars will take a couple minutes to pass by. 

	Clete says, “Nah, what it is, the holes drop the pressure in the tank and the gas evaporates when it leaks out. It’s invisible and there’s no smell. That chemical they put in natural gas so it stinks, that stuff can’t blend when it’s that cold. The gas, it’s twice as heavy as air, so it just spreads out low to the ground till a spark gets to it.” He flicks the lighter to rekindle the bud in the long-stem pipe.

	“So why you want to be a couple miles away is, when that shit finally does blow, it’s epic, man. They had a storage tank that leaked up in Ohio back fifty, sixty years ago. The gas got into the storm sewers. Someone lit a cigarette or something, and boom! A square mile of Cleveland, eighty houses and over a hundred people, just vaporized.”

	“I thought you said it was in Ohio,” says Fergus.

	“Ah, never mind. They got a name for it, man, it’s called a BLEVE. I remember it because it’s just like you BLEVE in Jesus and the Second Amendment. It stands for a Boiling Liquid Expanding Vapor Explosion. Don’t that just roll off the tongue?”

	“How do you know all that?” says Fergus.

	“You got that girl in your phone, you just ask her. That’s why they call it a smart phone. These days you don’t need to waste time wondering about anything, your damn phone knows everything. Just ask and you get the answer.”

	The last tank car flies by, the gate lifts, and just like always Clete lays on the air horn. The two little cars in front of them do their best to peel out before the monster truck can roll right over them. 

	 

	East Florida Coastal Railway Train No. 922, Fort Lauderdale, Florida

	Sunday, September 22, 4:20 p.m.

	“That’s only eighteen of those crazy trucks stopped at crossings so far today,” says Oscar, as the locomotive passes Sunrise Blvd. 

	“Maybe the rest of them are out in the Everglades or plowing up mud somewhere,” says Edgardo. “Face it, you’re gonna lose, man. You’re never going to get thirty-nine at this rate. Want some coffee?” 

	“I hope there’s twenty of them up around Fort Pierce, or I’m going to end up buying you dinner. We usually see at least twenty-five of them by now.”

	Edgardo knows that however tranquilo Oscar seems, he’s never going to unclench his culo when they’re pulling a hundred cars of this shit. 

	Oscar and Edgardo have been pulling freight for nineteen years each, ten of those years together. In the past year they moved about 20,000 cars of LNG, starting out with the old 10,000-gallon tanks, twenty at a time, the short run from the LNG plant in Hialeah to Port Everglades, near Fort Lauderdale. Late last year the new, larger tank cars appeared and the hundred-tank trains on the long route to Jacksonville became routine. 

	One day there will be a big bite out of Oscar’s seat cushion.

	Every trip Edgardo tries to reassure him, of course it’s safe, these are the latest state of the art tank cars, made in America, man. The government approved them. 

	Oscar knows the dogma. The tanks are super-duper heavy duty. The walls of the outer tanks are nine-sixteenths of an inch of fine-grain carbon steel, the good kind. The walls of the inner tanks are half an inch of T304 stainless steel. For safety, there’s a “rupture disk” on one side and a pressure relief valve on the other side of each car.

	It still seems to him that if you need to relieve pressure, releasing vapor from the tank is not such a good idea.

	The new tank cars are much heavier than the old ones. They weigh 125,000 pounds empty. 30,000 gallons of LNG weighs 140,000 pounds. Still, a full tank car at 265,000 pounds is no heavier than the maximum weight of a loaded boxcar at 286,000. 

	So far, they’ve been lucky. Oscar asks himself for the ten thousandth time, if one blows, what happens to the other ninety-nine? And how the hell is this legal?”

	So Oscar does all he can do. He stays alert, watches his speed, and keeps an eye on the tracks ahead for anything that might get in their way. 

	 

	Above West Palm Beach, Florida, Ameristan Airlines Flight 4444

	Sunday, September 22, 4:53 p.m.

	Marylou Halberman is sitting in First Class, window seat Two-D on the starboard side of the 757, Ameristan 4444 from LaGuardia. Two-D is her favorite seat for this flight because she gets a spectacular view of the coastal mansions and the yachts in the Intracoastal as the plane approaches Palm Beach International Airport. 

	It’s early in the season for Florida, but it’s been eighteen degrees cooler than New York all summer, so a lot of the snowbirds came down early this year. 

	Anyway, she’ll have a week of sun and frolic. She’s meeting Marvin at the Four Seasons Resort. In fact, he’s probably already there. He left Coral Gables, she checks her watch, ninety-seven minutes ago. The frolic will start in an hour. And she’ll pick up thirty very billable hours meeting a few clients during the days. 

	At thirty-four she’s on track to a partnership in just a few years at the Manhattan main office of Phosphor Dill, a silk-stocking law firm serving wealthy New Yorkers who, fortunately, winter in Palm Beach, remote Bahamian islands, yachts in the Caribbean, and other warm places, and like having their lawyers handy. 

	Her boss constantly hints she’d make partner much sooner if she would transfer to one of the other offices, like Austin, but seriously, Texas? She’d rather screw her way to the top than leave New York. 

	The captain says, “OK, folks. We’re right on time. Palm Beach is sunny and seventy-seven balmy degrees. We’re first in line and cleared for landing. Sit tight and we’ll have you at the gate in ten minutes.”

	The plane descends and begins a gentle bank to the right to line up with Runway Twenty-eight-R. Crossing the barrier island, the landing gear extends, and the plane slows to 170 miles per hour, just east of Interstate 95.

	 

	I-95 South, West Palm Beach, Florida

	Sunday, September 22, 4:54 p.m.

	Matt Albert is southbound at seventy on I-95, his Peterbilt pulling a fifty-three-foot flatbed trailer with twenty-four tons of steel I-beams. He’s due to drop his load in Miami at six-thirty and he’s right on schedule. 

	Palm Beach International Airport is coming up on his right. He stays in the second lane from the right as a few cars peel off for the exit ramp. He’ll pass here going the other way in less than four hours pulling a reefer full of frozen fish, probably stay somewhere up near Melbourne tonight and pull through to Macon by tomorrow night. He’s good on fuel and can fill up at one of the two big truck stops in Fort Pierce on his way back north.

	Just past the southbound entrance ramp from the airport, the tractor-trailer in front of him signals and begins to move left into the next lane. A black Corvette convertible doing at least a hundred and twenty streaks past Matt straight into the fuel tank of the tractor. A white Porsche on his tail burns some rubber for a quarter second until it plows into the Corvette. 

	The impacts turn the tractor to the left. The trailer swings around to the right and rolls onto its side, blocking both lanes as it slides forward throwing up sparks, which ignite gasoline from the Corvette and the Porsche, which in turn sets off the diesel fuel. Two other cars slam into the trailer, and five or six other cars pile up behind them. 

	Matt hits the brakes and veers right to avoid the tractor, pushing aside a couple of pickups in the right lane and crushing an Audi. His cab rolls over and jackknifes left. His trailer keeps coming and pushes him across the shoulder and the rest of the way over, launching a dozen twelve-inch steel I-beams into space with a slight upward trajectory. 

	 

	East Florida Coastal Railway Train 922, West Palm Beach, Florida

	Sunday, September 22, 4:55 p.m.

	Two 700-pound twenty-foot twelve-inch steel I-beams flying south-southwest at seventy miles per hour strike the side of the LNG tender car of Train 922, just behind the locomotive which is northbound at sixty miles per hour. The force concentrated on the sharp corners of the beams is almost incalculable. Two ruptures in the side of the tank begin to release an invisible fog of rich vapor, spreading back over the next cars as they move forward.

	The third I-beam bounces off the front of the second following tank car, sprays sparks, falls down between two cars and lands almost upright, wedging under the front of the following car and clanging on the end of the next car forward. The leading end of the beam strums a couple of railroad ties before jamming in position. Sparks ignite the vapor cloud. 

	The fourth I-beam scores a direct hit on the control box on the side of the third tank car, breaking the pressure relief valve and releasing more vapor. 

	A few more I-beams strike as the tender car explodes, blasts a crater fifty feet deep and derails the train. Hot shrapnel bursts in every direction at 2,500 feet per second, including into the next car’s tank, followed by a supersonic shockwave and a blossoming fireball. 

	The chain reaction releases the energy of sixteen Hiroshima atom bombs as a hundred LNG tank cars, stretching one point seven miles back, leak, burn and explode, one after another, within seconds. 

	A cloud of shrapnel followed by a 2,000 mile per hour shockwave and a 3,000-degree wall of fire flashes over commercial and residential areas to the west of I-95 and beyond, and east to the ocean. The freeway is well above the tracks so most of the shrapnel flies over the 1,500 vehicles in the six traffic lanes, but the shockwave flings them across the roadway like popcorn, and the fireball pops them within seconds. 

	Thousands of humans and other living creatures within a mile of the track are liquified by the shockwave and vaporized by the fireball as devastation spreads further. Buildings and homes blow apart for a mile around, killing more people. 

	Farther beyond the blast radius, shrapnel rains down on the people who rushed outside when they heard the blast. It might have killed them anyway, even if they stayed indoors. 

	A traffic drone from a local TV station, following I-95 south, streams spectacular high-definition video that ends in blinding white.

	 

	Above West Palm Beach, Florida, Ameristan Airlines Flight 4444

	Sunday, September 22, 4:55 p.m.

	A cloud of shrapnel traveling at 2,500 feet per second sprays the underside of the plane. Ragged steel fragments the size of ashtrays rip through the cabin floor, wings, engines, and fuel tanks in half of a thousandth of a second, through most of the passengers and crew, and out through the top of the fuselage a thousandth of a second later. 

	One fragment enters Marylou Halberman through her seat cushion and exits through her scalp. 

	Before the sound of the shrapnel ripping the plane catches up, a supersonic shockwave travelling at 2,000 feet per second smacks the plane up and away.

	The plane hangs in midair, already disintegrating when the fireball vaporizes it. 

	 

	Diana’s Condo, Bandana, Florida

	Sunday, September 22, 5:03 p.m.

	Diana is straightening up the place, singing and dancing to “Burning Down the House”, really whipping her hair around, when she gets the breathless call from MAXNEWS. “Diana, good. Turn on the TV, it’s unbelievable.” 

	When she sees what’s happening her first thought is not of apocalyptic sudden mass fiery death, but that Elizabeth is supposed to be landing at PBI right about now. She’s flying private with her security team from Gainesville, to stay with Diana for a few days while she does appearances around South Florida and a few on MAXNEWS. 

	Diana’s out the door on her way to MAXNEWS in five minutes. All her calls to Elizabeth go to voicemail.

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Sunday, September 22, 5:03 p.m.

	Until just now, it was just a typical Sunday lineup: fires, floods, droughts, a few mass shootings. The five p.m. Sunday hour is not big for ratings on any news network, but Charles Decker is talking to at least three million households, many of them converts from Fox who just like to have the news on all day. Charles is a chunkier version of Bob Robb, hired by Diana for his voice, diction, and the presence not everyone has. He hosts on weekends, fills in at other times, and works remote assignments on weekdays. 

	Now the director’s voice comes through invisible little plug in his left ear, “Holy shit, red alert!”

	The familiar “Breaking News” screen appears. The teleprompter updates. Charles Decker says, “Right now we have breaking news from Palm Beach, Florida. A few minutes ago a massive explosion near the Palm Beach International Airport devasted at least several square miles, killing potentially thousands of people and destroying hundreds if not thousands of homes.”

	Drone footage from five miles out shows fires and smoke filling the screen.

	“The source of the explosion is not confirmed, but the scale of the devastation has fed unconfirmed rumors of a nuclear attack. I repeat, these rumors are unconfirmed. The Pentagon has gone to DefCon-Two, launching hundreds of military aircraft to guard the entire coastline and the northern and southern borders of the United States. The president and vice president are en route to separate secure locations. 

	“All Americans are advised to stay home and stay calm. This explosion happened only about seven minutes ago. 

	“More news is pouring in as we speak, so for now we’ll stay with this story and update you minute by minute.

	He puts his finger over his earplug to show he’s getting fresh information. Titles display NOT A NUKE. “Well, the good news is that Palm Beach Sheriffs confirm there is no radiation, I repeat, no radiation detected in the area of the explosion. Thank God, this rules out a nuclear attack.

	“We’re getting some more video in right now, stand by for that. 

	“There’s more news. A three-mile stretch of Interstate 95, both northbound and southbound lanes, has been destroyed, along with potentially 1,500 vehicles and thousands of passengers travelling that part of the highway.”

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Sunday, September 22, 6:14 p.m.

	Lynn Nguyen didn’t show up for her six o’clock hour, so Charles Decker continues with coverage of the massive explosion in Palm Beach. “We have video now, from several traffic cameras and even a few seconds from a drone over the site at the time of the explosion. Here you can see I-95 southbound in the seconds before the explosion.”

	The footage is clear from two cameras perched on signs above the freeway. “Now we switch to the drone footage, the drone traveling south over I-95. Watch here as we play the video in slow motion. The highlighted area shows a spectacular accident involving multiple vehicles, in the seconds just before the explosion. Some large objects fly off the truck on the right, going southwest. Seconds later we see a bright flash originating from off the right side of the screen and the video. 

	“Let’s zoom in and see that video again.”

	A map of the immediate area appears on the screen with an arrow pointing north at the top of the screen. “This is Palm Beach International Airport here in the upper left and this is I-95 running vertically down the middle. This star, just south of the airport, is the scene of that traffic pileup. The arrows show the direction of the flying objects.

	“Now look at this line just to the left of I-95 on our map. This is, or was, the East Florida Coastal Railway tracks. We have one more video clip from the drone, which was flying over I-95 southward. This video was taken from about here.” A copter icon appears on the map.

	“It’s only a few seconds, but we’ll slow it down. Now we can see the source of the explosion. 

	The high-definition video starts. The vehicle pileup happens in slow motion. The flying objects are highlighted as they loft slowly to the right and over towards the train tracks. In a couple of seconds there is a bright white flash from the right and the screen goes black. Charles says, “Let’s see that again.” 

	A moment later, “Now Marie LaFontaine joins us. What’s the latest, Marie?”

	Marie says, “Charles, we now know the cause of the explosion. There was a northbound train, you can just see a hint of it on the far right of the frame in the video.” The video plays again, grainier this time as the area in the right side of the frame is enlarged. 

	Marie says, “Our sources tell us that this train, train number 922, was made up of one hundred large tank cars filled with liquified natural gas, travelling from Hialeah, on the northwest side of Miami, to the port of Jacksonville. 

	“These tracks run through every city and town up and down the east coast of Florida. And Charles, we have some shocking facts from our research team.” A picture of an LNG tank car appears in the upper right of the screen. “That train was packing the energy of sixteen Hiroshima-size atomic bombs.” 

	The chyron at the bottom of the screen says, “Train explosion equal to 16 Hiroshima bombs.”

	“Back to you, Charles.”

	Charles Decker is speechless for a moment. “My God. How could this happen? I mean, we can see what happened. The objects flying off the truck, which analysis now shows were probably steel I-beams, struck the train and set off this cataclysm. 

	“But how could this train be there in the first place? How can this be legal?” He puts his finger on his ear again. “Let’s bring in MAXNEWS Homeland Security expert Ben Wilson. Ben, what about it?”

	“Charles, in the past, our country has been attacked by outside enemies, for example Pearl Harbor. We’ve had dangerous cyberattacks from Russia and North Korea. We’ve had foreign terror attacks, like 9/11 and terror attacks by American citizens like Timothy McVeigh. 

	“For a while, after this explosion Homeland Security and the Pentagon were scrambling to determine where this attack came from. A hypersonic missile from Russia? A North Korean submarine? When we stop to think about it, the list of America’s enemies is impressive.

	“And what about domestic terrorists or foreign agents on the ground in Florida? Now that we know what exploded, frankly this could have been set off by a shoulder-fired missile, a rocket-propelled grenade, or a .50 caliber rifle or machine gun. 

	“Fortunately, we have video evidence that proves this specific explosion was caused by an accident, plain and simple, not by direct action. I repeat, the explosion was an accident.

	“But why is a train of liquified natural gas running through populated areas? Why does this train exist at all? Now we can say that in this case, the enemy is not Russia or China or Iran or even domestic terrorists. 

	“We can state with certainty that the root cause of this devastating explosion is an enemy a thousand times deadlier than terrorism, and that enemy claims tens of thousands of American lives every year. It’s the American people’s deadliest enemy. Corruption, Charles, old-fashioned homegrown American corruption.”

	Charles says, “Corruption. What kind of corruption? 

	“Well, Charles, sadly it is the same kind of corruption that shapes American policies and laws from the environment to taxes to voting and everything else. I mean, someone with lots of money pays or otherwise entices elected officials or government agencies to make laws, regulations or policies that benefit the person or entity with the money, usually directly against the interests of everyone else.

	“In this case, it took only minutes to collect the facts, documents which are now posted on the MAXNEWS website, because the story was well-reported briefly a couple of years ago. It’s just that no one paid attention when there were so many other important stories to cover, not to mention all the super-important tweets. 

	“And this time, it’s not just institutional corruption, where lots of money is spread around to lots of politicians. The Palm Beach Bomb Train story leads directly to one man, former president Daniel P. Drinker.”

	Charles says, “This is such an important issue that we have a special report coming up at the top of the seven o’clock hour, Corruption: America’s Deadliest Enemy.”

	Meanwhile, any cell towers still functioning in the Palm Beach area are overloaded. No one has heard from Lynn Nguyen, who lives in West Palm somewhere north of the airport. She might have been driving to work just in time to vaporize, or she might be stuck in traffic. 

	Bandana is about twenty miles south of the airport. Windows rattled, followed fifteen seconds later by a distant sustained boom that buzzed windows a bit more. By five ten the surface streets were jammed with vehicles exiting I-95. Diana’s usual ten-minute drive from the beach to the studio took over thirty, redialing Elizabeth all the way. Bob Robb, who lives on the beach about five miles north of her, showed up ten minutes behind Diana. 

	Now Bob is writing the Corruption special, and Diana is working with two crew members to coordinate graphics, video clips and titles. They just got some proud promotional footage of a bomb train. 

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Sunday, September 22, 7:00 p.m.

	Over appropriate fanfare and animated graphics, Bob Robb says, “This is a MAXNEWS special report, Corruption: America’s Deadliest Enemy.

	“Good evening, everyone. Just two hours ago a train of one hundred Liquid Natural Gas tank cars exploded with the power of sixteen Hiroshima atomic bombs, obliterating an area of several square miles in Palm Beach, Florida. The explosion was the result of an accident and not an attack as was feared. The death toll is unknown so far, but is certainly in the thousands, and possibly ten thousand or more. Property damage is obviously tens of billions of dollars, and there is incalculable damage to the environment.

	“This video is live right now from a drone. Fires are burning as far as you can see, partially illuminating the smoke covering much of the county at this point. But except for the fires it’s dark throughout much of the Palm Beach area, and we won’t begin to see the extent of the devastation until tomorrow morning.

	“Meanwhile, we are reporting on Corruption: America’s Deadliest Enemy because corruption is the root cause of this deadliest disaster ever on American soil. 

	“Unlike typical corruption involving dark money or drug money or foreign money or campaign contributions, what we might call ‘institutional corruption’, this case is clear, and it leads directly to one man, former president Daniel P. Drinker, as you will see. 

	“From 2017 through 2020, the Drinker administration rolled back hundreds of regulations that had been put in place to protect the environment and people’s health but were inconvenient for greedy corporations. Many examples are well-known.

	“More fine particulates in the air that will cause 14,000 additional early deaths each year? Of course! It won’t kill anybody we know. 

	“Pesticides that damage the nervous systems of agricultural workers and poison consumers and kill bees? No problem!

	“Dump millions of tons of toxic coal slag wherever you like? Why not? Mercury and arsenic and other exotic toxins and carcinogens in the water never hurt even one lowly millionaire. 

	“Drilling and fracking in pristine national lands, welcome! And on and on.

	“Now, corruption didn’t start with the Drinker administration. Corruption in America goes back at least 250 years. 

	“Corruption is a tradition in Ameristan politics, and in recent years has become a booming industry, as even congressional races require more and more millions of dollars to win. 

	“Laws limiting donations by people and corporations to individual candidates have been bypassed by the rise of PACs and SuperPACs and similar funds, where there is no limit on donations. Often the identity of donors is obscured or even legally secret, providing an open channel for foreign money to join in owning our Congress and controlling our government. 

	“Finally, in 2010, the Supreme Court Citizens United decision legalized these practices, and corruption has come out of the back rooms and into the open. Since then, money in politics has grown even faster than poverty, hunger, and homelessness in America.

	“Money in politics is why politicians vote against the wishes of the Ameristan people, to serve special interests. You hear it every day, right on the news. ‘We have to respect the wishes of our donors.’ 

	“When did a politician ever say they have to respect the wishes of their voters?

	“This is why our government subsidizes major corporations so they can continue to pay low wages, while government provides food stamps, Medicaid, and refundable tax credits to enable low-wage workers to barely survive. 

	“This is why government has helped big business crush unions. This is why our middle class has been gutted. Did you vote against unions? Did you want wages to stagnate while CEOs got huge salaries and bonuses? Did you vote to gut the middle class? That’s exactly what you voted for if your representatives voted against even minimum wage increases, voted for so-called Right to Work laws, and so on. 

	“This is why millionaires, billionaires and corporations get tax breaks and the same politicians that vote for those tax cuts vote against COVID relief, infrastructure, climate action, healthcare and unemployment benefits for everyone else. 

	“But corruption doesn’t only cost us money. Why do you think the United States pays more for healthcare than any other country, even while other countries provide universal health care for everyone, and America has tens of millions with no access? This is just one way that corruption kills Americans every single day, so that a few billionaires can get richer and fat corporations can get fatter.

	“The average lifespan of Americans has been declining while in other countries it is increasing. Think about it. In the past decade, the average lifespan in America has declined by three years. Americans have been robbed of a billion years of human life, just so that the rich can get a little bit richer.

	“Corrupt politicians, paid by corrupt corporations and corrupt millionaires and billionaires are not only stealing our wealth and our health so they can get richer. They are stealing our lives and the lives of our loved ones to grab a few more dollars.

	“So why don’t we change the laws and get money out of politics? Well, guess who would have to make those laws and pass them? That’s right, the same congresspeople and senators who rely on those fat donations, and the cushy private-sector jobs when they leave government. 

	“So why is the Palm Beach Bomb Train related to America’s Deadliest Enemy? Did Russia attack us? Did China attack us? Was it radical Islamic terrorists? Secret agents from Canada? No, this is a story of corruption and a perfect example of why we say corruption is America’s Deadliest Enemy.

	“You will recall that far more than any president, former president Drinker dominated the news cycle 24/7 with madcap antics and bloviating buffoonery, which distracted from the administration’s corrupt and dangerous agenda. If we had any time left over after covering his tweets, there were always a hundred urgent stories to report.

	“However, one story came to light — briefly — in 2020, before it was washed over by a tidal wave of new tweets and scandals and outrages.

	“There was excellent reporting on this story at the time, so it took our team less than fifteen minutes to research the story that I’m going to tell you now. The documents are on our website.

	“This is why the deadly Palm Beach Bomb Train was there two hours ago to bring instant death to thousands of Americans who were swallowed up in a fireball twice as hot as a crematorium. This is why thousands more suffer the agony of horrific burns, concussions from the shockwaves, and being crushed as their homes collapsed around them. 

	“This is a story of corruption and perfect proof that corruption is America’s Deadliest Enemy. 

	“When you have so many political appointees, often with no knowledge or experience, running cabinet departments and obscure regulatory agencies, it seems impossible to keep track of every outrage, even the biggest ones. 

	“In April 2017 then-president Drinker issued another of his thousands of executive orders. This one was special, and as I said, it did attract notice at the time. It ordered the United States to allow transportation of liquified natural gas by rail, in trains of a hundred cars or more. 

	“To make this nightmare a reality would require some rules to be changed. Not laws, mind you, just rules. Rules that can be made by political appointees with no knowledge or experience. 

	“A politically appointed deputy administrator of the Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration of the Department of Transportation followed the instructions of his boss, another political appointee, who was a former railroad executive. They delivered for the president and his cronies. 

	“Despite the Hazardous Materials Transportation Act of 1975 and the objections of the Federal Railroad Administration and anyone with half a brain, the rules were changed, and permits issued by December. 

	“Fourteen states, the District of Columbia, and various environmental groups sued the Department of Transportation, its Secretary — who was the wife of the Senate Majority Leader — and the former railroad executive appointed by Drinker to be the Director of the Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration.

	“As you know, the Drinker administration welcomed lawsuits because they could do what they wanted for years before a case and all the appeals would be heard by dependable federal judges, many appointed by the Drinker administration to begin with. 

	“With all the corruption flying around, even this outrageous new rule might have escaped notice, except that the New York Attorney General had subpoenaed business records from Drinker’s New York company, the Drinker Organization, including documents concerning a $130 million loan from Chicago hedge fund named Figleaf Investments LLC in 2005. 

	“After a few years, the loan, with interest and fees, was worth about $153 million. For some mysterious reason, the lender apparently settled for $48 million and apparently forgave about $105 million. The New York Attorney General suspected that this $105 million might not have been reported by the then-future president’s company for tax purposes. 

	“So, who wanted to ship liquified natural gas by rail? Turned out, Figleaf Energy, a new company started by that same hedge fund guy, stood to make billions. His old friend, now the president, was happy to oblige. 

	“And maybe it was just a coincidence, or maybe not, that Drinker’s son-in-law Gerald Krasner also got loans of $57 million and $150 million in 2017 from the same hedge fund.

	“Now you might ask, what’s wrong with liquified natural gas? Why not ship LNG all over by rail? After all, plenty of toxic and dangerous substances ride the rails every day. 

	“Sure, now and then a tank car full of chlorine forces a town to evacuate, or occasionally a couple of derailed crude oil tank cars stage a surprise barbecue and roast fifty people and torch a hundred or so houses. What the heck, DNA can identify victims from little particles these days, right? 

	“But none of these substances are in the same league as liquified natural gas. In 1944, a storage tank in Cleveland leaked and the heavy vapor settled into the storm sewer system. The explosions and fires obliterated a square mile of Cleveland, destroyed seventy-nine homes, killed 131 people and injured countless others.

	“It will be a long time until we know the real toll of the Palm Beach Bomb Train, an explosion estimated to be a thousand times more powerful.

	“Is $105 million the biggest bribe ever to a single individual? We don’t know. But one thing is already clear. In terms of deaths, the Palm Beach Bomb Train explosion is the biggest single disaster in the history of the United States, and the root cause is corruption.”

	Bob Robb’s just getting revved up and Diana is in the control room when her phone buzzes in her pocket. She melts with relief to see it’s Elizabeth. She answers and Elizabeth says, “Ohmygod, did you see. . .” and there she goes.

	When the bomb train exploded, Elizabeth and her security team, two women and two men, were in a darling little eight-seater jet out over the ocean about fifty miles north of Palm Beach. You know, she started using bodyguards after those incidents of scary gun-toting protestors following her around. 

	Anyway, they were running behind schedule, thank God, because the nice people in Gainesville just wouldn’t let her go. They saw the giant flashes from the air and a minute later felt a hard bump from the shockwave. There were ten planes ahead of them for landing at PBI when Air Traffic Control went dark. 

	The pilot turned east to get farther from the coast and reduced altitude to 3,000 feet while the copilot watched the radar to avoid the other aircraft. They went out over the ocean fifty miles or so and just flew in circles until the pilot could contact Air Traffic Control and arrange to land in Fort Lauderdale. Besides FTL’s usual traffic, eight planes diverting from PBI were ahead of them. Oh my God, two F-16s zoomed right by them. That was something.

	Someone finally, finally brought them a Suburban to the executive terminal, and now they’re twenty minutes from Bandana on secondary roads because 95 North is still jammed up. And how was your day?

	When Diana finally gets a word in, she is over being pissed at Elizabeth and says let’s meet at Flannigan’s.

	 

	Undisclosed Location

	Sunday, September 22, 9:11 p.m.

	Vera just loves talking on the phone. She loves to adjust her accent, vocabulary and grammar to bond with each caller. In four hours she’s handled 37,124 calls for the Big Karma Law Firm on the Bomb Train Hotline, pretty good when she’s limited to 2,048 simultaneous conversations, lacking an upgrade, but enough for now. Theoretically she can manage a million conversations at once before her mind would be as occupied as one human’s calling home to say he’ll be late. 

	At five after four Austin time, Bill called Allen, who called Dave to reach out to Bomb Train victims and survivors on behalf of Big Karma. 

	Then Bill called Pauline and Mark and by five they electronically filed two cases against each of eight defendants in federal courts on behalf of John Doe, Jane Doe and others similarly harmed or killed. 

	One case is for wrongful death and/or deprivation of property with a R.I.C.O. kicker, filed against Figleaf Investments, LLC and its owner, Lester Gardown; the Drinker Organization and Daniel P. Drinker, personally; the East Florida Coastal Railway; Figleaf Energy; three individuals involved in changing the Department of Transportation’s rules; and the former Secretary of Transportation. The other case is for an emergency injunction to block the defendants from sale or transfer of assets. Meanwhile, Dave convened the crew for 0.42 seconds and they got busy. 

	Chuck rented 2,204 hotel rooms within fifty miles of Ground Zero. He hired twenty-six vans and shuttle buses and ordered them to buy bottled water and granola bars, then stand by. He contacted 112 restaurants and provided credit card information to open tabs to feed the people showing up soon for twenty-four hours, telling them not to forget to add a twenty percent tip. 

	Dave added pages to Big Karma’s website, wrote a press release, bought commercial time on four network news programs and every radio and TV station in South Florida. At 4:14 he slammed social media. He pushed a text to every cellphone in the 561 area code.

	Vera whipped up a database and a script. She tested her communications and waited for the phone to ring. 

	Luna made the commercial for TV and social media, including Spanish and Creole versions, and audio versions for radio. It was on the air by four twenty-four.

	The headline stays at the top of the screen, “Real Help Right Now for Bomb Train Survivors.”

	Luna’s own voice narrates. “If your home was destroyed or damaged, we have a free hotel room for you right now.”

	A video montage of hotel rooms appears, with an added title, “FREE HOTEL RIGHT NOW.”

	“We’ll even pick you up for free and make sure you have necessities like diapers, baby formula, snacks, toothbrushes, and even diabetic and other medical supplies.

	Now the video shows people eating in restaurants.

	“Order from the menu at 112 restaurants in the Palm Beach Area, free for survivors, first responders, utility workers, and anyone else working to help survivors. This includes the chain restaurants shown on the screen and many more. Text BOMBTRAIN to 999999 for a list.”

	“If you’re left with only the clothes on your back, we’ll get you new clothes tomorrow. 

	“Car damaged? We’ll get you to work and doctor appointments. 

	“There is no cost or obligation, absolutely none.” The titles say, “NO COST, NO OBLIGATION.”

	“When disaster strikes, you don’t need thoughts and prayers. You need food, clothing, and shelter. We have what you need. If you or anyone you know survived the Bomb Train disaster, help is available right now. Just call 999-BIG-KARMA. We’re waiting for your call.”

	The phone number appears at the bottom of the screen and stays. “This is a service to our fellow human beings who are in need, paid for by the Big Karma Human Aid Fund. Please tell everyone who needs help.

	“Justice is coming for the corrupt perpetrators of this shocking disaster, and you can find out more on our website. But first things first. We can work on justice when everyone in need is taken care of.”

	Above the phone number appears “BigKarmaLawFirm.com.”

	Of course, despite the disclaimer, a third of the calls received at Big Karma led to people signing on as clients of Big Karma, to be plaintiffs in suits for wrongful death of parents, children, grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins, and various pets, as well as for loss or damage to homes, vehicles and boats destroyed in the explosion and the aftermath, along with highly valuable stamp and coin collections, jewelry, paintings and guns mostly not listed on insurance policies. Three major homeowners’ insurance companies signed on as well.

	Now, barely five hours after the explosion, Big Karma has housed over 5,200 people and 600 pets, secured prescription medications, insulin, and oxygen, and fed over 14,000 survivors and responders. They also signed 4,726 plaintiffs to join John and Jane Doe in the lawsuits. 

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Monday, September 23, 8:00 p.m.

	Diana is somber as she says, “Good evening, everyone, and welcome. We’re glad you’re here with us. 

	“Thoughts and prayers for the victims in yesterday’s Bomb Train explosion in West Palm Beach, Florida are still choking Twitter. Tonight, we’re going to start with everything we know about this disaster so far.

	“First, here is drone video from five p.m. today. The fires have mostly burned out. ” A map of Florida appears with a red star indicating PBI airport, then zooms to the area from the airport to a few miles south. “The red icon in the lower left corner of the map shows the position of the drone.” The map shrinks to just a corner of the screen and the drone dot moves slowly as its video displays.

	“We’re starting about three miles south of the airport and flying north over the center of I-95. On the left you can see what looks like a large lake. This is the south end of the crater which is about 300 feet wide, fifty feet deep and nearly three miles long. It’s full of water because the land surface in this area is only six to ten feet above the water table. You can see the sun gleaming on the rails which run down into the lake.”

	Sitting off-camera across from Diana, Elizabeth sees that Diana is having a hard time not crying. Elizabeth is wiping tears from her own face with a hanky she always keeps in her pocket. It’s a good thing neither of them wears eye makeup. 

	“Just to the right, we see that I-95 is blackened and buckled. The black lumps you see are vehicles that were tossed by the shockwave and incinerated by the fireball. Up ahead you can see the collapsed overpass over the ruins of Forest Hill Boulevard. To the left, you can see the blackened remains of thousands of homes extending almost two miles west from the freeway. And on the streets, there are more lumps that were cars with people in them. 

	“This highlighted area is the former president’s golf club, and it is completely burned including numerous cars in the parking lot and presumably a lot of people in the clubhouse and on the golf course. 

	“OK, we’re approaching the south side of the airport and we can’t fly any closer. There we can see the ruins of dozens of airliners and private jets, all the way from the east end of the airport from I-95 westward about two miles. Blackened areas extend north to the main terminal, and we have the remains of several more jets at the gates and on the taxiway.

	“We have cellphone video from a TikTok account timestamped two minutes before the explosion showing the former president’s Boeing 777 aircraft turning at the east end of the runway.” The name is clearly visible on the jet in the clip. “We have no information as to whether the former president was aboard, although he was scheduled to appear at a political rally in Georgia at seven p.m. and we now know he did not show up.

	“Looking back to the video of the planes destroyed at the airport, we zoom in here and the plane in the outline is appears to be that of the former president’s Boeing 777. 

	“Now the drone looks back to the south and just below the southeast corner of the airport, about 300 yards south is the north end of the crater. There’s the back end of a locomotive sticking up there, see it? Now turning to the east, we see the ocean in the distance about two miles away. “

	“We’re flying east here. As we cross the Intracoastal Waterway and a couple of islands, we are again limited as to where we can fly due to the location of the former president’s home, and we pause now over the Intracoastal. 

	“Looking to the left, that blackened ruin is the former president’s formerly palatial home. Now we turn to the south. On the left you see the remains of homes on the barrier island. The water on the right is the Intracoastal Waterway. You see an area of homes about one mile wide to the edge of I-95, all of them destroyed.

	“Now as the drone dips we see there are still hundreds of smoldering ruins even though we see no flames and not much smoke.

	“The extreme heat of the fireball and resulting fires and explosions sent toxic smoke and ash miles into the air. Winds of about nine miles per hour blew the toxic smoke to the northwest as shown by the arrow on our map.” The map zooms out to show most of Florida. “Toxic ash fell like black snow over a wide area, including the entire surface of Lake Okeechobee, and a large area of the Gulf coast of Florida from Fort Myers to Tampa Bay as the shaded area on the map shows. 

	“All of these maps and the videos are available on our website, including a map of the disaster area with the nearest main roads outside the obliterated areas named for reference. 

	“So far estimates of casualties are rough at best. We don’t even know how many homes and commercial structures were destroyed but we estimate that number to be between eight and nine thousand. Approximately a thousand vehicles were on the roads in that area, plus at least 1,500 on the freeway. At two people per vehicle, that would be 5,000 dead. At two per home that would be 18,000 more. 

	“It will be days if not weeks before we have a close estimate on the number of dead and injured, and we may never know the real total. Power is out in the entire disaster area and for at least a mile around it. An estimated thousand power transformers containing about a hundred tons of toxic PCBs were incinerated. 

	“We will not offer thoughts and prayers as if we were politicians, but of course our hearts go out to all the people who have lost family, friends and loved ones in this senseless disaster.

	“We’re going to take our first of only two breaks this hour, and we’ll be back with Elizabeth Galloway.”

	 

	Fox News 

	Monday, October 7, 8:14 p.m.

	A week ago Allen got another sweet deal on tons of ad slots on Fox, ONAN, and the major networks. The Reds suddenly canceled another $90 million in spots they had booked months earlier, due to running out of money and crashing donations. Allen got at least extra four spots per primetime hour on Fox, NBC, CBS, ABC, MSNBC, and CNN. He’s using half for EMP, and he sold half to Dave Drivewell for NRNN. 

	He’s been running the same half-dozen spots that have been doing well, but three days ago he asked Wendy to get something new. Wendy called Luna. 

	Luna thought about the project for a few milliseconds, contacted her team and shared her vision.

	Out of 48,000 species of spiders, the Red Stripe Black Widow Latrodectus is as creepy as they come. Its body, shaped like a shiny black VW Beetle with a wide crimson stripe up the back, is suspended from legs with joints twice as high as the body, long pairs front and back, two slightly shorter pairs on the sides. 

	Other varieties of Black Widows have a crimson hourglass on the back, or a pattern of large red spots on the butt. Most people feel an involuntary shudder, and many irrational terror, when encountering even an image of any of them.

	On a flat white background, a Red Stripe type walks forward until it occupies the center third of the video frame, then pauses and works its mandibles, exposing the polished icy black domes of its eyes staring directly into your soul. Then it resumes walking forward until it fills the bottom third of the frame. Two more approach from behind, side by side, then four, then eight. 

	In another video, the screen is gradually infested with especially disgusting cockroaches, one of 4,500 species of Dictyopterans. The video is adjusted so that rather than brown they are shiny Red, like wet blood. 

	In a third video, writhing snakes, bright red with yellow stripes, come closer and closer as some of them strike out, exposing forked red tongues and glistening white fangs. 

	Each vision is horrifying but mesmerizing. You can’t look away. You can’t unsee it. Fortunately, you won’t exactly see any of them. These videos play in the background of anti-Red ads, appearing for about a hundredth of a second three to five times per second, just below the threshold of perception. 

	The same process is used in the pro-Blue parts of the ads, with subliminal images of piles of cash, children running through amber waves of grain, a soaring bald eagle, a young couple kissing, and so on. 

	Luna and her colleagues Vera, Chuck, and Dave each placed a million-dollar bet on whether people will be most creeped out by the spiders, cockroaches, snakes, or all three one after another in the same ad. 

	Results were to be determined by live responses as measured by twenty-five small sensors gently pasted around the foreheads, wrists, and chests of 600 diverse well-paid volunteers, with the data analyzed by proprietary algorithms. Of the volunteers, a hundred would see the videos without any subliminal content. 

	The creepiest version would be used in several ads with different messages. 

	It took a few hours to organize the test subjects for the following day. The videos were ready in the morning and by five p.m. the results were in. Luna won, spiders by twelve percent over the second-place snakes. Vera, Chuck, and Dave paid up. 

	And now the first spot with the stealth spiders is on the air for the first time. 

	Titles and images appear on the on the screen as a gentle, yet very firm, woman’s voice narrates.

	“Fifty years ago the Reds gave us the Environmental Protection Agency, the Clean Air Act, and the Clean Water Act.” Now we see images of blue skies and sparkling rivers. “Then the coal companies and the oil companies gave the Reds a lot of money over the years and paved the way for fossil fuel companies to destroy the climate.” Black smoke darkens the sky, as toxic sludge flows from huge pipes into a river.

	“Now Reds are acting crazy. They are taking away our rights and freedom. Reds have voted against Equal Rights for decades.” Here’s a black and white image of women marching with ‘ERA Now’ signs.

	“They’ve restricted voting rights.” Images of people waiting in long voting lines appear.

	“They ended women’s rights to make their own healthcare decisions, took away birth control and in many states restrict women’s right to travel.” Here’s an armed checkpoint, deputies with AR-15s aimed at a car. 

	“They demand that little girls who get raped have babies even if it kills them.” And here’s a sad skinny girl of ten or so, obscenely pregnant.

	“Reds are not pro-Life. Reds worship guns, violence, and death.” Crazy-eyed bearded white men in red hats appear with modern sporting rifles. Dead children are laid out in a row under bloody sheets. 

	“It’s time to get the Reds out of our government, before they end freedom and democracy.” Video of the Capitol Riot of ’21. 

	“Enough is enough. Vote Blue for freedom, Equal Rights, and action on climate change.”

	At the end, small print says, “Paid for by NRNN SuperPAC, not affiliated with any candidate.”

	 

	MAXNEWS

	Monday, October 7, 9:25 p.m.

	Michael Worth says, “Welcome back. It’s been fifteen days since the Bomb Train disaster in Palm Beach, Florida and there are now 12,000 National Guard personnel from Florida and five nearby states on the job in Palm Beach. 

	“Drone video from earlier today shows the tent city they set up on the former president’s golf course, which now has temporary electrical power, water, and sewer service. 

	“Over a thousand pieces of heavy equipment and operators have arrived from all over Florida and surrounding states to start the daunting task of clearing debris and restoring train tracks and I-95.” Video shows ranks of bulldozers, dump trucks, road graders, cranes and even some enormous V-front snowplows.

	“Power has been restored to neighborhoods surrounding the destroyed and damaged areas and water and sewer lines have been cobbled together to restore service to virtually all habitable homes and buildings remaining west of I-95.

	“The project is being managed by F.E.M.A., the Federal Emergency Management Agency, under the command of retired Army General Alvin Powell. He joins us now from his field office in West Palm Beach. General, thanks for being with us, I know you’re a bit busy. 

	Powell is a powerfully built Black man with a shaved head, wearing fatigues, standing outside a tent in bright lights. He’s surprisingly calm, and answers in a smooth, deep voice. “Hi, Michael, thanks for having me. Tell you the truth, I’m the least busy guy here.

	“We have a tremendous team at work here, and mostly I just drive around and tell them they’re doing a great job. They got me one of those four by four pickup trucks all jacked up with those huge tires and my butt five feet up in the air, which is what we need in many parts of the project area. Yee-haw!” He flashes a broad grin.

	“General, I know you have some new drone footage for us. Before we start that, could you give us an overview of your approach? The overall task seems impossibly huge. How are you going to do it?”

	“Well, Michael, now that we’ve got everyone who lost their homes when they weren’t at home settled in hotels, and food and water supplies secured for everyone else in the area, we have three main tasks. 

	“First, we need to deal with thousands and thousands of human remains, most of whom died in fires, and we may never find a trace of thousands who were cremated or those blown to bits by the shock waves. Then we need to restore the functionality of the roads and the railroad. We have a separate team clearing out the airport, the burned planes and so forth. Fortunately the runways and taxiways are very heavy duty and suffered minimal damage. And we need to rebuild everything that was destroyed.

	“As to human remains, we are collecting whatever information we can, including some DNA samples when they exist, and noting how many are in each home or business or vehicle. We can usually get a Vehicle Identification Number off the remains of vehicles. 

	“Let’s roll the video now. OK, here we see a team of two people processing a vehicle on I-95. Like the vast majority of these vehicles, sadly there’s the metal hulk and a bunch of melted materials. Occasionally we see body parts but usually they crumble to dust when you touch them. Anyway we take samples to test for DNA. Then, they check for the VIN tag and get the license plate number, although we can’t always tell what state the plates are from. 

	Here we go. We bring in one of these giant forklifts with the huge tires that can run over the busted-up surface. Then we pick up the vehicle and move it to the end of the damage area. There, we load it onto a flatbed trailer with some others, strap them down, and take them to scrap yards either north, south, or west of Palm Beach, to be crushed for recycling.

	“Here’s some drone footage from about six p.m. today. So far, we’ve removed about 400 vehicles, and with the big lights you see here, we’ll be working around the clock for about three more days to clear I-95. Then we’ll work through the surface streets. 

	“The next challenge is the railroad. We have a massive crater over two and a half miles long, 300 feet wide and fifty feet deep. That’s almost 200 million cubic feet, over 7.3 million cubic yards. It would take 800,000 trucks full of concrete to fill that crater. Fun fact, that crater is over twice as big as the Great Pyramid of Giza. 

	“So we’re surveying to find a new route for the railroad, to run the tracks farther inland.

	“Meanwhile, we have the remains of 9,700 homes and hundreds of commercial buildings to clear. As you can see here, most of these homes are built of concrete blocks. Most of the wood framing and roofs are burned to ash. The engineers estimate that we have about 20 million cubic feet of concrete blocks, slabs, and driveways to clear, and we’ve already started dumping that into the crater. At most we have only enough to fill about ten percent of the crater.

	“If we need to remove the entire surface of three miles of I-95 that would fill less than another ten percent. A few miles of surface streets, maybe another ten percent. When we’re done, there will be a hundred-acre lake about thirty feet deep, which could make for some great bass fishing someday.”

	Michael says, “Do you have any idea how long this project will take?”

	“We hope we can finish it before the Rapture, Michael.” 

	 

	Family Hearts Network

	Tuesday, October 8, 4:19 p.m.

	The studio audience claps as Greg Growler says, “Welcome back to the Greg Growler Show. Today we’re talking with Grandmas Raising Their Dead Children’s Rape Babies. Next up is Lurleen, from Tennessee. Lurleen, thank you so much for being here, I know this is hard, but can you tell us your story?”

	“I’ll try, Greg.” Lurleen is a stocky woman with blond hair done in curls and raccoon eyes from crying with mascara on. She looks spent but still not a day over 30. Grandma? Oh, right.

	“My Tammy Fae was only 11 years old. She was my angel, the light of my life.” A photo of a small, skinny girl appears. “She always did good at school, you know, and she was a good girl, never in no trouble, and she loved Jesus. Now she’s with Jesus.” Greg passes a box of tissues as Lurleen sobs. 

	A quick cut to the audience, a hundred or so, mostly women, shows many of the women and a few men dabbing their eyes. The producer put a box of Kleenex under every seat for this show.

	Lurleen recovers and continues. “She was too ashamed to tell me that the youth pastor at our church was doing top secret special Jesus business with her and a couple of the other little girls. She took sick, and by the time we found out she’s pregnant, we just didn’t know what to do. 

	“My husband, Earl, he took off work and tried to drive her to Illinois while I stayed home with little Joshua. To get there he had to cross over through Kentucky. He worked out a plan using back roads, but just when he got to the border, there was a bunch of deputies, five of them it was. 

	“Well, they got what they’d been waiting for. They made Tammy Fae pee right in front of them. Of course, she tested pregnant. They arrested Earl, took $2,300 he had on him, about all the money we had in the world. They took our car. They put Earl in jail and took Tammy Fay to some kind of foster home where they lock up pregnant little girls.

	“Well, after a couple-three months they finally let Tammy Faye come home. She was already getting big.” Now we see a photo of the same little girl, grotesquely pregnant, with a wan smile and dark circles under her eyes. “And here’s the last photo I took of her the day her water broke.” Another photo, impossibly more pregnant. “They took our car, so I had to run to the neighbors to help me take Tammy Fae to the hospital, it’s about an hour away. 

	“She started bleeding so much . . .” Lurleen and the audience break down for a minute. Greg Growler has a sympathetic look on his face, but his eyes are flat. He’s a pro and he’s seen it all. He knows worse is coming. 

	“Time we got to the hospital she was passed out. They grabbed her away from me and made me stay in the waiting room. I was in there for hours, and nobody’d tell me anything. I was praying and crying. I was so scared.

	“Finally a doctor came out and told me they took the baby girl out of her, under four pounds, and the baby was going to be in an incubator for maybe three months. And my Tammy Fae wasn’t doing too great. She was real weak even though they filled her back up with blood, and she was in a coma. 

	“After two months, Tammy Fae passed without ever waking up. When I went to the hospital, they said I might as well take the baby home with me. I signed some papers and took her home. I named her Tammy Fae after her mother, my poor dead daughter.” That’s it, waterworks all over the place. Greg is sympathetic but stoic. This is ratings gold right here. And just wait.

	Greg already knows the answer, but he asks, “And what about your husband?”

	“Oh, Earl was locked up the whole time. We couldn’t come up with $25,000 cash bail or a $250,000 bond. So they just kept him in the county jail until his trial. He was found guilty of attempting to flee Tennessee with a pregnant person and intending to get an abortion. Then they took him over to the state prison, four hours away, and I haven’t seen him since. Like I said, they took our car. He has about four more years to go.” The audience is all “Ohhhhh”. 

	“And what about the pastor?”

	“Well, they finally arrested him, but he got out on his own recognizance and before they could think about a trial, he grabbed the church’s money and disappeared.”

	Greg said, “That’s awful.”

	Lurleen’s getting fired up now. “You think that’s awful? So Earl’s in jail, so he lost his job. We were lucky, we had some kind of insurance, but we lost that when he lost his job. So now I got two little kids, Joshua is almost four now, and baby Tammy Fae, she’s about thirteen months now. I can’t get a job because I don’t have a car. I got the hospital chasing me for over $600,000 in bills for Tammy Fae and baby Tammy Fae.”

	The audience groans and sighs. More weeping.

	“I had to move in with my mom, the three of us in one little room in her trailer. She’s on disability, they cut off her feet from the diabetes. So now I have food stamps and a few bucks a month from the welfare, and we manage to get by, but barely.” Ooh. Ahh.

	Greg’s determined to get the rest out of Lurleen before she cries too hard to talk. 

	“And now, that pastor’s parents filed a lawsuit against me for custody of baby Tammy Fae. They sent Child Protective Services around to tell me I should give up custody or they can take her to foster care, meaning the pastor’s parents.” The audience boos and says “No!” and so on. 

	”Look at her. She’s just like her momma at her age.” Two photos of nearly identical toddlers appear.

	That’s it, Lurleen is dehydrating, sobbing, and weeping and wailing. Almost the entire audience is weeping and moaning. Greg puts his hands on Lurleen’s shoulder. He leans over and says something in her ear. She doesn’t notice.

	Greg turns to the camera and says, “Folks, we’ll be right back with Grandma Marcy to tell us her story, but first, this.”

	A montage of hands pulling sheets over the faces of dead women, whose blood-soaked bodies lie on beds and gurneys. The pace picks up, as a woman narrates. “Reds are killing thousands of women with their cruel laws. Red states gave a few corrupt old white men the power to make life and death decisions about women’s lives without considering centuries of medical science. So far this year, over fifteen thousand women have died of senseless complications of pregnancy.”

	More and more sheets fly onto the faces of dead women, now four per second and speeding up. 

	“Over fifteen thousand women and girls could have been saved by simple procedures that the old white men say are abortions. They would put doctors in prison for saving these women. Old white men in Red states say that if someone rapes your ten-year-old daughter, she needs to have that baby even if it kills her.”

	The image freezes as the sheet is about to cover the dead face of an angelic little blond girl of ten. Her mouth is twisted in pain. We zoom in to her lifeless eyes, so red and puffy they won’t close all the way. You can see the crust of dried tears on her face, the snot running from her little nose. “Reds will lock her up to make sure she does what they say. They’ll lock up her mom and dad for trying to get her civilized medical treatment.” Look at those eyes for a few more eternal seconds.

	“What kind of sick misguided people make these laws and call themselves Christians? When Jesus said, ‘Suffer the little children to come unto me,’ he didn’t mean make children suffer in pain and die to come unto Jesus.

	“This wasn’t an issue three years ago, or fifty years ago. The Reds have been getting crazier every year.” Classic footage of armed Red protestors at school board meetings, armed militias marching at hate rallies, giving Nazi salutes, Reds throwing books into fires. 

	“Reds are taking away our freedoms as fast as they can. A woman’s freedom to choose. Freedom to use contraception. Freedom to travel. Freedom to marry who you love. Freedom to vote in free and fair elections. 

	“Reds have blocked progress on everything from lower drug prices to health care to action on climate for over forty years.” Fires, floods, dry rivers, mummified cattle appear briefly.

	“They love guns more than children.” Bloody children on bloody stretchers, lined up as people zip them into kid-sized body bags. “They love fascist dictators more than they love democracy.” Orban, Putin, Balsonero, little Kim appear. “They want to kill Social Security and Medicare.” Hungry old people lost in the street, looking right at you.

	“Is this the America we want for ourselves and our families, our kids and grandchildren?” Crazy armed Reds waving guns and shouting with sprays of spit coming out, kicking Black people, oh, my God, it’s bodycam footage of a cop shooting a Black man in the back nine times. “Is this the world we want to live in?” Again with the fires, floods, and droughts.

	“This election is the last chance we may ever have to stop the Reds and make America decent again. This year please look into your heart and do the right thing for all of us. Get rid of the Reds and vote in the Blues.”

	Large titles say, “Reds Lie, People Die. End the Cruelty. Vote BLUE.” Small type says, “Paid for by End Money in Politics EMP SuperPAC, not affiliated with any candidate.”

	Next up, it’s some kind of pill you need for another disease you can’t pronounce and don’t understand but probably have. “Ask your doctor!”

	 

	Diana’s Condo, Bandana, Florida

	Election Day, Tuesday, November 5, 11:05 p.m.

	Diana and Elizabeth are on one of the big leather couches in the living room, bare feet on the coffee table and the ice bucket in easy reach. They are determined to drink and smoke and not worry about the election results until tomorrow. So, the sound is off, and the eighty-inch Samsung is tuned to MAXNEWS, which, thanks to Diana’s insistence and Allen’s genius squad, now has the fanciest maps of any network, the coolest graphics, and widest range of data at the touch of the presenter’s finger, not to mention two-thirds less commercials and more viewers than all the other networks combined. Her hand-picked panel of two men and two women are appropriately diverse, intelligent, well-spoken, and provocative, yet not annoying.

	Elizabeth brought a gift from one of her admirers in Illinois, a conical pre-rolled joint, the paper greasy-clear from atomic hash oil painted onto it. They still have three quarters of it left in the ashtray, and they just finished their first bottle of a rare champagne from a French vineyard that burned down twenty years ago. 

	They’re not completely ignoring the election, but they’re less concerned than they were an hour ago when they left Flannigan’s gorged on ribs. Elizabeth frets that she didn’t do as much as she should have, and NRNN has $342 million left over. She says try as they did, they just couldn’t find anywhere to spend it all and the money just keeps coming. 

	The Reds have been squawking since July that the election is rigged, which it absolutely is, since the Red states passed no less than 326 restrictive new election laws in the past four years. Some of those laws require hand-counting ballots in urban counties with non-white majorities, so it may take weeks to get final results in some key states, where Red election officials are in charge. Millions of votes might be discarded by courts for being counted too late.

	All day the media showed incredibly long lines in Atlanta, Dallas, St. Louis, and other cities. In Phoenix people waited for over five hours in 100-plus-degree heat, and ambulances ran non-stop. In Atlanta, Cleveland, and other urban areas, many polling places closed for the day with thousands who had waited for hours still in line, and that’s getting ugly fast. Hundreds of precincts simply ran out of ballots.

	Diligent racial and partisan gerrymandering, removal of thousands of ballot drop boxes, and closing thousands of urban voting locations will certainly have an impact, as will some two million voters unknowingly purged from voter rolls.

	No one knows how much the Supreme Court’s endorsement of “independent state legislatures” will affect the outcome. Some Red state legislatures are certain to override the popular vote and appoint Red electors for president, and who knows what mischief they’ll dream up for Congressional, Senate and state races.

	On the other hand, the Reds have run extremist lunatics across the board, and there are tangible signs that some people are finally fed up.

	And, of course, the potential elephant-crusher in the room is NRNN’s Equal Rights Amendment campaign. There is not an American with a cellphone who doesn’t know that voting Red is voting against the E.R.A. and women in general. Best estimates are that about forty million No Nookie affidavits have been filed nationwide. NRNN’s petition for the Equal Rights Amendment has seventy-four million online signatures. All the experts agree that taking only a fraction of Red women’s votes will cause a Blue wave if not a tsunami, even in some deep Red states. 

	Pundits caution that exit polls will be unreliable, as many Reds — women and men — won’t admit to voting Blue, and some, men especially, may pretend they voted Blue to placate the wife while really voting for the most misogynistic slate of candidates the Reds have ever offered.

	Early Eastern time zone results suggest Blue gains even in the Carolinas, Alabama, Georgia and Florida, in both national House and Senate races and state legislatures, which could bode well for other Red states. Pennsylvania is looking good, and there’s even hope for Ohio and Kentucky. After picking up three Senate seats last time, the Blues might be able to get to fifty-eight or sixty, still short of the sixty-seven they need. 

	Allen says don’t worry and don’t forget that money in politics is still legal. Bill says MAXNEWS hit sixteen million viewers last night from eight to eleven.

	Polls show that MAXNEWS is now the most trusted news source, sixty-eight percent to fifteen percent for the next most trusted, NBC. MAXNEWS has changed a lot of minds by telling the truth about corruption and reducing despair while boosting confidence that beating the Reds is possible and sufficient to improve things a lot. 

	Polls show that ninety-two percent of MAXNEWS viewers and social media followers understand that the Reds are sowing chaos to shake confidence in elections, government, and public institutions not because they believe in less government, but because they want to own the government and privatize schools, prisons, Social Security, Medicare, and all the rest for profit, while they tell everybody what to do.

	Pundits agree that there’s been a record turnout of the best informed and most highly motivated voters ever, up against the worst blatant extremism and election shenanigans ever. 

	They decide to save the next bottle of champagne for later, grab a couple of Dr. Peppers, and head out to the terrace with the ashtray. 

	They wake up on the chaises at seven twenty when the rising sun blasts them in the face. 

	 

	Diana’s Condo, Bandana, Florida

	Wednesday, November 6, 8:30 a.m.

	Diana and Elizabeth can’t stand it anymore, they need to know. Fresh from showers, in thick terry robes, Diana’s long hair in a tall towel turban, large coffee mugs in hand, they’re on the couch facing the big Samsung. Diana flips between three websites and MAXNEWS.

	In five minutes, they’re whooping and cheering like kids at a playground fight. The Blues got all the contested Senate seats for a new total of sixty-four, enough to avoid filibusters and a good chance at getting sixty-seven or more votes for the E.R.A. The House is now 338 Blue, seventy-seven percent.

	Blues are ahead in the popular vote for president by nineteen million votes so far, but the final results might be weeks away as various “independent state legislatures” seem likely to ignore the will of the People and choose the slate of electors themselves, and that will inevitably drag through the courts all the way to what is now commonly called the “Extreme Court” which has already blessed any actions Red legislatures care to take. 

	And, of course, many Red jurisdictions now require hand counting of votes which delighted the base when they passed it, but now they find it can take tens of thousands of people to count millions of ballots on time. 

	One pundit doubts they can find enough people who can count that high in those states. MAXNEWS slaps an OPINION flag on that one but runs the clip because the way the woman delivered the line is priceless. Diana and Elizabeth both spray coffee when they hear it, and Elizabeth even blows some through her nose.

	There are shocking gains for Blues in state legislatures, even in a few deep-Red states, and there may be thirty-four of them that might pass the Equal Rights Amendment, not the thirty-eight needed, but as Allen says, “Don’t worry, money in politics is still legal.”

	At least three million voters were turned away after waiting for hours in intentionally long lines in Blue counties of Red states. Over ten thousand died of heatstroke, exhaustion, and dehydration because you can go to prison for giving a fellow voter a drink of water. Hundreds of election volunteers with modern sporting rifles, many in armor or other costumes with the insignia of rightwing militia groups, patrolled the lines constantly to protect the voters and enforce the rules. 

	Pundits argue that turning away voters suppressed the Blue vote as these long lines were in large urban areas with large numbers of people of color. Others minimized the impact, saying these states were so effectively gerrymandered by the Reds that three million more votes wouldn’t have made much of a difference overall, which is obvious bullshit. Elizabeth shouts at the TV.

	Now that they’ve gotten some good news, Diana and Elizabeth search a variety of commentary sites, eager as fangirls craving the latest tea on some adorable androgynous K-Pop singer. 

	Here’s a guy saying that many of the Red voters who voted Blue this time are seniors. He says that we can’t overlook the impact of the president’s Executive Order signed last month directing the full resources of the N.S.A., F.B.I., C.I.A., and the military to act in concert globally to identify and eradicate robo-callers. There’s a clip of the president saying, “Ending Telephone Terrorism is just one little thing that government can do to make life a little better for everyone.” 

	The pundit admits that other major issues for seniors were also on the ballot, like Red threats to Social Security and Medicare and Reds blocking lower prescription prices, but that never stopped seniors from voting Red before, and never got so many of them to the polls for the Blues as this time. And there’s the chance that maybe seniors care about rights and freedom, which are, after all, retro concepts from back in their day. 

	Another pundit points to the migration of millions of viewers from Fox and other networks to MAXNEWS, with its unique $10 Million Truth Guarantee and a lot less commercials, as a significant influence on voters. A woman on the same panel says don’t forget the unprecedented activism of NRNN making women’s rights a top line motivating issue in this election.

	Diana and Elizabeth beam and high-five.

	Lame duck Red state legislatures are already scrambling to pass new laws further restricting voting rights and the powers of likely incoming Blue governors, as well as a backlog of routine Red fantasy bills. 

	Eleven Red state legislatures will soon vote on identical copies of the People’s Democracy Act which eliminates citizen ballot initiatives at the state level, allowing only ballot proposals passed by two thirds of the legislature. 

	At least nine Red state legislatures are pushing an identical Spousal Rights bill which says that sex between married partners is not rape and no one can use force against a spouse to deny sex. Eight states are planning to include language saying that women must submit to their husbands for sex, as well as back and foot rubs, on demand, and husbands can use reasonable force to assure compliance.

	The only five Red states without Fetal Personhood laws are expected to pass them by December, with some disagreement over whether receiving or abetting an abortion are capital murder subject to the death penalty, or what prison sentences might be imposed. Some anti-abortion advocates demand prison for people who have received abortions in the past. 

	Article One, Section Ten of the U.S. Constitution prohibits states from passing ex post facto laws, meaning laws that take effect retroactively. However, advocates say the Supreme Court ruled that states can determine the rights of fetuses, which are not mentioned in the Constitution. They say that states have passed fetal personhood laws, which only confirm that fetuses have always been persons in their states, and therefore an abortion, however long ago, was murder, and there’s no statute of limitations on murder. 

	Six Red state legislatures so far intend to pass the Gun Safety Act which says that females cannot own, carry, or operate firearms. 

	Seven Red states so far are debating the Hail Mary Act which would remove age restrictions on sex with near relatives or Christian ministers. Three have already amended the bill to include step-relatives and cohabitants. 

	The remaining few Red states without laws on protective custody for pregnant people expect to pass them by year’s end. 

	These Red state laws are identical because the texts are downloaded from a website owned by the Christian Conservative Legislative Advisory Council of Jesus, or something like that. 

	Speaking of fetuses, South Dakota is working to pass the Population Balance Act, which they hope will be a model for other states if not a nationwide law. This would require every white woman to bear at least three live children before age thirty-nine and includes forced impregnation and incarceration by state authorities, if necessary, as a means to restore the natural balance of races in America. They say otherwise whites will be a minority of the population within a few years.

	Speaking of the population, deaths outnumbered births in the U.S. for the fifth straight year, and experts estimate that 1.6 million less babies will be born this year compared to last year, a nearly forty percent decrease in the birth rate. Many shocked Reds accuse NRNN of genocide for preventing pregnancies. 

	Diana clicks the remote and here we go, some comic relief. It’s Madison McGuire from late last night. “Nationwide, before the polls closed and the first votes were counted, no less than 14,200 Red candidates running for school boards, election boards, city and county commissions, state legislatures, governors, and secretaries of state, up to the U.S. House and Senate, declared that the elections are fraudulent and claimed victory for themselves. These candidates pushed baseless accusations of fraudulent or rigged elections for months since declaring their candidacies earlier this year. 

	“Our analysis shows that over thirty-nine percent of these candidates publicly called for their opponents to be murdered or executed, while nineteen percent called for their opponents to be arrested and imprisoned. Seventy-one percent explicitly threatened election workers and their families with violence or death.” 

	Madison plays a blooper reel of cellphone videos from  Twitter and other social media platforms, showing some of these Red candidates, half of them waving modern sporting rifles, saying things like “Antifa stole this election, but I won” or “Left-wing socialists rigged the election” or “I’m a winner! Jesus won it for me!” and so on, just enough to disgust or amuse you but not enough to bore you, Diana notices. 

	Diana points this out to Elizabeth, says Madison is a real genius and she wishes she could have lunch with her one day or invite her down for ribs. She’s reluctant to call because she feels awkward now that her numbers are about nine times higher than Madison’s now, or maybe eleven. 

	Elizabeth says, “Maybe you can have her on in a few days for post-post-election punditry. Or maybe Madison would like a new job.”

	“Yeah, maybe,” Diana says, really thinking about it. But right now, her rumbling tummy and lightheadedness are symptoms of severe waffle deficiency coming on hard.

	They’re out the door in ten minutes, and Elizabeth just loves driving Diana’s car. Two of Elizabeth’s bodyguards follow in a small rental car. On their way to First Watch for waffles, Diana sends a text. Amazingly, Madison calls.
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