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For my family, without whom this book wouldn’t exist.
And for Kato, the lost pup who lent the protagonist his name.
And for my coworkers at the DRC, Jen, Liz, Anne, Kestrel,
Hamilton, Sydney, Judniks et all, who taught me so much about
bridges and boundaries, empowerment and oppression.
And to Arizona State University’s course “English 502:

Contemporary Critical Theories,” the type of course which, if
more broadly taught, could help save this imperiled planet.
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May a neo-renaissance of ideas and literature spring forth,
inspiring renewed intellectual, moral, social and spiritual
exploration, enrichment, awareness and activism, so as to lift
this diseased society out of the corruptive filth in which it’s
mired before, as its unsustainable virus, we’re swallowed up in

the abyss of this, our beautiful, beleaguered, uprising planet.
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“A human being is like a good fisherman who casts his net into
the sea. When he pulls it out, he finds a multitude of little fish.
Among them there is one fine, large fish. Without hesitation, he

keeps it and throws all the small fish back into the sea.”

- The Gnostic Gospel of Thomas
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What’s the Avant Garde?

Test readers suggest that a hint may be helpful.
It’s an invisible army, yes.
It’s technology unleashed without control, yes.

But it also represents the enemy we’ve been trained not to see.

For the greatest, most enduring evil is the insidiously unseen,
hiding in deniability, striking from within, visible to very few.
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Prologue

How do you defend against what you can’t see? Against an
enemy so small that it’s embedded in every crack of the crumbling
infrastructure that it stands to survive, yet so ubiquitously immense
in effect that it threatens to swallow whole any scrambling source of

life that has the audacity to reach for the light, the hope for a future?

Toward the end of what was being called ‘The Great Reset,’
those survivors keen on conserving their control of society retreated
into their bases and safehouses and unleashed their last hope: the
Avant Garde. 1t turns out that’s all they would need to successfully
wage war against the Democratic Socialists. Not the armies of
soldiers, tanks, guns and aircraft that demolished the nation and the
planet; not the propaganda that broadcasted the ideological drums of
war in the name of nationalism; not the legions of libertarians fooled
into believing that the overlords ever had any intention of turning
small, ‘don’t regulate me’ government into ‘don’t tread on me’ self-
determinism; not even the nukes that came later, sealing the fate of
the planet’s transformation into a wasteland, effectively turning the
gradually erosive climate-changing catastrophes precipitating The

Great Reset into a warm-up in the near annihilation of life on Earth.
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No, all they’d needed was to release the nanobots at the
outset of the hostilities, programmed to target anything that moves
absent a protective identifier, then retreat into the confines of their
respective fortresses, waiting for the near genocide to end so the
country, then the world, could be reclaimed. Eventually, when the
people are on their knees and waving the white flag, they’d hit the
kill switch on the AG, restarting the competition for power amongst

their clan of puppeted politicians, oligarchs and wanna-be emperors.
Only it didn’t happen that way. Something went awry.

In the fallout of the global conflicts inevitably resulting from
the violent rebuttals to the unsustainable transgressions of greed
against the people and planet, the safe places to hide are rare. Ever
sought, the fortunate few that find and protect such places remain
ever fearful that the cold hand of technology may, at any time, reach

out and snatch away the little remaining life to which they cling.
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1

Kato calls their deep nook in the river canyon once cutting
through the heart of Oregon’s Silver Falls State Park ‘The Rear
Guard,” mocking the Avant Garde enemy. The sage leads from
behind, needing no credit, refusing to put himself first. And, in fact,
the need to be counted amongst those ‘guarding life’ became a focal

point of the ideological warfare accompanying The Great Reset.

On one side you have groups like The Evangelicals, The
Apocalypsts, The Army of Christ and The Americans asserting that
life on Earth is now in the hands of the Christian God. They believe
that the current state of humanity represents a necessary, preordained
cleansing of the evil on Earth and rescuing of the faithful to be
delivered into the hands of the reborn Savior, the Lord whom shall
reveal himself upon completion of the cleansing. The only way to
spare yourself from being cleansed by the fire is to demonstrate your
faith and exercising of ‘American values.” On the other side you
have groups like The Communists, Saved by Science and The
Democratic Socialists, the latter of which would eventually subsume

the entirety of ‘the left” under their banner on the temporary accord

Avant Garde 17 Nick Jameson



that ‘the great postwar debate’ over the ‘new charter’ and the

inevitable territorial divides must come affer defeating ‘the right.’

At least, those were once the drawn battlelines, for the bones
of most of them now litter the volatile, ravaged landscape, the lines
largely lost. Kato and his crew now gather the bones of the countless
since killed, grinding them down, feeding their phosphorous to their
little garden clinging to the scarce supply of nutrients not washed or

burned away in the ceaseless swings from flood to dry, searing heat.

Despite sporting some scarring from third degree burns
across his face, hands and arms, some wrinkles beginning to set in
and a lion’s mane of mostly silver hair resembling more the fur of an
aging forest dweller than the neatly oiled and combed coifs of the
white-collared professional that he once was, one might still consider
Kato a good-looking man. Grizzled as can be and squatted near the
fire pit at the mouth of the cave he now calls home, he and two of his
small, trusted crew resemble an ancient tribe of troglodytes.

Overcome with a sudden sense of self-awareness, he laughs out loud.

“What?,” Hunter asks in his characteristically flat,

unflappable tone.
“We’re a museum exhibit,” Kato snorts. “Cavemen.”

Counselor assesses their appearance. Laughing lightly, she

says: “A retelling of old tales. The cycle renewed.”
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“Indeed,” Kato agrees.

Staring up the precipitous rock walls enclosing their small
camp, Kato recalls what Silver Creek’s encompassing canyon once
looked like; before the climate fell into its perpetual freeze-to-
inferno yo-yo, decimating the flora and fauna of this once most
bountifully beautiful of ecospheres; before President Garcia was shot
on Pennsylvania Avenue while attempting to pacify a particularly
enraged band of ‘patriots’ protesting the job losses produced as a
side-effect of the last-ditch Natural Preservation Act; /ong before the
ownership class and the ‘non-deserting’ remnants of their military
loyalists released what became the most successfully self-replicating

virus in either biological or technological history, the Avant Garde.

This realm of waterfalls that now turned from deluge to dry
in the blink of an eye, as brittle as the decomposing bone carpeting
the ghosted cities above, was once one of the most biodiverse
dreamlands north of Nicaragua, rivaling even the mightily-
magnificent Olympic Peninsula guarding the gateway into Canada to
the north. These now mostly barren rock walls once crawled with so
much life that one could scarcely see the rock itself, the heart lifted
with one’s gaze as it captured dozens of species of moss, fern and

lichen climbing from the saturated floor to the clifftops high above.

As a meditative exercise, Kato sometimes returns to his mid-

thirties in his memory and, through his mind’s eye, traverses the
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seven mile Trail of Ten Falls, falling in love all over again with the
potential of life unmitigated by the dishonorable dominion of man.
His neurons stimulated and sensory capacity heightened by pulse-
quickening, cerebral Sativa, he once consumed the park while it
consumed him, only to blessedly regurgitate him as a man more
revering of Great Mother than ever. ‘I fear that it’s too late to renew
you, Mother,” he thinks for the hundredth time. ‘But if it’s possible,
we’ll make sure they can’t rape you all over again.” He plunges his

firestick deep into the pit’s glowing embers to punctuate his promise.

Counselor, one of five others in his battered tribe, gives him
a playful shove. Losing his balance, he holds himself up with a hand

in the dirt, then looks over and gives her a grin. They’re family now.

“So often lost in thought with that absent, pensive look on

your face,” Counselor smiles. “What’s brewing in that brain now?”

“Oh, you know, I’m just wondering if it’s too late. You
know... for us, for the planet. I’'m wondering if all of our efforts are

just a tragic exercise in the extension of our inevitable annihilation.”

“Well, it does look bleak,” Counselor concedes. “But we

have to at least act as if there’s a chance, in case there is one, right?”

“I don’t know... I mean, there was a time that I agreed with
you, and obviously I’'m committed to at least going through the

motions, but, I don’t know... the despair often overwhelms me.”
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“That’s understandable... Speaking of going through the
motions, when are you going to let go of this obstinate pure

democracy idea of yours and just admit that you’re our leader?”
“What do you mean?”

“Like last night, again, with that whole vote on whether or
not to expand our searches and the scouting of outlying areas, and

the risk entailed and whether it’s worth it and all that...”

“What about it?”

“We always end up siding with you, Kato. And yet we have
to endure Jack and Druid always drawing out the debate with their
inane, frankly immature, unfeasible ideas... I know you love those
guys. We all do. But, ¢c’mon. This is why democracy doesn’t work,
right? Because the educated and rational have to lend too much
concern, have to take account of the beliefs of the nonsensical, and

those easily swayed by excitement and zealotry. Just take control!”

“No... You just said we have to act as if survival is possible;
as if a future is possible. How can we do that if we’re just repaving
the old paths leading to tyranny and oligarchy? What type of
ideological standard will we be carrying forward? Unfortunately

even the rationally-unsound have to have a voice, my dear friend.”

“I have to admit that I agree with Counselor, Kato,” the
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normally reticent Hunter offers. “It’s pointless. We need strong...”

The sound of rustling vegetation and breaking branches puts
an abrupt end to the debate, and the threesome reflexively retreat
into the cave, their spears held in front of them like Spartans ready to
fend off some monstrous beast from the east. Releasing them from
their tense coil, Jackrabbit bursts through the brush and leaps across
the creek’s current trickle, landing on the ancient sandbar adjacent to

the cave. The threesome sighs in relief, and emerges to greet him.

“It’s Mana and Druid!,” Jackrabbit announces with a hushed

sense of urgency, conditioned to minimize any chance of detection.
“What?!,” Kato inquires. “The Garde?!”
“No. People! I think Druid is dead...”
“Is Mana okay?!,” Counselor panics.
“I don’t know. I think they took her,” Jackrabbit responds.

“Show us,” Kato demands.
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2

Nature is an unparalleled ally. As Jackrabbit leads the
foursome ever so cautiously upriver, the bird calls signal a peace that
becomes less and less certain as they approach Mana and Druid’s
last known position, turning to near silence as they come within sight
of the body. Jackrabbit points to the pool at the foot of the hundred-

plus feet of drip remaining of the once spectacular waterfall.

Sprawled across a massive boulder that would be mostly
underwater were Silver Creek near to flowing at full strength lies
Druid’s hulking, lifeless form. Having fallen upon the boulder face-
first, he looks to be hugging the massive stone, as if honoring the
Earth with his final act. Three arrows are lodged in his blood-soaked
backside, one in his buttocks, one through his lower torso and one

just left of center-mass, through his back and into his chest cavity.

‘At least he likely died quickly,” Kato thinks, handing the

binoculars to his comrades so they might lend their assessment.

“No signs of Mana or anyone else,” Counselor frets while

peering through the glasses.
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“Can you track them, Hunter?,” Kato asks.

Soon the foursome are ambling across the depleted riverbed
and climbing the gradually crumbling staircase ascending to the top
of the canyon. Continuing upriver, Hunter points to various signs of
passage to the other three, including footprints, snapped twigs and

trampled foliage, as they move furtively from sign to sign.
“There’s a lot of them,” he informs them.

Finally they reach the last branch of the stream and its
crossing leading to the old road once reliably overrun with tourists
half the year. Kato recalls the lush green lawn and maples that
carpeted the area. Now but a few larger conifers dominate the scene,

the picnic tables slowly crumbling to dust upon the parched earth.

Hunter freezes and drops to a knee, gesturing for the rest of
the troop to get down as well. They squat, motionless, scanning the
area. Soon Hunter halts his scan at a curious point halfway up one of
the larger conifers. It appears unnatural to him, but he isn’t sure why
until the arrow is fired. It strikes the ground ten feet in front of him
before he has the chance to take cover, followed closely by a

piercing whistle and the ringing-out of an unfamiliar voice.

“We have your woman, and we have you surrounded! Drop

your weapons and put your hands up, or we’ll shoot!”
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They all look to Kato, who nods his assent. The foursome
drops their spears. Mana’s kidnappers soon emerge from cover,
having made impressive use of the limited smattering of surrounding
trees and shrubs. All hold bows and are dressed in matching

camouflage attire, as if all outfitted at the same Army surplus store.
“What have you done to Mana?!,” Counselor demands.
“Who?,” asks the one drawing close to retrieve their spears.
“The woman that you captured. She better be okay!”

Their cadre of captors ignore Counselor’s repeated inquiries
at first, forcing the foursome in the direction of the old campground.

But, as she persists, they eventually assure her of Mana’s safety.

“She’s unharmed. She’s being interviewed by our leader,”

says the tall, brawny man leading them into the campground.

In minutes they’re ushered through the scattered sites to one
of several cabins once rented out by the park. Upon entering the
cabin the brawny man removes a wedge-shaped wooden tool from
his pocket and pries up a few loose floorboards, revealing a hole in
the ground. Hearing a clamoring of voices and strange sounds below,

they descend a ladder into what’s been christened ‘The Cavern.’

It's beautiful. Candles set into nooks dug into the walls

warmly illuminate the impressively open space, kept secure with
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hand-carved timber beams stretching up to and across the ceiling ten
feet above. The space is partitioned into various areas for dedicated
purposes; stations set up for completing specific tasks, from tool and
weapon work to skinning, cleaning, quartering and preparing game
for cooking, to drying and cooking plant foods, to a medicinal plant
area, a textile zone where attire and blankets are currently under
production, and even a brewing station. A separate sleeping area
with personal belongings stacked beside its beds displays the varied
personalities of the denizens, an exhibition also evident in the beds

themselves, composed of assorted materials scavenged from nearby.

‘Twenty-two people,” Kato counts in his head before noticing
the space stretches farther back than he’d realized, into another area
at the rear. Led in that direction by their burly captor, they round a
partition adorned with the symbols of the prevalent theologies of old,
the Christian Cross, the Star of David, the Star and Crescent of
Islam, the Sanskrit Om of Hinduism and the Dharmic Wheel of
Buddhism, amongst others. On the other side a woman, appearing to
be in her late thirties, sits cross-legged on a great raised platform bed
covered by a woven carpet of animal furs. Two oversized red
candles, much larger than those in the communal area, sit atop
pedestals set on both sides of the bed. Writing in a red leather

notebook, she looks up at them as they’re led into the room.

She’s stunning, and seems scarcely touched by the stresses

ravaging most since the reset of history. Long, flowing, curly brown
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hair frames her bewitching hazel eyes. But it’s not just the color of
her eyes, it’s also their shape. While she appears Caucasian, her eyes
have an almost exotic crescent shape, exuding an entrancing
commingling of compassion, innocence, cunning and feral ferocity.
They exert their own gravitational force. Unlike the others, she’s
clad in a black, lacey, see-through dress perfectly hugging her sultry

shape, all set in stark, sensual contrast to her pearly-white skin.

Their eyes meet, and Kato immediately feels a flurry in his
heart, knees weakening. Seeming to sense him down to his bones,
she gives a slight, wry smile before turning her attention back to
Mana, their squat, stolen medicine woman. Her wrists are tied, but
otherwise she appears unharmed. Counselor attempts to force her
way through their escort, and while the tall, muscley man blocks her

at first, the beauty nods her approval, and she’s allowed to approach.

“Is her being bound entirely necessary?,” Counselor

demands. “We’re not going to attack you! You have us!”

The dazzling woman looks coolly at the group, gauging their
intention and the level of risk. Then, grabbing a knife concealed

under the furs, she cuts the cord binding Mana’s wrists together.

“Please, continue,” she requests of Mana. Mana looks to
Kato, who looks at the woman, attempting to read her. Bedeviled as
he is, he senses goodness in her eyes, and so nods his head ‘yes,’

granting his permission. Thus, Mana continues relating the tale of
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how the six, now the five of them, met and came to call the once
known ‘Jewel of Oregon’ their home, starting with the story, and
occasionally aided by, the impetuous youth that they call Jackrabbit.
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Jackrabbit, formerly Jack Zalini, was diagnosed with
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder at the age of six. He
always found that school, and conventional employment, required
too much ‘sit and focus,” and that this inability to focus forced him
off of the well-tread pathways leading to social acceptance and
professional success. Thanks to the determination and support of his
parents, however, he persevered academically and maintained their

hopes that he’d someday find stability. Then came junior college.

His first addiction to marijuana, ostensibly to ‘calm his
nerves,” soon gave way to a gambling habit and an often concurrent
taste for alcohol, followed by cocaine. Schoolwork fast fell by the
wayside, and he decided to discontinue his enrollment at the junior
college without informing his parents. Subsequently finding his

habits too costly to keep, he began selling marijuana, then cocaine.

While his energy and natural predilection for hustling served

him well for a time, it wasn’t long before he was spending far
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beyond his means. Exacerbating this spendthrift predilection, he
soon fell prey to a penchant for gangster films and rap videos,
snowballing into an ego-driven, insecure need to live up to the
lifestyles of those he emulated, instilling the motivation to take ever

greater risks so as to someday fulfill his expanding self-expectations.

Before long Jack moved from being a small time self-
proprietor to taking a job with a local gang that, unbeknownst to
him, was connected to a Mexican cartel. In spirited, approachable
young Jack they saw a means to tap into more of the white, urban
Los Angeles market, especially the rich college-aged kids, many of
whom were giving up on school as the nation fell into its precipitous

decline. A fun-loving party-goer, Jack was well suited to this role.

He was a valuable member of the operation for over a year,
with his success such that his eventual captor was originally his
guardian, tasked to keep an eye on him more for his protection and
the safeguarding of the increasing quantity of product he was
distributing than out of any sense of distrust. Eventually, however,
he bit off more than he could chew. When a combination of partying
too much and trusting a ‘friendly’ buyer turned into a debt that he
couldn’t pay, and when pride kept him from pleading to his friends
and parents for help, he found himself hog-tied and blind-folded in
the back of a black Chevy Suburban before being bound to a radiator

in a non-descript basement converted into a makeshift prison cell.
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The fear was the worst part, as the torture and execution that
were likely in order never came. The LA area was one of the first
embattled zones, coming on the heels of a massive fire that claimed
near half the metropolitan area, only extinguished thanks to a dust
storm rivaling those of the deserts of Arabia. When the first bombs
hit Jack hadn’t eaten for near a week, quenching his thirst from a
leaking pipe climbing the basement wall. Having been abandoned by
his captors, the blasts and accompanying tremors threatened for a
day and night before one finally hit so close that it collapsed the
house. And there he lay, a survivor of the strike but entombed
beneath the rubble, doomed to die a claustrophobic nightmare. An

ironic death for someone who struggled to sit still his entire life.

The irony made Jack wonder, as fittingly predestined as it
seemed, if his particular demise was divine retribution for his sins.
Having been raised by Catholic parents, a schoolteacher and sheriff,
the guilt and fear of angering a petty, wrathful, narrowly-judgmental
omnipotent overlord still clung to him like the feces embedded in the

hide of a cub born in the confining, obfuscating darkness of its den.

While the weight of the collapsed home was far more than he
could extricate himself from anyway, as his slow starvation now
paired with dehydration, he was surprised at his ability to accept his
fate. He deserved to die this way for failing his family, for stealing
away his best friend’s girlfriend and beating her up in an alcohol-

and-drug-induced frenzy, for so polluting his God-given body, all of
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which made his exhaustion from no food or water easier to give into.

Withered and delirious, his body eating his muscle to
preserve its organs, he was in the early throes of death’s induced
hallucinations, caught in a memory of he and his sister Kathleen
playing on their elementary school playground, when he heard the
rubble move above him. Someone was stepping over the debris,

likely looking for supplies. Thinking it his sister, he called out to her.

“It’1l be okay, I see you!,” came her response. But it didn’t

sound like her. “I’1l get you out of there! Just hold on young man!”

It took hours to remove the concrete, lumber and drywall
under which he was buried before Jack could be lifted up and carried
to safety, to a camp set up at the base of a partially-deconstructed
parking garage nearby. Nursing him back to health with the warmth
of the fire and cans of scavenged soup, he slowly regained coherent
thought and met his rescuer. Calling himself Journey, he was in his
late fifties or early sixties, describing himself as a recent volunteer at

a nonprofit radio station after retiring from a career in public transit.

Having heard it was a less contested region, the pair then
trekked hundreds of miles north, stowing away on an Army supply
train before hoofing it to the outskirts of the Salem, Oregon area. It
seemed pure luck that they were able to avoid being detected by the
bands of gunmen, circumvent the firefights, clear the minefields and

avoid the mortar shells exploding in the near distance along the way.
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Jack wondered if he was being spared for a purpose. Perhaps to do

penance; to pay his due recompense before his fate could be sealed.

In retrospect, he would reflect with a mix of humor and selt-
disgust upon how much he was like a predictable, easy-to-bait moth
to a flame. As they skirted the eastern, semi-rural border of the
Salem area in the dead of night in order to avoid the increased risk
entailed in attempting to traverse once populous, supply-rich areas in

the light of day, they saw a blue light blinking from a mile away.

“Curiosity kills cats,” Journey forewarned. “But every feline

must feed eventually. Maybe we’ll get lucky and lap up some milk.”

Approaching the one story farmhouse with its wraparound
veranda, Journey commanded Jack to stay put while he investigated.
The blue light appeared to be flashing from within the entryway of
the home. Jack sensed that something was wrong, but said nothing,

staying at the base of a nearby tree. He’d forever regret his silence.

It wasn’t until Journey had ascended the steps and made it
halfway to the front door that the flashing blue light well enough
illuminated and made visible the bloodstains splattered across the
oddly hole-covered white deck. By then it was too late. Frozen in his
tracks, a mechanical buzzing sound sent chills up Journey’s spine a
split second before the six inch spikes blasted up through the deck.
Easily piercing the heels of Journey’s well-worn boots, he screamed

in agony before falling backward and being impaled by a dozen

Avant Garde 33 Nick Jameson



more. Forty yards away, Jack watched helplessly from the base of

the battered elm as Journey groaned his final breaths and bled out.

Shocked and terrified, but also enraged, Jack debated
whether or not to flee, but decided to stay. A minute later he noticed
the blinds nearest the front door briefly separating, and thought he
saw someone peek out. Then he heard the howl. It sounded as he
imagined a great alpha wolf might sound were it to call for its pack

from a peak in the wilderness. This would prove close to the truth.

So loud and deep was the howl that it might be heard for
miles in every direction, and it was coming from inside the house.
Freezing-up, just as Journey had shortly before being impaled from
the ground up, Jack braced himself, half expecting a pack of wolves

to shoot out the front door. Instead, they came from behind.

Hearing a growl in the darkness, Jack’s natural alacrity and
athleticism saved his life, as he immediately shot up the tree, hearing
the snap of a jaw inches from his heel. The alpha dog, a mixed-breed
monstrosity, was at the foot of the tree, ferociously snarling and
slobbering whilst attempting to scale the trunk, seeming to make its
way higher with each successive attempt. The remainder of the
ragtag pack of mostly larger canines ascended the deck just as the

spikes retracted, and there began consuming Journey’s carcass.

The body of Jack’s companion was turned to mincemeat in

minutes. As the alpha gave up on Jack and made his way up the deck
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to claim his portion of the prize, the front door opened. Jack gawked

as out stepped a mountain of a man leveling a shotgun at his head.
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“Thank you,” says the mystifying beauty after hearing Mana
and Jack combine to tell a part of his tale, cutting Mana off from
continuing to recount the history of their group. “But perhaps one of
your compatriots would like to take over from there,” she adds while
looking up captivatingly at Kato, her mesmerizing eyes casting the

many a heart-conquering, masculinity-enslaving spell of the muse.

The camouflaged captain of their band of captors forces Kato

forward with the butt of his bow, saying:
“He appears to be their leader.”
“Thank you Remus, but there’s no need for force.”

“As you wish,” he complies, removing the bow from Kato’s

back, though remaining close enough to subdue him if necessary.

“They call me Persephone,” she says, beaming brightly as
she rises to her feet, coming face-to-face with Kato. It takes

everything in Remus’s power not to step between them. Sensing this,
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she turns to him and places a hand on his shoulder, accompanied by

an appreciative, loving glance. With great effort, Remus backs off.

“My people gave me the name Persephone in allusion to the
Greek goddess of myth. Some of them say that I’'m the hopeful
symbol of bountiful future harvests that’s fated to follow our present
peril, while others whisper that I’'m the Queen of the Sirens, able to
pull men by their hearts and loins any way that I see fit. They say
that ’'m destined to entice Hades himself into capturing me and
pulling me down into his den of darkness, turning me into his Queen
of Evil.” She draws closer, maintaining her kryptonotic stare. “What
do you sense? Am I to be Queen of the Underworld? Or may |
escape this fate? Am I to signal the changing of the seasons with my
descent during the dreary winter and resurrection in the spring? Am I

meant to symbolize humanity’s potential for regrowing the Earth?”

Kato just stares at her, attempting to remain levelheaded and
critical, despite her presence diminishing his defenses by the second.
Reading Kato’s eyes, she abruptly and unexpectedly embraces him
in a warm, full hug. “I suppose I deserve to be tied to fertility
because I’'m what you might call ‘sexually uninhibited,”” she adds
with a suggestive smirk while running her hands down Kato’s arms
and off of his hands. Awestruck, he’s reeling, struggling to remain
rational, falling prey to Persephone’s bewitchment. Persephone feels

it. Her eyes speak the recognition of another successfully cast spell.
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“Personally, I think one of the most archaic, backwards, ugly
aspects of conservative ‘individualistic values’ is, or perhaps I
should say was, the purposeful divide it built between people; the
controlling boundaries of divide and conquer precluding connection.
The aristocracies could never afford too much connection, of course,
for it breeds a sense of commonality and solidarity that leads to the
populist cooperation that’s mutually exclusive with greed. Empire’s
use of the Church to stain sex with sin is but one example of this. For
me, sexuality is simply an extension of the desire for intimate
connection; the desire to better understand and draw strength and
pleasure from others. What better way to accomplish this than to cast
aside the shame religion pressed upon the act of sexual expression?
Let us quell the unnatural indoctrination of guilt used to control

connection and families through the dictation of sexual propriety.”

Kato nods his head, implying agreement, wondering if she
truly believes what she’s saying or is so good at reading him that

she’s simply manipulating him by saying what he wants to hear.

“Ah, an enlightened being, thank the Spirit!,” Persephone
says enthusiastically upon receiving his implicit assent. “Please, sit
with me,” she adds, gesturing towards the bed. It’s large enough to
accommodate half her tribe. Glancing at Remus in time to detect the

extent of his alert and suspicion, Kato hesitates, then complies.
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“What do you call yourself?,” she asks. “You must, like

most of us, have been inspired to follow The Final Meme?”

The Final Meme was spawned in the final few days of the
Internet, reputedly a result of a Saved by Science hack, though no
one seems to know for sure. It was the only thing visible online for
days, no matter what web address was entered. It depicted the well-
known image of legendary socialist freedom fighter Che Guevara
accompanied by the quote: “We are the many rising to rescue the
Earth, uniquely reborn as warriors fighting to assure a future for life,
ready to expel the parasites of the planet-crushing past and usher in

the new humanity! Drop the old monikers, and be re-christened!”

This winning of the ‘Internet War’ by ‘the left,” a long-
waged-war fought for control of the information and means of
communication central to WW3, coupled with the collective act of
empowerment derived from the inspiration to remake both oneself
and the world, created a sense of solidarity that rallied the left,

countered the tech disadvantage and turned the tide of the war.

The idea of a socialist-leaning, culturally-transforming
“avant garde,” literally meaning “vanguard” or “advance guard,” that
belonged to the people as a whole, rather than to an exclusive ‘ahead

of their time’ corps of the cutting edge, as the term once referred to,
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became a core component in the propagandist ‘war for the hearts and
minds’ that accompanied the physical war. The question as to whom
best stood to advance the race became paramount, and motivated,
amongst other things, the oligarchy and its loyal hawks within the
plutocratically-puppeted armed forces to christen their last-ditch

nano-robotic army the “Avant Garde,” or ‘those guarding the front.’

“Kato,” he replies to Persephone’s inquiry. “It sounds funny
to say it now, because I’ve so long been bereft of hope, but in those
days, when I heard about The Final Meme during my wild forays
with my friend here,” he gestures at Hunter, “I still held the naive
belief that there was hope. Anyway, the name means ‘pure,’ or
‘unsullied.’ It’s a reference to my spiritual belief in one incorruptibly
pure guiding energy force of life, what’s commonly considered
‘love,” or ‘following the heart,” or ‘instinct,” but which I believe is
learning to heed the pure, everlasting, indestructible essence of all
existence; that which endows all existence with the spark of life;

what most call ‘God,” guiding through the heart’s divine gateway.”

“A spiritual philosopher!,” Pe