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    Previously – in Bug Out! Atlantic Book 1 
 
    As book 1 opened, Taylor Yates got caught up in a demonstration at Columbus Circle in Manhattan, getting arrested for hate speech after an altercation with two leftist radicals. 
 
    John Clancy was enjoying retired life in his Valley Forge home, spending his time writing fiction. He discussed the proposed Social Scoring laws with his wife Linda. Her sister Pat took the new law seriously, and wanted her husband Craig to retire from his job due to his commute, which would give them a bad score. 
 
    Jacob Timmons was helping to organize a resistance group in Boston. His friends gathered, and they discussed the use of work/residential grids in their state to force zero commute laws. They named their group the Sons of Liberty. The owner of the Bow Street Pub, an Estonian named Jaak, let them use a room above the bar as a meeting space. 
 
    In Manhattan, Stefan, husband of Albena, was following up on rumors about a false-flag attack with his small team of hackers. He discussed the rumors with Penko. 
 
    Taylor met Eve in jail, both arrested for hate speech. They struck up a friendship. 
 
    Mayor Fine of New York City had a meeting with his staff, in which he fired Yvette, the police commissioner, when she suggested the hate speech law should be selectively enforced based on political orientation. 
 
    Albena dove into the rumors about the false flag attack online, finding intel pointing to a series of attacks. Stefan joined her, saying he’d also been looking into the rumors. Albena told him she’d found connections to the UN on message boards. Stefan admitted he’d found similar comments on the dark web and the UN Headquarters Network. That shocked Albena, Stefan trying to calm her down, saying the UN documents he’d seen were very vague, making it easy to draw the wrong conclusions. Stefan suggested that Albena try hacking into the UN email system to look for verification. 
 
    Taylor, Eve, and the other prisoners arrested for hate speech were brought into court together. The judge dropped the charges on all cases, stating that the Court of Appeals was stacked up with people convicted under the law, and that it was likely the Hate Speech law was unconstitutional. There was a limo waiting for Eve outside the courthouse, the Chauffeur telling her that she had the limo for the entire day, and that Taylor could go along too. Jared Carlson sent the limo. Eve worked for him as a patent attorney, and was a former girlfriend. After the limo took off, Jared placed a video call to Eve. Eve wanted to go to her building to mess with the people who had her arrested. Jared told her to go ahead, and that there were two pepper spray canisters in the cabinet next to the bar. Jared said the protesters were Marxist agitators, paid to be there, and that attacks on the country were about to happen. Eve and Taylor were alarmed. Jared said to stay away from New York Harbor, and invited them to join the resistance, telling them to think about it overnight.  
 
    Jaak was busy cleaning out the upstairs room for the Sons of Liberty when Jared called him, and they discussed the state of enemy actions in California and Texas. Jared promised weapons, prototype vehicles, and supplies. 
 
    Eve and Taylor got to Eve’s building, finding the demonstrators there in force. The person who fingered Eve wasn’t there, but the two women who’d accused Taylor were, one of them directing traffic again. When they saw that Taylor was out of jail, they went into a rage, rushing the limo. Taylor shot them both with pepper spray. One of the women pulled out a gun and started shooting, blinded by the pepper spray. She hit a police officer. Other officers killed both women as the limo sped away. 
 
    John Clancy got up in the middle of the night and started work on a new fiction series about the current political climate. Linda came in, asking what he was doing. He explained it to her, and she got worried about him being de-platformed. 
 
    Mayor Fine called an emergency meeting after the shootings in front of Eve’s building. NYPD Chief Harvey attended, since the police commissioner had been fired the day before. The Mayor directed Chief Harvey to enforce laws against protesters directing traffic and harassing citizens on the street. Cliff Bates pushed back hard, making inflammatory comments. Mayor Fine fired him. Cliff left in a huff, vowing to fight the dismissal. As the meeting ended, news of the passenger jet shot down in San Diego reached them. 
 
    Taylor and Eve rode the subway back to Manhattan later in the evening, vowing to keep their friendship going. They told each other they were joining Jared’s resistance team. Taylor got back to her apartment and took a shower, hearing a bump. She got a threatening phone call after she finished her shower, and then found a dead cat in her fridge. 
 
    Albena was having trouble breaking into the UN email system. Penko suggested that he could dress up like a courier and go to the UN with a fake delivery. He had contacts there from prior visits, and would try to gather names of network administrators. 
 
    Riots broke out all over New York City after the NYPD started arresting protesters for blocking streets and directing traffic. It was overwhelming the department. The National Guard was needed, but Governor Romano wasn’t taking calls from Mayor Fine after he fired Cliff Bates. Mayor Fine sent the Governor a telegram, telling him that if anything bad happened in New York City, he’d go public with the fact that the Governor wasn’t cooperating because of a political dispute. This worked, the angry Governor calling right away. They hammered out an agreement after Mayor Fine told the governor why Yvette and Cliff were fired. 
 
    Jared Carlson called Taylor, asking if she’d decided on the resistance team. Taylor said she would join, and told him about the dead cat in her apartment. Jared said he’d send a team to install a security system the next day, and that he wanted a conference call with her and Eve on that day as well. 
 
    Mateo and Charles Livingston discussed the prosecutions of demonstrators in Manhattan. The fines were more than Charles wanted to pay, so he demanded that Mateo talk to Mayor Fine to get them reduced or waived. Since Mateo and Cliff Bates were allies, Mateo wasn’t anxious to negotiate with Mayor Fine. Charles talked him into it. 
 
    Taylor spent the night at Laleh’s apartment, after city officials shut the subway down to slow the rioting. Taylor told Laleh about the limo ride and the shootings. Then she told her about Jared Carlson’s resistance team. Laleh wanted to join, so Taylor called Jared and asked. Jared knew Laleh’s father because of work he’d don with Mahdavi Pharmaceuticals, her family’s company. Jared agreed. 
 
    Albena’s cousin Vasil visited from Florida. He told Albena, Stefan, and Penko about a resistance team his boss was putting together, and asked if they were interested. He wouldn’t say who his boss was, but his family knew he was a Samson Corporation employee. They planned to attend a meeting the next day with others in the resistance team. 
 
    Taylor and Laleh were attacked on the subway by two radical women, but they turned the tables. Two security men came, arresting the radicals, telling them that the Mayor was no longer forcing them to look the other way when radicals attacked citizens. When Taylor and Laleh got to Taylor’s apartment, she found her bedsheets covered in blood, with a note saying “I’m gonna get you.” 
 
    Mayor Fine was working at his City Hall office on Saturday morning. Chief Harvey showed up, and they talked about a meeting Mateo had requested. Chief Harvey also brought up that he was hearing chatter about a terror attack. He didn’t think much about it, but then an informant he trusted called the department and said a dirty bomb or worse would be floated into New York Harbor and detonated. Mayor Fine was alarmed, Chief Harvey telling him that there were detectives working it. As Chief Harvey was getting ready to leave, there was an explosion outside. Then protesters were rushing into the area, and somebody shot out the Mayor’s office window. Chief Harvey returned fire. Police cars arrived, but were hit with a Molotov Cocktail as the gunfire ramped up. Mayor Fine told Chief Harvey about the armory on that floor, and they rushed to it, grabbing M4s, shot guns, and a couple M60s. As they got back to the office, the protesters were firing AK-47s at the police. The Mayor and Chief picked up the M60s and fired, hitting one of the protesters as he was about to toss a grenade at police. The leftists tried to flee, but were shot by police and National Guard troops. The Chief was told that about half the officers ordered to the scene refused to come. The Mayor ordered Chief Harvey to fire them. 
 
    The security team at Taylors apartment found two video cameras. They removed them and set up her security. 
 
    Craig and Pat came over to John and Linda’s house for a visit. Craig told John that he’d written a piece about the Social Scoring law, which had just gotten enough state senate votes to pass. The editor of the Valley Forge Beacon was interested in his article. While they were talking, Craig got a call from the paper, saying they’d put is article in the evening edition. Linda and Pat came in the room, hearing Craig say he was a published author. Pat wasn’t happy when Craig told her about it, fearing his political statements would get them into trouble. 
 
    Stefan and Vasil got the room above the coffee shop ready for the resistance meeting. Eve, Laleh, and Taylor arrived, Penko leading them upstairs. Jared Carlson joined via video link. Jared told them that the USA would be attacked within the week, and told them about the planned nuclear attacks in various harbors around the nation. They discussed the UN being behind the plans, to get the carnage started and then come to the rescue with UN Peacekeepers and Martial Law. Jared shared the reasons behind the attacks—Globalists were trying to stamp out national sovereignty of nations once and for all, so they could more easily control the world. Jared said the globalists approached him to help, and that many wealthy business owners were being recruited. Stefan questioned the idea, asking why leftists would side with multi-national corporations. Jared told him that the fear of climate change would be used as the reason for the destruction of national sovereignty. Stefan asked Jared what was in it for the Samson Corporation, to which Jared replied he wanted a free world to exist in. Eve noted that if Western Civilization were to collapse, there would be chaos and world-wide starvation. The meeting broke up when rioters started up the street. 
 
    Jacob and Ava were in the Bow Street Pub when a mob of students came down the street, throwing a rock through a window by the door. They continued down the street, doing the same to other buildings. Jacob went outside to follow them. He met Sunshine, who was also following the students, recording comments into her phone. They struck up a conversation as they walked, finding that they agreed on a lot, and made plans to have coffee and chat. 
 
    Penko dressed like a courier and rode his bike to UN Headquarters, using is fake ID to get past the guard shack. He ran into an acquaintance in the IT department and let him know he was looking for work, having experience as the email admin for NYU in prior years. His friend let him take a picture of the list of admins with his phone. Penko did his phony delivery and left, seeing UN vans leaving the headquarters as he rode his bike west on 43rd Street. 
 
    Mayor Fine was feeling the heat after the shootout at City Hall. The status meeting was scheduled, Kate and Julio arriving on time. None of the Borough Presidents showed up, so Mayor Fine had Jean call them. She did that, telling the Mayor that they were all on strike due to his violent response to the protesters. The Mayor considered firing them all, but was talked out of it by Julio and Kate. They had a brief meeting, Julio bringing up the concern of some citizens that there were too many UN vans cruising around. He checked via the city’s video surveillance system and found the citizens to be correct about the uptick in presence. After the meeting, Mayor Fine took a call from Mateo, who offered to provide UN Peacekeepers to replace the National Guard. Mayor Fine politely refused. 
 
    Back at the room above the coffee shop, Albena got the list of names from Penko and started working the hack of the UN email system, gaining entrance quickly. Stefan arrived, telling them he had a source in the NYPD telling him about the AK-47s at the City Hall attack, and the increase in patrols around New York Harbor. He told Albena he was going to talk to his old friends at the Longshoreman’s Union Hall. 
 
    Sunshine and Jacob had coffee and talked about the current situation, relating it to the rise of Marxism and Nazism, finding a lot of agreement. Sunshine told Jacob about her resistance team, and they made plans to visit each other’s groups, to see if there was synergy. 
 
    The resistance meeting was held, Jared explaining the situation. Stefan was skeptical and asked a lot of questions, but they made a preliminary agreement to go forward. 
 
    Eve, Taylor, and Laleh got back to Taylor’s apartment after the resistance meeting. The security system was set up, and there were micro-thin phones waiting for each of them on the counter. Laleh opened hers first and was guided through the setup. Jared Carlson called her, asking for Taylor to activate her phone so she could check out its interaction with the security system. Taylor did that, seeing one of her neighbors named Clarence trying to pick the lock, and being knocked out by an electrical shock. He woke up and ran away. Jared told her about the security features, and added that the phones were satellite phones that would still work if a nuke were to go off in New York Harbor. Taylor told Jared which unit Clarence was in, and Jared said he’d sent Cary around to investigate. 
 
    Stefan went to the ILA Union hall, finding a friend from his Longshoreman days there. His name was Julie. They talked, Julie telling Stefan that they were hearing bad rumors, and that about a third of the union members had taken vacation for the next couple weeks. Stefan asked what the rumors were. Julie replied a nuke or dirty bomb attack in the harbor. Stefan asked Julie why he was still there. Julie told him he had pancreatic cancer, and his wife had Alzheimer’s. He offered to help Stefan find the bomb and stop it. 
 
    Cary slipped into the ground floor of Taylor’s building after midnight, going into the utility room. He found that Taylor wasn’t the only person bugged in the building. There were two other units being surveilled, the wires leading into Clarence’s box for Unit 1. He sent his boss a text about it, his boss saying to fry the perp’s electrical system. Cary pulled a black box out of his toolbox and did that, slipping out before Clarence could get to the utility room. 
 
    Stefan came home late that night, finding Albena still working. She’d downloaded hundreds of thousands of UN emails, and was getting ready to search them. Stefan told her what he’d learned at the Union hall. Taylor started searching through the emails the next morning. Stefan said he’d get her new solid-state drives and a fast PC to help. 
 
    Mateo was notified that Clarence, his building captain for Taylor’s building, had been compromised, and that somebody fried his electrical system. Mateo called Lance Evans and asked him to surveil Taylor. 
 
    John was writing when Linda asked him to chat. She told him that somebody had tossed a brick through Craig and Pat’s window, with a note attached calling Craig a fascist. Linda told him that Pat feared Craig was becoming mentally unstable. John disagreed with that assessment, saying that Craig’s views hadn’t changed much over the years, and questioning the idea that those we disagree with have mental problems. Linda admitted that her observations about the society were pushing her more towards John’s point of view. John broached the subject of moving out of the area due to its political radicalization. Linda was open to the idea, and agreed to research other areas. 
 
    Cary and his boss had a conference call with Jared Carlson from the safehouse on Amsterdam Avenue and 89th Street, discussing what he found at Taylor’s building and the sixteen units in Eve’s building that were also under surveillance. Jared had intel that the Municipal Video System in NYC was now using facial recognition functionality, and saving data beyond the two months that were legally mandated. Don suggested that they go after Clarence for a sex-crime beef, and offered to contact Chief Harvey, with whom he had connections. Jared said to compile a list of people arrested for hate speech, and check to see if they were being surveilled in the same manner as Taylor and Eve. Don said he wanted Hector going with Cary for future checks, and he wanted both of them armed. 
 
    Stefan and Albena went to the coffee shop, joining Penko who was setting up the solid-state drives and a new, fast gaming PC. 
 
    Mateo got a call from Lance Evans, telling him about the electrical system in Clarence’s apartment. Mateo didn’t seem to care, but after a brief argument Lance got his attention, telling him that the damage was done by a very advanced device. He also mentioned the shock Clarence got from trying to pick Taylor’s lock. He asked Mateo to give him addresses of other buildings where surveillance was taking place, so he could see if the resistance was onto their plans. Mateo agreed. 
 
    Jacob asked Jaak if he could invite Sunshine to a meeting of the Sons of Liberty, and said he was going to a meeting of her group. Jaak said okay, as long as they could do a background check beforehand. Jacob realized he didn’t know her last name yet, and promised to get it. He attended Sunshine’s meeting later, led by Henry. They discussed the Boston City Council meeting, where they were moving forward with work proximity regulations and discussing a social scoring system. The discussion got to the harbor attacks, Henry confessing that he’d been hearing the same things as Jacob was telling them. Sunshine and Todd made plans to attend the next meeting of the Sons of Liberty. 
 
    Albena’s new PC was crunching through the email data. Penko and Vasil came into the room as the last keyword search finished. Albena did a sort of the message by number of hits, and opened the first one. She was shocked by the contents, as were Penko and Vasil. Vasil contacted Jared and they did a conference call, Vasil telling him about the message, which had data about the New York Harbor attack, including the berth number in Bayonne. As they were talking, Albena read another email, talking about plans to murder Mayor Fine and Chief Harvey in the confusion of the attack. Jared told Vasil and the others to go to the safe house right away, and left the call to contact the other team members, and to warn Mayor Fine and Chief Harvey. Stefan told Albena he was going to the harbor to try to stop the attack, Albena trying to stop him as he left, but to no avail. She broke down. 
 
    Mayor Fine was in his office, and took a call from Jared Carlson, who told him of the upcoming bomb attack and plan for his murder. Chief Harvey came in while the conversation was going, Mayor Fine bringing him up to speed. Jared told them about the attacks coming in the other locations, then ended the call to contact the rest of his associates. Mayor Fine ordered his employees to the bunker underneath City Hall. Chief Harvey helped him move the weapons from the armory to the bunker. Kate and Julio arrived in time to ride the elevator down to the bunker with the Mayor and the Chief. 
 
    Taylor and Laleh got the word, leaving work for the Safe House, calling Eve, who was also on the way. 
 
    Stefan met Julie at the wharf closest to the union hall, getting into a Zodiac boat with Julie’s friend Roberto. They took off across the bay to Bayonne with weapons, ready to do battle. They made it across and found the boat, a rusty old freighter. A Harbor Patrol vehicle was pulling up as they arrived. Stefan showed the Harbor Patrolman the email about the attack. He didn’t believe it, but agreed to go onboard with them. They found the ship deserted, Julie leading them to the cargo hold. They found the nuclear device in the middle, right under the loading port. The timer read just seconds to go. It detonated, Stefan and the others not even feeling it. 
 
    Taylor and Laleh were still on the street when the bomb went off, the blinding flash behind them, glass breaking all around, cars running off the road, people going crazy. They broke into a run, getting to the safe house, going down the stairs to the bunker. Cary and Eve greeted them, taking them inside. 
 
    Mayor Fine and his team were inside the City Hall bunker, the blast rocking the ground under them, lights going out, emergency lights going on after a moment. After the initial horrified panic, Mayor Fine took charge, and they got their systems up and running thanks to the generator system in the bunker. Radiation readings above the bunker were off the charts, everybody dead for many blocks around them. Everything south of 14th Street was destroyed. They got calls from surviving police stations, Chief Harvey answering and giving instructions. While they were talking to Precinct 17, armed UN Peacekeepers arrived, saying they were authorized to take over. Chief Harvey said no way. When the NYPD officers resisted, the UN Peacekeepers killed them with automatic weapons. Chief Harvey contacted the other precincts, warning them to shoot at the UN if they showed up. 
 
    Penko, Vasil, and Albena were in the subway when the bomb went off, stopping the trains. Vasil used his satellite phone to call Jared, who told them to sit tight for a couple hours, and then walk out. 
 
    Mateo was in Geneva, watching TV coverage, sipping Champagne. Charles Livingston called him, letting him know that somebody warned the NYPD, and they were fighting the UN takeover. After that call, Mateo called Saladin to check his progress. Saladin said he was in Mexico with his forces, almost at the US border.  
 
    Pat arrived at John and Linda’s house, telling them about the bomb attacks, Craig getting there a moment later, telling them about the other cities hit with nukes. The power went off. John got a battery-operated radio from the garage, turning it on, hearing about the invasion of UN forces in New York. The radio station went off the air, but was back a few minutes later on generator power. 
 
    A crowd gathered at the Bow Street Pub in Boston to watch coverage of the attacks, and to be with other people. News of the Paris attack came over the TVs in the bar. A moment later the head of the Islamic Caliphate was on TV, causing an uproar. 
 
    After sitting in the subway for a couple hours, Vasil, Penko, and Albena left the car, walking out through the tunnels, heading for the safe house. Vasil used the satellite phone to call Cary, who responded, telling them the radiation levels were low enough for them to walk out. He warned of street battles between the NYPD and the UN. They got to the 66th Street station, climbing the stairs to the street, then getting on Amsterdam Avenue, which was choked with cars and people. The sound of gunfire drifted through the streets, automatic and semi-auto fire. They were finally getting close to the safe house, so Vasil called Cary again. He told them there was trouble brewing, and a UN checkpoint had been setup between them and the destination. Jace, the limo driver and commando came on the call and said they were going to attack the UN checkpoint, since the NYPD had to withdraw. He told Vasil to wait a block ahead of the checkpoint until they finished off the UN Peacekeepers. The battle erupted, sending some of the UN Peacekeepers running in their direction, Albena hitting two of them with her pistol, Vasil and Penko joining in. Albena ran out and picked up a machine gun one of the dead Peacekeepers dropped, using it to kill the last two Peacekeepers, who were hiding behind some cars. Then Jace and his men got there, taking them towards the safe house, running into a group of twenty UN Peacekeepers, ready to fight. Cars flew out of an alley, plowing into the Peacekeepers, killing several, as citizens threw Molotov Cocktails at them, Albena and the others opening fire with their machine guns, killing the rest of the Peacekeepers…  
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    Radiation 
 
   A lbena rushed to the bodies of the dead UN Peacekeepers, joined by Jace, Penko, Vasil, and the citizens who’d driven their cars into the enemy. 
 
    “Take their machine guns,” Albena shouted. “Ammo too.” 
 
    “We’ve got plenty in the bunker,” Jace said quietly. “Let’s give some of these to the citizens.” 
 
    An old man heard, walking over. “I’m Douglas,” he said, shaking hands with Jace and the others. “How organized are you guys? We could use some allies.” 
 
    “We’re just getting started,” Jace said, “but allies would be good. You guys take most of these machine guns. We’ve got weapons already.” 
 
    “Thank you kindly,” Douglas said, motioning for his comrades to pick up the weapons. “Heard there’s another checkpoint set up at Broadway and 83rd Street. It’s not far. Maybe we’ll go ruin their evening.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Vasil said. “Don’t get killed right away. We’ll gather intel so we can coordinate attacks. What’s your phone number?” 
 
    Douglas chuckled. “Phones are out, but I’ll give it to you. Won’t be down for long, I suspect.” He read off the number, Vasil putting it into his phone. 
 
    “We’d better get down in that bunker,” Albena said. “I want to hack into the MVS. It’ll help us to pinpoint targets.” 
 
    “What’s the MVS?” Douglas asked. 
 
    “Municipal Video System,” Penko said. “We’d better get going.” 
 
    “See you soon,” Douglas said, his men taking off with their new machine guns and ammo. 
 
    “Let’s move, before somebody else shows up,” Jace shouted. They ran towards 89th Street, entering the building and taking the stairs to the bunker, Cary waiting for them by the open vault door. They slipped through, the vault closing behind them. 
 
    “Whoa, check out this place,” Albena said, looking around the big staging room, with doors on both sides and a big hallway going to the right, which they entered. “Generators, thank God. You got PCs? Might have screwed up my laptop. Fell on my backpack out there while I was fighting.” 
 
    “We’ve got a command center with everything you’ll need,” Cary said. “The generators are online, and they’re state-of-the-art.” 
 
    “Heard from Jared?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “A few minutes ago,” Cary said. “He’s trying to cover a lot of bases, so I don’t want to bug him. We’re very well set up here.” 
 
    “What if the enemy finds this place?” Albena asked as they rounded a corner in the hallway. 
 
    “We control the cameras around this space,” Cary said. “They’ll figure it out if they study it close enough. We’ve installed wiring, which will be easy to undo. We’ll take that off before things settle down, or they’ll know we did it.” 
 
    “Let me look into it,” Albena said. “I’m good at that stuff, and I know that system well. Do we have access to the feed?” 
 
    “Real time feeds, yes. We haven’t been able to hack into the history.” 
 
    Penko shot a grin to Albena. Cary noticed. 
 
    “You’ve already figured that out,” Cary said. 
 
    “I can get in and download files,” Albena said, “but I’m still working to crack the facial recognition system. That’s the biggest danger. The trick will be learning how to use it ourselves, while messing with the enemy’s ability to use it.” 
 
    They turned right into a large room, with two rows of long tables, PCs set up on both, one of the walls covered with twenty flat-screen monitors, each cycling through a set of cameras, labels listing the camera locations. 
 
    “Nothing below about 16th Street,” Penko said, looking at the screens. “My God. All those people.” 
 
    “Manhattan didn’t take it as bad as parts of Jersey and Brooklyn,” Hector said, turning from his PC. “Good to see you again.” 
 
    Taylor, Eve, and Laleh came into the room. 
 
    “Thank God, you made it,” Eve said, eyeing Albena. “Where’d you get the machine gun?” 
 
    Albena smiled, setting the gun down next to a PC. “We took them off UN Peacekeepers that we killed out there.” 
 
    “Where’s Stefan?” Taylor asked. 
 
    Albena’s lower lip trembled, tears filling her eyes, Taylor looking down. 
 
    “He sacrificed himself,” Penko said softly. “He was in the harbor trying to stop the attack, we think. There’s a slim chance he’s alive someplace.” 
 
    “No there isn’t,” Albena said. “Look at the displays up there. Anywhere he would’ve been is destroyed. I hope he was right next to the bomb. At least it would’ve been quick.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Taylor said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Albena replied, pulling herself together. “Let’s see if my laptop is intact. I’d like to transfer files to one of these machines if I can.” She took off her backpack, unzipping it, finding the wireless mouse crushed. “Uh oh, bad sign.” 
 
    “How much will it set you back?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “Depends on how good our internet connectivity is,” she replied, pulling out the laptop. “It doesn’t look damaged.” She opened it, pushing the power button. 
 
    “We’ve got satellite internet,” Cary said. “It’s not as fast as the fiber, so we’ll switch back to that when it comes back up.” 
 
    “If it comes back up,” Laleh said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Jace said. “The folks who did the attack need it back up. They still have to run things.” 
 
    “I hope I get to kill lots of those creeps myself,” Albena said, watching her laptop as it started up. “The laptop is fine. Can you give me the network info?” 
 
    Cary nodded, sitting next to her as she logged on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How many precincts did we lose?” Mayor Fine asked, looking over Chief Harvey’s shoulder at his computer screen. 
 
    “Only three, believe it or not,” he said, “and by the way, the citizens have been helping. That’s why we didn’t lose more. Several groups of citizens have wasted UN Peacekeepers and gathered up their machine guns.” 
 
    “Cliff Bates wouldn’t approve,” Julio quipped, shaking his head. “May he rot in hell.” 
 
    “I doubt he’s dead,” Kate said. “We lost a lot of people, though. The world will never be the same.” 
 
    Jean looked up from her desk. “Mayor Fine, you’ve got a call from Governor Romano. Would you like to take it in the private office?” 
 
    “Yes, thanks,” he said, walking to a door behind Jean, going in and sitting down, punching a button on the speaker phone. 
 
    “Mayor Fine?” 
 
    “Yes sir. Anything bad happen in Albany?” 
 
    “Not so far. The power is out, of course, but it’s out almost everywhere between Georgia and Rhode Island.” 
 
    “I’m glad your safe, anyway. We’re still in the City Hall bunker. Radiation levels above us are lethal, so we’ll be staying here for a while.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re working plans for a rescue, but the experts want to wait for a week or two. Do you have supplies for that?” 
 
    “We could stay down here for a few months,” Mayor Fine said. “Glad we did these upgrades. I was against spending the money at the time.” 
 
    “I remember. Funny how things change.” 
 
    “Yes,” Mayor Fine said. “Any estimates on people killed yet?” 
 
    “Those numbers are still in work, but it’s gonna be bad. Very bad. I’m concerned about something.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “I’m hearing reports of vigilantes attacking UN Peacekeepers in Manhattan. Have you heard anything about that?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mayor Fine said, pausing for a moment. “It’s good that we’re getting the help. The UN overran three NYPD precincts, killing our officers when they resisted.” 
 
    “I authorized the UN to come in and help. I’d appreciate it if you’d order the NYPD to cooperate.” 
 
    Mayor Fine was silent for a moment. “You didn’t hear me before, perhaps. They’ve been killing our officers.” 
 
    “I heard you. Misunderstandings happen during tragedies such as the one we’ve just gone through. All will be forgiven.” 
 
    “Who will be forgiven?” Mayor Fine asked, his blood pressure rising. 
 
    “The NYPD. They’ll work side by side with the UN to bring control back to the city. We need to arrest the vigilantes right away. You understand.” 
 
    “You don’t have the authority to bring a foreign power in for law enforcement, and I won’t allow it here.” 
 
    There was silence on the line for a moment. “I can have you removed, Mayor Fine.” 
 
    “No, I was elected, and you have no such power. I’ve got intel that the UN was complicit with the bombings, and I’ll go public if needed.” 
 
    “That’s offensive.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s offensive that the UN did that, and it’s also offensive that you’re allowing them to take over. There were government insiders involved in these attacks. We already have some evidence of that, and we’ll continue to gather more. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “You’re signing your own death warrant.” 
 
    Mayor Fine chuckled. “Shit, you were in on it. I’ll see you hang for treason, Governor Romano. Have a nice day.” He slammed the button on the speaker unit, cutting off the call. Jean knocked on the door. 
 
    “Yeah,” Mayor Fine said, getting up. 
 
    She cracked the door. “Something wrong?” 
 
    He came out, walking to the others. “Gather around.” 
 
    “Uh oh, what now?” Julio asked. 
 
    “I just had a chat with Governor Romano.” 
 
    “About what?” Kate asked. Murmurs broke out, the workers looking scared. 
 
    “He authorized the UN Peacekeepers to come in,” Mayor Fine said. “He asked me to order the NYPD to cooperate with them, and he wants us to arrest the citizens who have been fighting back alongside the police.” 
 
    “You aren’t gonna do that, I hope,” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “Of course not. I told him I wouldn’t allow a foreign power to take over law enforcement in New York City. He said I was signing my death warrant.” 
 
    “The rumors are true,” Julio said, looking alarmed. “Our own government was complicit in these attacks.” 
 
    The Mayor nodded. “Jean, can I use the secure phone system to call non-governmental numbers?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir. We can try. Who do you want to call?” 
 
    “Jared Carlson, in the back room. You still have his number?” 
 
    “Yes, it got written into the database after he called,” she said. 
 
    Mayor Fine nodded. “Try to get him. Chief, come with me, I want you on the call. You too, Julio and Kate.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Chief Harvey said. They squeezed into the small room. 
 
    “Got him,” Jean called from outside. 
 
    Mayor Fine punched the speaker button. “Mr. Carlson?” 
 
    “Jared,” he said. “Glad you survived. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’m on speaker with Chief Harvey of the NYPD and two of my top staff members. I just had a rather disturbing conversation with Governor Romano.” The Mayor described the conversation. 
 
    “He’s complicit,” Jared said. “We’ve been watching him for a few months now. There are others.” 
 
    “You didn’t say anything before?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “Not publicly,” Jared said. “I’d be dead right now if I’d tried to, and nobody would’ve thought much of it. This goes very high up.” 
 
    “President Simpson?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “In it from the beginning,” Jared said, “as was the leadership of the EU and the leadership of the UN. Half of the Joint Chiefs are involved.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Chief Harvey said. “So what do we do?” 
 
    The line was silent for a moment. 
 
    “I would make sure the public at large knows you survived,” Jared said, “and then we’ll need to make plans to get you out of there before they send in the assassins.” 
 
    “Assassins?” Kate asked, her eyes wide. “You think they’ll try to kill us?” 
 
    “If they can, they’ll kill everybody in the bunker,” Jared said. “They don’t have a choice. You’re inconvenient as hell. You could prevent them from taking over the city, maybe even the state.” 
 
    Chief Harvey nodded. “You’re right. That’s exactly what they’ll try to do.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll do a video broadcast tomorrow morning. I was planning on it anyway. I’m gonna tell them everything I know… the UN’s attempt to take us over, the traitorous behavior of government officials… everything.” 
 
    “We can’t mention Mr. Carlson,” Julio said. 
 
    “Oh, I agree with that,” Mayor Fine replied. 
 
    “I wouldn’t bring up President Simpson or the EU,” Jared said. “That’ll make the situation seem hopeless to the people. Stick with the UN. They’re the main danger for your city at the moment, and the UN hasn’t been popular for years.” 
 
    Mayor Fine thought about it for a moment. “Okay, I agree. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Building several resistance teams in the Mid-Atlantic and New England regions,” Jared said. “That’s all I’ll say for now.” 
 
    “You’re afraid we’ll be captured and tortured,” Kate said. 
 
    “Well I’m afraid of that too,” Chief Harvey said, “so definitely do not tell us anything about those teams.” 
 
    “Yes, agreed,” Mayor Fine said. “I know of your technical prowess, obviously. If you have any way to get us out of here, we’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “There are people working on that now,” Jared said, “but we have difficult problems to tackle. How many radiation suits do you have down there?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Mayor Fine said, “but we’ll find out. We’ve got enough food for a couple months, but our enemies could dismantle one of the vents and send something lethal in here. I doubt they’ll try right away with the radiation as bad as it is.” 
 
    “They’ll use suits,” Chief Harvey said. “Let’s look at the drawings of this place. Maybe there are ways we can protect ourselves.” 
 
    “That would be wise,” Jared said. “I’ll talk to you soon. Good luck with your broadcast.” 
 
    “He’s gone,” Jean said from outside. 
 
    “Okay, we’ve got some things to investigate,” Mayor Fine said. “Let’s get to it.” 
 
    They left the small room. 
 
    “What should my focus be?” Kate asked. 
 
    Mayor Fine turned to her. “I want the NYPD, the fire department, and all other government officials still online to be working the movement of wounded to hospitals, and I want city funds going to aid in that. We’ll borrow if we have shortfalls. That is your main job, Kate. Julio, I’d like you and your team to work that as well. Chief Harvey and I will concentrate on taking the streets back from the enemy and protecting our team. 
 
    “Exactly the right call,” Kate said. “I’ll get right on that. Luckily I’ve got the phone numbers I need.” 
 
    “After we have the wounded attended to, contact the army Corps of Engineers,” Mayor Fine said, “so we can start repairing infrastructure in areas that are still inhabitable.” 
 
    “Hopefully the military wasn’t in on this,” Julio said. 
 
    “If they are, we’re done,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “No we’re not,” Mayor Fine said. “Time to push the negative thoughts to the side. This city needs us. I won’t let them down as long as I can draw breath.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Governor Romano was sitting in the office of his secure shelter, still fuming about his call with Mayor Fine. He punched his desk phone. 
 
    “Clara, get me Mateo and Cliff Bates please.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” she replied. “It’ll take a few minutes. I believe the Secretary General is in Switzerland.” 
 
    “Let me know. Thanks.” 
 
    He leaned back in his plush desk chair, watching his computer monitor, which was cycling through video cameras around New York City. There was a soft rap on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Romano said. The door opened, a pretty woman walking in, her long blonde hair swaying as she sat. 
 
    “How long do we have to stay here?” she asked in a Dutch accent. 
 
    “I don’t know, Lotte,” Romano said, leaning forward. “A few days, probably.” 
 
    “Did you lock down the city yet?” 
 
    He sighed. “No, I’ve got a call coming up with Mateo and Cliff to discuss it.” 
 
    “You need to be ruthless about this. Time is short to consolidate power.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?” Romano said, leaning back in his chair again. “We’ve got citizen militia folks shooting at our Peacekeepers, and I can’t stop it yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” the woman asked, crossing her legs. 
 
    Romano’s eyes lingered on her a moment. “Mayor Fine and Chief Harvey survived in that damn bunker. They’re still running things on the ground. I wish I would’ve let Fine win on that budget battle over the bunker upgrades.” 
 
    “That was my suggestion, remember?” 
 
    “You truly are the devil,” Romano said. 
 
    “But you like what we do together,” she said, standing, starting to unbutton her blouse. 
 
    “Not now, I have that call coming up,” he said. 
 
    “Is it a video call?” she asked, her hands continuing to undo buttons. 
 
    “No, but I have to concentrate. You’ve gotten me in enough trouble.” 
 
    She smiled. “You still want it, though. I can see it in your eyes. No matter, I’ll be back later. Speak wisely with Cliff. He’s flighty. He can ruin things for us.” 
 
    Romano chuckled. “Mateo’s worse. He’s still diddling massage girls, leaving his bodyguards behind.” 
 
    “He didn’t kill another one, I hope,” Lotte asked, buttoning her blouse. 
 
    “Not yet, but that was almost discovered. Diplomatic immunity would keep him from being prosecuted, but if it would’ve made the papers, he’d be in big trouble. His leadership would’ve taken him out.” 
 
    “If men can ever get their urges under control, we’ll have a lot less progress in the world.” 
 
    “Like I said, you’re the devil. Get out of here. I need to gather my thoughts before the call.” 
 
    She smiled, then turned to leave, her hips swaying just a little more than normal. Romano sighed as she closed the door behind herself. I should have known better. He was startled by the ringing of his phone, pushing the button. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “They’re both on, sir.” 
 
    “Thanks, Clara. Cliff, Mateo, you hear me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear,” Cliff said. 
 
    “I too can hear you, my friend,” Mateo said. 
 
    “Good,” Romano said, leaning forward, resting his elbows on the desk. “I had a rather disturbing call with Mayor Fine a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “He’s still alive, huh?” Cliff asked. “I was afraid of that. How?” 
 
    “Somebody warned him to get into the City Hall bunker before the bomb went off, obviously,” Mateo said. “I got a report from my chief of info security an hour ago. Somebody broke into our email server.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Romano said. “What kind of outfit are you running, Mateo?” 
 
    “Relax, my people think they can figure out who did it. That could lead us to the bulk of the resistance in Manhattan. We know where Mayor Fine and his team are. They aren’t going anywhere. They’re trapped under a high-radiation zone. This is a tradeoff we can work with.” 
 
    “There are vents to that bunker, are there not?” Cliff asked. 
 
    “I don’t know anything about the technology, but I’ll put somebody on it,” Romano said. 
 
    “It won’t be easy getting them that way,” Mateo said. 
 
    “How would you know?” Romano asked. 
 
    “Those vents have to filter out the radiation,” Mateo said. “Common sense tells me they’ll be difficult to compromise, and our people would be working that difficult problem while wearing bulky radiation suits. We’d better figure out a way to lure them out.” 
 
    “Dammit, he’s probably right,” Cliff said. “I wish we would’ve been successful taking him out in the City Hall attack. Frigging Chief Harvey was there to save him.” 
 
    Romano chuckled. “It wasn’t just Chief Harvey. Mayor Fine is a decorated Marine. You don’t just pick up an M60 and use it effectively if you don’t know what you’re doing, and we’ve got good accounts and video of two M60s being used to great advantage.” 
 
    “Seems to me you have a problem to work on your end,” Mateo said. “I’ll work the email server hack issue. You develop a plan to either get the Mayor and his team out of that bunker, or kill them while they’re inside.” 
 
    “I don’t take orders from you, Mateo.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” he replied. “The sovereignty of the United States ended when the bombs went off. You will follow instructions.” 
 
    Romano chuckled. “You see, this is why you need Americans on this operation. You have no understanding of the American character. We must convince the citizenry to go along with what we’re doing. If we don’t, they’ll rise up, and there are four hundred million guns in private hands here. This isn’t Germany or France. Compared to the EU, America is truly the wild west.” 
 
    “The German people had guns. Their leadership successfully took them away.” 
 
    “Different situation,” Cliff said. “Germans were used to taking orders from government. Hate to say it, but Romano’s concerns are right on the money, and if we ignore that, we’ll lose, and every one of us will be killed. Mark my words.” 
 
    Mateo chuckled. “Have it your way, but get your job done. I’ll be back in Manhattan in a few days.” He hung up the phone. 
 
    “That moron is gonna get us all killed,” Romano said, shaking his head. 
 
    “We could bring him down, you know,” Cliff said. “We’ve got the goods.” 
 
    “We don’t want to do that,” Romano said. “They’ll send somebody smarter if we do that.” 
 
    Both men broke into laughter. 
 
    “Talk to you later, Cliff.” 
 
    “Yes sir, Governor. Take care of yourself. The resistance is dangerous.” 
 
    Romano ended the call, then pulled out his cellphone, typing a text to Lotte. Get your pretty little butt in here. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    { 2 } 
 
    Lockdown 
 
   I t was early morning, John Clancy working on his laptop, the power still out. “Wish I had a spare battery,” he whispered to himself, looking at the 67% reading in the lower right-hand corner of his screen. “Maybe I can borrow Linda’s battery.” The attacks had stimulated his already active imagination, the words flying onto the page. Freedom fighters versus the oppressive government. Politicians, vaguely based on real leaders, who were having their way with the population. The social justice trap after it springs. Weapon confiscation. The resistance. His mind was spinning through it, ideas about later scenes hitting him while he was hammering out the current scene. There was rustling coming from the guest room next to his office. Craig walked in. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, you’re on a roll,” he said. 
 
    John stopped, turning to him. “Sleep well? Pat doing better?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Pat’s a nervous wreck. She didn’t expect this.” 
 
    “You did,” John said, locking his screen to save battery power. 
 
    “Didn’t you?” he asked. 
 
    John chuckled. “Some of what happened was in this book already.” 
 
    “Which chapter are you on?” 
 
    “Fifth,” he said. 
 
    “Of how many?” 
 
    “I never know for sure. Probably about twenty. Have any more articles in the works?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve already written another. Don’t mention it to Pat.” 
 
    “You just had that one published days ago.” 
 
    “Wrote it last night when I couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    “You brought your laptop? Didn’t see it” 
 
    “I did it the old-fashioned way, with a pencil,” Craig said. “Used some paper from your printer. Hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “No problem,” John said. 
 
    “Mind if I go turn on that radio? Maybe they’ll say when the power is coming back on.” 
 
    “Sure, go for it,” John said. “I’ll work some more, but call me if something crazy is happening and I’ll come out.” 
 
    “You got it,” Craig said, leaving the room. John got back to work, still in the zone, the conversation flowing onto the page. Point and counter point, deception etching the surface of integrity. 
 
    Craig called out to him. John sighed, saving his work and shutting down his laptop, vowing to be back within the hour. He walked into the living room. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “UN Peacekeepers are trying to take over New York City,” Craig said. “Killed a bunch of NYPD last night, but citizens rose up and stopped it. Now there’s open warfare going on. The Mayor is going to speak in a few minutes, from a bunker underneath City Hall.” 
 
    “City Hall,” John said. “Isn’t that pretty far south on Manhattan?” 
 
    “It’s in the hot zone,” Craig said, turning the radio up. “Here it comes.” 
 
    Hello fellow New Yorkers. This is Mayor Fine, coming to you from a secret location. 
 
    I express my deepest sympathy for those who have lost loved ones in the evil attack on our city. I regret to inform you that the situation is still dangerous. We don’t know of additional nuclear weapons, but a foreign power is seeking to take over the city by force. I’m talking about UN Peacekeepers. 
 
    You may hear members of the media and certain politicians say that the UN Peacekeepers were invited in. They were not legitimately invited in. They were invited in my treasonous politicians who were, in part, behind the attacks. Governor Romano is among the guilty, and he has told me that I’ll be killed because I will not call off the NYPD, and I will not arrest the armed citizens who have been helping the NYPD prevent a violent takeover by this foreign power. 
 
    I urge citizens of New York not to cooperate with UN Peacekeepers. Please do cooperate with the NYPD. If you are in the citizen militia, please know that I will support your actions against the UN invaders, and I will not order your arrest. 
 
    I expect the Governor to appoint an interim Mayor. That mayor will not be legitimate. It will be part of the attempt to take over this city, and the nation. I cannot stress this enough. UN Peacekeepers are foreign invaders who have no authority over US citizens in any way. 
 
    We are working to restore power to those parts of the city which are in a blackout. It will take time because critical infrastructure has been damaged up and down the eastern seaboard. Citizens of the city will need to work together and rely on each other. You should share food with your neighbors and work to get our city back on its feet. Help is coming, but not as quickly as all of us would like, so we’ll be on our own. If you have relatives or friends you can stay with outside of the city, I would sugg… 
 
    “They cut him off,” Craig said. 
 
    “Sounds like it. Not surprised about Romano. Knew that cretin was dirty.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Pat asked, walking into the living room with Linda, both still in their robes. 
 
    “Mayor Fine was just speaking, and he got cut off,” Craig said. 
 
    Pat shook her head. “You aren’t going to start believing every conspiracy theory that comes up, I hope.” 
 
    “You guys notice that the announcer hasn’t come back on our local radio station,” John said, staring at the radio. “Mayor Fine might not have been cut off… it might be a local problem.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” Linda said, sitting next to John on the sofa. “I thought you’d be writing.” 
 
    “I was, but Craig called me out when he heard the Mayor was going to speak,” John said. “Down to about 65% battery, though. It’ll go fairly quickly. That laptop is getting old, and the battery isn’t what it once was.” 
 
    An emergency broadcast tone came from the radio. 
 
    “Whoa, I know what that is,” Craig said. 
 
    Linda nodded. “Surprised they haven’t been broadcasting already.” 
 
    Pat shuddered, her eyes glassing over. “Maybe there’s more attacks coming.” 
 
    Attention citizens of Pennsylvania. This is the emergency broadcast system. This is not a test. Yesterday’s attack has damaged our infrastructure, but rest assured that we are working to get the power back on as quickly as possible. Governor Dunton of Pennsylvania has declared Martial Law, which will be enforced in our cities first, then in the rural areas. We will work to ensure this declaration has the least impact possible on your lives, but please cooperate as best you can while we work through this crisis. For citizens living in cities with populations above 40,000, you may be required to give your firearms to the local authorities. This is not confiscation; it is a temporary lockdown. Your weapons will be returned to you as soon as the crisis is over. Looting in our cities will not be tolerated, and will be met with deadly force, as will resisting police and National Guard troops. Please keep your radio tuned to this station for additional information, which we will provide as soon as available. Thank you. 
 
    “Here it starts,” Craig said. “Glad my gun isn’t registered.” 
 
    “Likewise,” John said. 
 
    “Listen to yourselves,” Pat said. “Didn’t you hear that?” 
 
    “Yeah, we heard it,” John said. “I will cooperate with reasonable requests. Giving up our weapons is not a reasonable request.” 
 
    “We’re nowhere near 40,000 people in this town,” Linda said. “This is moot for us. Settle down.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Pat asked. 
 
    “Linda’s right,” Craig said. “You know how big Harrisburg is, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s a city, not a town,” Pat said. “What’s the population?” 
 
    “Last I checked, just under 50,000.” 
 
    “Oh,” Pat said. “You’re right, we aren’t in that league, but I still wouldn’t be flashing weapons around.” 
 
    “When have I ever done that?” Craig asked. 
 
    “I should get back to work,” John said, getting up. “Leave the radio on.” 
 
    “My laptop was on the charger when the power went off,” Linda said. “We can swap batteries if you need to.” 
 
    “Ah, an advantage of buying the same kind for both of us,” John said, smiling. “That might help, thanks. We’ll see if I can get back into it.” He went to his laptop, getting back into the zone quickly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Albena was working at her PC when Penko came in with Vasil. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked, seeing their expressions. 
 
    “Mayor Fine just put out a message,” Penko said. 
 
    Vasil nodded. “I’ve got newfound respect for that man.” 
 
    “What’d he say?” 
 
    “The truth,” Penko said. “He told the people about the UN attempt to take over the city, and he also said some rather interesting things about Governor Romano. He basically said Romano is complicit with the enemy, and that he’d threatened to kill the Mayor if he didn’t make the NYPD stand down against the UN Peacekeepers.” 
 
    “Wow, that’ll probably get him killed.” 
 
    Eve walked in with Taylor and Laleh. 
 
    “Good morning,” Eve said. “Anything we can help with?” 
 
    “Soon,” Albena said. “I’ve broken into the MVS, and gained access to the facial recognition system. I’m working on a way to cover our tracks now. When I’m done with that, I’ll need help.” 
 
    “Facial recognition?” Eve asked. “How will that help?” 
 
    Albena looked up from her screen. “We can find video of our blue-helmeted friends, then search for where they’ve shown up. Same with NYPD, with their uniforms, and National Guard with theirs.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here so she can work,” Laleh said. “Maybe Cary and Jace can get us trained with the machine guns. He said there’s a range down here.” 
 
    “That would be good,” Albena said, watching as they left, then getting back to work. 
 
    “Let’s leave her alone too,” Vasil said. 
 
    “Penko, stick around,” she said. “There’s something you can help me with.” 
 
    Penko nodded, Vasil turning to leave. “Maybe I’ll go brush up with the weapons.” 
 
    “What can I do?” Penko asked. 
 
    “I just put a list of the current users of the MVS system on the shared drive, under MVS_Users. The records have names plus work and home addresses. Look for at least five names who work and live on the boundary of no-man’s land. Then hack into their social media accounts and send me info I can use to hack their passwords.” 
 
    “On it,” he said, getting on the PC next to hers. They worked silently for more than an hour, Penko finding a perfect candidate and sending Albena the data. 
 
    “Good, this is promising,” Albena said, looking at the data. “Great social media presence.” She ran a program she created, looking for names and places, trying them as passwords for the accounts. 
 
    “Here’s another good one,” Penko said, sending her the data, Albena running the program against it as well. They worked silently for another hour. 
 
    “You need some coffee?” Penko asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that would be good. You know how I like it.” 
 
    Penko nodded, getting up and leaving the intel room. A moment later Albena hit pay dirt. Valid password for the second name Penko had given her. She was logging on when Penko came back with two cups of coffee. 
 
    “Not as good as we sell, but not bad,” Penko said, stopping when he saw her expression. “You’re in.” 
 
    “I am, with the second guy you gave me. I’m searching on some blue helmet images right now.” 
 
    Penko smiled, handing her the coffee, Albena taking a sip. “I think it’s good. What are the others doing?” 
 
    “Most of them are practicing in the range,” Penko said. “We’ll need to do that as well.” 
 
    “Later,” Albena said. “Oh, I just got in with the first name you gave me.” 
 
    “Clever girl. I’ve got two more coming.” He sat on his chair, rolling it close to his PC and getting back to work. 
 
    Albena started a search on the new user ID, this time looking for NYPD uniforms. 
 
    “Bingo, got a third,” Penko said, sending Albena the data. Then alarms went off on Albena’s PC. “What the hell?” 
 
    Albena ignored him, eyes staring at her screen. “Call Jace down here. Something’s brewing at Penn Station.” 
 
    “Oh shit, that’s the most important hub in that part of Manhattan,” Penko said, pulling out the thin phone Jared had provided, texting Jace, who acknowledged right away. 
 
    “He’s on his way,” Penko said. 
 
    “Get the video feeds from Penn Station on those monitors up there,” Albena said, not looking up from her PC. 
 
    Penko did that as Jace came in with Vasil and one of his commandos. 
 
    “What you got?” Jace asked, sitting at the table. 
 
    “UN Peacekeepers have converged on Penn Station,” Albena said. “A group of NYPD officers are down there, but they don’t have the numbers. There’s a battle brewing, and we don’t want the enemy to control that hub.” 
 
    “Got the real time cameras up,” Penko said, nodding towards the bank of monitors on the wall. “We’re gonna lose a bunch of officers if we don’t do something.” 
 
    “Hey man,” the commando said, a burly man with the look of a pro wrestler. 
 
    “What, Slash?” Jace asked. 
 
    “They’re laying a trap. Look where they’re positioned down there.” 
 
    Jace stared at the screens, eyes going from one to another, his brow furrowed. “Dammit, you’re right. Look where they are. They’ll nail anybody who comes in from the street entrances.” 
 
    Albena looked up from her PC screen. “The NYPD is already sending people to the area. Obviously they have access to the MVS as well, at least real time. They might not have the history access. They might not know how many UN Peacekeepers are down there.” 
 
    “Jared has access to the Mayor,” Jace said. “I’ll call my boss and see if he can get him on the line with us.” 
 
    “Yeah, do that,” Albena said, “but hurry.” 
 
    “We need to use the moles,” Slash said. 
 
    “Moles?” Penko asked. 
 
    “Hold that thought,” Jace said, walking away with the phone to his ear, having a hushed conversation. 
 
    “Whoa,” Albena said. “They’re gonna try to cut Manhattan off from the other Boroughs.” 
 
    “What?” Slash asked, coming towards Albena. “What are you seeing?” 
 
    “Roosevelt Island,” she said. “Mostly by the Queensboro Bridge. Where are all these Peacekeepers coming from? I’m seeing several thousand. They’ve been around for a while, because I’m not seeing them come in via the history.” 
 
    “How much history do you have access to, sister?” Slash asked. 
 
    She smiled at him. “Sister?” 
 
    “Sorry, I use pet names a lot.” 
 
    “I like it,” Albena said. “Legally they’re only allowed to hold history in the MVS system for two months, unless there’s a crime involved.” 
 
    “Can you access video held due to a crime?” Penko asked. 
 
    “Haven’t tried yet,” Albena said. “That’ll take a different angle of attack. We might have to get into the court systems. They have better security than the MVS system, more than likely.” 
 
    “Mr. Carlson is calling in,” Jace said. “He’ll use the room speakers. The microphones in the ceiling will pick up our comments.” 
 
    “Hello, do you hear me?” asked Jared. 
 
    “Loud and clear, Mr. Carlson,” Jace said. 
 
    “You can all call me Jared. Who’s in the room?” 
 
    “One of my commandos, plus Albena and Penko.” 
 
    “Good. What are you seeing?” 
 
    “We’re seeing a trap brewing at Penn Station,” Jace said. “It’ll kill a group of NYPD officers holding that station, plus any officers who come to the rescue via the street entrances to the station.” 
 
    “This is Albena, Jared. I’m seeing twelve NYPD officers, and More than forty UN Peacekeepers. There’s something else, though.” 
 
    “Go on,” Jared said. 
 
    “There are almost five thousand UN Peacekeepers on Roosevelt Island, most of them near the Queensboro Bridge.” 
 
    “They’re trying to isolate Manhattan,” Slash said. 
 
    “Who was that?” Jared asked. 
 
    “Commando. We call him Slash.” 
 
    “It’s an honor, sir,” Slash said. 
 
    Jared chuckled. “Have you showed our toys to the team yet?” 
 
    “No sir,” Jace said, “but I think it’s time. We can enter the subway tunnels from here with the moles and get to Penn station in a hurry.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t suggest going too fast,” Jared said. “You know there will be stopped subway trains to go around. Probably people walking too.” 
 
    “The moles can make it past that,” Slash said. 
 
    “Albena, could you shut down the video cameras in the subway tunnels?” Jared asked. 
 
    “That’s a separate system,” Albena said. “I’ve got access, but I can’t be selective. I’d have to shut them all down.” 
 
    “We’ll have to time this well,” Jace said. “Can you display what’s in the tunnels between here and Penn Station?” 
 
    “That’s easy enough that I can do it,” Penko said. “I’ll get on it now.” 
 
    Slash chuckled. “Where’d you find these folks?” 
 
    “We’ve seen this coming for a while,” Albena said. “Got a head start.” 
 
    “We got the early warning for the bomb thanks to Albena,” Jared said. “I’m very impressed.” 
 
    “Don’t make her head swell too much,” Penko quipped. “There, I’ve got a route mapped out to Penn Station from here, but I’m not sure where you can enter.” 
 
    “Display it,” Jace said. 
 
    Penko nodded, sending the feeds to the monitors below the ones displaying Penn station. 
 
    “Well, no enemy operatives down there,” Slash said, watching the video. “Lot not covered, though.” 
 
    “The tunnels aren’t covered as densely as the streets,” Albena said. “Cameras tend to be at the stations only.” 
 
    “There are some cameras between the stations,” Penko said, “but only on extra-long stretches.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter here,” Jace said, looking at the video feeds. “They don’t view the tunnels as a threat… yet.” 
 
    “That’s gonna change, so keep that in mind,” Jared said. “You know what to do. I’d train more of the team on driving the moles. There are more coming. We’re gonna need them.” 
 
    “We won’t be able to use them much after the subway system is back up,” Slash said. 
 
    “Yes, things will move quickly, but we have some time. Wear radiation tags. Some of the tunnels in the south were exposed. Make sure everybody who as a reading uses the decontamination system when they get back.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Jace said. “I think we’d better get going now.” 
 
    “Good luck, and be careful,” Jared said. 
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    Moles 
 
   J ace looked at Albena and Penko. “We’ll need you to be our eyes and ears down there. There’s an application on each of the PCs called COMM. Load that. It interfaces with our headsets while we’re in the field. The program tracks each of us, and it will display video from the cameras on each of our people.” 
 
    Penko smiled. “This is mission control.” 
 
    “You got that right, brother,” Slash said. “Think you’re up to it?” 
 
    “Hell yes, when I’m down here,” Penko said. “You’ll want to use me for infiltration, though.” 
 
    “Penko…” Albena said, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Infiltration?” Jace asked. 
 
    “I went to UN Headquarters and got the list of administrators that allowed Albena to crack into the UN’s email server. I’m good at that. You’ll need me.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Jace said. “Let’s go, Slash.” 
 
    They rushed out of the room. 
 
    “I don’t want you getting killed,” Albena said, not looking away from her monitor. 
 
    “I’ve got to provide the team with my best skills,” Penko said. “You know that.” 
 
    She sighed, leaning back in her chair, rubbing her eyes. “Okay, you’re right. Sorry, I’m still dealing with Stefan.” 
 
    “I know, me too,” Penko said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Taylor was firing an M4, rushing through a small combat range, several commandos watching her. 
 
    “She’s a frigging natural,” said one of the commandos, a tall blonde man. “Hot, too. Wonder if she has a boyfriend?” 
 
    “Geez, Kinsey,” said another commando, a short man with massive shoulders. “You’re too much of a horn dog. I agree she’s a natural, though. Laleh is pretty damn good too. We’ll have to watch Eve, she’s not fast enough. Maybe there are other things she can do.” 
 
    “All right, Zev, I agree,” Kinsey said. “She’d be a good coordinator. She thinks well on her feet. I’ll bet she’s a good litigator.” 
 
    “She’s an attorney?” 
 
    “Patent law,” Kinsey said. 
 
    Jace walked onto the range with Slash, glancing through the soundproof windows as Taylor rushed around, firing her machine gun, rolling and weaving around the course. “Wow, impressive. We can use her.” 
 
    Kinsey smiled. “Yeah, she’s a natural, and her Iranian friend ain’t half bad neither.” 
 
    “Albena is good as well, but we aren’t using her for commando raids,” Jace said. “She’s a genius level hacker.” 
 
    “You said a mouthful there,” Slash added. 
 
    Zev eyed Jace. “Something’s going on.” 
 
    “We’re going out. There’s a fight brewing at Penn Station, and the NYPD is outnumbered. They’re heading for a trap.” 
 
    “We can’t let the enemy take Penn Station,” Kinsey said. “When do we leave, and who’s going?” 
 
    “Call the rest of the team, and let’s take that one and her friend,” Jace said. 
 
    “You’re wanting to take all twenty of our commandos, plus the civilians?” 
 
    “There are forty UN Peacekeepers placed in Penn Station with more on the way,” Slash said. “We’ll have to use four moles, too. This is a big operation.” 
 
    Taylor finished, coming out of the range. “That’s a blast. No pun intended.” 
 
    Jace smiled. “You’re good.” 
 
    Taylor looked at him, her face flushing. “Thank you. Something’s going on.” 
 
    “We’re going on a mission to Penn Station,” Slash said. “There are NYPD officers to save, and an important hub to lock down.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Taylor said. “How do we get there?” 
 
    “Moles,” Zev said, grinning at her. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” Jace said. “Let’s get to the elevator. Taylor, take that M4. Did you get the others, Kinsey?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re on the way.” 
 
    Everybody left the range, going down a long hallway to the elevators, Laleh and Eve already standing there with Vasil, holding weapons. Twenty commandos appeared from a door to the right, carrying M4s or M240s. One had a box full of headset/camera units. 
 
    “How are we doing on production of those, Tad?” Jace asked as they got into the elevator. 
 
    Tad smiled, holding the box above his head as they squeezed into the elevator. “Frigging 3D printer is kicking out the parts faster than we can assemble them. We’ll be out of electronic components before long. We getting more?” 
 
    “Yeah, should get more in the next few days,” Jace said. “How about the thin phones?” 
 
    “Those are a piece of cake. We’ve got ninety of them made already. Enough blanks and circuits for another three hundred.” 
 
    The elevator went down two floors, opening into an area that looked like a garage. There was a round vault door against one wall, about twenty feet in diameter. Rows of long thin vehicles were lined up, pointing at the door. 
 
    “What the hell are those things?” Eve asked, looking at them. 
 
    “Jared calls them moles,” Jace said. “They can take us through subway tunnels. We’re going to Penn Station.” 
 
    “The enemy is trying to take it over?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “There are forty UN Peacekeepers lying in wait, ready to kill the small group of NYPD officers holding the station,” Jace said. “They’ve also positioned themselves to trap officers coming down from the street.” 
 
    “We’re gonna ruin their whole day,” Slash said. “Everybody put on a headset and pair it to your thin phones.” 
 
    “The ones that interface with our security systems?” Eve asked. 
 
    “Yep, that’s a central device,” Jace said. “You’ll be using them a lot. We’ll have Penko and Albena watching the video system in Penn Station, sending maps and video to our headsets to guide us. Eve, I’ve got a special job for you.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’m not good enough to fight. I know it.” 
 
    “You aren’t a natural, but you’re good at thinking on your feet,” Jace said. “There is a command seat in each of the moles, right behind the driver’s seat. It has a display driven by an array of sensors. You’ll be able to see where we are at all times relative to the enemy, from the feed Albena and Penko have, and from the sensors if they lose connection. You’ll be guarding our rides while we’re fighting. I’ll show you how the mole defensive system works. It’s easy to use.” 
 
    “Good, I’m game,” Eve said. “Let’s go get these cretins.” 
 
    “I like that attitude,” Slash said, shooting her a wink. 
 
    “Hey, Slash, why you still using that M60?” Zev asked. “M240s are better.” 
 
    Slash shook his head. “Belgian FN crap. I’ll stick with the pig.” 
 
    “Don’t bug him, he can run with that frigging thing,” Tad said. 
 
    “Damn straight,” Slash said. 
 
    Jace got everybody’s attention. “All right, I’ll drive the first unit, with Eve taking the command seat. Load in like a bob sled, folks.” 
 
    “Who’s been in a bobsled before?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “Ever been to Disneyland?” Zev asked. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “They seat like the Matterhorn bobsleds. Nice and cozy.” 
 
    Laleh laughed. “Oh, I get it.” 
 
    “Use the compartments in the side to hold your weapons and ammo,” Jace said to the newbies. “Anybody need help pairing their headsets to their phones?” 
 
    “Mind did it automatically,” Taylor said. 
 
    “Mine too,” Eve said. 
 
    Jace smiled. “Jared sent another upgrade, then. Figures. That guy is amazing.” 
 
    “He sent it to Cary, who upgraded the units,” Slash said. “We going or what?” 
 
    Jace looked at Eve, Taylor, Laleh, and Vasil. “Get in behind me, Eve in the second spot, the rest of you however you choose.” He climbed into the front, flipping a switch, lights coming on in the dash and the display tucked against the wall next to Eve’s seat. “Eve, that display will move out in front of you. Just pull on it after we’ve got the cockpit closed. When we open the cockpit it’ll automatically move back to the stowed position so you can get out.” 
 
    “Got it,” Eve said, getting into her seat, Taylor behind her, then Laleh, then Vasil. 
 
    Jace hit a button on the dash, the clear canopy moving into place over them. “Eve, pull over the display and hit the power button. Then select Albena’s name on the menu and request that she disable the cameras in the subway tunnels. She’s expecting it.” 
 
    Eve moved the screen in front of her on its arm and turned it on. It started up right away, the list of contacts there. She touched Albena’s name on the screen, her face showing up. 
 
    “Hi, Eve,” Albena said. “You’re ready for me to shut down the tunnel cameras?” 
 
    “Yes please,” she said. “This is so cool.” 
 
    “I’ll come check them out when you get back,” Albena said. “Done, you may proceed. I did a check for enemy operatives on your route. It’s clear, but there are two trains stopped which you’ll have to go around.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jace said. “This thing gets a little noisy, but you can talk via the headsets. Cary, did you send somebody to deal with the vault door?” 
 
    “I did,” Cary said, his face showing on Eve’s screen. “Kent is down there. Ready?” 
 
    “I’ve got a headset on,” Kent said. “Now?” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s get this road on the show,” quipped Slash. “We got some UN punks to splatter all over Penn Station.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking,” Tad said. 
 
    The vault door opened, revealing a dark tunnel. 
 
    “All right, here we go,” Jace said, a loud rush of air coming from beneath them, the mole lifting off the ground and moving into the tunnel.  
 
    Eve looked out the window, seeing the next one lifting, an inflated curtain coming down as it lifted. “How does this thing move?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s got two modes,” Jace said over the headsets. “Hover mode, and track mode. We use track mode when we’re in the subway, and the electricity from the tracks charges the batteries. When we’re blocked by a train, we go to hover mode, get off the tracks, and ride alongside them on a cushion of air.” 
 
    “The tracks don’t have juice, do they?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “Nope, not at the moment due to the blackout, but we’re all charged up, and can make this round trip and still have charge left over.” 
 
    They floated up to a dead end, Jace hitting another button, the wall in front of them sliding to the left. Then the mole moved forward, making a merge into the tunnel, going onto the tracks. There was the sound of metal wheels contacting the rails, and then the rush of air stopped, electric motors below them retracting the curtains and powering the wheels, the mole shooting forward fast enough to push everybody back, Laleh leaning into Vasil. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    Vasil chuckled. “I like it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Laleh said. “That’s kinda naughty, Vasil.” 
 
    “Do you mind?” 
 
    “Not at all,” she said. 
 
    “Behave you two,” Taylor quipped. 
 
    “I’ve got a picture of the track ahead of us,” Eve said. “Do I need to warn you when we get close to the stopped trains?” 
 
    “No, I’ve got the same view, plus the sensors will warn me, and if I don’t do anything, the mole will get off the tracks automatically.” 
 
    “This feels like the same speed the subway trains travel,” Laleh said. 
 
    “It is, on purpose,” Jace said. “So we don’t trip any sensors when the system is up and running.” 
 
    “Got it,” Eve said. “Jared. That guy is amazing.” 
 
    “Known him long?” 
 
    “Twelve years,” Eve said. “His mind is always working. Makes him a little bit exhausting, but then we get stuff like this.” 
 
    There was chuckling over the headset. “You got that right, sister.” 
 
    “Slash?” Eve asked.  
 
    “The one and only. All four moles in the tunnel, Jace. The tunnel door is sealed, as is the vault.” 
 
    “Do we expect an attack or something?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “Never underestimate the enemy,” Zev said. “Look what they’ve been able to pull off so far. That took years of planning.” 
 
    “There’s the first subway train,” Eve said, putting her feet down in front of her, drawing a chuckle from Jace. 
 
    “Not to worry.” The fans started, the mole going into hover mode. They moved to the side, barely slowing down as they rushed past the subway car. 
 
    “Geez, there’s still people in that car,” Taylor said. 
 
    “They’re waiting for somebody to come get them,” Jace said. “There are people stuck all over this city, and the authorities are having to spend their time fighting the UN. This really pisses me off.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Taylor said. 
 
    The mole moved back over the tracks again, the wheels making contact, the sound of rushing air stopping. 
 
    “Impressive,” Vasil said. “Great way to travel.” 
 
    “Hell yes it is,” Slash said. “We just made it past the subway car. They noticed. Hope they don’t tip anybody off.” 
 
    “We’ll be in and out before they can do anything,” Jace said. “We should stop on the way home and tell them to walk out. They aren’t that far from the next station.” 
 
    “Here comes the next one,” Eve said. 
 
    “Yep, then it’s clear sailing,” Jace said, the mole lifting again, going around the train, then getting back on the tracks. 
 
    “That one was empty,” Taylor said. 
 
    “Close to the station,” Laleh said. “Look.” 
 
    They rushed past the opening, emergency lights shining into the tunnel. 
 
    “There were people there,” Vasil said. “They’ve seen us.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Jace said. 
 
    “What kind of weapons do these things have?” Eve asked. 
 
    “Lasers and rail guns,” Jace said. “See the switch on the display?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Eve said. 
 
    “Press laser, but don’t hit the fire button.” 
 
    “Wow, crosshairs came up, and a touchpad on the screen. I aim with the touchpad?” 
 
    “Yes, but the laser won’t work unless we’re on the tracks with power. The railgun will be your only choice today.” 
 
    “The laser takes too much juice, I’ll bet,” Vasil said. 
 
    “Yep,” Jace said. 
 
    “You guys are getting close to your destination,” Albena said over the headsets. Better keep an eye out. There are a lot of entries into that station. Good chance you’ll see some enemy commandos around.” 
 
    “Eve, if you see any blue helmets in the tunnel, shoot them with the rail gun,” Jace said. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Eve said. 
 
    “Why not just put machine guns on this thing?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “Railguns are quiet,” Slash said. “Machine guns are not.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” Eve said, hitting the button for the railgun, the target reticle coming up. “How fast does this fire?” 
 
    “Fast as you can punch the button on the screen,” Jace said. “I’ve got control of two of the four rail guns from up here. Open fire.” 
 
    Eve heard clicks as Jace fired, watching men fall in her sight. “Wow.” 
 
    “More coming down,” Jace said. 
 
    Eve moved her target reticle towards the targets and tapped the button, the men hit, falling down on the ledge, others running towards the opening of the station. 
 
    “Get them!” Jace said, firing, Eve joining in, knocking all of them down before they could escape. 
 
    “Where are we parking?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “We’ll stop past tracks 18 and 19,” Jace said. “The others will stop between 17 and 18, 15-16, and 13-14.” 
 
    Eve opened fire on more Peacekeepers, who were walking along the tunnel, none of them having anyplace to flee, their bodies dropping to the floor next to the tracks. 
 
    “Nice shooting,” Jace said. They passed by the opening for tracks 13 and 14, not seeing anybody, then tracks 15-16, two Peacekeepers walking, Eve taking them out. There were no more people walking the tunnels until they got past tracks 18 and 19, where there were dark figures walking along the side. 
 
    “Don’t hit them, that’s NYPD,” Jace said. 
 
    “Got it,” Eve said as Jace slowed the mole to a stop, popping the top. “Look, those officers are coming over. Think they’re on our side?” 
 
    “Jace?” asked one of the officers. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jace said, grinning. “You’ve been told.” 
 
    “Yeah, came through Chief Harvey,” he said. “Boy are we glad to see you. I’m Officer Murphy. What the hell is that contraption?” 
 
    “We call it the mole. There are three more behind us, each with five commandos inside. You know about the Peacekeepers setting up an ambush, right?” 
 
    “Yep, and they’ve got us outnumbered, even with you guys. At least we were able to warn the others about coming down here from the street. The enemy fighters are probably wondering what happened.” 
 
    “We wasted about twelve down here in the tunnel,” Eve said from her seat. 
 
    “We didn’t hear anything,” Murphy said. 
 
    “Railguns,” Vasil said as he got out. “They’re quiet.” 
 
    “We’re parked and getting out,” Slash said over the headsets. “Ready to unleash a little lead, brother.” 
 
    Jace smiled. “Second mole in place. The others will be right behind them.” 
 
    “Freeze,” said a man with a Italian accent from the platform. “Stupid Americans.” A group of five Peacekeepers showed themselves. 
 
    Suddenly the air was filled with gunfire, the Peacekeepers hitting the ground as Slash laughed. “Take that, Eurotrash.” 
 
    “Shit, that’s a frigging M60,” Murphy said. 
 
    Slash smiled. “Yeah, purty, ain’t she,” he said, moving quickly to the platform. “Come on, guys, you know they heard that. Let’s get these blue-helmeted twinkies before they can escape.” 
 
    “You all got M60s?” Murphy asked. 
 
    “Most of us have M4s or M240s,” Jace said as he watched Slash and the others from his mole walking to the platform. “Slash there is kinda old school.” He turned to Eve. “Bring down the canopy, and hit the multi-vehicle control button. That’ll give you access to the rail guns in all four moles. Anybody with a blue helmet that shows up, blast their butts, but watch out for NYPD.” 
 
    “And us,” Vasil quipped, checking his magazine. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “You can move any of the vehicles forward or reverse as well, in case you need to get out of trouble,” Jace said. “Sorry we didn’t have enough time to train you completely.” 
 
    Eve nodded, looking nervous. 
 
    The commandos rushed into Penn Station with the police officers. 
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    Convergence 
 
   P enko sat at his PC, eyes glued to the screen, Albena doing the same, both wearing headsets. 
 
    “They just entered the station,” he said. “Glad we have this video.” 
 
    “This makes me nervous as hell,” Albena said. “Keep a screen dedicated to the overview. It’ll show our guys, and other humans.” 
 
    “We can’t tell if the other humans are NYPD or UN, can we?” 
 
    “Nope, afraid not,” Albena said. “Look, big group of human hits, around the corner from our first group.” 
 
    “Shoot, there’s some other humans next to them, see?” 
 
    “Jace, large group around the corner to the right. Can’t tell if they’re UN or NYPD.” 
 
    “They’re UN,” Jace said. “We’ve made contact with the NYPD already.” 
 
    “We see human hits alongside you,” Albena said. “Good to know they’re on your side. We should issue these headsets to the NYPD.” 
 
    “I think Jared plans to,” Jace said.  
 
    Suddenly machinegun fire sounded over the headsets. 
 
    “It’s starting,” Albena said. 
 
    Penko nodded. “Yeah, I’ve got a grid of cameras up on the PC next to mine. That was Taylor, by the way. She just wasted five Peacekeepers. The rest ran down the hall.” 
 
    “Going someplace?” Slash shouted, opening up with the M60, mowing them down.  
 
    “Damn, I need to turn my sound level down,” Penko said. “What the hell is that thing?” 
 
    “Military weapon,” Albena said. “Stay sharp. They’re getting  close to a large group.” 
 
    “We’ve got team members coming in from the other side. There’s gonna be some crossfire.” 
 
    Albena nodded. “Make sure that other team knows, we don’t want friendly fire incidents.” 
 
    “Team three and four, you’re nearing a big group, and teams one and two are going in from the other side. Be careful.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Tad said. “We know where our guys are, due to the headsets.” 
 
    “Good,” Penko said. “Sorry, still getting used to this.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eve sat in the mole, listening to the gunfire in the station, her heart beating quicker. “Be careful you guys,” she whispered to herself. A buzzer went off, a message flashing on her screen saying Proximity Alert Mole Unit 4. 
 
    “Oh crap,” she said, pulling up the target reticle for the last mole, the UN Peacekeepers visible, Eve moving her finger on the keypad, centering the railgun on a group of five who were approaching the vehicle. She tapped the trigger button, hitting all but one of the Peacekeepers, the last one scrambling onto the platform, Eve’s trembling hand moving the reticle in a panic and firing, hitting the man in the back, his body flying several feet. She kept the focus on that vehicle for a moment, waiting for more Peacekeepers to show up. 
 
    “That you, Eve?” Jace asked over the headset. 
 
    “Yes, a group of five were approaching the last mole. Got four in the tunnel, the last one on the platform. You see him?” 
 
    “Yeah, saw him get thrown. Be ready, Tad’s team is chasing a large group in that direction. We’ll try to take them all out from our position, but some might get into the tunnel.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll watch.” 
 
    “Don’t fire towards the platform until I tell you it’s okay, or you might hit us.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said, her heart rate ramping up as she waited, gunfire erupting from the station. She split the screen, watching the headset indicators rushing towards the platform, more coming in from the side. There was another proximity alert, this time from mole three. She got on that mole’s sighting system, firing at a group of ten Peacekeepers who were rushing the vehicle, hitting them all. “This is getting easier.” 
 
    “Might be some coming towards your position,” Jace said. “We wasted the ones by mole 4. There’s more here than we expected.” 
 
    “Oh crap, here they come, at a run.” One of them fired at her, the bullets hitting the canopy and bouncing off as she returned fire, killing half, the rest dropping to the ground, trying to crawl away, Slash and Zev rushing towards them with guns blazing, the Peacekeepers trying to get up and run, all of them hit with fire. 
 
    Albena’s voice came up. “Twelve more Peacekeepers rushing into the station from 34th Street. I’m seeing them on the MVS now.” 
 
    “Thanks, sister,” Slash said, his breath coming loud and raspy as he ran. There was the sound of his M60 and an M240. “Yaaahoooo!” 
 
    “Conserve ammo, man,” Zev said. “They’re all dead, and I see more warm bodies coming.” 
 
    “Those are NYPD, so hold your fire,” Penko said over the headsets. 
 
    Eve’s monitor buzzed again, proximity alert, mole 3. “You guys don’t learn well, do you?” She aimed and fired in an instant, the proximity alarm for mole 4 also going off, Eve splitting the screen, going back and forth between each, mowing down the Peacekeepers from both vehicle’s railguns, forcing them to run back onto the platform, right into the fire of Jace, Taylor, Laleh, and Vasil. Then the gunfire subsided and stopped. 
 
    “Eve, how many humans do you count?” Jace asked. 
 
    “Just a second, need to switch from the battle screen. Twenty two.” 
 
    “How many people do you have in here, Officer Murphy?” 
 
    Eve could hear a muffled twenty. 
 
    “Call the rest and tell them to stay out of the station, brother,” Slash said. 
 
    “Yeah, good idea, if you can monitor biologicals,” Murphy said. 
 
    “We’ll have to go room to room, folks,” Jace said. “Eve, watch for more humans entering the station. Same thing with mission control.” 
 
    “I’ll be watching,” Eve said. 
 
    “Us too,” Albena said. 
 
    Eve watched the movement on the screen, all but two of the bodies moving around. “Note, two of the twenty-two aren’t moving at all.  
 
    “Yeah, might be dead but still warm,” Slash said, following the comment with an evil chuckle. 
 
    “You always enjoy this too much, dude,” Tad quipped. 
 
    “Hey, you know what they say. Do what you love.” 
 
    Taylor burst out laughing, Laleh joining her. 
 
    “The two stationary hits are in the southeast corner of the facility, according to my map,” Eve said. 
 
    “What?” Jace asked, answering a murmur which Eve couldn’t make out. 
 
    “Didn’t catch that.” 
 
    “Murphy says that’s lost and found,” Jace said. “Everybody except Taylor and I stay by the street entrances. Slash, direct fire if necessary. C’mon, Taylor.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Eve said. 
 
    “We’ve got this,” Taylor said, her breath coming hard from the running around. 
 
    There was silence for a moment, Eve’s heart rate climbing again. 
 
    “Both look dead,” Taylor said. 
 
    “Check them, I’ll cover you,” Jace said. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Another few seconds of silence. 
 
    “Yes, they’re both dead. We should grab all these weapons on the way out.” 
 
    “We can’t carry them,” Jace said. “Let the NYPD take them. We’re coming back, Eve, so don’t shoot us.” 
 
    Eve chuckled. “Don’t worry, I won’t.” She watched her screen as the headset indicators approached from three different directions. “How are we gonna turn around in here?” 
 
    Slash laughed. 
 
    “Oh, I guess we forgot to mention that,” Jace said. “We’ll just go backwards the whole way.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’re on rails most of the time, so it isn’t as hard as it sounds,” Jace said. 
 
    The group got back into the moles, cruising home, Jace stopping at the first of the subway cars, telling the people they should walk south to the next station. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jacob walked up the street with Sunshine and Todd, entering the Bow Street Pub. 
 
    “After the attacks, this doesn’t seem like the same world,” Todd said as they climbed the stairs to the meeting room. Adrian and Trinity were there. 
 
    “Hello again,” Trinity said to Sunshine. “This must be Todd.” 
 
    “Yep,” Todd said, pushing back his blonde hair. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “I’m Trinity, and this is Adrian,” she said. “The others will be along soon. Not sure about Jaak, though. He had something to do. Said he’d probably need help after the meeting.” 
 
    Ashley, Dave, Ava, and Gavin entered the room, Jacob taking a moment to introduce them to Todd. 
 
    “Great to meet you,” Todd said. 
 
    “Thanks for helping out here last night, Sunshine,” Ashley said. 
 
    “You’re welcome. It was nice to get to know all of you.” 
 
    “You fit right in,” Dave said. “You guys heard much of the news this morning?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Gavin said. “Spent all morning cleaning up my place. Somebody threw bricks in three windows, and scared my landlady half to death.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry to hear that,” Ashley said. “Any idea who did it?” 
 
    Gavin shrugged. “The faceless mob. Could be worse. We could be in a blackout, with the UN taking over.” 
 
    “I heard what the Pennsylvania governor did this morning,” Trinity said. “Bastard.” 
 
    “Uh oh, what?” Ashley asked. 
 
    “Martial law, and gun confiscation in cities of 40,000 or more.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch, this is happening faster than I expected,” Dave said. 
 
    “Seems right on time to me,” Adrian said. “Notice how there aren’t any comments coming out of our statehouse yet?” 
 
    “Lord only knows what they’ll come up with,” Todd said. “Scares the hell out of me.” 
 
    “It’ll be bad,” Jacob said. “The leftists have controlled this state for decades.” 
 
    “There was a fire at the Harvard bookstore,” Sunshine said. “One of my friends told me about it.” 
 
    Ashley nodded. “That’s just a block away. I smelled something burning, wondered what it was.” 
 
    “There were fires all over town,” Dave said. “Savages. The lot of them.” 
 
    Noise came up from the alley. 
 
    “What is that, a truck?” Ava asked. 
 
    “Sounds like,” Ashley said. “Don’t worry about it, Jaak said something was coming this morning.” 
 
    “Deliveries from our funder, perhaps,” Adrian said. 
 
    They heard footsteps trudging up the stairs, Jaak coming in the door. 
 
    “We’ve got a change of plans,” he said. “Oh, you must be the visitor. I’m Jaak, owner of the bar downstairs.” 
 
    “Good to meet you. I’m Todd.” 
 
    “What change of plans?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “Our funder has a better base for us. We need to move.” 
 
    Dave chuckled. “You mean we’re taking all this stuff apart to load into that truck down there?” 
 
    “In a few minutes,” Jaak said. “Let’s chat with Todd and Sunshine.” 
 
    “I’ve already got a pretty good idea what your group is all about,” Sunshine said. 
 
    Ava grinned. “I suspect you’ll follow Jacob wherever he goes.” 
 
    “Ava,” Jacob said, shaking his head. “Not that I don’t like that idea.” 
 
    Sunshine looked at him. “We’ll talk about that later. Go on, Jaak.” 
 
    “How is the new base better?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “It’s a clandestine bunker,” Jaak replied. “Fully outfitted with all the tools we need to give the enemy a real hard time.” 
 
    Footsteps rushed up the stairs. 
 
    “Hey, boss, turn on the radio,” Quincy said, huffing and puffing after the climb. 
 
    “Oh crap, what now?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “Governor Chaney. Just said he was gonna confiscate weapons in the big cities, and move us towards martial law.” 
 
    “For what reason?” Todd asked. “We weren’t even attacked, other than the riots by these brain-dead students, and that’s been going on for months.” 
 
    “Years,” Gavin said. “Should we turn it on?” 
 
    “Time is of the essence,” Jaak said. “Let’s chat. They’ll re-run Chaney’s speech over and over until everybody has had enough.” 
 
    “Yeah, I agree,” Jacob said.  
 
    “Is your team para-military?” Todd asked. 
 
    Jaak nodded. “We are, and we’re planning on significant expansion. We have a wealthy funder, so the things we need will be provided.” 
 
    “What kinds of things?” Todd asked. 
 
    “Weapons, ammo, specialized vehicles, and now this new base,” Jaak said. 
 
    “You didn’t mention a new base before,” Jacob said. “What changed?” 
 
    “Our funder became very alarmed at the goings on around Manhattan. He set up a bunker there, figuring it was over-kill. It wasn’t overkill. He’s going to improve it.” 
 
    “Should we have the rest of our group here for these discussions?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “Get me all of their names so I can run the background checks,” Jaak said. “After this meeting is over. Then perhaps you can move into the base with us.” 
 
    “We’re going to be living there?” Ava asked. “What’ll that do to my love life?” 
 
    Dave smiled. “You still have me, baby.” 
 
    Gavin and Trinity burst out laughing. 
 
    “In your dreams,” Ava quipped, sending a wink at Todd. 
 
    “You don’t mind if I join this crazy outfit, do you?” Quincy asked. 
 
    “I thought you wanted no part of it,” Ashley said. 
 
    “I didn’t really believe they’d do what they’re doing. This is war in my book. Time to pick a side.” 
 
    “Welcome aboard,” Jaak said. “Sunshine and Todd, I’m going to talk about some things that can’t be shared. Do I have your words that you’ll keep it secret?” 
 
    Sunshine nodded. “You have my word. I already consider myself attached to this group.” 
 
    “I’ll agree to that,” Todd said. 
 
    “Okay. Our funder is Jared Carlson.” 
 
    Jacob chuckled. “I knew it.” 
 
    “How’d you know that?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “Jaak and Mr. Carlson were roommates in college.” 
 
    “Shit, you’re talking about the guy who owns the Samson Corporation,” Todd said. “Sorry, didn’t make the connection right away.” 
 
    “That man has resources,” Adrian said. “I was expecting this as well, by the way.” 
 
    Trinity rolled her eyes. “You never said anything.” 
 
    “Why would I? Knew we’d be told when it was time. This is an important group. More important than any of us know yet, and the only way that can happen is with the backing of somebody like Jared Carlson.” 
 
    Gunfire erupted in the distance, everybody’s heads jerking towards the windows. 
 
    “Now what?” Ava asked. 
 
    “They’re probably starting their weapons confiscation program,” Gavin said. 
 
    “I think we should gather the rest of our team and get the merge started,” Sunshine said. “What do you think, Todd?” 
 
    “Yes, I agree. Shall we go now?” 
 
    “Please do,” Jaak said. “Call Jacob with the names, Sunshine. We’ll get them checked out right away.” 
 
    “Maybe I should go with you two,” Jacob said. 
 
    “Don’t want to let her out of your sight, huh?” Ava asked. 
 
    “Stop,” Jacob said, his face flushing. 
 
    “It’s okay, they all know,” Sunshine said softly. “I don’t care who knows.” 
 
    Jaak chuckled. “Okay, whoever is staying here, let’s take this furniture apart.” 
 
    “Where’s the new base?” Dave asked. 
 
    “You’ll see when we get there,” Jaak said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mayor Fine and Chief Harvey sat staring at their MVS monitors after watching the battle for Penn Station. 
 
    “We need to join with those folks,” Chief Harvey said. “Us and the NYPD.” 
 
    Mayor Fine looked around to see who else was in the room. 
 
    “You don’t want to talk to the others?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” he said. “The chances we can get out of here alive are slim. You know that, right?” 
 
    “That’s crossed my mind.” 
 
    “Might be best to stay here and coordinate as long as we can.” 
 
    “You mean give up?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “I checked how many radiation suits we have, Chief. We have twelve. We’ve got double that number of people, and those suits might not be enough for the environment above us.” 
 
    “Does this bunker have an exit into the subway system?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s probably contaminated too.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Chief Harvey said, “but maybe not. The entrances might have collapsed, sealing off the tunnels.” 
 
    “They might have collapsed between us and mid-town, too.” 
 
    Chief Harvey chuckled. “Yeah, good point. Still worth checking on.” 
 
    “There’s no airlock. If we open the vault door, we might flood our bunker with radiation.” 
 
    “Okay, that is a real concern,” Chief Harvey said. “Wonder how Jared’s folks got to Penn Station? I don’t see them walking with M60s and M240s.” 
 
    “Let’s get Jared on the line.” Mayor Fine buzzed Jean, who came in after a moment. 
 
    “Where is everybody?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “Some are eating, some sleeping,” Jean said. “Want me to bring them in here?” 
 
    “No, I need to chat with Jared Carlson. Could you get him and send the feed to the private call room please?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “You look a little tired yourself,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “As do you,” she said. “I’m fine. I can catnap at my station. Did that a little earlier.” 
 
    “Okay,” Mayor Fine said. “Let us know.” Jean went back to her desk. 
 
    “You’ve got good people,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “Don’t I know it. Wish I had more confidence in my ability to keep them safe.” 
 
    “He’s coming on now, sir,” Jean called out from her desk in the next room. 
 
    “Thanks. They went into the private call room, shutting the door. 
 
    “Jared?” 
 
    “Yes, how are you, Mayor Fine?” 
 
    “Good as can be expected. Chief Harvey is in here with me.” 
 
    “Hello, Chief.” 
 
    “Thank you for sending help to my officers in Penn Station.” 
 
    Jared chuckled. “I’m not running the day-to-day activities of the resistance team. They saw what was brewing and decided to send help on their own.” 
 
    “Did you see any of it?” Mayor Fine asked. “Impressive.” 
 
    “Didn’t have time to watch, but I had several people monitoring the situation. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “We’re trapped here in the bunker, trying to figure out how we can get out before the assassins come in to kill us,” Mayor Fine said. “We’ve only got half the number of radiation suits we need for the team.” 
 
    “What type are they?” Jared asked. 
 
    “Level A Rear-Entry Encapsulated Suit,” Mayor Fine said. “Ansell.” 
 
    “Probably the best you could get,” Jared said. “There’s a subway tunnel connection to the bunker, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, but will it flood the bunker if we open the door?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t work that way. There might have been some particulates blown in there during the blast, but there won’t be any ionizing radiation in the tunnels. The amount of concrete over it plus the number of hours since the bomb have already reduced that danger substantially, even on the surface. What kind of door is there?” 
 
    “Big vault door,” Mayor Fine said. “Most of what we have wasn’t designed for a nuclear blast specifically. The designer thought a chemical or biological attack was more likely.” 
 
    “Probably why you have Ansell suits,” Jared said. “Is the vault door right next to the living spaces?” 
 
    “No,” Mayor Fine said. “It is a couple floors above the bunker and down a long hallway, with several good steel doors before the vault. There is no airlock, though.” 
 
    “Won’t matter, unless there’s poison gas or biological weapons, and we haven’t heard of anything like that in Manhattan,” Jared said. “I suggest you send somebody through the door in a suit and radiation tags. See how bad it is. It’s possible you won’t need a suit there. We have vehicles that could fetch you.” 
 
    “Vehicles?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “We call them moles,” Jared said. “Nice little toys. Our team used those to get to Penn Station for the operation this morning.” 
 
    “This is good information,” Mayor Fine said. “Thank you. I’ll suit up and check it out.” 
 
    “Okay, let me know if you think an extraction is possible and we’ll see what we can do,” Jared said. “Talk to you soon.” 
 
    Jared left the call. Mayor Fine turned to the Chief. “We’re in immediate danger from the surface.” 
 
    “Yes, I picked that up. Thought ionizing radiation would still be present, but I’ll bet it’s already gone. Not that the particulate stuff isn’t dangerous, but the enemy could be coming to the entrance right now.” 
 
    “They’ll have to dig their way in, but that will just slow them down,” Mayor Fine said. “Let’s grab suits and go upstairs.” 
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    Bunker Siege 
 
   G overnor Romano paced in the office of his mansion in Albany. His phone rang. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. 
 
    “You sound a little annoyed, Governor.” 
 
    “Cliff. You made it here okay?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m parking now.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll instruct my security chief to let you in, and bring you to my office.” 
 
    “See you in a few minutes.” 
 
    Romano ended the call, and continued to pace. How did they pull that off? 
 
    A young woman, smartly dressed, came through the open door. “Cliff Bates is coming up the stairs, sir.” 
 
    “Thanks, Carrie, I know. Could you bring a tray? Coffee and snacks?” 
 
    “Of course.” She hurried out of the office. Cliff came in a moment later. 
 
    “Great to see you, Governor Romano,” Cliff said, extending his hand. They shook. 
 
    “Call me Tony,” the Governor said. “No need to be formal. Sit.” 
 
    Cliff sat on the couch, Governor Romano taking the wingback chair facing it. 
 
    “I’m still not sure why you wanted me to come here, Tony.” 
 
    “Things are gonna get rough in the city,” Romano said, seeing Carrie come in with the tray out of the corner of his eye. “Hold that thought.” 
 
    “Is that coffee I smell?” Cliff asked. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Carrie said, setting the silver tray down on the coffee table between the couch and chair. “Enjoy. Nice to see you again, Mr. Bates.” She left the room, shutting the door. 
 
    “Wow, she’s so attractive.” 
 
    Romano chuckled. “She’s married, so hands off.” 
 
    “You never?” 
 
    “My wife lives here, remember? Be careful with stuff like that. We’ve got enough trouble. You’re being groomed. Don’t force us to choose somebody else to run the city.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Cliff said, pouring himself a cup of coffee, adding cream and stirring. “You were gonna tell me why I needed to come here.” 
 
    “There will be a press release about you and several others attending meetings with me,” Romano said. “Meanwhile we’ll be working to lock down the city. We’ve already cut off the Boroughs from each other, for the most part.” 
 
    “For the most part?” 
 
    Romano sighed, pouring himself a cup of coffee, sipping it black. “We lost a battle at Penn Station. Still trying to figure out how that happened. Some of the reports are too wild to believe.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Long, thin vehicles in the subway tunnels,” Romano said. He paused to take another sip of coffee. “Surveillance of the scene… I believe what we saw goes beyond a simple hack of the MVS system. Oh, and somebody shut down the video cameras in the subway tunnels. We’ve been locked out of that system.” 
 
    “Put Lance on it.” 
 
    Romano nodded. “Yep, I’ll be calling him in soon, but we can’t afford to get him too deeply involved. He’s got too much baggage. You won’t believe what we found out about him.” 
 
    “Messing with his secretary or something?” 
 
    “No, much worse. That’s all I’ll say right now.” 
 
    “Okay. How did they win? I thought we were controlling the scene. Mateo told me there were plenty of Peacekeepers down there.” 
 
    “They had M60s and M240s.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about weapons,” Cliff said. “What are those? The same guns they were using from Fine’s office?” 
 
    “Yes. They’re military machine guns. They also had full auto M4s, and there were reports of some other kind of weapon on these vehicles.” 
 
    “You get a picture of the vehicles?” 
 
    Romano shook his head. “We’ve only got chatter between the Peacekeepers while they were in action. None of them lived.” 
 
    Cliff set his coffee cup down. “Can we beat these guys?” 
 
    “There are two hundred thousand UN Peacekeepers activating all around the city as we speak. The resistance took out about sixty at Penn Station, and it wasn’t a walk in the park for them. We could tell that via the MVS feed.” 
 
    “How many resistance fighters were there?” 
 
    “Hard to tell. Roughly twenty, plus another ten or twelve NYPD officers armed with semi-auto assault weapons.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that thirty-two of these folks took out sixty Peacekeepers who were already dug in?” 
 
    Romano nodded. “That might have been most of their force, though. Given the number of Peacekeepers that Mateo provided, they might be headed for a Little Big Horn event.” 
 
    “What about the citizens who joined the night of the bombing?” 
 
    “Amateur hour,” Romano said. 
 
    “I’ve heard they picked up automatic weapons from the Peacekeepers they killed.” 
 
    “True, but there haven’t been any attacks on UN Peacekeepers in the city since then. Even the NYPD is avoiding contact with them.” 
 
    Cliff picked up his coffee cup and had another sip. “The UN Peacekeepers haven’t started messing with people yet, and they’re keeping a very low profile. I’d like to know how many NYPD officers we have left.” 
 
    “About a quarter of them were on our side,” Romano said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Cliff said, “but Chief Harvey fired most of those, removed their access to systems, and took their weapons. The union is going crazy, of course, but there’s nothing they can do.” 
 
    “How many officers did we have?” 
 
    Cliff pulled out his phone, moving his fingers on the screen. “City-wide, about 47,000, after the big hiring effort of 2024-2025. That’s when we got most of our people in there, by the way.” 
 
    “That’s still a lot of armed resistance.” 
 
    Cliff set his phone on the coffee table. “You need to remember something. A significant number of officers got killed in the bombing. Harvey increased patrols around the harbor, for one thing. Any of them south of about 19th Street are probably dead, and then we’ve got the losses on Staten Island and in Brooklyn. They probably lost more than ten thousand men in that mess.” 
 
    Carrie came in. “Mateo is on the line. Want to take the call?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Romano said, getting up, moving to the desk. “Come over here, Cliff. I’ll get him on speaker.” 
 
    Cliff nodded, carrying his coffee to the desk, sitting in one of the antique chairs facing it as the Governor sat, hitting the speaker button. 
 
    “Hello, Mateo, what’s on your mind? I have Cliff Bates with me.” 
 
    “Have you seen what’s going on in Southern California?” 
 
    Romano chuckled. “We’ve got enough problems here to worry about. I suspect you’re about to tell us about it.” 
 
    “I’ll send you a video.” 
 
    Romano moved the mouse to wake up his PC screen, seeing the YouTube link show up. He started it playing and cast it to the big screen on the wall, Cliff turning to watch. 
 
    The picture showed a dim room, with a desk and overstuffed chair behind it. A man sauntered in, wearing an expensive suit and a fedora. He sat behind the desk and leaned back in his chair, a smirk on this face. 
 
    Good evening. My name is Ivan. Some of you know me as Ivan the Butcher. That’s a decent name for me, as you can see here. 
 
    The screen changed to video of the checkpoints at a southern California intersection, showing several dead UN Peacekeepers hanging from the traffic lights on the east side of the street. 
 
    The screen went back to Ivan, still sitting behind his desk. 
 
    We will attack you, UN thugs, and the filthy Islamists you are aligned with. We will kill you where you stand and slip away into the night. You don’t own LA County. We will destroy you. 
 
    Ivan got out from behind his desk and got closer to the camera, his face filling the screen. 
 
    We ask for the people’s help. The UN is not legitimate, nor is the Government of California. They wish to subjugate the people of this great land. It will not stand. This is only the beginning. Tell your friends. Take back your country. Stand up. Become a terror to the oppressors. 
 
    The screen went black. 
 
    Romano shook his head. “A YouTube video doesn’t scare me. We have cranks coming up with this kinda crap all the time.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, my friend,” Mateo said. “This man broke into all the local Southern California TV station feeds, as well as many strategic parts of the internet. Virtually everybody in the area saw this, and it worked. We’ve lost over ten thousand UN Peacekeepers.” 
 
    “He’s got a force big enough to do that?” Cliff asked. 
 
    “No, the citizens rose up and did most of it,” Mateo said. “This is dangerous. What are you doing to silence Mayor Fine? He could trick citizens into this type of resistance.” 
 
    “I’ve pulled Cliff out of the city, and we’re making plans to kill or capture Mayor Fine, Chief Harvey, and the rest of our adversaries in the legacy city government. They’ll be out of action in a matter of days.” 
 
    “You’d better make it a matter of hours,” Mateo said. “They’ve probably already seen this. It’ll give them ideas.” 
 
    “I understand,” Romano said, leaning back in his chair. “I’ll do my best. What are you doing to get this Ivan the Butcher character?” 
 
    “I’ve got my top people on that right now,” Mateo said. “He’ll be hard to capture, though, unlike Mayor Fine. You know exactly where Mayor Fine is, but if you delay, he’ll disappear.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” Romano said. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll handle it.” 
 
    “I saw what happened at Penn Station. That doesn’t instill confidence.” 
 
    Cliff snickered, Romano glaring at him. “We’re working that. You’ve got all those UN Peacekeepers ready to come in. Perhaps your timetable should speed up as well.” 
 
    “We don’t have all the weapons yet,” Mateo said. “Federal authorities found our main shipment. I’ve already lodged a complaint with President Simpson.” 
 
    “Simpson isn’t strong enough for this job,” Cliff said. 
 
    “Then we’ll replace him,” Mateo said. “I’ve got to go. Take care of Mayor Fine and his team, and get those commandos who attacked us at Penn Station. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    “What an ass hat,” Cliff said. “Talk about somebody with baggage.” 
 
    “Don’t bring that up in my presence again, Cliff. Understand?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’re fighting against people who have an unbelievable level of sophistication when it comes to surveillance. They warned Mayor Fine about the bomb before it went off. You do realize that, right?” 
 
    “So you want plausible deniability. Okay, I get it. Sorry, you won’t hear that from me again.” 
 
    “I’ve got a guest suite ready for you,” Romano said. “Why don’t you go get set up, and we’ll chat later. I need to talk to some people about Mayor Fine.” 
 
    Cliff nodded, standing. “Mind if I take another cup of coffee?” 
 
    “No problem, and let Carrie know if you need anything else. Just keep your hands to yourself, got it? I know of your past incidents.” 
 
    “Those weren’t what the tabloids said they were.” 
 
    “Perception is everything. Leave, I’ve got work to do.” 
 
    Cliff left, skipping the cup of coffee. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mayor Fine and Chief Harvey were both in radiation suits, heading towards the massive vault door. 
 
    “There it is,” Mayor Fine said over his headset. 
 
    “That must have cost a pretty penny.” 
 
    The mayor chuckled. “Yeah, I fought it at the time. Glad I lost.” 
 
    “You know how to open it?” 
 
    “Yep, there’s an electronic control box. See it, on the wall opposite the door? Have that M60 pointed at the door when I open it.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Chief Harvey said, checking the belt, trying to keep it from getting tangled in the suit. “Go for it.” 
 
    Mayor fine accessed the panel, punching in a code, the display lighting up. He touched the screen, the massive door opening, revealing a dark tunnel. 
 
    “Nobody there, Mr. Mayor,” Chief Harvey said as he approached the tunnel. “No radiation showing up yet either. There’s an outside door, right?” 
 
    “It’s not a fortified door, but there is something there, made to look like the wall of the tunnel.” Mayor Fine caught up with him, picking up an M4. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They walked into the darkness, lights on their helmets shining. 
 
    “Still no radiation,” Chief Harvey said. “Good sign.” 
 
    “Yes and no. A lot of people know the design of this bunker, including some I wouldn’t consider friendly, like Cliff Bates.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Chief Harvey said. “How much further?” 
 
    “This tunnel is about fifty yards long. We’ve gone maybe thirty yards. I can see the end.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see it now,” Chief Harvey said. “Is it locked?” 
 
    “Should be chained shut. I’ve got a padlock key.” 
 
    They got closer, the door coming into view more clearly, a sliding panel made of wood with a steel structure. 
 
    “Dammit, look at the chain,” Chief Harvey said, checking the belt on his M60. 
 
    The Mayor was only feet away, stopping to stare at the chain, hanging unlocked on the door. He took the safety off his M4. “Somebody’s already been here.” 
 
    “No radiation,” Chief Harvey said. “That’s just wood, right?” 
 
    “And plaster facing to made to look like stone on the other side.” 
 
    The Chief took off his suit, the Mayor doing the same. 
 
    “Slide it open while I cover you with the M60,” Chief Harvey whispered, “but don’t expect that wood to be much protection.” 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Yeah.” The chief raised the M60, pointing it at the door as the Mayor slid the door to the side. Several shots rang out, the Mayor hitting the floor and crawling backwards as the M60 fired, tagging several commandos in the tunnel, the Mayor up and firing the M4 as the rest fled, cutting them all down before they could get away. 
 
    “Close that door,” Chief Harvey said. “There’s enough chain to lock it up again.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the Mayor said, taking another look down the tunnel, then sliding the door shut, fumbling for the padlock key, locking the chain. “It’ll be harder to open this time. They got it open a crack to use the torch.” 
 
    “Glad they did, or we’d be dead right now. I’m texting my guys. We’ll get officers down in this tunnel.” 
 
    “Luckily that vault door isn’t easy to breach from the outside.” 
 
    The two men rushed out of the tunnel, Mayor fine hitting the console to close the vault, and they ran back downstairs to the others. 
 
    “We heard gunfire,” Julio said. 
 
    “Subway tunnel. There’s no danger of radiation, but enemy operatives had breached the outer door. They attacked.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Kate said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we wasted them all,” Chief Harvey said, setting down his M60. “Can we ensure the top vault door doesn’t get opened?” 
 
    “Not beyond what I’ve already done, but we can check the video cameras in the corridor, assuming the blast didn’t impact this deep. Jean, pull up the internal video cameras please.” 
 
    Jean nodded, turning to her computer screen, typing for a moment. Then the bottom row of monitors on the wall changed, showing a dim hallway. 
 
    “Nobody there yet,” Julio said, standing by the screens. “Why would they hit the lower door first?” 
 
    “There’s no radiation in the tunnel,” Chief Harvey said. “We took off our suits down there.” 
 
    “Why would you want to do that?” Kate asked. 
 
    “It’s hard enough to fire an M60 freehand without those suits on, believe you me.” 
 
    The other employees filtered back into the room, looking nervous. 
 
    “All, there was an attack attempted at the subway tunnel entrance.” 
 
    “Oh no,” said a woman who’d just sat at her terminal. “They’re going to get us.” 
 
    “Not without a fight, and we killed all the commandos in the tunnel just now,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “Jean, could you get Jared Carlson on the line again? We can take it in here.” 
 
    “Sure,” Jean said, turning back to her monitor. “Good, he picked up right away. Coming on now. 
 
    “Mayor Fine?” asked Jared through the room speakers. 
 
    “Yes. We just stopped a commando team outside the subway tunnel door. There’s no radiation.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Jared said. “What about the other door?” 
 
    “We just checked the video cameras in the hallway in front of the main vault door. Nobody there yet. We can’t see what’s going on up top.” 
 
    “I’ll get a drone launched to take a look,” Jared said, “and I’ll contact my team to see if we can do a rescue. Do you have any idea how soon the power will be back on in the subway system?” 
 
    A young tech with a red beard and glasses turned from his monitor. “It’s close. I’ve been monitoring. Why?” 
 
    “It’s a long trip in our vehicles,” Jared said. “They’re electrical and can use the power from the subway train tracks when it’s on. The batteries might run out of juice on a round-trip from the base. Especially if we have to fight.” 
 
    Chad nodded. “I’ll work on it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chad,” Jean said. 
 
    “Fight?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “Yes, the vehicles are armed with rail guns and lasers,” Jared said. “The railguns will run off the battery. We used them to great effect at Penn Station.” 
 
    “Okay, see what you can do for us,” Mayor Fine said, “and thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    The call ended, leaving silence in the room for a moment. 
 
    “I want those video feeds from the hallway running constantly,” Mayor Fine said. “How many of you know firearms?” 
 
    Five hands went up. 
 
    “Chief, want to get them checked out on weapons?” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Chief Harvey said, taking the five with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    { 6 } 
 
    Peacekeepers 
 
   A lbena stared at the results of the facial recognition scan for blue helmets, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Uh oh, seen that look before,” Penko said from his seat. He looked over her shoulder. “What are you seeing?” 
 
    “The number of blue helmet hits is ramping up fast over the last few hours.” She typed furiously on her keyboard. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Running a report on the number of discrete hits.” 
 
    “What’s a discrete hit?” 
 
    “Where I use face recognition plus blue helmets to get an estimate of the population size.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you weren’t doing that before.” 
 
    Albena turned towards him. “It’s a lot easier to get just the helmets, and I didn’t expect to have this issue.” 
 
    Penko frowned. “How many hits are you seeing?” 
 
    “It went from about fifty per hour to three thousand per hour.” 
 
    “Holy crap.” 
 
    “Yeah. Now quit talking to me so I can work.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said, getting back to his monitor. “Before I shut up, NYPD hits are going down, not up.” 
 
    Albena nodded, not looking up from her monitor as her fingers flew over the keys. “Whoa.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Albena looked over at him. “Somebody just tried to kick me out of the MVS system.” 
 
    “Dammit, already?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I deleted their account out from under them,” she said, “but they know we’re using it. That’s not good. Watch for the indicator, and let me know immediately if you get attacked.” 
 
    “Okay. Nothing so far, but I’m sure my transaction level isn’t as noticeable as yours.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jace got a call from Don, asking for a private conference with him and his commando team, plus Cary and Hector. He made the calls, and they met in the conference room. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Tad asked. 
 
    “Video conference,” Jace said, typing at the console, the screen at the head of the table lighting up. The screen was split in half, Don on one side, Jared on the other. 
 
    “Hello,” Don said. “We’ve got some issues.” 
 
    Jared nodded. “Cary, I need you to launch one of the drones and take it to city hall.” 
 
    “An armed drone?” Cary asked. 
 
    “Yes, and it needs to be done right now. You can do it with your phone while we conduct this meeting.” 
 
    “On it,” Cary said, pulling out his thin satellite phone. 
 
    “We’ve got another mission, and it will be more difficult than the last,” Don said. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Taylor said. “I’m still on a high from Penn Station.” 
 
    Jared chuckled. “This one is more of a rescue mission, but there are complications.’ 
 
    “You mean we don’t get to kill any UN slugs?” Slash asked, Don rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Who are we gonna rescue?” Tad asked. 
 
    “Mayor Fine, Chief Harvey, and his staff of twenty-two people,” Jared said. 
 
    “They’re under attack,” Cary said. “Hence the drone. How can they attack there? Isn’t it still radioactive?” 
 
    “On the surface it is, but the initial attack happened in the subway tunnel,” Jared said. 
 
    “Sounds like a mole job,” Kinsey said. “It’ll take more than four this time, if we’re picking up. That’s a long way on a single battery charge.” 
 
    “We might have the power in the subway system back on before we have to leave,” Jared said. “The Mayor’s office is working on that now.” 
 
    “That would help,” Kinsey said. 
 
    “Drone launched,” Cary said, watching his phone screen. “I’ll let you know when it gets there, if you want me to feed the video to the screen.” 
 
    “What if we don’t get the power back on in time?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “What’s the furthest round-trip we can take on batteries?” Don asked. 
 
    “Just a second,” Tad said, pulling out his thin phone. “You want the line to City Hall, obviously.” 
 
    “Duh,” Slash cracked. 
 
    “Looks like 14th Street,” Tad said. “That’s actually further than I expected.” 
 
    “That’s too far to walk from City Hall,” Laleh said. 
 
    Taylor nodded. “There’s radiation, isn’t there?” 
 
    “There might be some low-level radiation here and there,” Jared said, “but the subway tunnel just outside of City Hall wasn’t bad. Lots of concrete over those tunnels.” 
 
    “That drone isn’t in place yet?” Slash asked. “Should be faster than that.” 
 
    Cary chuckled. “You don’t think we’re taking it off from here, do you? They’d see it on radar, and send the enemy right to us.” 
 
    “Where, then?” Slash asked. 
 
    “MacArthur Airport, on Long Island. Don’t worry, she’s almost there. Already past Queens. You want me to circle her and watch, right?” 
 
    “Yes please,” Jared said. 
 
    “They won’t see it?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “This is a military-class drone,” Cary said. “It’s too high to see easily.” 
 
    “Predator?” Slash asked. 
 
    Jared chuckled. “No, it’s a Samson Corporation product, which the government didn’t order. It’s got some of our toys aboard as well.” 
 
    “Toys?” Slash asked. 
 
    “Probably lasers,” Tad quipped. 
 
    “No comment,” Jared said. “Let’s get back to this problem. Can we tell if there’s an open path all the way there?” 
 
    “We’ve got access to the tunnel video cameras,” Cary said. “Albena got that set up for us. I’ll ask her to check.” 
 
    “Do that,” Jared said. “The enemy won’t be able to get through the vault, more than likely. 
 
    “Assuming that’s the case, maybe we should wait for the power,” Slash said. 
 
    “That’s what I’m going to suggest,” Don said. “We can’t risk our team.” 
 
    “Drone in place,” Cary said. “Casting the video to the monitor.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” Taylor said, watching the screen. “That’s some heavy equipment.” 
 
    They watched two steam shovels moving debris at the site. 
 
    “What if those are city workers, not enemy fighters?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “The Mayor and Police Chief would know,” Slash said. “They’re in communication with the NYPD, remember? That’s how they stopped the UN from taking over the rest of the police precincts.” 
 
    “Look down in the lower-left corner of the screen,” Kinsey said. “UN vans. Let’s blast that scum.” 
 
    “Shall I?” Cary asked. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m going to get off this call and let the Mayor know,” Jared said. “Don’t mess around trying to hit people. Use the conventional devices. Destroy that heavy equipment. Oh, and send me the address to the drone video feed so I can give it to the Mayor.” 
 
    “It’ll be a pleasure,” Cary said. 
 
    “Jace, work with your team on the route to City Hall,” Don said. “And be ready to leave at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. Jace got up and opened it, Albena rushing in. 
 
    “We’ve got a problem,” she said, trying to catch her breath. 
 
    “What?” Jace asked. 
 
    “I’m seeing a huge ramp-up in UN Peacekeeper presence throughout the city.” 
 
    “What kind of numbers are you talking about?” Don asked. 
 
    “That’s Don, my boss,” Jace said. 
 
    “Oh,” Albena said. “Seventy-five thousand and climbing, and I’ve got backup. The NYPD has all but disappeared, too.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John Clancy was writing a blue streak, his eyes hitting the battery level every so often. He was on Linda’s battery now, and it was down to 34%. 
 
    Linda knocked on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” he said. 
 
    “Wow, you still have battery?” 
 
    “Getting low. I’m saving every couple minutes. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Craig and Pat are getting ready to go home,” she said. “I’m worried about them on the roads.” 
 
    “You want me to talk them out of it?” 
 
    Linda thought for a moment. “No, it’s okay. Keep doing what you’re doing.” 
 
    As Linda turned towards the door, the power came back on. “Oh good, there we are.” 
 
    John smiled, saving his work, seeing the charge indicator come on. He stood. 
 
    “Oh, done for a while?” 
 
    “Electricity means coffee,” he said. “Maybe the TV stations are back up too.” 
 
    The couple left the office, walking into the living room, Craig grinning. 
 
    “Finally,” he said. “Don’t tell me, let me guess. You’re gonna turn on the coffee machine.” 
 
    “And the TV,” John said as he came in, picking up the remote and pointing it, the screen coming to life. 
 
    “Maybe we should stick around for a while,” Pat said. “Why were you in such a hurry anyway?” 
 
    “I’ve got an article handwritten,” he said. “Was gonna use my old manual typewriter. I think it’s on the top shelf in the garage.” 
 
     Pat’s eyes looked down for a moment, then back up at him. 
 
    “You’re mad?” Craig asked. 
 
    She sighed. “No, and you were right, okay?” 
 
    “Time will tell on that,” Craig said, pulling her close. “I love you, honey. We’ll be okay.” 
 
    She held him tight for a moment, tears rolling down her cheeks. 
 
    “The local station is still down,” Linda called out to John, who was in the kitchen starting the coffee maker. 
 
    “Try one of the big four affiliates,” he replied. 
 
    “They always make you mad.” 
 
    John came back into the living room. “Don’t worry, I won’t let it get me going.” 
 
    Linda shrugged, then turned the station to one of the networks, which was running live video from a Philadelphia suburb. 
 
    “Oh boy, look at that,” Linda said, sitting down on the couch. There was a siege going on, police and national guard shooting at a brick school building. The announcer came on. 
 
    Police were notified of an armed militia meeting at the Penn Wynne Elementary School, and proceeded to the location to disarm the group per the Governor’s declaration of martial law and temporary gun confiscation in cities with population above 40,000. The militia leadership said their township was less than 10,000 people, and they refused to hand over their weapons, some of which were assault rifles, which weren’t legal in this state even before the martial law declaration. Police responded that Penn Wynne is part of greater Philadelphia, which more than covered the 40,000 citizen population requirement. When the militia still refused the order to disarm, more than half the officers at the scene left, refusing to fire on citizens. The National Guard was brought in to replace them, and the offending officers have been suspended pending an investigation. It now appears that the National Guard is also reluctant to attack citizens in this situation, and negotiations are going on between the Governor’s office and the local authorities. 
 
    “Well, this is a positive development,” Craig said. “I didn’t think all the police would go along with this. Surprised we have some support in the National Guard.” 
 
    “This isn’t going to end well,” John said. “If the governor backs down here, nobody will give up their weapons.” 
 
    “What’s he gonna do if the police and National Guard refuse to attack?” Linda asked. 
 
    “We’re gonna find out soon, I suspect,” John said. “Who’s ready for coffee?” 
 
    “I am,” Craig said. Linda and Pat nodded, John going into the kitchen. Linda joined him. 
 
    “I’m worried about Pat,” she whispered. “She’s really stressed out.” 
 
    “So am I,” John said, getting cups out of the cupboard. 
 
    “You’re strong,” Linda replied. “She’s not.” 
 
    “Would you like me to turn off the TV?” 
 
    Linda shook her head. “Try to convince Craig to stay longer.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” John said, pouring the coffee. 
 
    “I’ll get the tray.” Linda went to the far side of the kitchen, picking a tray up off the table, pulling a paper towel off the roll. “Got a little BBQ sauce on this last night.” 
 
    “That beef was great,” John said. “Hope we didn’t lose everything else in the freezer.” 
 
    “The freezer will be fine,” Linda said, “but I wouldn’t trust stuff in the fridge after so many hours.” 
 
    John carried the tray with coffee cups into the living room, setting it on the coffee table. They all got cups. 
 
    “Very nice, thank you,” Craig said. 
 
    The TV station switched to another location, live video of a raging gun battle in Philadelphia showing on the screen. 
 
    This is real time video of a gun battle in the heart of the city. Police went to this known gang area to disarm a group of young men who were seen with weapons on the street, robbing and bullying citizens in the confusion of the blackout and the martial law declaration. The first officer to arrive was killed by a shotgun blast from a window. Police responded with the riot squad, and a raging gun battle is going on now. The gang members appear to have superior weapons, and more armed citizens are showing up, the police in danger of being surrounded. 
 
    “Don’t think I’ll stand up for these citizens,” John said. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, I think I will,” Craig said. 
 
    “They’re criminals,” Pat said. 
 
    “They’re also potential allies,” Craig said. 
 
    “The government isn’t… oh never mind.” 
 
    The screen changed back to the Penn Wynne school. 
 
    “Oh no,” John said, standing as he watched. “No no no.” 
 
    The screen showed several thousand Blue-Helmeted UN Peacekeepers rushing the school as the citizens fired at them from windows and doors, the National Guard and Police being held at gunpoint by more of the UN Peacekeepers. 
 
    “We’re being invaded,” Craig said, standing next to John now, his fists balled with rage. 
 
    The commentator came back on as the battle ramped up. 
 
    As you can see, there have been developments in Penn Wynne. UN Peacekeepers arrived in large numbers, subdued the local police and National Guard, and are attacking the citizens with automatic weapons as we speak. The Network has contacted the Governor’s office, but they aren’t commenting on this move, at least so far. 
 
    “They’re killing them all,” Linda said, crying as she watched. 
 
    “These aren’t criminals, these are patriots,” John shouted, sweat breaking out on his forehead, his face flushing. 
 
    “John, sit down,” Linda said, watching his face with alarm. “Do you want to be in the hospital during this mess?” 
 
    He turned to her and nodded, leaving the room. Linda followed him to his office. 
 
    “We should turn that off,” Linda said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He turned to her as he sat in his chair. “I’m going to use this. I need to write for a while. Don’t worry, I’m okay. You can sit and watch if you want. Just be quiet, okay?” 
 
    She eyed him. “What are you going to use, exactly?”  
 
    “The rage.” He turned to his monitor, waking the screen and typing, his mind no longer in the room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Mayor Fine, Jared Carlson is calling in. You want to take it out here again?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “Jared?” 
 
    “Hello, Mayor Fine. I’m texting you an address to the drone we have flying overhead. There are two steam shovels and a line of UN vans sitting over your position, trying to dig through debris. We’re about to take them out with the drone.” 
 
    “It’s armed?” Julio asked. 
 
    “Yes, it was our competitor to the Predator drone. We lost the competition for the contract, but they’re very capable. More capable than what we originally submitted, actually, and more capable than what the military has.” 
 
    “Of course,” Mayor Fine said, looking at his phone as he forwarded the message. “Chad, here comes an address. Put it on screen, please.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Chad said, working for a moment on his phone, then turning to his console and typing, the drone feed showing on the center screen. 
 
    “Wow, look at the ruins,” Kate said, trying not to cry. “Our city. My God.” 
 
    “Big steam shovels,” Chief Harvey said, just as the scene exploded, the massive equipment blown apart, men and metal flying through the air in the blast, flames engulfing the entire area. 
 
    “We didn’t even feel that,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    “That’s because you’ve got a very good bunker,” Jared said. “It’s a pity the enemy knows about it. Any luck on the subway power?” 
 
    “It’s back on as far south as 34th Street,” Chad said. “There’s something wrong at Penn Station. We’ve got a crew there now. Something probably got shot up.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “That’s good enough,” Jared said. “I need to get back with my team. If they’ve got power that far down, the mission can be accomplished. We can do the round trip on batteries from 34th Street. Talk to you soon.” He left the call. 
 
    Julio smiled. “I’m really starting to like that man.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Mayor Fine replied. “Let’s get ready to move, people. Start saving whatever you’ve been working on to the cloud, but encrypt it all, and put the keys on your phones.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How many is it now?” Penko asked. 
 
    Albena looked over at him. “Over a hundred thousand.” 
 
    “Discrete?” 
 
    “Best I can tell,” she said. “NYPD?” 
 
    “A large group showed themselves, going to Penn Station. Probably to relieve the group who was down there guarding it.” 
 
    Jace rushed in with Slash, Taylor, Laleh, and Kinsey. Tad, Eve, and Vasil came in a moment later, Tad sitting at a PC. 
 
    “Gather around,” Jace said. “Call coming in for us.” He got on the console and accepted a call, one of the screens splitting, Don on one pane, Jared on the other. “We’re here.” 
 
    “The power in the subway tunnel has been restored as far south as 34th Street,” Don said. “Can we make a round trip with battery power from that location to City Hall?” 
 
    “Piece of cake,” Tad said. 
 
    “Double check,” Jace said. Tad nodded, typing on his keyboard.  
 
    “Yeah, no problem,” Tad said, reading off his screen. “We’ll have plenty of power to spare. It’s no further than we went for the Penn Station operation.” 
 
    “It’s possible the power will extend further once we get underway,” Jared said. “Something got hit during the Penn Station battle. We’ve got a team there now working on it, so keep your fingers crossed.” 
 
    “We should saddle up right now,” Slash said. 
 
    “I agree, but not for the reasons you’re talking about,” Albena said. 
 
    “What are you seeing?” Don asked. 
 
    “More than a hundred thousand UN Peacekeepers, being disbursed around the city. The number is rising.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Jace said. “Still rising, huh? Get any clues from the history about when this started?” 
 
    “Nope, it was before the two-month cutoff. They’re coming from all over. Long Island, White Plains, Hackensack. Some of those areas have sparse camera coverage compared to the city.” 
 
    “All right, let’s go,” Jace said. “One driver each for five of the moles, and two additional units with commandos.” He led the team out of the conference room. 
 
    “I knew we’d have a lot of Peacekeepers here, but didn’t expect them to ramp up so fast,” Don said. 
 
    “I just saw some video footage from a Philadelphia suburb,” Jared said. “They just took over a siege against a citizen militia group, where the police force and National Guard were refusing to fire. They took over and killed the citizens. Riots are starting all over that region as a result, and citizens with guns are showing themselves.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Penko said. 
 
    “It’s good, but there will be a lot of bloodshed,” Don said. “We need to get this operation finished before the UN Peacekeepers lock down the city completely. We’ll lose Penn Station. We might want to withdraw our forces.” 
 
    “Focus on getting the Mayor’s team rescued,” Jared said. “Nothing else is as important.” 
 
    “I agree,” Albena said. “Our movements will become much more restricted soon.” 
 
    “We’ll also lose control of some systems,” Penko said. “The MVS system, for instance.” 
 
    “I’ve got eighteen separate user IDs now,” Albena said. “It’ll take them a while, and I’ll get more. We may have some outages, though. What about the coffee shop?” 
 
    “We leave it closed until things settle down a little,” Penko said. 
 
    “Yes, I agree,” Jared said. “Wait and watch. Learn the patterns of the enemy. Get to know their forces. Work to identify their leadership. I’ve got to go. There are other issues to handle. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    “See you guys later,” Don said. 
 
    The call ended, Albena leaning back in her chair, stretching. 
 
    “How much sleep did you get last night?” Penko asked. 
 
    “More than I’ll get tonight.” 
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    Line-Up 
 
   J ace was driving the lead mole, riding the rails, the electrical power getting the lasers charged up just in case. Eve was behind him in the command seat, ready to man the countermeasures again. Behind them were four more moles with only a driver, then three more, two full of commandos including Slash, Taylor, Laleh, Tad, Zev, and Vasil, the third half full to make room for additional passengers. 
 
    “Tad, stay in your mole and run the countermeasures,” Jace said over the intercom. “There are too many for Eve to handle by herself.” 
 
    “No problema,” Tad replied. “These things perform a lot better with full power.” 
 
    “Yeah, I hope the power gets turned on past 34th Street,” Jace said. “We can take out a lot more bad guys with the lasers.” 
 
    “Watch the multi-target mode, though,” Zev said. “It’s still got some bugs. Remember?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s a good point,” Jace said. 
 
    “Look, UN Peacekeepers standing on that platform,” Eve said. “Shall I try the lasers?” 
 
    “Yeah, just like I showed you. ID targets and lock. Then tap auto fire.” 
 
    Eve punched the weapons menu, selecting lasers, the crosshairs showing up in the middle of the screen, splitting into many crosshairs when she pressed multi-target, the sensors locking onto targets in a split second. Eve punched the auto-fire button, the men on the platform falling, a few trying to run, but not making it, their bodies left smoking on the floor. “Whoa. This is one hell of a system.” 
 
    “Nice job,” Jace said. “You’re a natural at this.” 
 
    “Now they’re gonna know we’re on the way, sister,” Slash said. 
 
    “Here comes Penn station,” Jace said. “If they didn’t get the power on, we’ll be back to the rail guns. Remember that the NYPD is still holding this, so don’t get trigger-happy.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Zev said. 
 
    They flew past the first Penn Station platforms. 
 
    “Yes, we’ve still got power!” Jace said. “Perfect.” 
 
    “No Peacekeepers on any of the Penn Station platforms,” Eve said. “I can see all of them. The sensors in this machine are really nice.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Tad said. 
 
    “Keep an eye on your radiation tags as we go,” Vasil said. “We’re almost to no-man’s land.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s good advice, everybody,” Jace said, “and anybody who gets any reading hits the washdown units as soon as we get back.” 
 
    “Is that co-ed?” Slash quipped. 
 
    Laleh laughed. “In your dreams, buster.” 
 
    “Can’t blame a guy for trying.” 
 
    “True, and don’t stop trying,” Laleh said. 
 
    “You’re such a flirt,” Taylor said 
 
    “Okay, time to cut down the chatter,” Jace said. “We’re getting a lot closer, and we know there have been enemy fighters outside the bunker.” 
 
    The group went silent, the moles moving off the tracks to avoid a car, sitting stationary with its lights on. 
 
    “12th Street,” Eve said. “We’re definitely in no-man’s land now.” 
 
    “No reading on my strip yet,” Taylor said. 
 
    “Same here,” Zev said, “but keep an eye on it.” 
 
    They continued on, all the station platforms empty now, a few bodies laying here and there. 
 
    “Oh yuk, you smell that?” Eve asked. 
 
    “Look ahead,” Jace said. “See any bodies lying on the tracks?” 
 
    “There’s a train car,” Eve said. “We’ll be on it in a few seconds.” 
 
    Jace saw it in the darkness ahead of them, the lights not burning. “Uh oh, maybe we’re about to lose power.” They got off the tracks, going by it. 
 
    “It’s full of bodies, and the side was burned,” Eve said, choking up. “Those poor people were incinerated in there.” 
 
    “Hope it was fast,” Laleh said as her mole went by. 
 
    “Almost there,” Jace said. “Two more stations to pass. We still have power.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Eve said. “Multiple targets, right at the opening to the City Hall bunker. Looks like at least twenty, maybe a lot more.” 
 
    “Can you see them well enough to tell if they’re friendlies?” 
 
    “They’ve got UN Peacekeeper uniforms on,” Eve said. “Activating lasers.” 
 
    “Tad, contact the Mayor’s team please,” Jace said. 
 
    “Here we go,” Eve said, locking onto as many targets as she could and firing, men falling, the others behind them turning to flee as they were targeted. 
 
    “This weapon is amazing,” Eve said, targeting another group, hitting the auto fire button, men hit in the back as they fled, the rest of them disappearing through an opening on the right side of the tunnel. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to lay down fire to cover the Mayor’s team as they escape,” Jace said. “Here it is. I’ll pull a little past. Eve, keep your eyes peeled. We’ve still got juice, so keep that laser warmed up.” 
 
    “You got it,” she said, moving the screen to the side a moment as the canopy raised, Jace closing it again as he got out. “Uh oh, some trying to come back.” She targeted them and fired, hitting several, the rest running back to their cover. 
 
    Jace and the other commandos rushed to the door, which was sliding open as they got there. 
 
    “Boy are we glad to see you,” Chief Harvey said. “Expected to hear gunfire going off. We know there are Peacekeepers in this tunnel.” 
 
    “We nailed them with the lasers,” Jace said. “Come on. First five vehicles. Load in like the Matterhorn Bobsleds, one behind the other.” 
 
    Chief Harvey helped people onto the floor next to the tracks, Eve targeting and firing at another group of Peacekeepers, hitting them all before they could get a shot off at the Mayor’s team. 
 
    “Wow, those are something,” Mayor Fine said, helping Jean off the platform, rushing her to the first vehicle, Jace opening the canopy so they could get in, then getting back in the driver’s seat as the rest of the people rushed to their vehicles. Shots rang out from behind them. 
 
    “Dammit,” Tad said, using his laser, firing at the Peacekeepers behind the last car, killing them all. “Somebody get back there and move the bodies, so we can use the rails.” 
 
    “Here come more from the front,” Eve said, opening fire, a couple shots hitting the canopy, Jean screaming. 
 
    “It’s bulletproof,” Jace said. “Tad, we clear?”  
 
    “Yeah, just waiting for the commandos to get back in. They cleared the track, but we’re gonna have to fight our way home. Glad the power is still on.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Vasil said. “Everybody’s back in the moles. Let’s blow this joint!” 
 
    “Don’t have to tell me twice,” Tad said, driving it in reverse, getting to full speed on the rails in an instant, the other moles right on his tail. 
 
    “These things will back up the whole way, huh?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “Yep, just like a mole or a gopher,” Jace said. “Good to meet you, Mayor Fine. I’ve become a fan.” 
 
    “Thanks so much for saving us,” he replied. 
 
    “Yes, thanks,” Jean said. “I didn’t think we were gonna make it.” 
 
    “These vehicles are amazing,” Chief Harvey said, Julio nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Jared Carlson cooked these up ahead of time,” Kate said. “He knew what was going to happen.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Mayor Fine replied. 
 
    The moles sped through the tunnels, getting off the tracks every so often to avoid stopped cars, having to shoot at UN Peacekeepers only once, at 60th Street. 
 
    “Glad there aren’t any bad guys near home,” Tad said as he saw the opening coming up for the base. 
 
    “They’ll get smarter,” Jace said. “They’ll map where we shot people, and where we were no longer seen. Only a matter of time.” 
 
    The wall slid open to the left, Tad hovering his mole, driving it through the opening, the other moles following him, the door shutting the moment all the vehicles were through. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” Slash quipped as the vehicles lowered to the floor, the motors stopping, canopies rising. 
 
    “Wow,” Jean said. “That gave me a lot more confidence. We have a fighting chance.” 
 
    “We sure do,” Jace said. “Come on, let’s go to the intel room and we’ll introduce you to everybody. There are places to work there.” 
 
    “We need to make the enemy believe you’re still in the City Hall bunker,” Slash said. 
 
    “How are we gonna do that?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    Eve smiled. “Let’s chat with Albena about that.” 
 
    “Who’s Albena?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “She’s the person who figured out the bomb was about to go off,” Eve said. 
 
    “In other words, she’s the reason we’re still alive,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “That’s a true statement,” Slash said. “We’re all in her debt. Her and Penko.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Vasil said. 
 
    “What did Penko do?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “He went to UN headquarters to gather the data Albena needed to hack into the UN email system.” 
 
    “This is a team,” Jace said. “We’ll all bring things to the party. We know what your team did to protect the NYPD precincts.” 
 
    “We lost three,” Chief Harvey said, looking down. 
 
    “And you saved the rest of them with your quick thinking,” Jace said. “Follow me.” 
 
    He led the team into the intel room, introducing everybody to Albena, Penko, Kinsey, Cary, and Hector. 
 
    “What’s the status on the UN Peacekeepers?” Jace asked Albena. 
 
    “We’re at 140,000 and still rising,” she said. “Our freedom of movement will be gone soon.” 
 
    “I call this a target-rich environment,” Zev quipped. 
 
    Chief Harvey chuckled. “Yeah, Custer had a target-rich environment too.” 
 
    Several around the room broke into laughter, as Jace called Don. 
 
    “You’re back?” Don asked. 
 
    “Yes sir, with the Mayor and his staff. You know how many Peacekeepers Albena sees now, right?” 
 
    “Last I heard it was 75,000 and rising.” 
 
    “She just said 140,000 and rising.” 
 
    There was silence on the line. “Okay, thanks. I need to chat with Jared. You weren’t followed home?” 
 
    “Nope, but we killed a lot of UN creeps in the subway.” 
 
    “How close were the last ones?” 
 
    “About 60th Street.” 
 
    “That’s good, pretty far back. Find out what the Mayor’s team needs down there, and we’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re also gonna chat with Albena about ways to fake the enemy into thinking they’re still in the City Hall bunker.” 
 
    “Good idea. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    Taylor was eyeing Jace from a few feet away. 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Huh?” she asked, breaking out of her trance. “Oh, sorry. Guess I just gelled.” 
 
    “Gelled? Haven’t heard that one for a while.” 
 
    “Sorry, my dad used to say it,” Taylor said. “Can we talk?” 
 
    “In a minute. I’ve got to chat with the Mayor.” 
 
    She nodded, following Jace to the front of the room, where Mayor fine and Chief Harvey were standing with Jean, Kate, and Julio, watching the MVS displays. 
 
    “You’ve got a better set up here than we had,” Mayor Fine said. “Something’s on your mind.” 
 
    Jace smiled. “Albena, come over here for a sec, please.” 
 
    She nodded, locking her screen and coming over. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Two things,” Jace said. “First, for the Mayor’s team, come up with a list of things you’ll need to do your jobs. We’ll try to get them here for you.” 
 
    “How?” Jean asked. 
 
    “We’ve got a pretty air-tight supply delivery setup,” Jace said. “That’s all I’ll say at this point.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll do that,” Mayor Fine said. “What else?” 
 
    “Albena, we need to figure out a way we can spoof the enemy into thinking the Mayor’s team is still in the City Hall bunker. Could you work with the Mayor’s team on that?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “Penko could help too. He’s good at that stuff as well. Same with Tad.” 
 
    “Okay, sounds good,” Jace said. “Thanks. Oh, and there’s coffee and snacks through that door over there. Just go down the hall. We’ll get you set up with sleeping quarters soon.” 
 
    “You’ve got enough space?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Jared set this up for a few thousand people,” Cary said, walking over to them. “It’s a nice resource, as long as it lasts.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll leave you to it,” Jace said, walking away with Taylor. 
 
    “We can talk now?” Taylor asked, her eyes meeting his with startling intensity. 
 
    “Sure. Where?” 
 
    “In the back,” she said. “We could use some downtime anyway. We’ve been on duty for over eighteen hours, you know.” 
 
    Jace smiled at her, opening the door into the main corridor, watching her walk through, then following her. 
 
    “Where to?” Jace asked. Taylor looked back at him, her eyelids heavy. “My room is closer than yours.” 
 
    “You know where my room is?” Jace asked, his heart beating harder as he watched her. 
 
    “So many questions,” she said, turning right at the next corridor, leading him to her door, which she unlocked and entered. There was a twin bed and a dresser in there, but nothing else. “Sit.” 
 
    Jace sat on the bed, and she approached, facing him. “I’m not going to waste time. I like you. You like me too.” She started to unbutton her blouse. 
 
    Jace groaned, watching her. “You can tell, huh?” 
 
    “And you can’t?” 
 
    Jace reached out, pulling her onto his lap, his arms around her waist. Their lips met. “I’ve wanted you since the limo ride.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, pulling her blouse over her head. “Get that stuff off.” 
 
    They undressed frantically, making love, then drifting off to sleep in each other’s arms. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jaak and Quincy watched as the last of the computer equipment was loaded into the truck. 
 
    “That’s everything,” Dave said, walking to him with Ava and Gavin. “Heard from Jacob and Sunshine yet?” 
 
    “Yep, we got all the names, and the background check is underway,” Jaak said. “I’m hoping they get finished before we have to go.” 
 
    “What do we do while we’re waiting?” Quincy asked. 
 
    Jaak shrugged. “I’ll order lunch for everybody.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking,” Trinity said, getting out of the truck with Adrian and Ashley. 
 
    “We can whip something up, you know,” Ashley said. 
 
    “You’ve been working for hours,” Jaak said. “Go in and rest. I’ve got this. Somebody close the back of that truck and padlock it.” 
 
    “I got it,” Dave said, doing that as the others went through the kitchen into the bar. 
 
    “We opening today, boss?” Quincy asked. 
 
    “Nah, they aren’t letting any bars open for the first forty-eight hours of martial law,” Jaak said. “Got a call about that from the sector commander before we started breaking down the office stuff.” 
 
    “What if our truck gets stopped in a checkpoint?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “That’s why we’re leaving today,” Jaak said. “Checkpoints are going up first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “What will we do when they’re up?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “Attack,” Jaak said, picking up the phone behind the bar. He ordered fish and chips for the team. Then his cellphone buzzed with a text. He read it and smiled, then sent a text to Jacob. 
 
    Everyone checks out. Come back to the bar, and we’ll go to the new location. I’m ordering fish and chips for everybody right now. 
 
    Jacob replied after a moment. 
 
    Perfect, we’ll be over there soon. 
 
    “Jacob’s coming back?” Ava asked. 
 
    “You’re jealous, aren’t you girl?” Ashley whispered. 
 
    “I am not,” she said. “We tried dating, remember? Didn’t work.” 
 
    “You two okay?” Jaak asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ava said, smiling at him. “Thanks so much for everything.” She hugged him tight, kissing him on the cheek. Jaak looked flustered. 
 
    “What was that for?” he asked. 
 
    “For taking us under your wing,” she said, “and for being a patriot.” 
 
    Ashley got up, hugging him too. “You’re a sweetheart.” 
 
    Jaak smiled. “I could get used to this.” 
 
    “Oh, crap, look at the TV,” Gavin said, staring at one of the monitors over the bar. 
 
    Everybody rushed over, seeing recycled footage of the UN Peacekeepers fighting with the citizen militia group. 
 
    “That says two hours ago,” Trinity said. 
 
    The announcer came back on with live video. 
 
    The surviving militia members have just surrendered, and are coming out of the school building right now. 
 
    “What the hell happened there?” Ava asked, her face flushing. 
 
    “Where are the men?” Gavin asked, watching as women walked out with their hands on their heads. 
 
    “Oh geez,” Trinity said, looking up from her phone. “They’re all dead or wounded. The police and National Guard had the group surrounded, but most of them refused to fire on citizens. Then the UN Peacekeepers came and took over.” 
 
    “No no no,” Quincy said, watching as the UN Peacekeepers lined the women up against the front wall of the school building. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Ashley asked, her eyes wide as the UN Peacekeepers backed away from the line. 
 
    “Shit, they won’t dare,” Dave said. 
 
    “They’re taking some of the police officers and National Guardsmen up there too,” Quincy said. “They’re going to shoot them all.” 
 
    “No they aren’t,” Ava said, her eyes glued to the screen, turning away as the UN Peacekeepers mowed all of them down with machine gun fire. 
 
    “My God!” Ashley cried, running in the back, Ava and Trinity following her, all of them crying. 
 
    Jacob arrived with Sunshine and her team at that moment, his smile fading as he saw everyone’s expressions. 
 
    “What happened?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “Frigging UN Peacekeepers just executed a bunch of patriots in Philly,” Quincy said, his eyes filled with tears and hate. “I can’t wait to kill me a bunch of these bastards.” 
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    Social Media 
 
   C liff Bates walked into the office as Governor Romano watched his TV screen in horror.  
 
    “UN Peacekeepers executed militia survivors, police, and National Guard members in Penn Wynne,” he told Cliff, his eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “Oh, you saw that,” Cliff said. “Heard something about it. Why’d they kill the police officers and National Guard troops?” 
 
    “They refused to fire on the citizen militia,” Romano said, shaking his head. “The optics here are terrible. It’ll build the resistance. Sit. I’m calling Mateo.” 
 
    Cliff nodded, sitting in a chair facing the desk, Romano calling Mateo on the speaker phone. 
 
    “Ah, Governor Romano, nice to hear from you,” Mateo said. 
 
    “I’ve got Cliff Bates here,” Romano said, an icy edge to his voice. 
 
    “Hello, Cliff. Is there something wrong, Governor Romano? You sound upset.” 
 
    “We just saw what happened in Penn Wynne,” Romano said, his face flushing. “Did you order that?” 
 
    “I don’t control day-to-day actions on the ground,” he said. “You disapprove?” 
 
    “Putting down the militia was fine,” Romano said. “Executing the survivors like that isn’t helpful. It’ll build the resistance.” 
 
    Mateo chuckled. “We need to increase the fear factor. You know this. Expect similar incidents in the near future. The UN is the new authority in the United States. They must be treated with fear and respect.” 
 
    “If you do something similar in my state, I’ll kick the UN out of here.” 
 
    “I was afraid that would be your reaction,” Mateo said. “Cliff, you know what to do.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Romano said, glancing at Cliff, who had a silenced pistol pointed at him. He fired three times, killing Romano instantly. 
 
    “It’s done,” Cliff said. “The cleaners are close by, correct?” 
 
    “They’ll flood in the door within minutes,” Mateo said. “Take out the secretary personally. She knows too much.” 
 
    “I’ve got plans for her first,” Cliff said. 
 
    Mateo chuckled. “Don’t keep her around for long. She’ll escape and talk. Grab her and go into the bunker below the mansion. Understand? Kill anybody else who might be there before the cleaners arrive.” 
 
    “You got it,” Cliff said. “Talk to you soon.” 
 
    Cliff left the office, trying to look distraught, going to Clara’s desk. She glanced up, eyes focusing on him a moment under black bangs. Then she focused her eyes back on her screen. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Somebody shot Governor Romano,” he said, forcing tears from his eyes. “We’re about to come under attack.” 
 
    She froze, looking up and then rushing into the office, screaming when she saw Romano’s body slumped over his desk. Just at that moment machine gun fire erupted on the ground floor. 
 
    “C’mon,” Cliff said, grabbing Clara, dragging her out the door, moving towards the back stairs to the bunker. 
 
    “Stop, let me go,” Clara cried, the gunfire below ramping up, people screaming and yelling. 
 
    “Don’t you hear that? Quit fighting me. We’ll just make it to the bunker if we hurry.” 
 
    She shook her head, then gave up the struggle, running ahead of him towards the bunker, Cliff struggling to keep up as they flew down the stairs. 
 
    “Good, you getting the bunker open?” asked a man, helping a woman into the downstairs corridor. Cliff pulled his pistol and shot both, Clara catching it out of the corner of her eye, pouring on the speed, getting around the corner before Cliff could get there. He rounded it, and she was gone. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he muttered to himself, rushing to the vault door, trying his code. The console buzzed at him, saying Invalid Authorization. Cliff screamed with rage, fumbling for his phone, hitting Mateo’s contact as he ducked into a storage room. 
 
    Mateo’s voice came on the line. “What? I’m busy.” 
 
    “The secretary got into the bunker and locked me out. You’ve got to tell the cleaners about me. I was supposed to be gone.” 
 
    “You moron,” Mateo said. “Screw you. You’re too stupid to be with us, and you were the last person who knew about my incident. Win win situation. See you in hell.” The line went dead. 
 
    Cliff’s heart hammered in his chest. “Damn you.” He slipped out of the storage room, turning to run down the long hall towards the underground garage. He heard the stairwell door slam open, then the gunfire, the bullets ripping into his back, stopping his heart. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John was still hammering on his keyboard when Linda came in crying. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “They killed them,” she said, rushing to him as he stood, hugging him tight. 
 
    “Who killed who?” 
 
    “The UN. They lined up the survivors from the Penn Wynne militia, plus the police and National Guard people who refused to fire. Executed all of them in front of the school.” 
 
    John froze, the anger rising in him again. “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    Pat and Craig came in the room.  
 
    “Things are getting crazier,” Craig said. “The Peacekeepers tried to leave, and now there’s a shitload of armed citizens taking them on.” 
 
    “Language,” Pat said, looking numb, Linda going to her side. 
 
    “Let’s go talk about something else.” 
 
    Pat shook herself out of it. “No, Linda. I’m shocked, but I’m okay.” 
 
    “Is this on TV right now?” John asked. 
 
    Craig nodded yes. “C’mon.” 
 
    John saved his work, and they rushed back to the living room, gathering around the TV, John and Craig standing, watching as the UN Peacekeepers fired back at the growing crowd, who were behind cover. 
 
    “Look, the National Guard who weren’t killed are joining with the citizens,” Craig said, a smile washing over his face. “So are the police.” 
 
    “The UN went too far,” Linda said, all of them standing now. 
 
    The commentator came back on, his face showing in a window at the lower-left corner of the screen. 
 
    As you can see, things have gotten completely out of control, and for good reason. I don’t know what the UN Peacekeepers were thinking, but I’ll bet they regret their actions now. Chauncey, do you have a good vantage point in News Copter 6? 
 
    I do, a voice said. There are armed citizens rushing in from miles around, some driving, some on foot. 
 
    The video feed from the chopper came on the screen, showing a multitude of people rushing in, finding cover and firing at the surrounded UN Peacekeepers, who were struggling to get into the school building. As they ran up to the front door, somebody inside opened fire, killing several Peacekeepers, the rest screaming in terror and running back to their positions, several hit by the citizen fire before they could make it. 
 
    “Oh boy, here comes the police,” Pat said, pointing as several armored police vehicles drove up. Officers piled out the back. The commentator’s face was back in the lower left corner. 
 
    Good, more police have arrived. Hopefully they can bring calm. 
 
    Craig laughed. “They’re shooting at the UN Peacekeepers.” 
 
    Suddenly the commentator’s eyes got wide. Who are you? What are you doing in my newsroom? 
 
    A voice with a German accent came from off-screen. Sorry, show’s over. 
 
    Machinegun fire went off, hitting the commentator in the face, Pat and Linda screaming as he slumped, others on the set begging for their lives as they were shot. 
 
    “Check the other stations,” Craig shouted, John grabbing the remote, switching to the next channel, which was already off the air, the color-bar pattern showing. The next channel showed the news crew laying on the set floor or slumped dead over their desks. 
 
    “This can’t stand,” John said. 
 
    Craig looked over at him, bewildered. “The cat’s out of the bag. Plenty of people saw all of this.” 
 
    Gunfire erupted outside. 
 
    “That’s close,” Linda said. “Too close.” 
 
    “It’s miles away, but it’s in the valley,” Craig said. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Pat asked, shaking with fear. 
 
    “Hunting. You get used to it.” 
 
    John was rolling through the TV channels now, all the stations down. He clicked it off and set down the remote. “Maybe the radio has something.” He turned it on. There was the sound of heavy breathing. 
 
    We’re on the run, but still on the air remotely. Arm yourselves. This is an invasion. It’s up to us to fight for ourselves. The government appears to be our enemy now. 
 
    “Why is there gunfire in our valley?” Pat asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Craig said, “but sounds like it’s over already.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Albena looked at the data on her screen, then called Mayor Fine over to her station. 
 
    “Yes?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “I’m sending a URL to your team. Send all correspondence through that, and they’ll be run through the City Hall systems. Anybody looking at the source address will think the message originated in your bunker.” 
 
    “Perfect,” he said. 
 
    “Wait, there’s more. The second URL I just sent out. Use that to enter the City Hall system to pick up messages from the outside. When you reply to e-mails via the link it’ll appear as if you are there. You have to be on our Wi-Fi to use this, so make sure your team members are logged on.” 
 
    “They’re already on it,” Mayor Fine said. “Cary helped them. No cell coverage down here though, except for those crazy thin phones some of you have.” 
 
    “Those are satellite phones,” Albena said. “You’ll probably get those soon.” 
 
    “That’s what Cary said.” 
 
    “Somebody call me?” Cary asked, walking in with Hector. 
 
    “No, I just mentioned that you helped us get onto the Wi-Fi,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” Cary said. “Set your cell phones up for Wi-Fi calling, and it’ll look like you’re calling from the City Hall bunker. Just got that set up, thanks to Hector.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll spread the word to the rest of the team,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    “This won’t work forever,” Albena said. “They’ll get wise.” 
 
    Cary nodded. “Hell, this place won’t last forever. They’ll figure out where we are eventually.” 
 
    Mayor Fine set up his Wi-Fi calling as Jean walked in. “Oh, good. Set your cellphone up for Wi-Fi calling, and tell everybody else to do the same.” 
 
    “Why?” Jean asked. 
 
    “It’ll look like it’s coming from inside the City Hall bunker. We want them to think we’re still there for as long as possible.” 
 
    “Hey, did you see what just happened in Philly?” Penko asked. 
 
    “What now?” Cary asked. 
 
    “The damn UN provoked the people, and now they’re rising up. Check out the story. It’s all over social media.” 
 
    Mayor Fine sat at the PC he was using and checked it out, his eyes getting wide. “The UN executed a bunch of people, and it was shown on several TV stations. Now the citizens are fighting them openly.” 
 
    Albena was typing furiously, her brow furrowed. “This is really bad. The UN’s leadership are out of their minds.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Penko said. “This is good for us, as horrible as it is.” 
 
    Mayor Fine jerked as his phone buzzed him. He pulled it out. “It’s Tracy McCain.” 
 
    “The Lieutenant Governor?” Jean asked. 
 
    “She’s asking for a phone call. Says it’s urgent. Round up the others, and let’s meet in that call room we just used.” 
 
    Jean nodded, rushing into the next room. 
 
    Penko looked at Albena, who was on the verge of tears. “You okay?” 
 
    She eyed him a moment. “It’s on. It’s not just a handful of operatives like us. People are rising up. They just finished off the UN Peacekeepers who executed the patriots. Also finished off reinforcements they sent in. Oh, and get this. All the local TV stations were attacked while they were broadcasting live. Executed for all to see.” 
 
    “So they’ve got a media blackout on this?” 
 
    Albena smiled. “No need for the legacy media now. Everybody’s got a smart phone. This event is being covered by thousands of people. Way more than the enemy can stop.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mayor Fine brought his team into the call room. “Everybody, we are still in the City Hall Bunker. Don’t slip. Tracy needs to think that. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    The others nodded in agreement. 
 
    He hit the Lieutenant Governor’s contact. It rang twice and clicked. 
 
    “Mayor Fine?” asked a scared woman’s voice. 
 
    “Yes. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I was moved to the secure location after the bombing. Got a call from my office. Apparently Governor Romano has been murdered, and a team came in afterwards and killed everybody in the building.” 
 
    “Everybody?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Chief of the NYPD,” Mayor Fine said. “You’re saying Governor Romano is dead?” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been told. Nancy, my aid, was called by another employee who was on scene. Nancy said she was killed while talking to her on the phone.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Jean said. 
 
    “I’ve left the secure location, heading for a place nobody knows about,” McCain said. “We’re being hunted. This is a coup. Has anybody heard from President Simpson?” 
 
    “I’ll try after this call,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    “Are you still in contact with the person who told you about this?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “No, I can’t raise her anymore. I fear the worst.” 
 
    “She was at the Governor’s Office?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “Down the street, at the Capitol. She heard gunfire in that building, and then she was off the line.” 
 
    Mayor Fine and Chief Harvey shot each other a glance. 
 
    “Where are you?” McCain asked. 
 
    “In the City Hall bunker,” Mayor Fine said. “I’m glad you left the known location. Better watch how much you use your cellphone. They’re traceable, you know.” 
 
    “Oh God,” she said. “Got to go.” The call ended. 
 
    “I smell the UN,” Julio said. 
 
    “Why would they kill Romano?” Kate asked. “He was on their side.” 
 
    “Cliff Bates was there,” Jean said. “There was a press release.” 
 
    “Wonder if he had a gun with him?” Chief Harvey quipped, looking ashamed when nobody laughed. “Sorry, that was in poor taste.” 
 
    Mayor Fine shrugged. “Jean, do we have a number for President Simpson?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure,” she said. “He might be dirty, you know.” 
 
    “He probably is,” Chief Harvey said, “and calling him might give up our position. I’d skip the call for now.” 
 
    There was a knock at the door. 
 
    “Yes?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    Albena came in. “I’m seeing citizen video evidence of an attack in the Governor’s office in Albany. Shows Governor Romano dead on his office chair. A commando team went in there and killed everybody, from the look of it.” 
 
    “That’s why we were in here,” Mayor Fine said. “This is on social media?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve got people livestreaming the whole thing on their cell phones,” Albena said. “Want to come out and watch? Penko has been showing the most active feeds on the screens.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re done in here,” Mayor Fine said. He turned to Jean and Kate. “This might not be for the squeamish.” 
 
    “I need to see it,” Kate said. “We’re in this now. Better get over the shock in a hurry.” 
 
    “Well said,” Jean said. 
 
    The team went back into the intel room, most of the others there now, watching the screens. 
 
    “Oh my,” Jean said, her hand going over her mouth. “That’s Cliff Bates, on the hallway floor.” 
 
    “Geez, you’re right,” Chief Harvey said. “Why would they kill him?” 
 
    Mayor Fine watched it for a moment, his brow furrowed. He looked over at Chief Harvey. “Maybe we ought to check in on our families.” 
 
    Chief Harvey froze, his face flushing. “You’re right. We need to send them someplace safe. How about the rest of the team?” 
 
    “I got nobody,” Julio said. 
 
    “My mother lives in New Mexico,” Kate said. 
 
    “My folks are in Colorado,” Jean said, “and my sister is in Austin.” 
 
    Mayor Fine stood. “Well, I’m going to go make some calls. Remember, we’re in the City Hall bunker, even to our families. Get it? Don’t give anything away. We don’t want them trying to get here. They know they can’t go to City Hall.” 
 
    “Understand,” Chief Harvey said, going into the back. 
 
    “What’s going on at City Hall?” Julio asked. “Is the drone still up there?” 
 
    “It was until about twenty minutes ago,” Penko said. “Had to refuel, but it’ll be back.” 
 
    “Did they bring in more heavy equipment?” Kate asked. 
 
    “Not while we were watching,” Penko said. “Just a sec, I’ll check on it.” He focused on his PC screen, typing on his keyboard. “It’s already on the way back. Be there soon.” 
 
    Albena looked up from her monitor. “UN Peacekeepers starting to converge on Penn Station again.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Slash said, shaking his head. “Do we go back in?” 
 
    “I’m seeing about fifty-thousand now,” Albena said, “and rising. It would be a suicide mission, and they’ll be watching the tunnels.” 
 
    Cary looked over. “You see them on the streets? The drone is armed, and I can control it.” 
 
    Albena smiled. “They’re being cautious. Half of them are going to the bus terminal on 9th and 31st.” 
 
    Penko brought up a satellite map of that spot. “We could nail them there.” 
 
    Cary sat in front of his terminal, typing on the keyboard. 
 
    “Hey, we should put out social media postings about the build-up,” Laleh said. “Make it go viral. There are armed citizens about.” 
 
    “That’s a damn good idea,” Eve said. “Let’s get on that. Who wants to help?” 
 
    “I will,” Tad said. “Hey Kinsey, get over here. You’ve got some social media knowledge.” 
 
    “Yep, I know what to do,” Kinsey said, getting next to his terminal. 
 
    “I can help too,” Julio said. “Did a lot with social media. I have user IDs on a lot of important outlets.” 
 
    “Great idea,” Cary said. “The drone is over City Hall now. Nobody came back so far. I’ll hold it here until you need me at the bus terminal.” 
 
    Laleh was typing furiously, glancing over at Eve. “Where’s Taylor?” 
 
    Eve smiled. “I saw her go in the back with Jace.” 
 
    Laleh giggled. “Saw that coming.” She got closer to Eve. “Slash better watch out later.” 
 
    Eve burst out laughing. “Wonder if he calls you sister when… you know.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Laleh said, breaking into a naughty laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Slash asked. 
 
    “Never mind, I’ll tell you later,” Laleh said, flashing him a smile. 
 
    “We’re getting a heavy response rate,” Julio said. “Wow. Wish we didn’t have gun control all these years in Manhattan.” 
 
    “There are more guns around than any of us realize,” Kate said. “Trust me on that.” 
 
    “I see a recurring theme on the posts,” Penko said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Albena asked. 
 
    “Remember Penn Wynne.” 
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    The Blockbuster 
 
   M ateo was pacing in his suite, overlooking Lake Geneva. His phone rang. He picked it up off the coffee table and accepted the call. 
 
    “Hello, Charles.” 
 
    Charles was quiet for a moment. “What the hell are you doing? This wasn’t our agreement.” 
 
    “We aren’t bound by the wishes of the Manhattan establishment,” Mateo said, still pacing. 
 
    “You are if you want funding. Why’d you kill Romano? He was on our side.” 
 
    “He caved to Mayor Fine and sent the National Guard to the city,” Mateo said. “He was no longer trustworthy.” 
 
    “You’re a moron,” said a different voice. 
 
    “You’ve got another person on the line and you didn’t tell me?” Mateo asked. 
 
    “Lance wanted in on this call, and I don’t blame him. Jean is here as well, and Maggie.” 
 
    “Executing those citizens in Penn Wynne was a massive mis-calculation,” Maggie said. “There are armed citizens all over Pennsylvania. They’re coming out, getting organized. This should not have happened.” 
 
    “Like I said, you’re a moron,” Lance said. “Do you know what happened to your operation to dig into City Hall?” 
 
    “I was just about to call them,” Mateo said, sweat breaking out on his forehead. “They missed their scheduled update call.” 
 
    “They were blown sky-high by a military drone,” Lance said. “We’ve got somebody against us with deep pockets, or President Simpson has had second thoughts.” 
 
    “We need to get somebody back in control of New York State,” Charles said. “You killed the Governor and almost all of the legislature, and now the Lieutenant Governor has fled. Nobody knows where she is.” 
 
    “If you’ve killed her too, boy am I gonna have fun,” Lance said. 
 
    “Your feeble threats don’t scare me, Lance. We didn’t put a hit on Tracy. She’s still trustworthy.” 
 
    “She obviously doesn’t trust you,” Maggie said. “She split.” 
 
    “I’ll find her, but maybe I won’t share her location,” Lance said. “At least not with the frigging UN. We should start working against them.” 
 
    “Better watch what you say,” Mateo said. 
 
    “I’ll have you gutted,” Lance said, “and don’t think being in Switzerland will save you. My reach is that far.” 
 
    “Settle down, Lance,” Charles said, sounding weary. “Look, Mateo, you’ve got a job to do, and you’d better start doing it well. We want Manhattan locked down. Where are all these UN Peacekeepers you promised? I want large enough numbers that they won’t have to do anything like we saw in Penn Wynne.” 
 
    “People won’t take orders from foreigners unless they fear them,” Mateo said. “I’ve seen that in country after country. Americans are no different… except for the arrogant privileged attitudes.” 
 
    “See what I mean?” Lance asked. “This cretin has no understanding of Americans, and it will cause us to lose the war. It’ll lead to our deaths. It’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    “That’s enough, Lance,” Charles said. “Don’t act like a bull in a china shop. We need to salvage this mess. If the UN doesn’t do what they promised, I’ll come in on your side, but let’s not poison the well just yet.” 
 
    “Whatever, I don’t have time for this,” Lance said. “That hacker who warned Mayor Fine about the bomb is still out there, and she’s good. Best I’ve seen yet. I probably can’t stop her, but at least I can watch and get a feeling for what she’s doing.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s a she?” Maggie asked. 
 
    Lance chuckled. “She’s very devious. Too devious for a man.” 
 
    Jean burst out laughing in the background. “Lance, you’re a riot. You aren’t wrong, either.” 
 
    “It’s the poodle,” Lance said. “I’ll talk to you guys later. If Mateo doesn’t deliver, I’ll have him in lime as soon as you approve. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    Lance left the call. 
 
    “I hate that man so much,” Maggie said. 
 
    “You hate him?” Mateo asked. “Look, we have to work through some things. We knew it was gonna be messy. I understand that the Penn Wynne event didn’t go the way we agreed, and I requested discipline for the person who made the decision.” 
 
    “What sort of discipline will he get?” Charles asked. 
 
    Mateo sighed. “I said I requested it. The citizens killed him before my lead could take action.” 
 
    Jean burst out laughing again. 
 
    “Don’t you take anything seriously?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “Sorry, but this is truly amateur hour. We’re doomed. If I could go back to France, I would.” 
 
    “You can’t go back there?” Mateo asked. 
 
    “I’ll be blamed for the Paris bombing. Some of my associates have turned after that.” 
 
    “I need to go,” Mateo said. “I’ll speed up the deployment of the Peacekeepers in Manhattan, but I’ll have to send some troops to Pennsylvania now.” 
 
    “Manhattan is more important,” Charles said. 
 
    “No it’s not,” Mateo said. “There are armed citizens in great numbers just outside of Philadelphia.” 
 
    “Quite a few armed citizens in Philadelphia, from what I’ve seen on the news videos,” Charles said, “but I agree to a point. The people in Manhattan are less unruly than the people in Philly, in no small part because their city was bombed.” 
 
    “We’ll have problems with the people in Queens and the Bronx,” Maggie said. 
 
    “We won’t start operations in those Boroughs until we’ve locked down Manhattan,” Mateo said. “I’ve got to go.” 
 
    Mateo ended the call, then got up to pace some more. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rico rushed into the garage on 37th Street in Manhattan. “Hey, Stevie, social media is going nuts. UN Peacekeepers are gathering down at the bus terminal. They’re gonna try to take Penn Station back. You in?” 
 
    A huge, dark-haired man came around the side of an SUV. “How many?” 
 
    “Numbers keep going up,” Rico said, sitting down on a stool, phone in his hand. He was a middle-aged man wearing shoddy clothes, a scraggly black beard on his face, hair sticking out in every direction on his head, framing a large bald spot. 
 
    “So they’re going up. You didn’t tell me where they’re going up from.” 
 
    Rico chuckled. “Sorry, guess I’m a little worked up. About fifty.” 
 
    “Kid stuff.” 
 
    “Thousand.” 
 
    “Oh,” Stevie said, pulling off his rubber shop gloves, scratching his head. “Fifty K, huh? You say it’s growing?” 
 
    “Yeah. Is the Blockbuster ready?” 
 
    Stevie grinned, walking towards the back of the shop. An old police car sat there, steel plate welded all over it, making it look like a land-going Iron Clad from the Civil War era. “She’s not gonna go too fast, even with that super charger on there, but she’s got gun ports galore.” 
 
    A van pulled into the garage, Stevie and Rico turning to see who it was. 
 
    “Duffy,” Rico said, watching as the van pulled further inside. 
 
    “About time,” Stevie said. 
 
    A small man with a wrinkled face got out of the van, his bald head glistening with sweat. “Got them. Had to go by a check-point to get here, though. Saw a bunch of them, but only one was on my route.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Stevie said. “You marked all the checkpoints on the map, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, and there are protesters at every one of them. A couple of purple-haired freaks tried to make trouble at the one I was stopped at. I’m in their debt, actually. The normal people were about to kill them when the UN guys manning the checkpoint went to protect them. They waved me ahead.” 
 
    Rico snickered. “They’ll regret that in time. What’d you get?” 
 
    “Three M79s.” 
 
    “No frigging way,” Stevie said. “Pops told me about those.” 
 
    “Aren’t they just single shot?” Rico asked. 
 
    Duffy chuckled, shaking his head. “It’s never enough for you morons. I brought you three grenade launchers and a hundred and fifty rounds, and you’re complaining.” 
 
    “I ain’t complaining,” Stevie said. “Rico, go close the garage door, and let’s get them out. I want to make sure they’ll fit through the gun ports on the Blockbuster.” 
 
    Rico rushed to the door, pulling the chain, lowering the garage door, Duffy opening the side doors of his ancient van. 
 
    “What a mess,” Stevie said, looking inside at the piles of auto parts and toolboxes. 
 
    “Yeah, on purpose, to make it hard to search,” Duffy said. “Give me a hand.” He pulled on a large toolbox handle, grunting as he lifted it out, Stevie grabbing it from him and setting it down, Rico coming over to help. 
 
    “How did you fit them in a box that small?” Stevie asked. “I’ve seen pictures. They’ve got a rifle stock, and the barrels ain’t that small neither.” 
 
    “The stocks were cut at the pistol grips,” Duffy said, pulling the second one out, Rico taking it as Stevie opened the first one.  
 
    “Hey, these look like my tools,” Stevie said. 
 
    “I kinda borrowed them last night,” Duffy said, pulling the last of the three toolboxes out. 
 
    Stevie pulled the tools out one by one, setting them on the concrete floor. “I got to admit, nice job hiding them. Where’s all the ammo?” 
 
    “Spread out all over the van,” Duffy said. “I’ll get them. Don’t want any of you guys hitting a primer. That would be bad.” 
 
    Rico busted up. “Yeah, we’d all go out with a bang.” 
 
    “Probably will eventually anyway,” Stevie said, pulling the bobbed M79 out of the toolbox. “She’s beautiful.” 
 
    “What about recoil?” Rico said. “Got to be tough to hold these without the full stock.” 
 
    “Naw, they hardly kick at all,” Stevie said. “These will be perfect.” He walked to the Blockbuster with the weapon, opening the door, the hinges creaking with the added weight. He jammed the barrel at the slit in the side steel sheet just as Rico and Duffy got over there. 
 
    “Shit, doesn’t fit,” Rico said. 
 
    “Keep your panties dry,” Stevie said. “Bring the grinder over here. I’ve got to take off a quarter inch. We’ll make these fit, and the short stocks will be perfect inside.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How many by Penn Station now?” Penko asked, Albena’s face glued to her screen. 
 
    “Seventy-five thousand. They’re planning on a quick takeover.” She took out her phone and sent a text. 
 
    “Who are you texting?” Tad asked. 
 
    “Chief Harvey,” Albena said. “I think he should pull his officers out of Penn Station. Doesn’t make sense to lose them.” 
 
    Chief Harvey and Mayor Fine came out of the back hallway. 
 
    “What’s up?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “I think you should pull your officers out of Penn Station right away,” Albena said. “Move them elsewhere.” 
 
    “Then we’ll lose the station.” 
 
    “You’re gonna lose it anyway,” Tad said. “There are seventy-five thousand Peacekeepers at that bus terminal now.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to hit them with the drone,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    “Wait on that,” Penko said. “We’ve got citizens making their way to the area. Lots of citizens.” 
 
    “If they’re not armed, we’ll have lots of dead citizens,” Eve said. 
 
    “There are UN checkpoints all over now, you know,” Laleh said. “What’s the NYPD doing?” 
 
    “Waiting for orders, more than likely,” Chief Harvey said. “I’ll get on the horn with Tim.” 
 
    “Maybe I should put the locations of every checkpoint I see on social media,” Laleh said. 
 
    “That’s a damn good idea, sister,” Slash said. “Need help?” 
 
    “Of course,” Laleh said, shooting a grin to Eve. 
 
    “Good idea, but make sure you mention how many Peacekeepers there are at each, and how they’re armed,” Chief Harvey said. He slipped back into the hallway. 
 
    “He’s worried,” Eve said. 
 
    “Couldn’t raise his wife,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    “Oh no. How about you?” 
 
    “Got her. She’s going to Canada to visit her sister. She was almost there when I got her.” 
 
    “Good, hope she makes it,” Eve said. 
 
    “Something else is happening,” Albena said. 
 
    “What now?” Penko asked. 
 
    “All those Peacekeepers on Roosevelt Island are heading into Manhattan via the Queensboro Bridge.” 
 
    “Really, now,” Cary said. “We’ve got a missile on the drone that will take that bridge out.” 
 
    “Don’t we need that for the bus terminal?” Tad asked. 
 
    “She carries two, and we can get more in about twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Assuming the enemy hasn’t taken out the base at MacArthur Airport,” Tad said. 
 
    “We’ve got three alternate bases, and four more drones as well,” Cary said. “Perhaps it’s time to get them in the air.” 
 
    “What do you need to do that?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “Permission from Jared Carlson,” he said. “I’ll call Don, and see if Jared is available.” He pulled out his thin phone and walked away with it to his ear. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jacob and Sunshine sat together with the others in the semi-truck trailer, almost to the new base. 
 
    “This thing’s bumpy as hell,” Tyra said. “We still gonna be in Boston?” 
 
    Adrian laughed. “We’ve been on the road for almost an hour. That’s well outside of Boston.” 
 
    “What are we gonna do from far away?” Dave asked. 
 
    “Attack the enemy,” Jacob said. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “We’re slowing down,” Sunshine said. “Turning. Feel that? Driveway.” 
 
    “Yep, we’ve arrived,” Ava said. Her phone dinged. “Ashley from the cab with Jaak and the driver. We’re almost there, but we’ll be taking this underground.” 
 
    “Of course,” Gavin quipped, Todd and Justin cracking up. 
 
    “Hope it wasn’t a mistake to leave Henry behind,” Tyra said. 
 
    “He’ll be fine, and we’ll need him in place when we go there for operations,” Justin said. “Remember how much we learned from the radicals that hang out at the bookstore.” 
 
    “That was his reasoning,” Tyra said, “but I think he just didn’t want his bookstore going down the tubes… not that I blame him.” 
 
    They felt the truck on a downward incline, bumping to a stop shortly after it leveled off, the hum of the engine stopping. 
 
    “We’re here,” Jacob said, standing and helping Sunshine to her feet. The back of the truck opened, Jaak and Ashley standing there. 
 
    “Welcome to our new base,” Jaak said. 
 
    The team got out, walking into the cavernous loading dock area. There were rows of off-roaders parked to the left, bristling with machine guns. 
 
    “Holy crap!” Justin said, rushing over to them. “Suzuki engines. Rad. These will be fast.” 
 
    “Asians,” Todd said, shaking his head. “They are pretty cool, though.” 
 
    “How are we gonna use these?” Ava asked. “Won’t we be shot at if we show up someplace on them?” 
 
    Jaak chuckled. “Jared has a lot of toys, some of them built here. These specimens might be going elsewhere. Heard rumors that some of them are headed for California.” 
 
    “Look at those things,” Sunshine said, walking past the off-roaders with Jacob. “Hybrid sedans?” 
 
    Suddenly something clicked in the car, and gun barrels sprung out. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Sunshine said, Jacob moving her back. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s not loaded,” said a tall thin man, rushing out the door, clicking a remote, the guns receding. “Forgot to shut that one down. Was doing trials with her a couple hours ago.” 
 
    Jaak shook his head. “You and your toys. How are you, Art?” 
 
    “Jaak, so nice to see you,” he said, shaking his hand. Jacob and Sunshine eyed him. 
 
    “Samson Corporation, I’ll bet,” Jacob said. 
 
    “Yes,” Art said. “Sorry about the scare. These things are ready.” 
 
    “What are they?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “Armed bullet-proof vehicles that can re-configure.” 
 
    “Re-configure how?” 
 
    “Let’s just say they can get past traffic jams better than your average car,” Art said. “We’ll talk about this and the other things later. Let’s get you set up inside.” 
 
    “Where are we?” Todd asked. 
 
    “Under Hanscom Airport,” he replied. “Next to the Air Force base.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “The enemy doesn’t control all the military services,” Art said, leading the group through the door, down a short hallway to a freight elevator. He pushed the button. 
 
    “We going up or down?” Ava asked, her eyes darting around. 
 
    “Down,” Art said. “Don’t worry, you’ll get a complete briefing.” 
 
    The elevator doors slid open to each side, the entire team fitting inside. Art punched a button that said B2. 
 
    “There’s a B3 and a B4?” 
 
    “This is a large facility,” Art said. “You’re the third group to arrive today.” 
 
    “There are more groups?” Jacob asked. “Didn’t know we were gonna be part of something bigger.” 
 
    “We’ve got a series of cells. Your group is one. You’ll be working certain areas as a team, and coordinating with other teams when it makes sense. You won’t lose your autonomy, though, so don’t worry.” 
 
    “This is a long way from Boston,” Sunshine said as the elevator stopped. 
 
    “You won’t be living here full time,” Art said. “You’ll go back to your homes, after training and outfitting.” 
 
    “We’re going back to the bar?” Trinity asked. 
 
    Jaak chuckled. “The enemy found me. Knew I’d be a problem. It’ll be attacked tomorrow. They were just waiting for the checkpoints and additional UN Peacekeepers.” 
 
    “You’ve been less than honest,” Adrian said. “Not that it bothers me. I’m pleased that this operation is large. I figured we’d make a good statement or two and go out in a blaze of glory. Now I’m thinking we might have the resources to win.” 
 
    Art led the group into the hallway, then turned to Adrian. “The enemy can’t win. They’ll kill a lot of people trying. We want to hamper them as much as possible in the early stages, so the people can wake up and fight. It’s already happening in Pennsylvania. California and Texas too.” 
 
    “We saw what happened in Penn Wynne,” Sunshine said. “They executed people.” 
 
    “All the UN Peacekeepers involved in that operation have been killed,” Art said. “The citizens in the area rose up and took them out. It was something to see.” 
 
    “So the battle in Pennsylvania is over?” Trinity asked. 
 
    Art shook his head, getting to a set of double doors. “No, they’ll settle into a peaceful tyranny and try not to create that kind of response again. The resistance will attack them, but that state won’t look like a war zone.” He opened the doors and led them into a large room with rows of computer terminals and flat-screen monitors on all the walls. 
 
    “Whoa,” Adrian said, his eyes lighting up. 
 
    “Seriously, dude,” Justin quipped. “The mother lode.” 
 
    “Wait, why’d we load up all that stuff in the truck?” Ashley asked. 
 
    Quint chuckled. “Jaak knew the place would be attacked. He made it look like we fled the area.” 
 
    “You found me out,” Jaak said. 
 
    Dave shook his head. “All that work for nothing, huh?” 
 
    “It was for something very important,” Art said. “We’ll be constructing narratives and enforcing them with action when the need arises.” 
 
    “Pick a terminal and get set up,” Jaak said. “We’ll have a video meeting with Jared in an hour, and then we’ll meet the other cells.” 
 
    Sunshine looked at Jacob. “Did you expect all of this?” 
 
    “Nope, but I’m good with it. We’ve got a fighting chance.” 
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    Senate President 
 
   S tevie finished grinding the gun slits on the Blockbuster, double checking them all with his M79. “Yes! It fits. What’s going on at the bus terminal?” 
 
    “The UN Peacekeepers are still showing up,” Duffy said, watching his phone. “Lots of citizens are heading that direction, but there’s a big checkpoint on the far side of the intersection at 36th Street and 9th Avenue. Maybe we ought to go ruin their day.” 
 
    “There are other routes in,” Rico said. 
 
    Duffy shook his head. “We should hit them from the west on 35th Street.” 
 
    Rico laughed. “That’s one way, dummy, going west.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Duffy said. “We won’t have to try to get around the stopped cars. We can blow them away, and the citizens can arrive.” 
 
    “By ourselves?” Rico asked. “We’ll get killed.” 
 
    “No, let’s coordinate this with our buddies at the Knights of Columbus,” Stevie said. “Call them. They’ve got weapons. They were bragging about it the other night, remember?” 
 
    “Half of them were drunk,” Rico said. 
 
    Stevie shook his head. “Call them, dammit, or we go alone.” 
 
    “All right, all right, I’ll make a few calls,” Rico said, walking into the office to sit at the desk. 
 
    “He’s scared shitless,” Duffy said quietly. 
 
    Stevie nodded. “So am I. We have to do something.” 
 
    “I’m ready, but I don’t have that much time left anyway,” Duffy said. 
 
    “You aren’t that old.” 
 
    “True, but it’s been a rough road. I’m falling apart at the seams.” 
 
    “They were excited about it,” Rico said, shaking his head. “Just caught them before they were gonna hit the streets. They’ve all been watching the livestreams on social media. They’re leaving now.” 
 
    “Let’s saddle up,” Stevie said. “You got the rifles loaded like I told you?” 
 
    Rico nodded. “Frigging old M-1 Carbines. They’ll probably bounce off the UN’s body armor.” 
 
    “They’ve got body armor?” Duffy asked. 
 
    “He don’t know shit,” Stevie said. “They’ve got uniforms and those pansy-ass blue helmets. Where are the rounds for the M79s?” 
 
    “Put some in the back seat and the rest in the front, like you told me,” Duffy said. “Put some water and some whiskey in there too.” 
 
    Rico snickered. “Best news I’ve heard so far today.” 
 
    “We drink after we do the job,” Stevie said, opening the driver’s side door of the Blockbuster, Duffy grabbing shotgun. Rico opened the back passenger door. 
 
    “Hey, who’s gonna open and close the garage?” Stevie asked. 
 
    “Low man again,” Rico said, shutting his door and trotting to the chain, pulling it to raise the garage door. He watched as Stevie drove the Blockbuster out onto the street, passers by stopping to look, a few giving thumb up signs. 
 
    “Lock it up, Rico,” Stevie shouted. 
 
    Duffy looked over at him. “You expect to live through this?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Stevie said, cracking a grin. “We’re gonna make some noise.” 
 
    Rico rolled the garage door down, then slipped out the walk-through door, turning to lock it, his hands trembling. He got into the back seat. 
 
    “Hey, remember to turn off the coffee pot?” Duffy asked. 
 
    “Dammit,” Rico said, starting to get out as Duffy burst out laughing. 
 
    “He’s messing with you,” Stevie said. “Forget it. We’re going. Get ready, we might run into bad guys right away.” 
 
    The heavy vehicle turned onto the street, heading for 11th Avenue. Sparks came from the steel plates protecting the tires as they scraped the pavement. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tracy McCain drove her rented car north on Interstate 81, half an hour from the Canadian Border, listening to radio accounts of violence all over the mid-Atlantic. She needed gas, so she got off the interstate , picking the gas station nearest the off-ramp. 
 
    “Who can help me?” she asked herself, fearing that there’d be problems north of the border as well. She filled her tank, then moved into a parking spot in front of the store, rushing inside, coming back with coffee and a few donuts. Start making calls. Tracy worked through the list of names in her contact list, trying one after another, nobody picking up, her thoughts going to the danger of using her cellphone, not caring in her panicked state. Ten names left, people she didn’t get along with. Members of the legislature and a clingy adviser. She called the adviser first, an energy expert named Liz. The call clicked. 
 
    “Tracy?” a woman’s voice asked. “You’re still alive? Thank God. Everybody else is dead.” 
 
    “Everybody?” Tracy asked. 
 
    There was silence for a moment. “Sorry, I’m in a state. Most of the State Legislature got killed by gunmen, right after the Governor’s building was attacked. I was between the two buildings and got a call from Cynthia.” She broke down crying. 
 
    “Oh no, she didn’t make it,” Tracy said. 
 
    “No, she was begging for her life while the call was still going,” Liz said. “They shot her.” 
 
    “No. No no no.” She broke into tears. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I know she was your friend too,” Liz said, trying to calm down. “Where are you? Somebody needs to take over the state. The Lieutenant Governor is next in line. That’s you.” 
 
    “I was at the secure location after the attack,” Tracy said. “Panicked and took off when I heard about the murders. I’m near the Canadian border.” 
 
    “Don’t leave! We need you. Everything is falling apart.” 
 
    “They’ll just kill me. Do we know who did it?” 
 
    “Not really,” Liz said. “There are rumors it was the UN, but these guys didn’t have uniforms on, and the Romano Administration has been very friendly with the UN. Doesn’t smell right to me. Something else is going on.” 
 
    “Right wingers?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe, but they’re a joke in this state. You know that. I can’t believe nobody’s tried to call you.” 
 
    “Maybe all the people who would are dead. I haven’t been able to raise anybody but you.” 
 
    “There are two state senators still alive,” Liz said. “Dannon and Walters.” 
 
    “How do you know they’re still alive?” 
 
    “They’ve been on TV and radio,” Liz said. “Neither were in the state when the trouble started. They were both in Canada. Maybe you could meet them there.” 
 
    “Neither of them like me very much.” 
 
    “Well, they are both Republicans, but given the circumstances, they’ll work with you… as long as they don’t think you were in on the attacks. Lots of toxic stuff on social media about this. They’re saying that Governor Romano brought in the UN, but lost his nerve.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit.” 
 
    “You know it and I know it,” Liz said. 
 
    “All right, I’ll see if I can get ahold of Dannon or Walters. Take care of yourself.” 
 
    “You too, hon. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    The call ended, Tracy sitting there looking at her phone for a moment. Was he in on it? She shuddered, then opened her contacts, looking for Dannon’s number, then hitting his contact. It rang five times. She was just about to hang up when there was a click. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Senator Dannon? It’s Tracy McCain.” 
 
    There was silence on the line. “You’re alive.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m alive. Glad to hear your voice, Senator Dannon.” 
 
    “Call me Dan,” he said. “Have you taken over the state government yet?” 
 
    “When I heard what happened, I left my secure location. I’m about twenty minutes from the Canadian border.” 
 
    “Oh,” Dannon said. “Can’t say that I blame you. I’m in Canada now too. Was on a hunting trip, but I’m on my way back. You aren’t really going to leave the country, are you? The state needs leadership, and fast. You know what’s been happening in Manhattan, right?” 
 
    “I’ve heard the UN has been overstepping their bounds and the people have been fighting them. Haven’t heard of anything as bad as what happened in Penn Wynne.” 
 
    “What are your plans if you take over? Will you legitimize the UN Peacekeepers or kick them out of the state?” 
 
    “I’ll appeal for calm, and get help to those who need it. That’s the first priority.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    “It’s the best I have now,” she said.  
 
    “When will you get back? You and I might be the only state-level officials left.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that Senator Walter is still alive,” Tracy said. 
 
    “Who’d you hear that from?” 
 
    “Liz.” 
 
    “The energy liaison?” Dannon asked. 
 
    “Yeah. She said both of you made comments to the media after the attacks in Albany.” 
 
    “Jeff must have made his trip to Canada after all,” Dannon said. “He was going up to see his brother. He’d decided against it last time I talked to him, because of the political climate before the device went off in the harbor. I’ll see if I can raise him. Maybe I’ll get lucky.” 
 
    “Good, do that and let me know, please,” Tracy said. “When will you be back? We should meet.” 
 
    “I’m almost to Brockville.” 
 
    “That’s right on the border. Should we meet before we go to Albany?” 
 
    “How about Utica?” 
 
    Tracy thought about it for a moment. “Utica, huh? Yes, that would work. I’ll change direction and go there now.” 
 
    “Perfect. See you soon. I’ll send you a text when I’m there.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dan. So glad we could make contact. See you soon.” 
 
    The call ended, Tracy sitting silently for a moment, her mind spinning through her interactions with Dan Dannon. Some of them had been good. Most were not, but he was moderate for a Republican, at least. It could be worse. Jeff Walter was more of a problem. Guess I’m lucky. She left the gas station, heading south. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dan Dannon finished his call, letting out a hardy laugh. “Guess it’s time to have a chat with Walter.” He drove off the highway, onto the streets of Brockville, turning right on Parkedale Avenue, taking it southwest, deep into the woods. He turned right on a dirt road, lined with trees, the rented sedan bumping along on the rutted road, the pasture on either side a mixture of half-melted snow and dirt. The car almost got stuck in a muddy spot, Dannon breathing a sigh of relief as he made it past, making a mental note to go wide on the way back. There was a large clump of trees in the distance. “That looks promising.” 
 
    There was one more muddy spot to go around, the car slipping a little as he rounded it, and then he was in the dense trees, pulling over to the side. It was cold outside, Dannon’s hands shaking slightly as he used the key fob to pop open the trunk. Walters body lay there, head black and blue, blood dried around his nose, the ligature marks around his neck a sickening purple. 
 
    “Hey, old friend, guess who I just talked to?” He pulled the body out of the trunk, letting it land in the mud, then dragging it by the arms to the side of the road, where there was a good ditch. “In you go.” The body rolled out of sight, water in the ditch splashing as he landed face-first. 
 
    “Wish I had time to bury you. Scratch that. Don’t want to get my clothes dirtier than they already are. I’ve got a date in Utica.” 
 
    Dannon took one last look, then got back into the car, made a careful K-turn, and drove back to Brockville. “Shoot, I forgot to thank him. His sad untimely demise makes me the last Senator… or the President of the Senate. Yeah, it might be by default, but them’s the breaks.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stevie made the final turn, from 11th Avenue to 35th Street, which had light traffic, cars honking as he drove the wrong way, weaving between the cars. 
 
    “This is crazy, man,” Rico said from the back seat. “We’ll get nailed before we get close enough to fire.” 
 
    “Naw,” Duffy said. “They’re just letting a trickle through that checkpoint. They’ll see us coming though, and try to nail us. We need to be back a couple hundred yards before we open fire.” 
 
    “That’s two football fields,” Rico said. 
 
    “Thanks, professor,” Duffy quipped. “The range on these babies is 350 yards, but why push it that far?” 
 
    A car honked, not wanting to give up its lane, Stevie swerving at the last second, scraping against a parked car. 
 
    “Hey, dammit!” Rico shouted. 
 
    “Sorry,” Stevie said, shooting a grin at Duffy. 
 
    “You want us to let you out?” Duffy asked, turning back towards Rico, who sat silently for a moment. “Well?” 
 
    “No, this is the right thing to do,” Rico said. “Let’s get busy.” 
 
    “There goes 10th Avenue,” Duffy said. “Look, they’ve seen us. They’re moving people with guns to this side of their barricade.” 
 
    “And they stopped all traffic,” Stevie said, speeding up. “Get ready with the M79s, men.” 
 
    Rico’s phone dinged with a text. “Hey, our buddies are waiting in the wings. They’ll finish the job after we blow up their shit.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking,” Duffy said, his comment punctuated by bullets hitting the steel, bouncing off. 
 
    “Yahoooo!” shouted Stevie, hitting the accelerator. “Fire, Duffy! I’ll turn around at the last minute, and then Rico can hit them from the back.” 
 
    “Yeah, do that,” Rico said. 
 
    “No, stop the car, and we’ll fire from behind the doors and through the front,” Duffy said. “They can’t shoot through these plates.” 
 
    “They’ll shoot under the doors and hit our legs,” Rico said. 
 
    “We’ll soften them up through the front slits first,” Stevie said. “This’ll work.” 
 
    He slammed on the brakes, the car skidding to a stop, Duffy firing the first round as more bullets hit the steel, the grenade going off in the middle of the Peacekeepers, sending some flying through the air, panicked survivors turning to flee, Stevie firing as Duffy reloaded and fired again. 
 
    “I’m getting out,” Rico said, opening his door, then finding he could lean forward without his feet touching the ground. He fired his first grenade, the others continuing their slow fire, bullets hitting the car, people along the sidewalk running for cover. 
 
    “Here come the Knights of Columbus!” Duffy shouted. “Hold your fire!” 
 
    A bunch of citizens rushed in, guns blazing, chasing the UN Peacekeepers around, most of them too scared to return fire, sirens approaching in the distance, cars breaking through the barricades on 9th Avenue, proceeding towards the bus terminal. 
 
    “I’d say that worked,” Stevie said. “Let’s get over to the bus terminal.” 
 
    They drove forward, getting ready to turn onto 9th when they were hit with something big, taking out the back tire on the driver’s side. 
 
    “Look out, it’s a damn UN tank,” Duffy said, getting out of the driver’s side, running to the street with a pocket full of grenades and his M79, Rico joining him, the white tank firing again, the cannon round hitting the car, Stevie trapped inside, screaming as he burned. 
 
    “Stevie!” shouted Rico, trying to rush back, Duffy grabbing him, dragging him to cover, then opening fire at the UN tank, hitting one of its big tires, and then the citizens were on it with Molotov Cocktails, the vehicle catching fire, UN Peacekeepers trying to escape through the hatch on top, shot by the armed citizens who were everywhere now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cary and the rest of the team watched the drone video of action near the bus terminal. 
 
    “Wow, look at that!” shouted Penko, as the UN tank burned, the citizens killing the UN Peacekeepers as they tried to escape, more citizens rushing south on 9th Street. 
 
    “You’d better hit that bus terminal,” Vasil said. “The UN Peacekeepers are trying to escape. Look at them.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s right,” Slash said. “Hit them before we have citizens in the way.” 
 
    Cary nodded, getting a lock on the bus facility, firing the first missile, which raced to its target, causing a huge explosion, vehicles and men flying through the air, the rushing citizens stopping to watch the carnage. 
 
    “Hit them again!” Vasil said. 
 
    “What about Roosevelt Island?” Albena asked. 
 
    Cary glanced at her. “Jared approved another drone. It’s on the way there right now.” He locked onto the target, a little more to the west, and fired, the missile hitting in a few seconds, the whole area engulfed in flames now. “Send out a social media message. Tell the citizens that was all we have, and they can secure the area.” 
 
    Julio grinned, getting on that with Penko, Eve, and a few others. 
 
    Jace came into the room with Taylor. 
 
    “What’d we miss?” Taylor asked Laleh. 
 
    “Probably nothing as good as you just had,” she whispered. 
 
    “Shut up,” Taylor said, cracking a smile. 
 
    Laleh and Eve told her what happened, Jace sitting with Cary and Hector, discussing what to do next. 
 
    “This isn’t a good day for the UN,” Penko said. 
 
    “That other drone is in place,” Cary said, turning back to his terminal. 
 
    “Look, they know,” Jace said, pointing at the UN Peacekeepers in the drone video, trying to rush across the Queensboro Bridge. 
 
    “Bye bye,” Cary said as he locked the target and fired, a huge explosion blowing up the bridge, Cary firing the second missile, hitting the island where the bridge started, blowing up a multitude of UN Peacekeepers who were queued up there. 
 
    “Fire in the hole,” Slash quipped. 
 
    “This is gonna start some serious shit,” Vasil said. “We’d better get ready.” 
 
    “Maybe, but we’ve got the UN back on their heels for at least a few days,” Kinsey said. 
 
    “True, my friend,” Zev said, “but they’ll come back stronger, and they’ll kill many. I’ve seen it before. Too many times.” 
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    Retreat 
 
   L inda and Pat were watching TV coverage of the rioting in Philadelphia, where unlikely allies were fighting the UN together. 
 
    “Gang members and cops,” Linda said, shaking her head. “This would be funny if there weren’t people getting killed.” 
 
    “I used to trust the UN more than our own police,” Pat said, eyes glued to the screen. “I was wrong about that.” 
 
    John walked into the living room. “Can’t write anymore. Got to let the well re-fill.” 
 
    Linda got up, giving him a hug. “Cops and gang bangers are fighting the UN together. Did you expect that?” 
 
    “Never crossed my mind, but it won’t last long,” John said. 
 
    “What do you think will happen?” Pat asked. 
 
    “This is just a guess,” John said. “The Governor will pull the UN Peacekeepers out, but leave us in martial law and continue with the push for social scoring and commute grids. He’ll slowly tighten up controls on the individual, at a pace that won’t upset the majority of the population.” 
 
    Pat smiled. “Sorry I asked. Guess that sounds better than what’s going on now.” 
 
    “No more UN massacres?” Craig asked, walking into the room. 
 
    “Not so far, and they’re being pursued wherever they are,” Linda said. 
 
    “What have you been up to?” Pat asked. 
 
    “Editing my next article,” he said, “but I need to type it into a file. Want to take a ride to the house?” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s wise?” she asked. 
 
    Craig eyed her. “The trip home or the article?” 
 
    Pat sighed. “You’re gonna write what you’re gonna write. Sorry I’ve been such a pill. I was talking about going home. We heard that gunfire, remember?” 
 
    “That was hours ago,” John said. “You’re probably okay.” 
 
    Pat sat silently for a moment. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    “You want to come?” Craig asked. “Maybe you ought to stay here.” 
 
    “If something’s gonna happen, I’d rather be with you,” she said. 
 
    Craig smiled, giving her his hand, helping her off the couch. “Let’s go. We can come back, if John and Linda don’t mind.” 
 
    “I’d like you to come back, but no pressure,” Linda said. 
 
    “Me too,” John said. 
 
    “All right, see you later,” Craig said. He and Pat left. 
 
    “They’re going to be okay,” Linda said. 
 
    “This valley is still safe.” 
 
    “I meant their marriage.” 
 
    John nodded. “Oh. I never thought they’d break it off. Craig vents a little, but he worships Pat.” 
 
    “He said that?” 
 
    John sat on the couch. “Not those exact words, but close enough.” 
 
    Linda sat next to him, leaning close, giving him a kiss. “Love you, sweetie.” 
 
    “Likewise,” he said. “Oh, look, the Governor.” 
 
    Linda turned towards the TV, then picked up the remote and turned up the sound. 
 
    Governor Hinkley was sitting behind his desk, flanked by US and Pennsylvania Flags, bags under his eyes. 
 
    “He’s looked better,” John said. 
 
    “Stress.” 
 
    “Yeah, I could imagine,” John said. “Never trusted this guy. He speaks out of both sides of his mouth.” 
 
    “I like him more than you do.” 
 
    Hello, fellow citizens of Pennsylvania. I’m here to announce a change in direction, and to apologize for the unfortunate incidents which have happened over the past few hours. 
 
    “This ought to be good,” John said. Linda shushed him. 
 
    First, on the Penn Wynne incident, my deepest sympathy to the victims of that tragedy. It should not have happened. There is no excuse, and I take full responsibility. I have decided to resign from the Governorship at the end of this week, or as soon as I can bring an interim government together to serve Pennsylvania in this difficult time. 
 
    “Oh, bullshit,” John said. “If he resigns, the Lieutenant Governor becomes Governor. He can’t go around the state constitution.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Governor Radley is his enemy,” Linda said. 
 
    “That makes no difference.” 
 
    Effective immediately, the UN Peacekeepers will withdraw to their barracks. They will no longer be used to help police protect the people in this state. They will be held in reserve, just in case we are attacked again. 
 
    “I have a tremendous urge to punch this moron right in the nose,” John said. 
 
    “Quiet. You can rant when he’s done.” 
 
    John chuckled, patting her thigh. 
 
    In order to preserve order and ensure fairness, we will continue under martial law for the time being. Status will be reviewed weekly, and it is our goal to get life back to normal as soon as possible. Please make every attempt to cease and desist the aggressive behavior we have seen over the past several hours. 
 
    We will proceed with the new changes recently passed by our legislature, including the reforming of our society using the Social Scoring and Commuting laws. Given the behavior displayed during this crisis, it is essential that we put controls in place to ensure citizens work together for calm and progress. 
 
    That is all I have at the current time, but we will be updating the public as we make progress on getting our society back to normal. 
 
    Thank you. I won’t be taking any questions from the press at this time. 
 
    The picture moved from the Governor’s office to the newsroom, Linda grabbing the remote and turning the sound way down. 
 
    “Okay, rant away.” 
 
    John chuckled. “Forget it. I’m too tired to rant.” 
 
    “That’s a first.” 
 
    “Stop it,” John said. “Wonder how long Craig and Pat will be gone?” 
 
    “I’m not so sure they’ll come back right away,” Linda said. “I hope they give us a little time. She wears on me.” 
 
    “Still interested in moving?” 
 
    Linda shrugged. “I suspect the real estate market might be a little hard to deal with, given the recent events.” 
 
    “I was kidding. Maybe your libido is working right now.” 
 
    Linda smiled. “As a matter of fact, it is.” She stood with him, kissing his lips, then leading him into the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mateo sat at his desk in Geneva. His cellphone rang. He looked at it. Saladin. 
 
    “Hello, old friend. Make it into California?” 
 
    “I did,” Saladin said, the sound of chopper blades in the background. “What are you going to do about this Ivan the Butcher? He’s nearly ended our campaign in LA and Orange Counties.” 
 
    “He’s a thug, and that’s your job,” Mateo said. 
 
    “We could use additional UN Peacekeepers. If we show my army too quickly, the people will redouble their efforts to attack.” 
 
    Mateo chuckled. “Actually, that might be possible. Have you been following events on the Atlantic seaboard?” 
 
    “Here and there,” Saladin replied. “I’ve been a little busy. California isn’t my only theater.” 
 
    “I understand. We’re pulling back the Peacekeepers due to a few unfortunate incidents.” 
 
    Saladin was silent for a moment. “Your forces are being kicked out?” 
 
    “I said pulling back,” Mateo said, “and it’ll be very temporary. We had a long meeting.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “My team and the Governors of the New England and Mid-Atlantic states,” he said. “It’s our belief that the martial law and expansion of social scoring and other controls will bring peace to the region, and allow us to force our changes at a pace that will prevent further bad reactions.” 
 
    “You’re underestimating our enemy.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Time will tell. We can’t continue to lose Peacekeepers at the rate we’ve seen, especially in New York and Pennsylvania.” 
 
    “I told you that would happen,” Saladin said. “There are Caliphate forces available from Brazil and Argentina. You should bring them north.” 
 
    Mateo chuckled. “All in good time. Our sources indicate that most of the east coast population views reports of the Islamist Army as Fake News. We’d like to ride that for a while.” 
 
    “Fake News. Haven’t heard that term for about ten years.” 
 
    “The spirit of that time has been hard to stamp out,” Mateo said. “Americans are pig-headed.” 
 
    “I could’ve told you that,” Saladin said. “So I can count on some of your excess Peacekeepers?” 
 
    “Yes, I can accommodate you,” Mateo said. 
 
    “How will you keep the pressure up against the resistance?” 
 
    “We’ll kill them person by person, using the surveillance resources we’ve already built, enhanced by the social scoring construct being put into place.” 
 
    “All right, my friend,” Saladin said. “Can’t argue with that plan. We should’ve gone slower in Southern California. Live and learn. As you said, Americans are pig-headed, but they’ll come to heel. We just have to fine tune our operations. Talk to you soon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “They’re starting to change strategy,” Albena said, eyes glued to her computer screen. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Penko asked, getting up to look over her shoulder. 
 
    “There are still many thousands of UN Peacekeepers in the area, but they’re moving away from Manhattan.” 
 
    “A retreat, huh?” Penko asked. 
 
    “I don’t trust it. Something is going on. Call Mayor Fine, Chief Harvey, Jace, and Vasil in here.” 
 
    Penko nodded, sending the text on his thin phone, the men showing up a few minutes later, Jean, Julio, and Kate with the Mayor. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “We’re seeing a UN retreat,” Albena said. 
 
    “From where?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “Everywhere.” 
 
    “Where are they going?” 
 
    “Some to the north-east, through Queens,” Albena said, “but also west via the Lincoln Tunnel.” 
 
    “Well, we kinda messed up the Queensboro Bridge,” Jace said. 
 
    “Yes, the people going north east were already on that side of the bridge,” Albena said. “This can’t be over yet.” 
 
    “No way,” Mayor Fine said. “We still have no state government in place. I was trying to raise people in the legislature and the governor’s office. Whoever attacked them was very thorough.” 
 
    “And the news media is being hush-hush about the whole thing,” Vasil said. “I don’t understand that. Our entire state government was murdered, and nobody’s saying anything about what happens next.” 
 
    “Well, we know Tracy was in the secure location,” Mayor Fine said. “That’s the normal protocol, but who knows what Romano had in mind.” 
 
    “Yeah, what he did with the UN was definitely not part of the normal protocol,” Julio quipped. “How was your relationship with Tracy McCain?” 
 
    Mayor Fine shrugged. “Charming lady. Not very ideological. Never thought she was all that smart, given her position. She’s further left than most people think.” 
 
    “Yeah, she likes to parade as a moderate,” Chief Harvey said, “but I remember when she was Attorney General. That was a bad time to be involved with law enforcement.” 
 
    “Why?” Albena asked. 
 
    “Her default position was to side with anybody except the police,” Chief Harvey said. “She was also part of the woke movement in the 2020s.” 
 
    “Before that, actually,” Kate said. 
 
    “She disliked black police officers,” Chief Harvey said. “I was a lieutenant at the time. My boss would deal with her if anything came up, because of my race.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Mayor Fine said. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m a black conservative,” Chief Harvey said. “We’re hated by the left. You know that.” 
 
    Julio chuckled. “All of that garbage seems so stupid now.” 
 
    “Thought we were making progress on stuff like that,” Jean said, “and now look at us. Want me to place a call, Mayor Fine?” 
 
    “She won’t be in her office,” Julio said. 
 
    “She’s got a state cellphone,” Mayor Fine said. “They all do.” 
 
    “Did,” Kate said. 
 
    Jean shook her head. “I hate this. Shall I call her cell?” 
 
    “Please,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    “What about those two state senators who survived,” Julio asked. “Dannon and Walter. Any idea why they were in Canada?” 
 
    Mayor Fine chuckled. “They’re both big hunters.” 
 
    “Think they were together?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “Doubt it, they aren’t friends,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    “If something happens to McCain, you know one of those two will become Governor,” Kate said. 
 
    Mayor Fine nodded. “That’s right. Somebody will ascend to President of the Senate by default, and that’s third in line.” 
 
    “Yeah, but which one?” Jace asked. 
 
    “Probably Walter,” Julio said. “He’s senior.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look at the State Constitution,” Kate said. 
 
    Jean looked up from her phone. “Got her.” 
 
    Mayor Fine went into the call room and picked up the receiver.  
 
    “Hello?” asked a woman’s voice, car noise in the background. 
 
    “Tracy?” 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “Mayor Fine.” 
 
    “Oh, good. You still in the same place?” 
 
    “Yep, we’re still in the bunker under City Hall.” 
 
    “Is it safe?” 
 
    Mayor Fine chuckled. “As safe as anywhere, I guess. Are you taking control of the state government?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m making my way back to Albany,” she said. “Dan Dannon and I talked. We’re meeting on the way back. He was north of the border.” 
 
    “Anything on Senator Walter?” 
 
    “Dannon told me he’s okay, as far as he knew, but they weren’t together. What are your plans?” 
 
    “I’m trying to get services restored in the areas that survived the bomb attack, but we’ve been having to fight the UN Peacekeepers who flooded in.” 
 
    “Why would you fight them?” Tracy asked. 
 
    “They killed NYPD officers who refused to give up their precincts.” 
 
    “No they didn’t. That can’t be true.” 
 
    “Sorry, Tracy, but it is true. We were on the phone with one of the precincts when the UN came in, demanding to take over. We heard the whole thing go down. Chief Harvey told the watch commander not to give up command of the precinct, and when he did that, the UN Peacekeepers killed every officer there, using automatic weapons. After that we warned all the other precincts. We lost two more, but the rest held, because they were ready for the invaders when they got there.” 
 
    “That’s horrible. I had no idea.” 
 
    “Just so you know, my last conversation with Governor Romano didn’t go well. He ordered me to cooperate with the UN and arrest the civilians that have been helping the NYPD against the UN Peacekeepers. I refused. He threatened to have me killed.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Tracy said. “Is it safe for me to come back?” 
 
    Mayor Fine sighed. “I can’t answer that. The UN was trying to dig into the bunker. They’d like to take me out so they can put somebody more to their liking into the Mayor’s office. Given those circumstances, I’d say you’re in danger, assuming you aren’t planning to give in to the enemy.” 
 
    “Enemy? The UN is our enemy?” 
 
    “They killed American police while trying to take over Manhattan. I now consider them a hostile foreign power.” 
 
    Tracy was silent for a moment. “This can’t stand. What do you think of Dan Dannon?” 
 
    “I don’t trust him, to be honest. I wish you were meeting with Walter instead.” 
 
    “Well I never liked Dannon, but that was political. I look at him as an opportunist who traffics in the worst sort of conspiracy theories. He wasn’t popular in the GOP. He was considered a loose cannon. I know that for a fact after talking to others in the GOP. Off the record, of course.” 
 
    Mayor Fine was silent for a moment. “If something happened to Walter, you are all that stands between Dannon and the Governor’s slot.” 
 
    Tracy sucked in air. “You’re right. He might murder me for that.” 
 
    “You get my drift. I would not meet with him alone.” 
 
    “What should I do?” 
 
    Mayor Fine thought for a moment. “Do you have connections with any of the TV stations in Albany? People you trust?” 
 
    Tracy was silent for a moment. “Yes, one of the on-screen personalities at NBS was a college roommate. I’ll try to contact her.” 
 
    “Do that, then sneak in and get on TV, showing everybody that you are okay. Then bring in people you trust to get the government working again. I’ll help in any way I can.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ll do, she said, her voice stronger. “Thank you so much, Mayor Fine. I hope we get to work together through this mess.” 
 
    “I’m willing,” Mayor Fine said. “Be careful. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    “Bye.” 
 
    Mayor fine ended the call, leaning back in his chair for a moment. Then he texted Jean, asking her to send his senior staff into the meeting room. Julio, Kate, and Chief Harvey entered the room a moment later. The Mayor told them what happened in the call. 
 
    “She’ll be lucky to survive,” Chief Harvey said. “Wish we could get some commandos at the NBS studio.” 
 
    “Albany is too far away,” Julio said. 
 
    “NBS was on the cutting edge of the woke movement,” Kate said. “They might not be friendly to Tracy if she doesn’t tow their line to the letter.” 
 
    Mayor Fine thought for a moment. “There’s nothing we can do to protect her, beyond the advice I just gave her.” 
 
    There was a rap on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Mayor Fine said. Jean opened the door. “Mateo wants to talk to you.” 
 
    Julio burst out laughing. 
 
    Mayor Fine shot him a glance, then looked back at Jean. “We’ll take the call. Tell him he’ll be on the line with my staff, since we’re already in a meeting.” 
 
    Jean nodded, leaving the room. The call hit Mayor Fine’s cellphone, so he hit accept and put it on speaker. 
 
    “Mateo, can you hear us?” 
 
    “Yes, Mayor Fine. I trust you and your team are safe?” 
 
    “We’re stuck in a bunker under no-man’s land, so safe might not be the best choice of words, but we’re alive and have plenty of supplies and weapons.” 
 
    “We were trying to dig you out,” Mateo said. “Somebody blew up our equipment and men from the air.” 
 
    “Look, Mateo, I’m not going to mince words with you. We know what the UN Peacekeepers have been doing, and my first priority is to rid the city of UN Peacekeepers as quickly as I can.” 
 
    “We had some rogue commanders doing things we didn’t ask them to do,” Mateo said. “For that I am sorry. You’ll like the news I’m about to give you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I’ve ordered my Peacekeepers to withdraw from the city immediately. We’ve done the same thing in Pennsylvania after the dreadful event that happened in Penn Wynne. I’d be setting up punishment for our people involved in that, but they’ve already been killed by citizens there.” 
 
    “Where are you withdrawing the UN Peacekeepers to?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “Some are going to temporary barracks on the UN property in Manhattan, but most will be boarding ships and leaving the United States.” 
 
    “If true, that is indeed good news,” Mayor Fine said. “Why the change of heart?” 
 
    “There was no change of heart, sir,” Mateo said. “The initial tragedies weren’t planned, they were due to mis-communication. They will not happen again, and as I said, I am deeply sorry.” 
 
    “Then what happens next?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “We will investigate how the bad events happened and make changes to our chain-of-command,” Mateo said. “We’ll work toward building trust with the US Government as well, in the hopes of working together again in the near future.” 
 
    Mayor Fine rolled his eyes, glancing around at the others, who shook their heads. “Well, Mateo, I can’t ask for more than that. We’ll be in touch. Thank you for the call.” 
 
    “You are welcome, my friend. Stay safe, and we’ll talk soon.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    “What a lying sack of crap,” Julio said. “You don’t trust him, I hope.” 
 
    “Well, Albena is seeing the withdrawal,” Kate said. “I doubt the reason is what he said.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Chief Harvey said. “They’re leaving because they don’t have enough UN Peacekeepers her to ensure a victory over the local police and citizenry. I’m surprised he didn’t ask any questions about the drone attacks.” 
 
    “That surprised me too,” Mayor Fine said. “He might not think we were behind it. He might think it was the US Airforce, and that’s the real reason he’s pulling back.” 
 
    “He’s not pulling back totally,” Julio said. “While I was doing the social media work out there, I heard accounts of UN Peacekeepers arriving in California in large numbers. Rumor has it they’ve been battled to a standstill in LA and Orange Counties. They might want to move troops from here to the west coast.” 
 
    Mayor Fine’s brow furrowed. He pulled his phone out and sent a text. Albena walked in a moment later. 
 
    “Yes, what do you need?” she asked. 
 
    “Is there any way we can keep track of where the fleeing UN Peacekeepers are going?” 
 
    Albena leaned against the wall, thinking for a moment. “To a degree, yes, but we’ll lose them if they board aircraft. Why?” 
 
    Mayor Fine told her about the conversation with Mateo. She thought for a moment. 
 
    “Okay, I see what you’re getting at. You want to know if UN Peacekeepers are being moved from here to the West Coast. Let me work it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Mayor Fine said. Albena left, closing the door. 
 
    “Good plan,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “We’ll see what happens. We’re grasping at straws.” 
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    Scoring 
 
   M ateo stood on his balcony, looking out over Lake Geneva, trying to calm his anger after the call with Mayor Fine. He went back inside, and placed a conference call to Charles Livingston and Lance Evans. It took about ten minutes to get them on. 
 
    “Mateo, you hear me okay?” Charles asked. “I’ve got Maggie and Jean here with me.” 
 
    “I can hear you fine,” Mateo said. “Lance, are you on yet?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry it took a few minutes. I can hear all of you.” 
 
    “Good. We’re making a change in direction. I wanted to regroup with you on Manhattan and the greater New York area.” 
 
    “Seems like Pennsylvania is the place you need to work the hardest,” Jean quipped. 
 
    Mateo chuckled. “I’ve already had this conversation with Governor Hinkley.” 
 
    “Of course you have,” Lance said. “I see the retreat. You’re pulling UN Peacekeepers out in great numbers.” 
 
    “This is correct, and I’ve already had a chat with Mayor Fine, telling him that I’m doing that. I apologized profusely.” 
 
    Jean chuckled. 
 
    “Shut up, Jean,” Charles said. “This is a serious discussion. Mateo, I agree that we need to do this, but what is your plan going forward? We need to lock down this city. If we don’t, the resistance will radiate from here at a level we won’t be able to contain.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Lance said. “New York City is very divided. My sources are telling me that nearly half the citizens of this fair city wanted the UN to come in.” 
 
    “This is why we’ve decided to go slow,” Mateo said. 
 
    “Where are these UN Peacekeepers going?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Mostly to California,” Mateo said. “Saladin requested help. This is a win-win situation.” 
 
    Lance chuckled. “Ivan the Butcher did quite a job on you guys.” 
 
    “You guys?” Charles asked. “In this case, you are part of that you guys.” 
 
    Jean burst out laughing again. 
 
    “Yeah, I figured the poodle would get a kick out of this,” Lance said, “and yes, Charles, I agree that I’m on this team, but I’m not calling the shots for the UN. UN leadership is what I was referring to.” 
 
    “Let’s not bicker,” Maggie said. “What is the way forward? We aren’t giving up New York City.” 
 
    “Lance, do we still have contact with the building captains?” Mateo asked. 
 
    “We won’t know for sure until we get the cell towers back up and running,” Lance said. “Some of them are already back, by the way. We have pretty good coverage again in Queens and the Bronx. Manhattan is still struggling, but we’ll get there.” 
 
    “Didn’t we lose a lot of building captains due to the bomb?” Jean asked. 
 
    Lance chuckled. “Use your head. Everywhere that we lost building captains, we also lost their targets. It makes no difference.” 
 
    “That’s true, except for in situations where the building captains were too far south from home when the bomb detonated,” Charles said. “I think I know where you’re going with this, Mateo. You want us to surveil and kill the leaders of the resistance.” 
 
    “Not just the leaders,” Mateo said. “All of them, down to the gophers. That alone will stop the resistance, because people will be afraid to join.” 
 
    “Depends on how you do it,” Maggie said. 
 
    “Yeah, what she said,” Lance added. “If you get heavy handed, you’ll become a recruitment tool. Like I’ve said before, you don’t understand Americans. We don’t like to be pushed around. We push back.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I have to agree with that,” Charles said. “We should target leadership and quietly take them out, slowly making our way down the organization to kill the lower levels. It will need to be done with surgical precision.” 
 
    “Give that gentleman a cigar,” Lance quipped. 
 
    Jean laughed again. 
 
    “So we understand each other, then?” Mateo asked. 
 
    “Better make sure Mayor Fine and his team can’t see you moving the UN Peacekeepers to California,” Lance said. “I’d be watching if I were them, and we’ve still got this stupid MVS system out there to help them.” 
 
    “You can’t kick their hacker off the system?” Charles asked. 
 
    Lance chuckled. “This chick is good. She’s got me locked out at the moment. I’ll get back in, but it’ll be a cat and mouse game for months, unless we can find her and kill her.” 
 
    “She’ll screw up,” Mateo said. “Take advantage when it happens.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Lance said. “Oh, and by the way, don’t bother to attack the City Hall bunker again. Mayor Fine and his team are no longer there.” 
 
    “What?” Charles asked. “How the hell do you know that?” 
 
    “I’m seeing their routing setup for calls. They’ve got programming in place to make it appear that their communications are coming from the bunker. They wouldn’t need to do that if they were there.” 
 
    “So where are they, then?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine. Somewhere on Manhattan. I’m working that, but might not be successful. And by the way, how are you guys so stupid? Didn’t you account for all those Peacekeepers you lost in the subway tunnels outside the bunker?” 
 
    “I’ve got people on that,” Mateo said. “Given what I know now, I think there’s a better than 50-50 chance that Lance is correct, but we don’t understand how they could’ve left via the tunnels. It’s a very long way to safety, and there is still radiation down there.” 
 
    “There is, but it’s spotty,” Lance said. 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” Mateo said. “I’ll keep you informed.” 
 
    “What about the State Government?” Jean asked. 
 
    “We’re still trying to figure that one out,” Mateo said. “Any help would be appreciated. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    Mateo ended the call, then went back out on the balcony. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jacob and his team spent most of the day working with the new system, and meeting the leadership of other groups at the new base at the Hanscom Airport. 
 
    “You look tired,” Sunshine said, watching him. 
 
    “So do you. Maybe we should go check out our rooms.” 
 
    Sunshine nodded, and they got up. 
 
    “Does this worry you?” Sunshine asked as they left the intel room. 
 
    “How do you mean?” He led her onto a hallway, that took them past the kitchen and into the sleeping quarters. 
 
    “Being part of a bigger operation,” she said. 
 
    “Oh. It’s different, but we’ll have backing we wouldn’t have had otherwise. It’ll probably save our lives, or at least extend them.” 
 
    “You expect to be killed?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “No, but it is a possibility, and anything that makes that less likely is a good thing, isn’t it?” 
 
    Sunshine nodded. “There’s the hallway for the rooms.” She watched as Jacob opened the door, then walked through it, onto another hallway with doors on either side. 
 
    “Lot of rooms,” Jacob said. 
 
    Sunshine opened a door about halfway down. “This one is vacant. Shall we claim it? There’s a nametag to go on the door, see it?” 
 
    “Great,” Jacob said. “Maybe I could take the one next door.” 
 
    She giggled. “Forget that.” 
 
    “Don’t trust me?” 
 
    She eyed him a moment. “Why are Philosophy Majors so dense?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I want you to share this room with me, dummy,” she said, moving towards him, her arms going around his neck, pulling him in for a kiss, getting more passionate by the second. “There, now do you get it?” 
 
    “We haven’t even…” 
 
    She put her finger on his mouth, smiling, then pulled her top over her head. “Well, are you gonna join me or what?” 
 
    Jacob stared her in the eyes for a moment, intense enough to make her nervous. 
 
    “Surely this can’t be a surprise to you,” she said, pulling her pants off, tossing them on the floor next to her blouse, standing in her bra and panties. 
 
    “Just a sec,” he said, picking up the label for the door. “Got a pen?” 
 
    She snickered, bending over to pick up her pants, pulling out a ballpoint pen. “Checking out my butt?” 
 
    “Always,” Jacob quipped, taking the pen, writing both their names on the tag, then slipping out the door to stick it on. He shut the door and locked it, sucking in air when he turned back to her, standing naked before him, her curves building his desire. 
 
    “Get undressed,” she said, shaking her head, Jacob ripping them off so quickly that he almost fell, Sunshine enjoying his flustered state. 
 
    “I said I wasn’t a player,” Jacob said, a sheepish look on his face as he approached, hugging her, both of them moaning at the feeling of flesh to flesh, Jacob picking her up, causing her to squeal with delight. He laid her gently on the bed and joined her, not taking his time, their passion building to a fever pitch as they joined, making love urgently. It was over fast, both of them coming down, laying next to each other, looking at the ceiling. 
 
    “That was better than I imagined it would be,” Jacob said between breaths. 
 
    “Oh, you’ve been imagining this?” she asked. 
 
    “You like to tease me, don’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe. How much have you been imagining it?” 
 
    “Pretty much every second.” 
 
    “Since when?” she asked, turning on her side towards him. 
 
    “I think it started when we were walking behind the mob.” 
 
    “Good, me too,” she said, moving in for a kiss. “You didn’t think we were done, I hope.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John and Linda sat on their couch, watching pundit after pundit discuss Governor Hinkley’s remarks from earlier in the day. 
 
    “I’m getting tired of listening to these morons,” John said. “Maybe we can go back in the bedroom.” 
 
    Linda shot him a glance. “Oh please. You’ll run out of gas.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “Some other time,” she said. “I liked it too, you know.” 
 
    “I could tell. Hear from Pat and Craig yet?” 
 
    “She sent me a text, saying they’re gonna try to make it through the night there.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    Linda smiled. “We needed the time alone. Turn this off if you want. I’ve seen enough.” 
 
    John nodded, picking up the remote and rolling through channels. 
 
    “Nothing good, is there?” Linda asked. 
 
    John shook his head and turned it off. “Maybe I’ll go write some more.” 
 
    “You’ve been writing a lot.” 
 
    “This book needs to get out quick.” 
 
    “Maybe things will get back to normal,” Linda said, getting up. “Want a cocktail?” 
 
    “Martini?” 
 
    She smiled. “Those are pretty strong.” 
 
    “It’s okay, we’re not going anywhere, are we?” 
 
    “No, but tomorrow I’ll have to go to the grocery store and get a few things.” 
 
    “That’s tomorrow,” John said. “Let’s wait a little while, though. I’ve got some ideas to get out, but I’ll only write for an hour. I promise.” 
 
    Linda chuckled. “We’ll see. Don’t get the idea that I mind. I don’t. It’s what you do. I married a writer.” 
 
    “I used to be just a working stiff.” 
 
    “You were always a writer,” she said. “Those three novels you finished, remember?” 
 
    “Those. I should trash them. Fantasy nonsense.” 
 
    Linda burst out laughing. “That’s what your critics say about the books you’ve published lately.” 
 
    “Some of them. I used to wonder about the people who said my books might come true. Now look at the world.” 
 
    “They’ve been prophetic, but it wasn’t that hard to see which way things were going.” 
 
    “I thought you liked the way things were going.” 
 
    Linda sat back, thinking for a moment. “No, that’s not it, really. I just felt it was inevitable. The society has been moving further to the authoritarian side.” 
 
    “It’s accelerating due to outside influences,” John said. “That’s my beef. If the country decides they want to move to a more authoritarian society, they can choose to do it, but they’ll have to change the Constitution. Most of them don’t want to bother with that. They want a new revolution, but it’s not a revolution against a bad government, regardless of what they pretend. It’s a revolution against the liberty of their fellow citizens.” 
 
    “You’re getting on a roll. Maybe you should go write for a while.” 
 
    “Getting on your nerves, huh?” 
 
    Linda laughed. “No, that’s not it. Why do you always go there?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Sorry.” 
 
    “Go write. I’ve got things to do. The grocery list, for instance. I don’t want to be wandering around out there tomorrow. I want to get in and out in a hurry.” 
 
    “And I’m going with you,” John said as he stood. 
 
    “You hate grocery shopping.” 
 
    “True, but I hate worrying about you a lot more.” He kissed her, then went into his writing room, getting back into the zone quickly. His phone dinged with a text. There was no name, just the phone number. He looked at the message. 
 
    We need to talk. You’re in danger. 
 
    John stared at the message for a moment, his heart rate climbing. He set down the phone and started writing. After a few minutes, his phone rang. It was the same number. John picked it up. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “You saw my text?” asked a man with a slight Italian accent. 
 
    “Yeah, I saw it, but I don’t know who you are. What do you want?” 
 
    “I have access to government intel. You and your brother-in-law Craig have been targeted as subversives. As things progress, you’ll need protection.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. I’m small time. Nobody is paying attention.” 
 
    “Your writing has caught the attention of search engine bots. You know that the internet oligarchy reports to the leftists in the government. You’ve written about that.” 
 
    “I write fiction,” John said. “I’m not a journalist.” 
 
    “You’re a philosopher, one step shy of a prophet.” 
 
    John shook his head. “I’m going to hang up now.” 
 
    “What I’m talking about is public record by law, but it’s well hidden by the oligarch’s search engine. I’m sending you a link to the documentation. If you still think I’m a nut, ignore me. If you change your mind, you can reach me at this number. Good day, sir. It was an honor to talk to you.” 
 
    The call ended, Linda coming in after a moment. “Was that Craig?” 
 
    “No, it was just some crank. Maybe I need to change my cellphone number.” 
 
    “Was it a threat?” 
 
    John chuckled. “Actually, it was somebody offering me protection.” He went on to describe the call, Linda getting agitated as he went through it. 
 
    “Go to the link,” she said, her face flushed. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Do it, dammit.” 
 
    John eyed her for a moment, then saved his work and opened a browser window, picking up his phone. He typed in the URL. “Well, it is a government URL.” 
 
    “Which agency?” 
 
    “Homeland Security,” he said, turning towards her. “This is just nonsense.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” she said. “Open the document.” 
 
    “It’s not a document, it’s a system,” John said, looking at it. “Looks like you can search by state and county.” He clicked on Pennsylvania, which brought up a list of counties. 
 
    “This looks like a real system,” Linda said, pulling the extra chair over, sitting next to John. 
 
    “It’s easy to make fake things look real on the Web.” He clicked on Chester County. He was presented with a search window, and input his name. A message came up, telling him the record he’d requested was in the National section. His brow furrowed. “Dammit, I don’t like the look of this.” 
 
    “Wait, put in Craig’s name. His article was local.” 
 
    John shrugged, typing in Craig’s name and clicking the search button. A record popped up right away, in a spreadsheet format, with columns for name, medium, link to publication, and one other column that had a URL line labeled Official Use Only. 
 
    “What the hell?” Linda asked. “Click the publication link.” 
 
    John did that, the article in the local paper displaying on the screen. “Well, that’s the right link, at least. Not that it would be difficult to create.” 
 
    “You’re questioning everything,” Linda said. 
 
    John laughed. “A writer needs a solid gold bullshit detector.” 
 
    She cracked up. “Yeah, I know your hero said that. You aren’t Hemingway.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” John said, hitting the back button, which brought him to Craig’s record. “Wonder what this is?” He clicked the Official Use Only URL. He was presented with a password challenge. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Linda said. 
 
    “Just a sec,” John said, picking up his phone. He input a code from the bottom of the text message. “Not sure if that’s what this is, but we’ll see.” He hit submit, and a new page came up. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Linda said under her breath as they both read. 
 
    Craig Smetana recently wrote a highly inflammatory article which is anti-government and borders on hate speech. Local operative engaged in low-level intimidation to correct the problem. Thirty points were deducted from Mr. Smetana’s Social Scoring rank. Further infractions will result in an increasing social score impact and possible surveillance. 
 
    Local operative?” Linda asked. “The rock with the note?” 
 
    “They’ve been using this system for months,” John said, his anger rising. “The vote we just had was a sham. No way did they cook this up over the last week.” 
 
    Linda said nothing, staring at the screen. “Go to yours.” 
 
    John navigated to the National section and input his name. His name appeared on a similar spreadsheet-formatted page, one line for each of his sixteen books. 
 
    “Some of those books aren’t even political,” Linda said. 
 
    John glanced at her. “Actually, every one of my books has at least some small political component. It’s my world view. Couldn’t keep it out if I tried.” 
 
    “Even the horror and the sci-fi?” 
 
    “The horror is the least, probably. The sci-fi isn’t relatable to current events as easily, but the concepts are there.” 
 
    “This is mind control.” 
 
    “Thank you,” John said. “Let’s see what the consequences are.” He clicked on the first line, for the first book in his first series, bringing up the password challenge again. He input the code, and another page opened, similar to the page about Craig’s article, but much longer. 
 
    “My God, they’re going down through plot points,” Linda said. 
 
    John read silently, his hands balling into fists, scrolling down the page to the bottom, where it showed his Social Scoring impact. 25 points. “Well this ought to be fun. You done with this one?” 
 
    “Who has time to do this?” Linda asked, her eyes welling with tears. “Is somebody assigned to read everything you write?” 
 
    “Several of those instances were taken out of context. They’ve got a bot going through the text, looking for key words and phrases. It’s possible this was completely untouched by human hands.” 
 
    “Click the next one,” she said. 
 
    John did that, getting a similar page, not bothering to read each entry, scrolling down to the bottom. “This one cost me 50 points. I’ll bet it goes up 25 points with every instance.” 
 
    “Wonder how big an impact it is?” Linda asked. “Have they said what the default normal point level is yet?” 
 
    “This isn’t even supposed to be live yet,” John said. “Let’s check the next one.” He left that instance, going to the next on the list, scrolling down the page again. “Oh, crap. It doubles every time. Now it’s 100 points off.” 
 
    “Wonder what happens when you run out of points?” 
 
    “Maybe time’s up.” 
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    State Authority 
 
   J ohn and Linda were working their way through the rest of John’s entries, the last taking a whopping 819,200 points. 
 
    “I’m not liking the look of that,” Linda said. 
 
    “I’m calling this guy,” John said, picking up his phone, going to the recent calls and punching the number. It rang twice and clicked. 
 
    “You’ve checked,” said the voice. 
 
    “You’re on speaker. My wife is next to me.” 
 
    “Hello, Linda.”  
 
    “Who are you?” Linda asked. 
 
    “Have you checked your score yet?” the voice asked. 
 
    “My score?” 
 
    John frantically typed her name in the search box and hit enter. There was nothing found. “Says no records found.” 
 
    “Switch to the state level, John.” 
 
    “Oh, crap, all right,” John said, navigating to the state pages and typing her name. There was a hit this time. 
 
    Linda’s eyes got wide. “No. What have I done?” 
 
    “It’s only a minor infraction,” the voice said. “Click on the link.” 
 
    John did that, the usual spreadsheet style page coming up. 
 
    Linda laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding. I forgot my grocery bags, and had to buy them at the store. At least it’s only minus 5 points.” 
 
    John was staring at the screen. “How long ago was this?” 
 
    Linda froze, looking at him. “I rarely forget my bags. It was at least two months ago, when you used my car to go fishing with Craig. The bags were in there. I went in the convertible.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought, and it was almost three months ago. They’ve had this system up and running for a while now.” 
 
    “Now you understand,” said the voice. “Have you checked the regulations for the scoring system yet?” 
 
    “Didn’t see it.” 
 
    “It’s on the top menu, on the portal page.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Linda asked, watching John navigate to the portal. 
 
    “My friends call me Salvatore.” 
 
    John burst out laughing. “Bullshit.” 
 
    “No, that is my name, and I’d like to meet. You will need my help sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Salvatore is a New York mobster,” John said. 
 
    “I prefer businessman, but I’m impressed with you. You’re a great thinker. You can call me whatever you want. I’m here to serve.” 
 
    “Why?” John asked. 
 
    “If we embark on the nightmare which the globalists have planned, the light of human liberty will go out all over the world. This country has been the only thing holding the world back from that. That’s why we are under attack.” 
 
    John opened up the page called Social Scoring Regulations. 
 
    “Oh no,” Linda said, looking at a schedule. “There’s a limit of one million points.” 
 
    “Yes, and I’ll be past it when I release the next book… which I am very definitely going to do.” 
 
    “That is correct, you will be at 1.6 million points, which will put you in the hole by 600,000.” 
 
    “What happens then?” 
 
    “You will disappear,” Salvatore said. “You are being monitored as we speak. They see you backing up your next book to the cloud. They see everything.” 
 
    “Who are they?” Linda asked. 
 
    “The globalists who now control our government.” 
 
    “What now?” John asked. 
 
    “When will you release the next book?” 
 
    John thought silently for a moment. “If I push it, editing will start in two or three weeks.” 
 
    “Good, then we have some time,” Salvatore said. 
 
    “What if he never releases another book?” Linda asked. 
 
    “They’ll get him, but not quickly,” Salvatore replied. 
 
    “You said him,” Linda said. “Aren’t I in trouble too, since we’re married?” 
 
    “These scores are individual,” Salvatore said, “at least in this state. Consider yourselves lucky. New York and Massachusetts have worse regulations.” 
 
    “What do they do?” Linda asked. 
 
    “It’s by family, and social media postings of minors are counted. It’ll eventually be that way everywhere, but there still is the illusion of state sovereignty, and there are too many non-woke legislators left. They wouldn’t aim this at minors. They drew a valiant line.” 
 
    “There’s nothing valiant about any of this,” John said, his forehead throbbing. “That’s like the hangman telling the condemned that he’ll make sure it’s a quick snap.” 
 
    Salvatore chuckled. “Genius. Yes, you are right about that. Are you home later tonight? It would be best for me to visit under the cover of darkness.” 
 
    “Why?” Linda asked. 
 
    “So my men can neutralize the agents who are watching your house right now.” 
 
    “Tonight would be fine,” John said, a strange calm coming over him. “You’ve got a lot of fame and influence. You could help me to get these books out to more people.” 
 
    “I have many contacts who could help with that, yes,” Salvatore said. “I like where this is going. Reminds me of the end of Casablanca.” 
 
    John glanced at Linda, half a smile on his face. “What time?” 
 
    “I’ll text you when I’m close,” Salvatore said. “It’s been an honor. See you soon. Don’t tell anybody other than Craig. Watch out for Pat.” 
 
    “That’s my sister. Why do I need to watch out for her?” 
 
    “She has a perfect score. That is rare. Too rare. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    “We need to disappear,” Linda said. 
 
    “I suspect that’s what Salvatore has in mind,” John said. “This is worse than I expected.” 
 
    The PC dinged, a window opening up on the screen. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” John said, staring at the window, Linda standing, backing up until her calves hit the couch behind her. 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    John clicked the window, bringing up Craig’s page, which had a new entry. “He just published something else.” 
 
    “Call him,” Linda said, John picking up his phone, hitting the contact. Craig picked up on the first ring. 
 
    “I was just gonna call you.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me, let me guess,” John said. “You just published another article.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” 
 
    “We need to chat next time you come over here. Is the article already out?” 
 
    “No, man, I just uploaded it to the paper’s queue. The editor said he’d print it.” 
 
    “Interesting. Thanks. Got to go.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, what are you talking about?” 
 
    “I can’t discuss it yet. We’ll talk soon. I promise.” 
 
    “All right. You’ve got me a little worried, John.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dan Dannon was at the best hotel in Utica, staring at his phone. He’d left three messages for Tracy McCain. So far no answer, and he was getting worried. It’d been several hours. “Where the hell is she?” 
 
    A smile came over his lips. “Maybe she’s already dead.” Then the thought hit him. If she’s dead, maybe I’m next. He picked up his phone and tried Tracy again, the phone going straight to voicemail this time. He thought about leaving her another message, but decided against it, needing to calm down. “Maybe a drink.” 
 
    The bar downstairs was sparsely populated, with two women and a man sitting there, and two young lovers at a table in the dimly-lit back corner. Dannon walked up to the bar. 
 
    The bartender, a gruff old man, walked over. “What can I get you?” 
 
    “Bourbon. Whatever the house is.” 
 
    “I recognize you, Senator Dannon. Don’t you want better booze? The house stuff ain’t so hot. I’m a fan, by the way. You’re a breath of fresh air in a sea of farts.” 
 
    The man with the two women burst out laughing. “Geez, Stegman, that was a little crude.” 
 
    “So sue me. Be nice, there’s a Senator here.” 
 
    “Senator?” the man asked, turning to look at Dannon. “Whoa. Senator Dannon, it’s an honor.” He reached out his hand, Dannon taking it. 
 
    “Must be a lot of Republicans in this town,” Dannon said, cracking a smile. 
 
    “This ain’t the city,” the man said. “I’m Monty. These are my bitches.” 
 
    “Shut up, you asshole,” one of the women said, the other one laughing. 
 
    “He’s just showing off,” she said, “and he’s my brother. I’m Jan, nice to make your acquaintance. You’re my first Senator in the flesh, so to speak.” 
 
    Dannon eyed her, liking what he saw. A once beautiful woman, barely past her prime, ready to live. “Hi, Jan. Buy you a drink?” 
 
    “It’ll  only take one,” Monty quipped, the other woman elbowing him hard. 
 
    “Ignore him,” she said. “I’m Kay.” 
 
    “Charmed,” Dannon said, looking her over, the long, kinky red hair and low-cut dress giving her the look of a bar-fly. “Would you like a drink too, or are you with Monty here?” 
 
    Kay smiled. “He’s my cousin. We’re back here to bury an Uncle.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Dannon said, oozing charm. “Figured you lived around here, since you know the bartender by name.” 
 
    “I live here,” Monty said, “and I’m hosting my cousin and sister during this sad time.” 
 
    “You’re glad the old goat kicked it,” Kay said. “Not that I care. Nasty old man. At least he had some money.” 
 
    “I’m not expecting to get any of that,” Jan said, “but then I didn’t do him no favors.” 
 
    “Here it starts,” Monty said, his eyes going to the door as another woman entered. “Now we’re talking.” 
 
    “Shirl?” Kay asked. “You’re not still messing around with her, are you?” 
 
    “That’s right, he isn’t,” Shirl said, sitting down on the empty stool between Dannon and Jan. “What are you two doing here?” 
 
    “Uncle Casey just bought it,” Jan said. “It’s good to see you, Shirl. How’s things?” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Casey died, huh? Didn’t know. Haven’t seen him for a couple years.” 
 
    “He’s been in a home,” Monty said. “Where’s Cliff?” 
 
    “We broke up,” Shirl said, pushing her ratted blonde hair out of her eyes. “Don’t get any ideas. You’re a roller coaster I don’t plan getting back on.” 
 
    “Have it your way,” Monty said. “I know we wouldn’t be together again, but a little comfort might do both of us some good.” 
 
    Shirl cracked up. “Yeah, like you care about that cranky old uncle of yours.” 
 
    “I was talking more about you,” Monty said. “You just broke up with your man. That’s got to hurt.” 
 
    “What hurts is that I was too stupid to break it off quicker,” she said. “Reminds me of our relationship.” 
 
    “Hey, turn that up,” Dannon said, watching the TV above the bar. 
 
    “No problem,” the bartender said, picking up a remote and cranking up the sound.  
 
    “That’s Tracy McCain,” Monty said. “Wondered what happened to her. Everybody else is dead.” 
 
    “Not quite everybody,” Jan said, nodding at Dannon. 
 
    “Thanks,” Dannon said, watching the screen, trying to maintain his calm. 
 
    Tracy sat at a desk next to August Smith, the anchor of the show. 
 
    “Thanks so much for contacting us,” August said. “You’re in fear for your life, obviously.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you be?” she asked. “I wanted to get the word out to citizens. I’m alive and well, and ready to take over the Governor’s office until elections can be held.” 
 
    “She’s not bad,” Monty said. “I’d do her.” 
 
    “Still a pig, I see,” Shirl said, shaking her head. “That poor woman looks scared to death.” 
 
    “Somebody wants her dead,” the bartender said. “Ain’t it obvious?” 
 
    Dannon nodded, putting on a forlorn expression. “I almost backed out of my hunting trip. Decided to go at the last minute.” 
 
    “Senator Walter was up there too, wasn’t he?” Kay asked. 
 
    “He was, but not with me,” Dannon said. 
 
    “She’s done already,” Jan said, nodding at the screen. 
 
    “Best not to stay in one place for very long,” Kay said. “You don’t look scared, Senator Dannon.” 
 
    “Dan,” he said, oozing the charm again. She returned his smile. You’ll be fun.  
 
    “Are you going back to Albany?” Shirl asked. 
 
    “I’ve got to make some contacts first,” Dannon said. “Can’t be too careful. They didn’t catch any of the shooters.” 
 
    “Probably the damn UN,” Monty said. 
 
    “Probably,” Dannon said, his eyes meeting with Kay’s. She looked away, embarrassed.  
 
    “Well I’m calling it a night,” Jan said. “Had enough for one evening. Coming, Kay?” 
 
    “No, I think I’ll stick around here,” she said, glancing at Dannon. 
 
    “She wants to bag a Senator,” Monty quipped. 
 
    “Will you shut up?” Kay asked. 
 
    “Class act, Monty,” Jan said as she left. 
 
    Dannon smiled. “There’s an empty table over there. Want to join me?” 
 
    Kay smiled. “For conversation only, right?” 
 
    “And drinks,” he said. “No pressure.” 
 
    “Sure, love it,” Kay said, getting off the barstool, walking to the booth, Dannon making eye contact with the bartender. “Couple more, please.” 
 
    He nodded as Dannon turned to follow Kay. 
 
    “Well, baby, what do you think?” Monty asked. 
 
    Shirl glanced at him. “I think you’re a jerk. I’m outta here.” 
 
    She got up, waving to Kay as she left. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mayor Fine walked into the intel room, seeing Chief Harvey, Kate, and Julio watching the screen, as Albena, Penko, Vasil, and Tad worked on their PCs. “Something going on?” 
 
    Chief Harvey turned towards him. “Tracy McCain took your advice. She was just on NBS.” 
 
    “What’d she say?” 
 
    “She promised to get the government up and running again. Admitted she was scared.” 
 
    “From the look of her, terrified is a better description,” Kate said. “Your family make it across the border?” 
 
    “Yes, thank God,” Mayor Fine said, sitting in an empty seat at the table. “Hear from your wife, Chief?” 
 
    “Nope,” he said. “She’s probably okay, though. I told her to be careful with her cell phone after the City Hall attack. She’s good at following instructions. She’ll get my message as soon as she powers up her phone.” 
 
    “You guys aren’t gonna believe this,” Penko said. 
 
    “What?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “There’s a group of woke idiots protesting the withdrawal of the UN Peacekeepers.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Chief Harvey asked. “Morons.” 
 
    “They hate the NYPD,” Kate said. “The fact that the UN killed some officers won’t bother them. Not one bit.” 
 
    “Sick,” Albena said. 
 
    “Can you tell where the Peacekeepers are going?” 
 
    Albena shook her head. “Looks like the group that was east of Roosevelt Island are heading north still, but the MVS system thins out in the outskirts of the city. We’ll be able to track them longer than we can track the group leaving through the Lincoln Tunnel, and it’s the larger of the two groups.” 
 
    Jean came into the room. “Mayor Fine, you just got a document from the Governor’s Office.” 
 
    “Tracy is there already?” 
 
    “Well, her TV appearance was in Albany, you know,” Julio said. “What’s in the document?” 
 
    “It’s confidential for the Mayor,” Jean said. “I’m sending you a file now. It’s a big PDF.” 
 
    “Okay,” Mayor Fine said. Jean went back to her desk, his phone dinging a moment later. “Here it is.” He opened the document and read, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “Bad?” Kate asked. 
 
    “It’s not from Tracy,” Mayor Fine said. “It’s from Romano’s staff, who claim they’re still in control and running the government. Most of the document is about disaster relief efforts that are being kicked off.” 
 
    “That’s not what bothered you,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “They said that Martial Law will remain in effect, administered by local police via strict guidelines, and that the Social Scoring system will go into effect immediately, as will commuter grids.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything,” Chief Harvey said. “My chain of command is still in place, for the most part.” 
 
    “This isn’t the official release, this is a proposed release. The Mayors of the largest cities are being given a chance to respond with comments.” 
 
    Julio laughed. “I’m sure they care about your opinion, Mayor Fine.” 
 
    “I used to consider Romano pretty moderate,” Kate said. 
 
    “So did I, until he threatened to have me killed,” Mayor Fine said. “Well, let me back up. He and Cliff Bates were close.” 
 
    “Yeah, heard rumors that Cliff was being groomed by Romano to run against you,” Kinsey said. “Maybe your chances are better now that both of them are gone.” 
 
    “I’m not running again,” Mayor Fine said.  
 
    “You should reconsider that,” Chief Harvey said. “I’d vote for you.” 
 
    Mayor Fine chuckled. “I’ll get the moderate vote. That’s only about 20% of the population.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure, the leftists have shown their fangs,” Penko said. “I’m not a Democrat, and I’d vote for you too.” 
 
    “You guys know me.” 
 
    Chief Harvey eyed him. “Listen, boss, you don’t have to decide yet, but don’t nix the idea. You’re a good Mayor. The city needs decent leadership, and your 20% is much larger than you think. You’ll probably get all the Republican votes. Nobody in this city likes that jerkweed Dan Dannon.” 
 
    “All right, I won’t decide yet,” Mayor Fine said, “and I appreciate the vote of confidence. Thank you.” 
 
    “This demonstration is getting nasty,” Albena said. 
 
    “The nutcases are getting out of control?” Chief Harvey asked, looking over her shoulder now. 
 
    “It’s not just that. There are counter-protesters coming out in force, and getting in their face. At the rate they’re showing up, they’ll swamp the pro-UN folks pretty soon.” 
 
    “I’d better make some calls and get ahead of this,” Chief Harvey said, walking away with his phone out. 
 
    “How long until we get out of here?” Kate asked. “If the UN pulled back, we should be able to set up a temporary City Hall someplace, with proper security and communications infrastructure.” 
 
    “It won’t be temporary,” Penko said. “Unless years is temporary. We won’t be rebuilding lower Manhattan any time soon. Hell, it was bad enough cleaning up after 911. Remember how many first responders died?” 
 
    “We need to chat with Jared about this,” Kinsey said. “He owns this whole building. Perhaps your interim City Hall can be above us.” 
 
    Julio laughed. “Yeah, with an express elevator to get down here.” 
 
    “That could be arranged,” Kinsey said. “Want me to queue up the discussion?” 
 
    “Won’t that be easy for the enemy to figure out?” Mayor Fine asked. “Jared owns the building. It’s probably public record, and the enemy will surveil us. They might find out about the moles and other things.” 
 
    “It will be very difficult to tie this facility to Jared,” Kinsey said. “Trust me on that.” 
 
    Mayor Fine thought for a moment. “Okay, queue it up, but at his convenience. This isn’t critical for us right now.” 
 
    “Got it,” Kinsey said. 
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    Hybrids 
 
   D annon woke to Kay’s snoring, looking at her kinky red hair spilled across the pillow. He picked up his phone. Text message waiting from Tracy McCain. He opened it. 
 
    Dan, hope you made it back okay. We’ve set up a temporary state headquarters. The address is below. Don’t worry, it’s got good security. Please come over and help me put things back together again. Sorry to stand you up in Utica. Couldn’t be helped. 
 
    Dan sat up, shaking off the sleep, Kay stirring. “Oh, you’re up. Sleep well?” 
 
    “I did. You?” 
 
    “Perfect,” she said. “Do you have to leave yet?” 
 
    “Soon,” he said. “Duty calls. I got a text from Tracy McCain.” 
 
    “How soon?” she asked, pulling down the sheets, revealing herself. 
 
    “Not that soon.” He rolled back towards her. They made love at a leisurely pace, both drifting off afterwards, Dan waking to a ringing phone. He answered it. 
 
    “Dan? It’s Tracy. Are you okay? You didn’t answer my text.” 
 
    “Sorry Tracy, I slept a little late, but I got it. I’m still in Utica.” 
 
    “Will you be coming to Albany soon?” 
 
    “I’ll leave this morning,” Dan said, Kay sitting up now. 
 
    “Perfect. Luckily most of the staff survived, so we can hit the ground running.” 
 
    “Excellent. Anxious to work with you.” He ended the call. 
 
    “That was Tracy McCain,” Kay said. “Cool!” 
 
    Dannon snickered. “I don’t know how cool it is. Have you ever met her?” 
 
    “No. I don’t get out of Utica very often.” 
 
    “Want to?” Dannon said, standing. 
 
    “Want to what?” 
 
    “Get out of Utica. I enjoyed you. I’m not ready for it to end yet.” 
 
    Kay thought about it for a moment, her kinky red mane shaking as she got up. “I’m supposed to go to that funeral today.” 
 
    “Do you want to?” 
 
    She smiled. “No, not really. I’ll go with you, but we need to swing by Monty’s place so I can pick up my bag.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Dannon said. “I need a shower. Care to join me?” 
 
    “Thought you’d never ask.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sunshine woke up next to Jacob, watching him sleep, petting his hair, the warmth of their new love washing over her. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, stretching. “What time is it?” 
 
    “We slept through. It’s almost nine.” 
 
    “No, really?” 
 
    “Really. What do you think?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    She elbowed him. “Us, dummy.” 
 
    “Oh. Not too bad.” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    Jacob chuckled. “Two can tease, you know. Remember how flustered you got me last night?” 
 
    “I’ll always remember that,” she said. “I’m in love with you.” 
 
    Jacob’s face turned serious. “Really? You’re sure?” 
 
    “Pretty sure.” 
 
    “Good. Me too.” 
 
    “You’re in love with you?” Her grin was sly. 
 
    “Oh, starting that up again, huh? I worship the ground you walk on. Is that better?” 
 
    “It’ll do for now. Let’s go see what’s been happening.” 
 
    They dressed and left the sleeping area, heading into the intel room. Jaak was there, talking to Quint, Ashley, and Tyra. 
 
    “Finally,” Ashley said as they walked up. “Well?” 
 
    “Don’t even,” Jacob said. “Anything happen?” 
 
    “The UN has pulled out of the mid-Atlantic states and New England,” Jaak said. 
 
    “You mean it’s over already?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “No, we’re back to home-grown tyranny,” Quint said. “Every state seems to have adopted the social scoring and martial law.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of,” Jacob said. “They’ll go just slow enough to keep the moderates on their side. Maybe some conservatives and libertarians too.” 
 
    “There were leftists protesting the removal of the UN from Manhattan,” Ashley said. “Things are like before the attacks, only further along.” 
 
    “I should call Henry,” Tyra said. “I’m worried sick about him.” 
 
    “What happened at your bar?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “It was ransacked,” Jaak said. “Kelsey told me. He went by there this morning and locked the doors back up. Glass is being replaced again too.” 
 
    “You ought to buy stock in a glass company,” Quint said. “We just replaced the windows by the door, remember?” 
 
    “That night,” Sunshine said. “I’ll never forget that. So many people lost. Even the ones who pushed for this.” 
 
    “Reality has a way of doing that,” Jaak said. “We need to get you trained on the vehicles, and then get you back into Boston.” 
 
    “Vehicles? Those hybrids that almost blew me away?” 
 
    Jaak chuckled. “Those aren’t hybrids.” 
 
    “What are they, exactly?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “Let’s call the others together. I don’t want to describe them twenty times.” 
 
    Jacob pulled his phone and sent a broadcast text to the rest of the team. They arrived after a few minutes. 
 
    “We’re getting a training session, huh?” Trinity asked, Adrian by her side. 
 
    “About time,” Dave quipped. “Off-roaders?” 
 
    “Hope so, but I doubt it,” Justin said. “They’re gonna give us the hybrids.” 
 
    Jacob was about to say something, but Jaak shook his head. “Trust me, you don’t want the off-roaders for what we’re doing. They’re shipping out today for California.” 
 
    “Why don’t they just build them there?” Todd asked. 
 
    “They are now,” Jaak said. 
 
    “Jared has been on this for a while, hasn’t he?” Tyra asked. 
 
    “Ever since they tried to recruit him,” Jaak said. “Let’s go out to the parking structure.” 
 
    They rode the freight elevator up, Jaak leading them to the vehicles. 
 
    “These look like your normal hybrids,” Jaak said. 
 
    “Except for the guns,” Sunshine quipped. 
 
    “The guns are the least of it,” Art said, walking towards the group. “These are single seat. Each of you will get one.” 
 
    “Single seat? I see two.” 
 
    Jaak chuckled. “Okay, let’s get through the initial demo, and then we can field questions. Wait till the end or this will take hours.” 
 
    “Observe,” Art said. He got into the first vehicle. 
 
    “He’s in love with these things,” Sunshine whispered. 
 
    “He designed them,” Jaak said. “With a little help from me.” 
 
    “And a little help from Jared,” Art said. “Couldn’t have done this without the nano-fabric.” 
 
    “Nano fabric?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “No questions, remember?” Jaak said. 
 
    “When’s he going to start it?” Jacob asked. “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    Jaak snickered. “This is like herding cats.” 
 
    Art backed the vehicle out of the parking space. 
 
    “Electric?” Justin asked. “Dammit.” 
 
    “You Asians and your engines,” Todd quipped. 
 
    “Hey, that’s racist.” 
 
    Art grinned from behind his side window, mouthing watch this. 
 
    The car moved forward, but it changed, the sides coming in, the tires fastening together and growing in diameter to nearly the size of motorcycle tires. The change locked into place with a click, the width no more than a motorcycle. Then it took off like a rocket down the road, making an impossibly tight turn and roaring back at them as gun barrels came out, firing at the back wall, chunks of concrete falling onto the ground. 
 
    “What the hell?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “I take it back,” Justin said with a big grin. “These things are frigging awesome.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Todd added.  
 
    “Look at the wheels,” Adrian said. “They both turn.” 
 
    Trinity nodded. “That’s why it can turn so quick.” 
 
    Art skidded to a stop in front of them, the vehicle balancing itself, the wheels splitting, shrinking diameter as the body widened. Art got out. “As you can see, this is a unique vehicle.” 
 
    “What was that thing firing?” Dave asked. “It wasn’t loud enough to be a firearm.” 
 
    “Rail guns,” Art said. 
 
    “Go ahead, Justin, ask him about the engine,” Todd quipped, Tyra cracking up. 
 
    Justin glanced at him, then looked at Art. “Yeah, what about that? It must be very slim.” 
 
    “I’ll bet it’s electrical,” Jacob said. 
 
    Art looked at Jaak, who got closer to the others. “I can’t say much about the power plant. It’s a new kind of fuel cell.” 
 
    “Do we put gas in them?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Jaak said. “Not for a few months, anyway.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Adrian said. “Probably some kind of reactor, knowing Jared.” 
 
    “No comment,” Jaak said. “Who’s going to try first?” 
 
    “I will,” Justin said. 
 
    Todd laughed. “Of course.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t you want to?” Tyra asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t care about going first.” 
 
    “Well Justin, step right up,” Art said. He stood aside, Justin getting in. “No seatbelt? Isn’t that against the law?” 
 
    “The restraints come on automatically when you start the vehicle, and adjust when it changes shape,” Art said. 
 
    “These must have been very expensive,” Quint said. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Jacob said. “I can only imagine. Do all of Jared’s teams have these?” 
 
    “Can’t talk about that,” Jaak said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “What happens if this changes shape while there’s somebody in the passenger seat?” Justin asked. 
 
    “There are sensors in the passenger compartment,” Art said. “It won’t work if there’s somebody there.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Ava said. 
 
    “I’m bummed,” Dave said. “Thought it might be a good way to get Ava on my lap.” 
 
    Gavin busted up. “Why don’t you just ask her?” 
 
    “It was a joke,” Dave said, glancing at Ava. “Kinda.” 
 
    “Stop,” Ava said. “We need to talk, Dave.” 
 
    “Somebody’s in trouble,” Ashley quipped, Ava shooting her a sly smile. 
 
    “Ready?” Art asked. 
 
    “Hell yes.” 
 
    “Gather around, everybody,” Art said, showing him the controls, which were basically like any car, except for a small lever on the center console. He went over the transition and the weapons, which consisted of rail guns and lasers. 
 
    “This will operate like a normal car, right?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “For long distances, that’s the way to drive her,” Art said, “although you could go long distances in narrow mode. You’ll find it more relaxing to drive in wide mode on the tollway. Justin, drive her around in wide mode, and park back here. Get a feel for her.” 
 
    “Why call it her?” Ava asked. 
 
    “Men do that with things they love,” Ashley said. “Boats, for instance. You know.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Art said, not turning away from Justin, who was driving the vehicle around the structure, finally parking in front of the others, hitting the window button, which did nothing. He opened the door. 
 
    “The windows don’t roll down?” 
 
    “Nope, because the glass is bullet-proof,” Art said. “It’ll stop most rounds under .50 caliber.” 
 
    “No way,” Adrian said. 
 
    “Let’s try the narrow mode,” Art said, watching Justin get back into the vehicle. “Roll her forward about twenty yards and flip the lever, putting both hands on the steering wheel. Don’t try to turn when she’s narrowing. You’ll hear a beep and get a green light on the dash when it’s locked into narrow mode.” 
 
    “Got it,” Justin said, shutting the door and driving forward, the vehicle transitioning as he went, rising due to the wheel diameter change. He sped up, zig-zagging back and forth, then making a quick turn, both wheels turning, the vehicle changing direction in a split second and blasting forward in a straight line. 
 
    “How fast does that thing go?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “In wide mode, she’ll do about a hundred and ten. In narrow mode, more than a hundred and eighty.” 
 
    “What?” Todd asked. 
 
    “You heard him,” Tyra said. 
 
    “Good way to get in trouble fast,” Trinity said. 
 
    “The sensors and computer control keep you out of trouble pretty well,” Art said. 
 
    Justin came back, parking in front of the group, flipping the switch to go to wide mode, then getting out. “Unbelievable. This sucker has a lot of power.” 
 
    “You aren’t done yet,” Art said. “Weapons. There’s a selector for railgun or laser mode on the steering wheel, and the trigger is below about half an inch. Feel the nub? There’s one at Ten O’clock and one at Two O’clock.” 
 
    “I only feel the one, though, not the trigger button.” 
 
    “When you push in the button once, it will go into railgun mode. If you push it again within a second, it will go into laser mode. The trigger button will extend, and the dash display will rise, showing crosshairs and front or rear direction.” 
 
    “Why are there buttons on both sides?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “If you’re left-handed, push the left-side selector and the trigger for that side will extend. Ditto if you use the right side.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Justin said. “How do I target?” 
 
    “Get in, select laser, and then look at the screen. The target reticle moves on the screen as your eyes move. Look at what you want to hit and the reticle will move.” 
 
    “Okay. What’s fair game?” 
 
    “There are some soft-drink cans lined up next to the dumpsters across the lot, see them?” 
 
    Justin looked over there. “Yeah. Can I shoot in narrow mode only?” 
 
    “Nope, you can fire in either vehicle orientation,” Art said. “Give it a try.” 
 
    Justin got back into the vehicle and took off in wide mode, heading across the parking garage, hitting the left button, then focusing his eyes on the target, looking at the first soft-drink can on the right of the row, the reticle following his gaze. Justin fired, burning a hole in the can. Then he made another pass, much faster in narrow mode, firing the railgun this time, sending a second can through the air. 
 
    Art gave each of the group a lesson. 
 
    “I’m liking these things,” Dave said. 
 
    “Ready to get assigned to your unit?” Art asked. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Todd said. 
 
    Art took Todd to his unit, a blue one, telling him to sit in the driver’s seat and stare into the dashboard. Then he stuck his hand through the door, holding a small device, pushing a button on the side, the vehicle beeping three times. 
 
    “What did that do?” Todd asked. 
 
    “It locked this vehicle to your retina. Only you can drive this unit, unless I come change that with this device.” 
 
    “How could we all drive the other one?” 
 
    “There’s a training mode that will allow anybody to drive,” Art said. “You can only go within a hundred-yard radius in that mode. Nice safety feature.” 
 
    “Who’s safety is it protecting?” Dave asked. 
 
    “The movement’s safety,” Jaak said. “We don’t want this technology in the hands of our enemies. Trust me on that.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mayor Fine was laying on the bed in his quarters, when there was a soft rap at the door. “Come in.” 
 
    Chief Harvey opened the door. “We put a lid on those protesters.” 
 
    “You did it nicely, I hope?” 
 
    “Yes sir. The counter-protesters were more of a challenge.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We had to keep them from tearing the protesters limb from limb.” 
 
    Mayor Fine sighed. “I was afraid of that. Does the department have the city back under control?” 
 
    “For the most part. The UN left checkpoints set up all over the place. Do you know why they did that?” 
 
    “Yeah, Romano’s staff thinks we’re going to use them to control the people in the same manner the UN planned to. They also say they won’t recognize Tracy McCain. I told them to pound sand.” 
 
    “Do we have to get involved?” 
 
    “The NYPD? I don’t want them leaving the city.” 
 
    “No, the resistance.” 
 
    “I don’t run the resistance.” 
 
    Chief Harvey leaned against the wall of the spartan room. “Okay, I get that, but who does run it?” 
 
    “I think they basically run themselves at this point. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Given more thought to coming out of our hole?” 
 
    Mayor Fine sat up, swinging his legs to the floor. “I don’t think we have a choice, but I want to use this building if possible. I’ve got a call in to Jared, but he’s been a little busy with California.” 
 
    “What’s going on there?” 
 
    “The UN is popping up all over the place. More arriving every day. The people are fighting them so far.” 
 
    “So far?” 
 
    “The resistance is being targeted there.”  
 
    “As in killed?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “Yep, as in killed. Don’t worry, there aren’t enough UN peacekeepers to lock down the state. California is huge.” 
 
    Chief Harvey’s brow furrowed. “Albena is trying to see where those who evacuated the east coast are going. So far she’s not having much luck. For all we know, they might be close by, ready to come back in.” 
 
    “We’ve still got control of the MVS system, correct?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “Albena is playing cat and mouse with somebody. They’re trying to kick her off.” 
 
    “Another reason we have to get back topside,” Mayor Fine said. “We can’t run the city by remote control.” 
 
    “Agreed. What do you want me to do with the checkpoint setups?” 
 
    “Tear them out,” Mayor Fine said. “As quickly as possible. I assume you’ve already started that.” 
 
    “No, that was one of the reasons I wanted to chat. I’ll go make some calls.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Mayor Fine said. “I’ll be out there soon. Want to try Tracy one more time.” 
 
    Chief Harvey nodded, leaving the room. Mayor Fine pulled out his phone and hit Tracy’s number. It went directly to voicemail again, with a full mailbox message. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ava watched Dave walking towards the group, after finishing his weapons training on the hybrid units. 
 
    “Well, what did you think?” he asked her as the others gathered around. 
 
    “I’m very impressed,” Ava said. “We need to talk, remember?” 
 
    “Talk? Go ahead.” 
 
    “Alone.” 
 
    “Oh. I’m really in trouble, aren’t I? Sorry, Ava, I’ll knock it off.” 
 
    “I still want to talk.” 
 
    “Something wrong?” Ashley asked, eyeing Dave’s worried expression. 
 
    “She wants to chew me out for my jokes,” Dave said. “All right, Ava, let’s go. I’m ready to face the music.” 
 
    “Don’t play this as a joke,” Ava said. “C’mon.” She led him to the elevators, riding one to the main floor. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “My room. Don’t ask so many questions.” 
 
    “Shit, you’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” 
 
    “That is called a question.” 
 
    Dave shrugged, following her into the room. She sat on the bed and patted the spot next to her. Dave swallowed like a scared teenager and sat. 
 
    “Why do you do that?” Ava asked softly. 
 
    “I’m just messing around.” 
 
    “You don’t do that to the other women. Be honest. Is there something wrong with me?” 
 
    Dave looked at her for a moment, expecting a harsh expression, but seeing the opposite. His heart banged in his chest. Here goes. “I like you.” 
 
    Ava stared at him intensely. 
 
    “Sorry, you don’t have to do anything. I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, and put her arms around his neck, pulling him in for a kiss. He didn’t return it at first, trembling all over. “Are you into this or what?” 
 
    “You like me?” 
 
    A soft smile washed over her face. “Duh. Is that okay with you?” 
 
    He looked at her, his brow furrowed. “You aren’t just getting me back?” 
 
    “Why are you making this so difficult? I’ll meet you halfway. You have to go after me, though.” 
 
    He pulled her close, planting a kiss on her, their passion increasing. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” she said. “You could’ve just told me, you know.” 
 
    “How long?” he asked. 
 
    “Months. How long for you?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Months.” 
 
    “We’ve wasted time. We’re not going to keep that up, right?” 
 
    “No. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Ava smiled at him. “Stop saying that and kiss me again.” 
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    Escape 
 
   J ohn and Linda sat in their living room, waiting for Salvatore. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Linda asked. 
 
    “No, but it’s worth talking to him. That social score business has me pretty well spun up.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    John’s phone dinged with a text. “That’s probably him.” He looked at it. “Yep, he’s at the curb.” John went to the door and opened it, a shadowy figure rushing towards the front door in the darkness, slipping inside. He removed his hat and coat. 
 
    “I’m Salvatore. So nice to meet you in the flesh.” They shook hands, Linda getting up and shaking too. 
 
    “Lovely,” Salvatore said. “Let’s talk, but away from windows.” 
 
    “Your men are all around, I assume?” Linda asked. 
 
    “They are, but we decided to hide ourselves and not take them out. We ran a diversion to get me in. I’ll need your help getting out. Do you have a car in the garage I can hide in?” 
 
    “An SUV,” John said. “You can lay in the back, and I can pull the cargo shield over you.” 
 
    “Perfect, thank you.” 
 
    “Let’s go into the basement kitchen,” Linda said. “It’s the safest, and it’s clad in stone, for the most part.” 
 
    “Ah, this house still has it intact?” Salvatore asked. “Marvelous.” 
 
    “We spent a pretty penny restoring it,” John said, leading the way to the stairs, which they climbed down, going into a room from another age, with a fireplace big enough to stand in, populated by hanging caldrons and other tools of the cooking trade from the early 1700s. 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Salvatore said as he looked around. “This is like a museum.” 
 
    “We’ve actually cooked down here a time or two,” Linda said. “For Valley Forge events. It’s great fun, but it gets smoky. Definitely gives you a sense of how much harder life was back then.” 
 
    “Let’s sit at the table.” He nodded to the centuries-old rectangular table, each of them picking a chair. 
 
    “This must be priceless,” Salvatore said. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” John said. “It was broken in pieces, with a bunch of stuff piled on it in the corner next to the fireplace. We tried to restore it in a way true to its time.” 
 
    “What do you propose we do about this situation, Salvatore?” Linda asked. 
 
    “Ah, a woman who cuts to the chase. That will help you in the coming bad times.” 
 
    John nodded. “When you said I’d be disappeared, what did you mean, exactly?” 
 
    “You’ll either be stuck in a gulag, or you’ll be killed in a way that hides who did it,” Salvatore said. “They consider you dangerous, so I think it’s likely they’ll dispose of you rather than hold you.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” John asked. 
 
    “I propose that you go into hiding, and I’ve got the resources to make that happen safely.” 
 
    “That won’t make us prisoners, I hope.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Salvatore said. “You’ll always have freedom of movement. You’ll just have to consider the risk of what you do.” 
 
    Linda and John shot each other a glance. 
 
    “What else?” Linda asked. “Hiding us won’t fix anything. It’ll just make us live a little longer.” 
 
    “We’re preparing to make the Social Scoring web suite open to the public,” Salvatore said. “I have a team working on that now. With your permission, I’d like to point out the situation you are currently in, along with others who are close to the edge.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea?” Linda asked. 
 
    John smiled. “If it goes viral, my books will take off like a rocket.” 
 
    “Exactly, and your message needs to get out. The way you tell it with your stories, it is impossible to mistake the meaning. You do have a lot of fans already, of course, with plenty of reviews on your product pages. That will make it even easier. Some of the reviews you have bring tears to my eyes.” 
 
    “Why?” Linda asked. 
 
    “It’s encouraging that so many people understand.” 
 
    “Does that to me too,” John said. “There are risks. What are they?” 
 
    “Your platform might kick you off, although we can make that very difficult for them.” 
 
    “How?” Linda asked. 
 
    “The same way the globalist left has been doing it to their political enemies,” Salvatore said. “Public shame on a massive scale. If they do kick you from your platform, we’ll backstop that with several independent distribution points that don’t belong to the social media oligarchy.” 
 
    “Can the government shut that down?” John asked. 
 
    “The distribution points are based off-shore in a variety of locations, so it will be difficult. We’ll pop up new outlets whenever the government is successful in shutting us down.” 
 
    “What are the other risks?” Linda asked. 
 
    “Your family might be attacked. That would happen regardless of your departure into hiding.” 
 
    “Craig and Pat,” Linda said in a hushed tone. 
 
    Salvatore nodded. “Craig will be targeted because of what he’s doing.” 
 
    “He has plenty of points left,” John said. 
 
    “Yes, but he’ll be considered a special case, because his impact has been so immediate. His first article got picked up by the Anon sites and spread all over. Craig doesn’t yet know that he is becoming a celebrity, and his latest article is even better than the first.” 
 
    “It’s out already?” 
 
    “It was leaked to 8chan, and from there it went to all of the other alternative outlets.” 
 
    “Oh God,” Linda said. “You said something about Pat. Are you thinking she’s with the enemy?” 
 
    “No,” Salvatore said, “but she subscribes to the woke culture and goes out of her way to virtue signal. That’s why she’s got a perfect Social Score. The enemy will try to turn her against her husband and you two.” 
 
    “She won’t go along,” Linda said.  
 
    “She won’t feel that she has a choice.” 
 
    “Should we take them with us?” John asked. 
 
    “No. If you take Pat, the enemy will eventually get to her. She’ll make a mistake and get all of you killed or thrown into prison.” 
 
    Linda’s brow furrowed. “What should Craig do, then?” 
 
    “He should leave the area without Pat, but he won’t,” John said. 
 
    “Yes. I consider him to be in as great a danger as you are, but the enemy must be very careful how they handle him, or they’ll have all the best hackers in the community screwing things up and making him a martyr.” 
 
    “When should we be leaving?” Linda asked. 
 
    “Tonight,” Salvatore said. “They’re going to move in before you can publish the next book.” 
 
    “Before my points have reached the limit?” John asked. 
 
    Salvatore chuckled. “Rules are only for the little people. We’ve been watching. They’ll come for you at about 3:00 AM. Every enemy operative who participates in that will be killed. Our people are set and ready to go, but we need to be secretive, so they don’t decide against it.” 
 
    “We need to warn Craig and Pat,” Linda said. 
 
    “Contact them on the way, but don’t mention my name. Also convince Craig that if he is captured, he must not resist. He must not give them an excuse to kill him. We know where he will be taken. I have operatives there. We’ll make sure his work gets out.” 
 
    “What about Pat?” Linda asked. “She’s my sister. I love her, warts and all.” 
 
    “She will not be harmed if Craig doesn’t resist. She won’t even be thrown into prison. They’ll let her go free and attempt to turn her. That’s the most difficult part of this. You’ll have to recognize what she’s asked to do and avoid helping.” 
 
    Salvatore’s phone dinged. He pulled it out, his eyes getting wide. “They’re starting the operation early. We need to leave now. Gather the essentials and let’s go.” 
 
    “Isn’t it too late?” Linda asked, her eyes darting around the basement. 
 
    “We’ll kill the first wave before they get here,” Salvatore said. 
 
    “I’ve got to grab my laptop,” John said, getting up, rushing for the stairs. 
 
    “We aren’t going to talk about this?” Linda asked. 
 
    “We just did,” John replied as he bounded onto the first floor, racing to his office. Gunfire started, sounding several blocks away. Linda sprinted after him, Salvatore pausing to type a text message, then joining them. 
 
    “Whoa, that gunfire is ramping up quickly,” John said, tossing his laptop into its case, grabbing his backup drive, then joining Linda in the bedroom, where she was stuffing clothes and other stuff into pillow cases. 
 
    “We have to go now,” Salvatore said. “The second wave is already on the way.” 
 
    “We’re ready,” John shouted, running into the garage, tossing stuff in the back seat of the big SUV, opening the back for Salvatore, who climbed in and pulled the shield over himself. Linda got into the passenger seat, John behind the wheel, not opening the garage door until the engine was running. “Which way?” 
 
    “Get on route 422 and head for Pottstown,” Salvatore shouted from the back. 
 
    “Got it,” John said, heading in that direction, tires squealing as he went around corners, not slowing until he was on the highway. Linda’s cellphone rang. 
 
    “It’s Pat. Should I answer it?” 
 
    “Yes, chat with her for a moment, then get Craig on there and let me talk to him.” 
 
    Linda nodded, accepting the call. 
 
    “Linda, are you okay? That gunfire is coming from your side of town.” 
 
    “We’re leaving,” Linda said. “They’re after us. John needs to talk to Craig.” 
 
    “Wait, where are you going?” 
 
    “We’ll chat when we get someplace safe. Is Craig with you?” 
 
    There was a pause on the line. “Yes, he’s here. This is about the books, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No, it’s about tyranny. Craig?” 
 
    “All right,” Pat said, her voice having an edge. “I told you this would happen.” 
 
    Craig got on a second later. “Linda? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Here’s John.” She handed the phone to him. 
 
    “Craig, you’re going to be arrested. Don’t resist.” 
 
    “Nonsense. What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m serious. Don’t resist. Don’t give them a reason to shoot you. Help will come. Understand?” 
 
    “Why would they come after me?” 
 
    “Check 8chan. Your articles have gone viral. You’re a celebrity, which also makes you a target, and you’re related to me which makes things even worse.” 
 
    “Oh geez, this is really happening.” 
 
    “It is. Protect Pat, but be careful what you tell her. They’ll try to turn her.” 
 
    Craig sighed. “I know. Okay. How can I contact you?” 
 
    “I’ll contact you if I can. Talk to you soon. Take care.” 
 
    John handed the phone back to Linda. 
 
    “Pat?” 
 
    Linda held the phone away from her ear as Pat screamed over the phone at her. “Calm down or I’ll hang up.” 
 
    “You’re in on this,” Pat said. “It’ll get you killed.” 
 
    “Stop it. Stay calm and follow Craig’s instructions. Do you understand?” 
 
    “You’re on his side again?” 
 
    “Dammit, it’s not about that,” Linda said. “The government will try to get at John through you and Craig, and Craig has become important to the movement in his own right.” 
 
    “What movement?” 
 
    “The resistance.” 
 
    The SUV barreled up Highway 422, gunfire still sounding behind them. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The door opened, a sliver of light growing, footsteps approaching. Tracy McCain trembled, sitting on the cement floor, wrists zip-tied around a pipe. Her head throbbed where they clubbed her, parts of her capture creeping back into her brain. 
 
    “Leave us,” said a woman’s voice. 
 
    “You sure?” asked a man. 
 
    “She’s tied up, and I’m in better shape anyway. Leave us, and turn the lights on, but use the dimmer. It’s been dark.” 
 
    The lights came up slowly. Tracy gasped. 
 
    “You? Romano’s secretary.” 
 
    Clara smiled. “I was chief of staff.” 
 
    “That was acting, not official,” Tracy said. “How dare you kidnap me? I’m the Governor.” 
 
    “Back when the United States existed, you’d be right,” Clara said, still sporting the smile. “The UN is now the governing body worldwide. There is no more national sovereignty. That horrible part of our history is now a closed chapter.” 
 
    “I was elected.” 
 
    “Yes, elected by the very sheep who let their country go without a shot fired,” Clara said. “This can go two ways for you. We will keep you around as a figure head, or we can take you out of this facility horizontally. I’m hoping you resist us. You’re not too bright. I’ve known that for quite some time.” 
 
    “People know I got back.” 
 
    “The TV broadcast. Who gave you that idea?” 
 
    “Mayor Fine.” 
 
    Clara chuckled. “He’s no longer the Mayor. He’s in hiding, with what’s left of the city government. He’s already been warned. We’ll catch him and shoot him.” 
 
    Tracy’s face flushed. “You’re quite the little Nazi, aren’t you Clara? Probably a good piece of ass too. Is that how you got your phony stint as Chief of Staff?” 
 
    Clara got up, walked over to her, and punched her with a closed fist. Tracy spit blood on her business suit. 
 
    “You’ll regret that,” Clara said. 
 
    “I’m dead no matter what, you feckless cow. How many times did you have to do him? Romano always had bad breath. How was it when he was on top?” 
 
    “This isn’t going to help you,” Clara said. 
 
    Tracy laughed. “You need me, or I’d already be dead. Mayor Fine was right on the money. You and your illegal government won’t be able to stand. Mayor Fine and the other survivors will see to that.” 
 
    “He’ll be dead within the week.” 
 
    “Oh, is that right?” Tracy asked. “Why did the UN pull out of the city?” 
 
    “That was a strategic move,” Clara said, sounding unsure of herself. 
 
    “No, the citizens and the NYPD kicked their asses out. I was fully briefed before your thugs kidnapped me.” 
 
    “Those are false reports.” 
 
    Tracy snickered. “Yeah. Screw you. I want to talk to your boss. You’re just his nooner action. I’ll make no agreements with you, and if you kill me, this job will go to Dan Dannon. He’ll barbeque your ass in molasses, and then go after your wimp of a husband and the brats you squeezed out. Hell, he probably already killed off Walter, and that was his only rival.” 
 
    “Speculation.” 
 
    “Walter disappeared, leaving his possessions in his room. There was a description of his last visitor. Sounded a whole lot like Dannon to me.” 
 
    Clara stared at her silently. 
 
    “Oh, you didn’t know? Pucker up, honey. He might keep you alive for a while. You do have a nice little body. We already established that Romano liked it.” 
 
    Suddenly the door swung open, another woman coming in. She pointed at Clara. 
 
    “You. Leave.” 
 
    “You can’t order me around, Lotte.” 
 
    The woman pulled a pistol out, aimed, and fired, hitting Clara in the chest. She looked down in shock as the blood oozed through her white blouse, then back up at Lotte, who smiled as she pumped several more shots into her, the last hitting her forehead. 
 
    Tracy sat watching, showing no emotion. Lotte walked over to her. 
 
    “Oh, you gonna kill me too? Stuff it. You’re just a Eurotrash whore. I knew that when I met you.” 
 
    “Clara was clearly not ready for this job,” Lotte said, sticking the gun back in her pocket. “Let’s make a deal. You can stop with the insults. It was just part of the job, and I do my job well. Are you ready to re-take control of the state?” 
 
    “What’s in it for me?” 
 
    “The Governor’s office, and protection from Dannon. He’s on his way here to kill you. If you’d have met him in Utica, you’d be dead already.” 
 
    “That’s what Mayor Fine thought,” Tracy said. “Untie me.” 
 
    “You’ll behave, correct? I’ve still got half a magazine, and I’m a former member of the Dutch Secret Service. You won’t be able to beat me.” 
 
    “I understand. Who’s the boss?” 
 
    “Mateo, ultimately.” 
 
    “Mateo is a fool. Mayor Fine chased his cute little peacekeepers out of the city. You do know that, I hope.” 
 
    “Yes I do, but there’s nothing I can do about Mateo yet.” She pulled out some dykes and snipped the zip ties around Tracy’s wrists and ankles. “Mayor Fine managed to sneak out of the City Hall bunker. We haven’t figured out how yet. He’s getting some very high-powered help.” 
 
    Tracy stood, rubbing her sore wrists. “I can get his trust.” 
 
    “That’s why I wouldn’t carry out Mateo’s orders to kill you.” 
 
    Tracy eyed her. “Who are you working for?” 
 
    “Daan Mertins has overall responsibility for the operation, but it’s really being run by a small group of mega-rich globalist true believers. Mateo is in the chain of command, but he’s considered a joke by the leadership. There are a lot of UN Peacekeepers available, which is why we are bothering with the UN at all. Let’s go.” 
 
    Tracy followed Lotte out of the cell, down a long, dark hallway. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Charles Livingston was lying in bed next to Maggie Hines. His phone rang. 
 
    “You gonna get that?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “It’s Mateo. I don’t want to talk to him right now.” 
 
    “What if it’s important?” 
 
    “His operation to neutralize John Clancy failed, and Clancy escaped.” 
 
    “Why the big deal? He’s just a writer. He’s not even a good writer.” 
 
    “His books have a growing readership, and they’ve been downright prophetic so far. It’s a little uncanny. We need to kill him or discredit him.” 
 
    “Want some more Champagne?” Maggie asked, getting out of bed, her naked curves making Charles groan. “Sure, but then get back here and show me the attention I deserve.” 
 
    She giggled, taking her glass and his, pouring them full. 
 
    “Here,” she said. Charles took the glass from her hand and had a sip. His phone started ringing again. 
 
    “Dammit,” Charles said, reaching for it, hitting accept and putting the phone on speaker. “Yes, what is it Mateo?” 
 
    “John Clancy got away. He had help. Several of my best operators were killed during the event.” 
 
    “That’s not my problem,” Charles said. “Do your job. Catch him. He’s just a nerd writer, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “I just said that he had help.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Salvatore.” 
 
    Charles’s face turned red, and he set his glass on the bedside table, sitting up. “He’s dead, or at least that’s what your people told me.” 
 
    “I believed it, but an attacker we killed was part of his organization.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re just following in his footsteps,” Maggie said, her expression showing worry. 
 
    “That is possible, of course,” Mateo said. 
 
    “Look, Mateo, this is your job. Get it done. If Salvatore is still alive, find him and kill him. If he’s not, figure out who took over and kill them. It’s not rocket science.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth,” Mateo said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, you think you’ll end up running everything. Your incompetence tells me we’ll have somebody else in your slot before this is over. Mess with me and I’ll cut the purse strings. Now go get Clancy. We’ve got enough problems.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll get it done,” Mateo said. “Sorry to bother you.” 
 
    Charles ended the call, set down his phone, and picked up his Champagne, taking a sip, then eyeing Maggie. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Your expression was priceless.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Charles laughed. “I know you screwed Salvatore to help me out of a jam. You thought I’d be mad about it if I found out. It was a sacrifice on your part for which I’m very grateful. Now come here. My blood’s up.” 
 
    She smiled, setting down her glass and rolling onto him. 
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    Paine 
 
   C raig got up, going to the kitchen to get a beer, coming back into the living room. 
 
    “You’re drinking now?” Pat asked. “What if Linda and John are right?” 
 
    “This will settle my nerves. You need to watch who you follow when I’m gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” 
 
    “Didn’t you listen to that conversation?” 
 
    “The government isn’t evil.” 
 
    “We aren’t being served by a legitimate government anymore. The invaders are taking over. Don’t you get it?” 
 
    “We voted for President Simpson. He’s still in power. Governor Dunton is still in power too. He was on TV yesterday, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, telling us how he’s going to stomp on the Bill of Rights. He’s compromised, either by choice or by force.” 
 
    “You’re impossible.” 
 
    There was a loud knock on the door. 
 
    “That was faster than I expected,” Craig said, gulping down half of his beer, then getting up. “Don’t resist.” 
 
    “Open up. Police.” 
 
    “I’m coming. I won’t resist, and I’m not armed. Don’t shoot me.” 
 
    “Open the door immediately.” 
 
    Craig’s hand trembled as he undid the night chain and unlocked the door. He opened it, facing several assault rifles aimed at his head. “I said I wouldn’t resist.” 
 
    “Turn around and put your hands behind your back,” barked the leader, in a slight French accent. 
 
    Craig did as they asked. “Left your blue helmets at home, huh?” 
 
    “Silence.” 
 
    “Please try to resist,” said another of the officers, in a Scottish accent. “I need another notch on my rifle.” 
 
    “Shut up, Sean. Who else is in the house?” 
 
    “Just my wife Pat. She’s done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “We’re aware. Pat, come out here please.” 
 
    Pat appeared, tears running down her cheeks. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Your husband is an enemy of the state. You are not. We’ve seen your score. Keep up the good work. I’ll make sure you’re notified of your husbands’ location and status.” 
 
    Craig turned towards her. “Trust no one. I love you.” 
 
    The Scottish officer elbowed Craig in the face, blood flowing out of his nose as the lead pulled him roughly down the walk towards a waiting van. “Stay in the house, Pat.” 
 
    Pat broke down crying, Craig turning towards her, smiling, trying to tell her to take care with his eyes. He was shoved into the back of the van and chained to a ring in the floor. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” said the Frenchman. The Scottish man got behind the wheel of the van and drove onto the dark road. 
 
    “See what that kind of inflammatory writing gets you?” asked the Frenchman, sitting down next to him. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Craig asked, a strange calm filling his mind. 
 
    “Lieutenant Fauré.” 
 
    “Love the requiem. Related?” 
 
    “Huh?” the Lieutenant asked. Sean laughed. 
 
    “He’s talking about Gabriel Fauré, you fool. Great composer. At least we know this man isn’t an idiot.” 
 
    “Thank you, I think,” Craig quipped. “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “To the detention facility in Philadelphia,” Sean said. “If you play your cards right, you’ll be released.” 
 
    Lieutenant Fauré eyed him. “This one is like a caged tiger. He won’t survive. He’ll continue his revolutionary tactics until we have to execute him.” 
 
    Sean laughed. “We won’t execute him.” 
 
    Craig chuckled. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Lieutenant Fauré. 
 
    “It’ll make him a martyr. He’s popular enough as it is.” 
 
    “I wrote two articles for a local paper. The first one was only a week ago. You guys are nuts.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know,” Sean said. “Dunton’s Chief of Staff figured that too.” 
 
    “I still don’t believe it. You got any proof?” 
 
    “Show him,” Sean said. 
 
    “Why?” asked Lieutenant Fauré. “What difference does it make?” 
 
    “I’m interested to see how he reacts.” 
 
    Lieutenant Fauré sighed, pulling out his phone, loading the browser, then going to the 8chan standings. “Look at the reads on your articles.” He held the phone out, Craig straining against his chains to see, his eyes getting wide. There were twelve million reads of his first article, and eight million reads of the second one, with almost a million comments. 
 
    “Wow,” Craig said. “John was right. We’re gonna bury you guys. The people will take you down. That second article went up this afternoon.” 
 
    “Don’t hit him again,” Sean said. “We’ll need pictures when he’s brought in. People need to recognize him.” 
 
    “The detention center won’t have good enough security,” Lieutenant Fauré said. “I’ll bring that up with Dunton’s chief of staff.” 
 
    “Traitors,” Craig muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Watch your mouth,” Lieutenant Fauré said. “I don’t have to take Sean’s advice.” 
 
    “You’d better,” Sean said. “You don’t out-rank me, and you’re on thin ice for the other thing. I’m surprised you’re still in uniform.” 
 
    “Shut up about that.” 
 
    “Uh oh, what’d you do?” Craig asked. 
 
    “I said shut up. Both of you.” 
 
    Sean chuckled. “This moron gave the order to shoot prisoners in Penn Wynne.” 
 
    “Dammit, Sean, I’ll report you.” 
 
    “I’ll take it under advisement,” Sean said. “It’s your fault that we had to pull the Peacekeepers out.” 
 
    Craig snickered. “Oh, I don’t know, Peacekeepers misbehaved in New York as well. Notice the spanking their getting in California, at the hands of citizens?” 
 
    Lieutenant Fauré moved towards Craig. 
 
    “Sit down, you moron,” Sean said. “If you make a martyr out of this one, they’ll shoot you dead.” 
 
    Lieutenant Fauré growled, sitting down. “How long till we get there?” 
 
    “Thirty-five minutes, give or take. Why don’t you relax? Nothing this guy can say will hurt you. Don’t take the bait.” 
 
    “You’re baiting me more than he is,” Lieutenant Fauré said. “I’ll discuss it with the CO.” 
 
    “Do that. I’d love to get off this lousy detail.” 
 
    “What lousy detail?” Craig asked. 
 
    “Rounding up resistance leaders.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The intel room in the Manhattan bunker was buzzing with activity, Albena gathering more user IDs for the MVS. Penko was monitoring cameras in Queens and the Bronx, which were getting back to normal. Taylor and Laleh were helping, as was Tad and Kinsey. Chief Harvey and Mayor Fine walked in, with Jean, Kate, and Julio. 
 
    “Seeing any activity around the checkpoints?” Chief Harvey asked.  
 
    Albena turned towards him. “The first twenty have been dismantled, but there’s forty to go. The NYPD is out in force, which is good, although the protesters still show up to throw rocks and bottles here and there.” 
 
    “After all that’s happened,” Jean said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Things are better, though,” Penko said. “The subway is up and running everywhere north of Central Park.” 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Mayor Fine said. “Jean, see if Jared is available, please.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” she said. “You want to take it in here?” 
 
    “Sure, unless he would rather do it in the private call room.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jean said, turning to her station, placing the call. 
 
    “The state hasn’t sent forces here yet, at least,” Taylor said, “and there are no UN Peacekeepers around at all now, except for the UN Headquarters compound.” 
 
    “How many are there?” Julio asked. 
 
    “That I can see, less than a thousand,” Albena said. 
 
    “Jared is coming on,” Jean said. 
 
    “Hello, all,” Jared said over the room speakers. “Sorry I’ve been so busy. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “We’d like to get topside,” Mayor Fine said. “I was wondering if there is space in the building above us.” 
 
    “There is, but I have an alternate suggestion,” Jared said. “We have several more complexes in the city with bunkers and offices above. It would be better to move you to one of those. We need to protect the bunker you’re in. It’s central, and has the most capability.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me,” Mayor Fine said. “Where would you suggest?” 
 
    “Lexington and 118th Street,” Jared said. “That’s close to NYPD’s Precinct 25.” 
 
    “That would work for me,” Chief Harvey said. “I know that facility. I could easily run the department from that building, and it’s got an emergency bunker under it as well.” 
 
    “There’s a bunker that ties into the subway system?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “Yes, we can get you there via the moles. You could travel back and forth between the other locations as well.” 
 
    “The subway is up and running now, you know,” Julio said. 
 
    “Yes. The moles were designed to co-exist in the tunnels. They won’t be secret for long, of course.” 
 
    “They aren’t much of a secret now,” Albena said. “One of the UN Peacekeepers took phone video, and it leaked out. It’s all the rage on 8chan and the other outlets.” 
 
    “What about the state government?” Kate asked. “You know they’ve been compromised, right?” 
 
    “It’s worse than you think,” Jared said. “Don’t worry about it, we’ve got plans for that situation.” 
 
    “How is it worse?” Mayor Fine asked. “Did Tracy McCain get killed?” 
 
    “No, my sources say she’s safely installed in the Governor’s office, but we have reason to believe she’s been turned.” 
 
    “Who turned her?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “The same operative who turned Governor Romano. She’s an ex-Dutch Secret Service agent, working for the EU high command.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Mayor Fine said. “Anything we can do about that?” 
 
    “We’ll need to take her out,” Jared said. “That’s a discussion for later, though. Don’t accept an invite to Albany from Tracy.” 
 
    Mayor Fine chuckled. “Yeah, I’m not interested in making that trip, after being told we were no longer legitimate by the state government.” 
 
    “Tracy will make it sound like she’s defeated those people. Don’t trust her.” 
 
    “Hey, something just came over the wire,” Penko said, looking up from his screen. 
 
    “What?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “Senator Walter’s body was just found in Canada.” 
 
    “Where?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “Woods outside Brockville,” Penko said. 
 
    “Ten to one Dannon killed him,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “Why would you think that?” Kate asked. 
 
    “It puts him one step closer to the Governor’s office.” 
 
    “Let’s not discuss that now,” Mayor Fine said. “When can we move to the new facility, Jared?” 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready,” Jared said. “Just watch yourselves. I wouldn’t go walking the streets yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got no plans to do that,” Mayor Fine said. “I’ll hold a press conference, but the attendees will be screened and searched.” 
 
    “Some of them will refuse,” Julio said. 
 
    “Then they won’t be let in,” Mayor Fine said. “Can you send us instructions on how to get there?” 
 
    “I’ll have those sent through Jace, and he’ll get you there via the moles. Be careful. You are more important than you think. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    “He’s gone,” Jean said. 
 
    “Okay, thanks. See if you can get ahold of Tracy McCain. I’ll take that one in the private call room.” 
 
    “On it,” Jean said. 
 
    “I’m going to make some calls about Precinct 25,” Chief Harvey said, “unless you need me for the call with Tracy.” 
 
    “No need. I just want to set some boundaries and quiz her.” 
 
    “Good luck.” Chief Harvey left the room. 
 
    “Got her,” Jean said. 
 
    “Thanks.” Mayor Fine went into the private call room and shut the door, putting the phone on speaker. “Tracy?” 
 
    “Mayor Fine. So nice to hear from you.” 
 
    “You’re safe?” 
 
    “Thanks to you, yes,” she said. “That news conference was a good call.” 
 
    “Was there an attempt?” 
 
    “Yes, but it failed. I’d like to meet with you. Can you get to Albany?” 
 
    “Not in the foreseeable future, I’m afraid,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    “You’re no longer in the City Hall bunker.” 
 
    “That’s true, I’m in an alternate location,” Mayor Fine said, “and I plan to move around, because there are people hunting me and my team. I won’t be taking any trips out of city limits, and I’ll be well guarded wherever I go.” 
 
    Tracy was silent for a moment. “Okay, I understand. We’ll just have to do video calls. You’ve got the capability, I trust.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” Mayor Fine said. “You heard about Senator Walter, I assume?” 
 
    “Yes. Terrible. Definitely murder.” 
 
    “Watch out for Dannon.” 
 
    “Do you think he did it?” Tracy asked. 
 
    “I have no proof of that, but who else had motive?” 
 
    “Our enemy might have wanted to kill everybody in the line,” Tracy said. 
 
    “Okay, you’re right about that. Have you been contacted by Canadian authorities about the investigation?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I expect them to contact me. If they don’t call me in a few hours, I’ll call them.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    “How did you get out of the City Hall bunker?” 
 
    Mayor Fine chuckled. “With great difficulty. We used the subway tunnel.” 
 
    “I figured that would be the case. The surface there is still dangerous, from what we’ve heard.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    There was an uneasy pause. 
 
    “You still there?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “Yes, just thinking. Did you hear about John Clancy?” 
 
    “No. Who’s he?” 
 
    “He’s an indy author.” 
 
    “Indy?” 
 
    “Meaning he doesn’t have a publishing deal. His eBooks are available on all the web platforms.” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “You should check out the comments about him on 8chan. I haven’t read any of his books. They sound like subversive nonsense to me, borderline racist. Not woke at all. The comments give a good indication of where the public is at, though. You should take some time to go through them. The posts got me thinking in a new direction. That will help us deal with the current situation. Check the posts, especially the anarchist posts. Red… something, for instance, and JackSprat. You might be able to use that in your planning for the city.” 
 
    “I’ll check it out, thanks,” Mayor Fine said. “Are you safe?” 
 
    “As safe as you’d expect,” she said softly. “Take care, Mayor Fine.” 
 
    The call ended. Mayor Fine sat there for a moment, thinking. She’s not compromised, she’s a prisoner. He left the private call room, going straight to Albena’s station, sitting next to her. She glanced at him, her fingers hammering the keyboard. 
 
    “Something happened.” 
 
    “What do you know about 8chan and John Clancy?” 
 
    She stopped typing. “You just talked to Tracy McCain. What’s going on?” 
 
    “She’s being held. There are messages on 8chan that she suggested I look at.” 
 
    “I know who John Clancy is,” Kinsey said from across the table. “Totally underrated author. He’s our Thomas Paine. His brother-in-law is having even more impact now, though, especially on 8chan. Rumor has it he was arrested today, from his home in Valley Forge.” 
 
    “How have I never heard of these two?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “John Clancy has been selling books for a few years,” Kinsey said, “but he’s small potatoes. The books have gotten more and more political over time. The last one was a doozy, and his Facebook author page says there’s another almost done.” 
 
    “Maybe this is just marketing,” Penko quipped. 
 
    Kinsey shook his head. “The brother-in-law has only written two articles for a local paper, but they nailed the situation in Pennsylvania and the country at large. They got posted on all the alternative sites. Pretty obvious to me that he and John talk a lot.” 
 
    “What’s his name?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “Craig Smetana.” 
 
    “Who can get me started on 8chan, other than Albena. She’s too busy.” 
 
    “I can,” Penko said. “Come over here, and bring your laptop.” 
 
    Mayor Fine nodded, going to his room for the laptop, coming back to find Penko staring at the screen, his eyes wide. 
 
    “What?” Mayor Fine asked, setting down his laptop. 
 
    “Craig Smetana’s articles have millions of views each, and millions of comments. It’s viral, and it’s dragging John Clancy’s stuff along. Word of their relationship got posted. This is crazy, man.” 
 
    “The woke morons are getting on now, trying to make the point that it’s all racist,” Kinsey said, looking over from his machine. 
 
    “Oh, you’re on it too, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. Did McCain mention any usernames to look at?” 
 
    “Red something, and Jack_Sprat.” 
 
    “I’ll search on Red,” Kinsey said. “Oh geez, there’s sixteen thousand usernames that start with that.” 
 
    “Look for any who conversed with Jack_Sprat,” Albena said. “You know how, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kinsey said. 
 
    “Here’s the opening page,” Penko said. “Go to this page and make up a username and password. I wouldn’t use Mayor_Fine.” 
 
    Mayor Fine chuckled, then looked closely at Penko’s screen, typing the URL on his laptop, which put him at the portal. He made the username and password. 
 
    “Tracy McCain is very clever,” Kinsey said. 
 
    “How so?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “There’s a user subgroup that has Jack_Sprat as a connection. There are about ten-thousand members. They were generated, but non-hackers won’t get it.” 
 
    “Why would she create that?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “That’s classic,” Penko said. “You can pass messages that way and hide the author behind so many levels of crap that nobody will figure it out, except another very good hacker, and those are few and far between.” 
 
    Mayor Fine leaned back in his chair as his profile populated and generated connections. “So we won’t be able to tell if it’s Tracy?” 
 
    “The contents of the posts will tell you that,” Albena said. “She’d better be careful, though. Whoever I’ve been battling is very sharp. He might notice. Don’t do anything on those boards that draws more attention to them. Any of you.” 
 
    Kinsey backed away from his monitor. “Shit. This is insane.” 
 
    “What now?” Penko asked. 
 
    “This thread is about the EU High Command, and the state governments they are suspected of controlling.” 
 
    “New York?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “And Pennsylvania, and most of the other east coast states north of Virginia. Also California, Oregon, and Washington.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” Mayor Fine said. “We need to gather info on the EU High Command.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Penko said. 
 
    “Good idea,” Albena said. “Let me know if you need help.” 
 
    Chief Harvey walked into the room. “Precinct 25 is being readied as the headquarters, and we’re installing much more rigorous security as well. It links up via the subway with the building Jared suggested for our temporary City Hall, by the way.” He froze when he saw Mayor Fine’s expression. “Oh crap, what happened?” 
 
    “Tracy McCain might be under house arrest,” Mayor Fine said. “She gave me some clues.” 
 
    “Did she try to lure you to Albany?” 
 
    “She asked, but was very understanding when I declined.” 
 
    “Romano was turned by an EU honeypot, and murdered when he wasn’t towing the line,” Kinsey said. “His failure to convince you to stand down against the UN Peacekeeper invasion might have led to his death.” 
 
    “They planned to take him out anyway,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “Why do you think that?” Kinsey asked. 
 
    “There was no need to kill the rest of the state government. That operation was not spur-of-the-moment. They’ll kill Tracy McCain soon enough. I’m sure she knows it already. Her giving clues to you will probably lead to her death, but she did it anyway.” 
 
    Mayor Fine looked over at him. “Do you think they killed Walter up in Canada?” 
 
    Chief Harvey shook his head. “I’d be shocked.” 
 
    “Who do you think did it, then?” Kinsey asked. 
 
    “Dan Dannon,” Chief Harvey said. “We had a file an inch thick on him, and the FBI had him under surveillance too.” 
 
    “Do I want to hear about this?” Mayor Fine asked, shaking his head. 
 
    “Remember that scandal he was involved with about three years ago?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Too thin to get rid of him.” 
 
    “It was, and the investigation was badly done by Romano’s office. They knew, and tried to neutralize him.” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    “He was a spook in the CIA. Retired when questions were raised. People he worked with called him a psychopath. All of them are dead now. Every one.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me, let me guess,” Penko said. “Special Forces with PTSD.” 
 
    “Nope,” Chief Harvey said. “He’s as capable as anybody I know of in Special Forces, but he’s completely self-taught. He’s got survivalist tendencies, and he’ll take off into the wilderness by himself for a month or more at a time.” 
 
    Mayor Fine backed away from his laptop. “Okay, so who’s side is this guy on? I know he didn’t see eye to eye with the establishment in New York. He was a big thorn in their sides.” 
 
    “That’s an easy question,” Chief Harvey said. “Dannon is on his own side. He killed the only other surviving New York Senator so he’d be one notch further up in line. We don’t want this guy becoming a governor. There’s only one bit of good news here.” 
 
    “What could be good about this situation?” Albena asked. 
 
    “The enemy leadership will want to take him out as badly as anybody. He’s a direct threat to their operation.” 
 
    “He knew to be gone when the Albany massacre happened,” Albena said, looking at her screen. “His departure was completely last-minute. That’s too much of a coincidence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    { 17 } 
 
    Articles 
 
   J ohn Clancy was watching the signs, Salvatore sitting in the back seat of the SUV now, Linda in the passenger seat. “Pottstown is coming up. Which off-ramp?” 
 
    “Industrial Highway,” Salvatore said. “Take that past the wastewater treatment plant. Turn right into the steel plant.” 
 
    “We’re going to a steel mill?” Linda asked. 
 
    “It’s not a steel mill anymore,” Salvatore said. “We use it as a distribution point, for things I’d rather not mention.” 
 
    John chuckled. “I can imagine.” 
 
    Linda’s phone rang, so she took it out of her purse, her brow furrowed. “It’s Pat. Should I answer it?” 
 
    “Not with that phone,” Salvatore said. “We’re too close to the base. I’ll provide you with new phones when we arrive. You can call her then, but don’t let her know where we are.” 
 
    John glanced at her. “It’s late. I’ll bet they picked up Craig already.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Linda said. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Salvatore said. “There’s your off-ramp.” 
 
    John got on Industrial Highway, following it towards the west, passing the water treatment plant, the steel plant looming before him in the darkness. “Anybody there?” 
 
    “Yes, but during the night they’re mostly underground,” Salvatore said. “Pull up to the gate and enter 55816 on the keypad.” 
 
    “Got it,” John said, making the right turn onto the parking lot, dimly lit by a few light poles. 
 
    “You’re sure they can’t find us here?” Linda asked. 
 
    “Nothing is certain, but chances are very slim,” Salvatore said. “Our people killed everybody who was watching the house, so nobody followed. We also arranged a small accident at their helipad. They’re surveillance choppers are grounded.” 
 
    “They don’t have access to the government’s satellites?” John asked. 
 
    “The enemy was not successful in compromising all of the armed forces,” Salvatore said. “Their planning has not been good.” 
 
    Linda’s phone rang again. “She’s calling back.” 
 
    “She’ll send a text,” John said. “She hates to do it, but she always does if she can’t get you to pick up.” 
 
    “True,” Linda said, her eyes glassy. “I hate this. She’s my sister. I know how I’d feel if somebody grabbed you.” 
 
    John drove up to the gate, rolling down the window and stretching to the keypad, inputting the code. 
 
    “You didn’t need me to tell it to you again?” Salvatore asked as the gate rolled open. 
 
    “He’s got a mind like a steel trap,” Linda said. “I don’t know how he does it.” 
 
    “I repeated it in my head three times,” John said. “That usually does it. Learned that at a marketing convention, believe it or not.” 
 
    “I believe it,” Salvatore said. “Good way to remember names of people you meet.” 
 
    “Exactly,” John said. “Where?” 
 
    “Pull into the open door of that big metal building ahead of us.” 
 
    John drove to it, going through the big door slowly, several men rushing over, one continuing to the door and rolling it down with the chain. The others stood by as Salvatore got out. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “Anything I need to know?” 
 
    “They picked up the brother-in-law,” said a large, heavy set man with a shaved head. 
 
    “Thanks, Tony. I expected that to happen. Did we lose anybody in the battle?” 
 
    “One. Lucky shot.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Joey Junior.” 
 
    “Oh no, sorry to hear that,” Salvatore said. “Thank you.” 
 
    John and Linda got out. 
 
    “Follow me,” Salvatore said. He went to a door, through a small office, and behind a messy desk, hitting a button with his foot, the wall sliding aside. 
 
    “You’re joking,” Linda said as they followed Salvatore through to a dark hallway, Tony behind them. The door slid shut, lights coming on in the hallway, which was long, ending at a freight elevator. They rode it down several floors, the door opening to a bright, elegantly decorated hallway. 
 
    “Wow,” John said. “Your home away from home?” 
 
    “When the heat is on in Manhattan, this is where I usually am.” 
 
    “Your headquarters didn’t make it, boss,” Tony said. 
 
    “That is something I don’t like to think about,” Salvatore said. “We lost people there. Too many people.” 
 
    “Lower Manhattan?” John asked. 
 
    Salvatore nodded, leading them through another door into a residence. “You’ll be living here. I’ll be your neighbor, in the suite past this one on the hallway. Check out the fridge in the kitchen for food, and let Tony know if there are other things you’d like. Also give him your sizes and we’ll get you more clothes. I know you had to leave most things behind.” 
 
    “Wi-Fi?” John asked. 
 
    “Yes, Tony will give you the code.” 
 
    “You’re going to rush that book out, aren’t you?” Linda asked. 
 
    “Damn straight, and then I’ll start the next one.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jacob was at the wheel of his hybrid, the rest of the team behind him as he drove into Boston on the Concord Turnpike. He’d been conversing with the others on the intercom, built into all the vehicles. 
 
    “I just talked to Henry,” Tyra said, “to let him know we were on our way. He warned me that there’s a checkpoint at every main entry point to the city. Even sent me some aerial photos.” 
 
    “How the hell did he get those?” Dave asked. 
 
    “He’s got a lot of connections,” Sunshine said. “He’ll be a key person in our organization. Trust me on that.” 
 
    “Yep,” Tyra said. “He’s glad we’re coming back. He said the leftists are having their way with the population, and the media is suppressing it.” 
 
    “They’ve been suppressing news about leftist antics since the early 2020s,” Adrian quipped. “What are we gonna do at the check point?” 
 
    “I think it’ll be a good time to try out our weapons systems,” Justin said. 
 
    “Are you nuts?” Tyra asked. 
 
    “No, he’s right,” Jaak said. “That’s exactly what we’ll do. I’m looking at the road now, via the traffic cameras.” 
 
    “You have access to those?” Todd asked. 
 
    “Yep, but I can’t take credit for that. Adrian and Trinity figured that out while we were hanging out at the new base.” 
 
    “We thought it would come in handy,” Trinity said. 
 
    “Nice,” Sunshine said. “Do we use wide or narrow mode?” 
 
    “Narrow,” Jacob said. “Reduces our cross-section, right?” 
 
    “Normally I’d say yes,” Jaak said, “but we don’t want to advertise that capability just yet. I say we go in wide. There isn’t a traffic buildup on the outside. Those checkpoints were designed to keep citizens in the city.” 
 
    “They’re making prisoners of us,” Ashley said. “We can’t let that stand.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jaak said. “Get ready. It’s only two miles away.” 
 
    “Should we use rail guns or lasers?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “Both,” Jaak said. “Give these a good try. We’ll be overkill. There are four UN Vans and about twenty Peacekeepers there.” 
 
    “I thought the UN pulled out,” Justin said. 
 
    “They’ve pulled out of the hearts of the cities,” Jaak replied. “They’re still doing guard duty on the outskirts, plus attacking people in rural areas. We’ll figure out where their bases are and take them out.” 
 
    “I’m liking this,” Sunshine said. “Ready to rumble.” 
 
    Jacob saw the checkpoint coming up in the distance, half a mile away, where the Concord Turnpike ends at North Cambridge. “Get ready, everybody. Be careful not to hit each other.” 
 
    Gavin chuckled. “Important safety tip.” 
 
    “A group of commandos just loaded into one of the UN Vans,” Jacob said. “They’re coming to meet us.” 
 
    “Come to Papa,” Dave said. 
 
    “Cut the chatter to tactical speech only,” Jaak said. “Stay sharp. This is dangerous. Be ready to escape into the woodwork. Break up into smaller groups as we head into the city.” 
 
    “Here they come,” Jacob said, activating his weapons systems. “Perhaps a little laser burn to the eyes?” 
 
    “Go for it, dude,” Dave said. 
 
    Jacob stared at the targeting screen, the target reticle following his eyes, and he selected lasers. “Here goes.” He activated the laser trigger on the steering wheel and fired, the heat of the laser breaking through the windshield, the driver blinded, the UN Van starting to weave as somebody came up from the back to grab the wheel. 
 
    “Switching to rail guns,” Jacob said, pulling the trigger, feeling the vehicle shake as the projectiles fired, as fast as he could pull the trigger, the van out of control now, several other hybrids firing into the side of the vehicle as it rolled to a stop against the center divider. 
 
    “Start firing on the checkpoint,” Jaak said, “before they figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gavin said, selecting laser fire and hitting the personnel, as cars in line tried to drive away. “Be careful with the rail guns, we don’t want to hit civilians.” 
 
    “Yeah, what he said,” Justin said, racing ahead, going wide and hitting the checkpoint from the south side, firing his railgun into the midst of the Peacekeepers, mowing them down as the others gathered and fired. 
 
    “This is fun,” Dave quipped. 
 
    “Cut the chatter,” Jaak said. “Look at that van, trying to leave the area.” 
 
    “On it,” Sunshine said, turning her car to the north and cutting around, facing south, firing her railgun into the engine compartment, the engine stopping, then exploding into flames, Peacekeepers trying to get out the side and back doors, angry citizens out now, some of them firing handguns, others simply running in and dragging wounded Peacekeepers into the street, kicking them in the head, hitting them with tire irons and whatever else they had handy. 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I wanted to see,” Adrian said. “That’s how we’ll win. We need to get arms to the people.” 
 
    “Hold that thought,” Jaak said. “I think this checkpoint is toast. Let’s get out of here. Break up into groups of two or three vehicles, and watch each other’s backs. Kill any UN Peacekeepers you see. None of them are good guys. Show no mercy.” 
 
    Jacob drove the wrong way down the Concord Turnpike ramp, getting onto Rindge Avenue, Sunshine behind him, both disappearing into the side streets of Boston. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tracy McCain was in her makeshift Governor’s office, just finishing a meeting with the leadership of the executive departments. Lotte came in. 
 
    “How did it go?” 
 
    “I’m focusing on relief to those displaced by the bombing, and shoring up the problems we have with the power grid.” 
 
    “Don’t spend too much time on Manhattan until we get Mayor Fine out of there.” 
 
    “I have citizens to help. That will be my focus. If you don’t like it, you’ll have to stop me. At this point, I just don’t care what you do.” 
 
    Lotte walked towards her. 
 
    “Oh, gonna point a gun at me again? That was a very public meeting. If you kill me, the media will report it.” 
 
    “We own the media.” 
 
    Tracy snickered. “That’s why the citizens kicked the UN Peacekeepers out of Manhattan, I guess.” 
 
    “You’d better watch your mouth,” Lotte said. 
 
    Tracy grinned. “You’re in a box, and you can’t do jack. You should’ve killed me when you could. I’ve been getting big press just about every hour as I put responses into place for this mess your people put us in.” 
 
    The phone on her desk rang. She pushed the button on the speaker box. “Yes, Carrie?” 
 
    “Dan Dannon has just arrived, and would like to chat. Shall I send him up?” 
 
    Lotte got a nervous expression, her hand going to her pocket, fingering her pistol. 
 
    “Send him up right away,” Tracy said. 
 
    “I’ll kill you both,” Lotte said, “so watch it.” 
 
    “Get out of here,” Tracy said. “This will be a private meeting.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. Lotte backed up towards the back door of the office, hand still in her pocket. 
 
    “Come in,” Tracy said. 
 
    The door swung open, Dannon walking through, freezing as he saw Lotte, his hand going into his coat pocket, Lotte firing her gun into his chest five times, Dannon returning fire with his Glock, splitting Lotte’s forehead wide open, blood splattering Tracy, who screamed bloody murder, Carrie and two security people rushing into the room as Dannon fell to the floor. 
 
    “What happened?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “This enemy operative was just killed by Dan Dannon,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Carrie said in a hushed tone, glancing down at Dannon, laying on his side. 
 
    “We’re taking over,” one of the security guards said, pulling his pistol and aiming it at Tracy’s head.  
 
    “No no no,” Carrie said, backing up towards the door, the second security guard grabbing her, and then several shots were fired, both security men slumping to the floor dead, Carrie trying to pull loose of the death-grip on her arm, as Dannon sat up, still holding his pistol. 
 
    “How?” Tracy asked. 
 
    “You think I’d move around in this city without a vest?” he asked, standing up with a big grin on his face. “You know who that woman was?” 
 
    “The enemy,” Tracy said under her breath. 
 
    “Yep, good thing I recognized her. She’s former Dutch Secret Service. Went rogue about ten years ago, spent time being radicalized at a terrorist training camp in Syria. She was once the lover of Saladin.” 
 
    “There are more security guards on the way,” Carrie whispered, getting back from the door, Dannon springing into action, firing down the hallway, killing them before they could get off a shot.  
 
    “Do you have any better weapons around here?” Dannon asked. “That won’t be the last of them. We should be in a more secure facility.” 
 
    “The news vans are still in the parking lot,” Carrie said. “Want me to call them up here?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tracy said. “Right away. Send them up through the back door, though.” 
 
    “Good call,” Dannon said, slipping his refilled magazine back into his Glock. “Weapons? Is there an armory on this floor?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tracy said. “In case you haven’t guessed, they’ve been holding me prisoner. I bucked them today, and Lotte was about to kill me.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t have killed you,” Dannon said, looking down the hall. “They can’t. Good call keeping a high profile with the media. That’s probably what will save both of us.” 
 
    “Carrie, leave us for a moment,” Tracy said. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go find the key to the armory. You want the reporters admitted, correct?” 
 
    “Correct,” Tracy said. 
 
    Carrie left the room. 
 
    “She’s good under fire,” Dannon said. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “You killed Walter. Are you planning to kill me too?” 
 
    Dannon’s face showed a sly smile. “You thought I was going to kill you in Utica.” 
 
    “I didn’t, but Mayor Fine and Chief Harvey thought it was a possibility. It was the Mayor’s suggestion for me to go on TV right away.” 
 
    Dannon sat in a chair. “Yes, I killed Walter, but not for the reason you think. He was an enemy operative. He planned to waltz in here and take over, after you were neutralized.” 
 
    “Can you prove that?” 
 
    “I can,” Dannon said. 
 
    There was a knock on the door. “Press.” 
 
    “Come in,” Tracy said. “We’ll talk later, Dan. I hope you’re telling me the truth. Send me the proof. You knew the bombing was coming.” 
 
    “I did. That’s my proof. I intercepted a message from him.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you warn anybody?” 
 
    “I found out too late,” he said. “We’ll go over that soon.” 
 
    The reporters came in, stepping around the bodies of the security guards, eyeing Lotte. 
 
    “Who’s that?” asked the NBS reporter. 
 
    “Her name was Lotte, and she’s the honey pot who turned Governor Romano. She’s been holding me hostage, after kidnapping me, trying to make me a puppet for the people who started this war.” 
 
    “We’re not at war,” the NBS reporter said. 
 
    Tracy laughed. “You press morons are part of the problem. I won’t do the press conference until we have cameras on, going to a live television feed. If you’re not willing to do that, all of you can leave now, and your press passes will be revoked.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” shouted the reporter from CDS. 
 
    “Watch me,” Tracy said. “The people you’ve been covering for killed off most of the New York state leadership. They missed the wrong person. Now they’re gonna pay. We’re taking this state back. Either get on board or get the hell out of the way. Oh, and we’re investigating everything that happened, and will be issuing subpoenas and indictments as quickly as possible. Any enemy collusion by members of the media will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mateo kicked the wall behind his desk in Geneva, going into a rage as he watched Tracy McCain’s live press conference. His phone rang. He ignored it, trying to calm down. Then it started ringing again. “Dammit.” He accepted the call and pushed the speaker button. 
 
    “Mateo?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, his voice wavering. 
 
    “I’m on the line with the others. Lance, Maggie, and Jean. We’ve got a big problem.” 
 
    “Yes, I am aware of the problem,” Mateo said, trying to sound calm. “This isn’t my fault.” 
 
    “You used Lotte ineffectively,” Lance said. “You also failed to stop Dan Dannon. That might lead to us losing control of New York, and if that happens, it’ll become a distribution point for the resistance.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?” Mateo asked.  
 
    “You should’ve killed Tracy McCain when you had the chance,” Maggie said. “Why did Lotte let her get away with going public on so much so quickly?” 
 
    “She was in the office to stop that,” Mateo said. “She had instructions to kill Tracy McCain if there was no other way.” 
 
    Lance laughed. “If you would’ve been successful in doing that, things would be even worse than they are now.” 
 
    “How could they be worse?” Jean asked. “We have a person in power who can take direct action against our operation.” 
 
    “Yep, and she’ll help Mayor Fine consolidate his power in the city,” Maggie said. “This is a giant mess.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have agreed to take the UN Peacekeepers out of the city,” Charles said. “We need more here right away. Either turn the group heading for the west coast around, or send more from the EU.” 
 
    Mateo was silent for a moment. 
 
    “You there?” Charles asked. 
 
    “The forces moving to California are more important to that region than they are to the East Coast. If I pull the rug out from under Saladin, we’ll lose California, and that will end the entire US operation.” 
 
    Lance chuckled. “You know, I actually agree with that. Bring more over from the EU.” 
 
    Mateo sighed. “How many do you think we need?” 
 
    “Half a million,” Lance said. 
 
    Maggie chuckled. “They’ll never send that many.” 
 
    “Yes they will, because they’ll see this as a crisis, and they don’t want their movement to end,” Mateo said. “I’ll make the request right away. I think we should bring them all to New York, at least for the beginning.” 
 
    “You might want to send some to New England as well,” Jean said. “Did you see what happened outside of Boston?” 
 
    “No, what?” 
 
    “The news media is suppressing that per our request,” Charles said. “A checkpoint was attacked on the outskirts of Boston, using some very interesting vehicles. I suggest we do some intel gathering before we send a lot of manpower there. Lock down New York first. Then we’ll fan out from there.” 
 
    “We are in agreement,” Mateo said. “I’ll let you know details after I get agreement from the EU High Command.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Charles said. 
 
    The call ended. Mateo got up and paced. I only have so many chips to play. This is too early. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Craig woke to clanging of his cell door, a guard standing there fumbling with keys. He sat up on his cot, eyeing the guard as he came in with a small package. 
 
    “Time for my 7:00 AM beating?” Craig quipped. “I want my lawyer.” 
 
    The man grinned at him. “This is from a friend. I’ll be back tomorrow. Have as many articles written as you can get done. Tell nobody.” 
 
    Craig looked at the man silently for a moment. He had a guard’s uniform on, but his haircut didn’t look right, and he was a little too old. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Resistance. We are legion.” He handed the package to Craig, who looked inside. There was a yellow pad of paper and half a dozen pens. 
 
    “Don’t worry about editing. Get the words down. We’ll do the rest.” 
 
    The guard left his cell, locking it back up. 
 
      
 
    To be continued, in Bug Out! Atlantic Book 3, coming soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Cast of Characters 
 
    Taylor Yates – young woman, working as an accountant at a big firm. Natural fighter, cunning and fast. 
 
      
 
    Laleh Mahdavi – best friend of Taylor, works at the same firm, from a rich Iranian family. Good fighter, lots of heart. 
 
      
 
    Eve Grant – patent attorney, former girlfriend of Jared Carlson. Wicked smart, good with weapons systems. Brave under fire. 
 
      
 
    Jace – limo driver and commando for the Samson Corporation. Strong, smart, great fighter, has good tactical leadership skills. 
 
      
 
    John Clancy – indy writer of political fiction, peaceful man thrown into a crazy world. Doesn’t understand the importance of his work, but is driven to give his all to it. 
 
      
 
    Salvatore – New York mobster who is committed to the resistance after the nuclear attacks. Protector of John Clancy. 
 
      
 
    Linda Clancy – John’s wife. Doesn’t buy all of his political ideas, but understands his talent and supports him. A survivor and protector. 
 
      
 
    Craig Smetana – John and Linda’s brother-in-law. English teacher, who yearns to be a political columnist. 
 
      
 
    Pat Smetana – Craig’s wife, older sister of Linda. Pushy and aggressive, but knows how to get along with others when she has to. Doesn’t like Craig’s politics. 
 
      
 
    Jacob – Academic, drawn to the anti-globalist movement. Good strategist, mother hen to his group. 
 
      
 
    Ashley – barmaid at Jaak’s Bow Street Pub. Kind and giving, shrewd, understands relationships between people, has good insights. 
 
      
 
    Ava – small woman with gobs of spunk, always joking, quick-witted and smart. 
 
      
 
    Dave – gun hobbyist drawn to the resistance movement before he really understood it’s impact. Good fighter, great with technology, jokes a lot, likes Ava. 
 
      
 
    Gavin – young intellectual and gun hobbyist, understands the situation the country is heading for, wants to help. Good solid member of the resistance. 
 
      
 
    Adrian – wicked smart member of the resistance, always thinking several steps ahead, understands the dynamics of the globalist leftists and their associated groups. Good fighter, fearless to a fault. 
 
      
 
    Trinity – close friend of Adrian, but not romantically attached, also very intelligent, thinks outside of the box. 
 
      
 
    Jaak Klavan – inventor, owner of the Bow Street Pub, former partner and college roommate of Jared Carlson. 
 
      
 
    Art – Samson Corporation Tech in the Boston area. Inventive and delighted with technology. 
 
      
 
    Jared Carlson – genius founder of the Samson Corporation and funder of the resistance. 
 
      
 
    Quint – bartender at the Bow Street Pub in Boston. Strong, feisty, good in a fight, level-headed. 
 
      
 
    Sunshine Jones – young woman, writer, in love with Jacob. Highly intelligent, created a stir with her writings about politics and philosophy. 
 
      
 
    Henry – leader of Sunshine’s resistance team – older man, owns bookstore near Cambridge. Cautious and shrewd. 
 
      
 
    Tyra – Sunshine’s resistance team – black woman with a huge heart and a knack for battle. Emotional, but not in a bad way. 
 
      
 
    Justin Ho- Sunshine’s resistance team – tall Asian man, loves technology, figures out how to use tools in ways others haven’t. 
 
      
 
    Todd Czerny - Sunshine’s resistance team – blonde man, brave and valiant, never runs from a fight, inspires courage in others. 
 
      
 
    Cary – Samson Corporation Security – surveillance technology expert. 
 
      
 
    Hector – Samson Corporation Security – assistant to Cary, very sharp, wicked sense of humor. 
 
      
 
    Don – Cary’s boss, commando for the Samson Corporation. 
 
      
 
    Stefan – Albena’s husband, former longshoreman, later co-owner in a coffee shop. Brave, principled, unwavering, suspicious of others. 
 
      
 
    Albena – genius hacker, thinks outside the box, easily juggles multiple tasks, always working things out. 
 
      
 
    Penko – Albena’s cousin and childhood companion. Hacker, good with systems, very good at infiltration of organizations. 
 
      
 
    Vasil – Albena’s other cousin. Project Manager at Samson Corporation picked by Jared Carlson to help with the resistance in the mid-Atlantic. Natural leader, understands dynamics between team members, keeps people focused. 
 
      
 
    Tad – commando and technical support, good with systems, thinks well on his feet, can fix things under extreme pressure. 
 
    Zev – commando from Israel. Brave, mercurial, funny, good at saving his comrades. 
 
      
 
    Slash – commando with very good skills and a love of risk-taking. Bigger than life character, sick sense of humor. Can be counted on in battle. 
 
      
 
    Kinsey – Samson Corporation technical support. Good, solid team member, trying to fit in. 
 
      
 
    Julie – Longshoreman friend of Stefan. 
 
      
 
    Mayor Fine – New York City mayor, political moderate, being driven by the globalist left to transform his city. He has doubts about that. 
 
      
 
    Jean – Mayor Fine’s secretary and right hand. Great under pressure. 
 
      
 
    Kate Sims – Comptroller and political chameleon who can work with people of any political orientation. Has survived many administrations and flourished. Valuable member of the team. 
 
      
 
    Cliff Bates – Manhattan Borough President. Nasty individual, self-centered and evil. 
 
      
 
    Yvette – police commissioner with a political axe to grind. Treats everybody badly, reviled by most of her peers. Barely competent in her job. 
 
      
 
    Julio – Public Advocate. Light, happy, has calming effect on his team mates, good with social media. 
 
      
 
    Chief Harvey – Police Chief heading the NYPD. Large black man, came up the ranks, brave to a fault, smart and loyal. Loved by his department, close to Mayor Fine. 
 
      
 
    Tim – Chief Harvey’s second-in-command. 
 
      
 
    Governor Romano – Governor of New York. Political animal who’s opinion changes with the direction of the wind. 
 
      
 
    Clara – Romano’s secretary. Attractive, petty, a social climber, not particularly smart. 
 
      
 
    Lotte – honey pot who controls Governor Romano. Evil operative of the globalists, trained in Syria, former lover of Saladin. 
 
      
 
    Mateo – Secretary General of the UN. A petty and stupid man who got his job because of who he knows, not what he knows. Can’t keep his sexual urges under control. 
 
      
 
    Tracy McCain – Lieutenant Governor of New York state. Smarter than she appears. Political orientation is not her focus. A better leader than even she thinks. 
 
      
 
    Dan Dannon – New York State Assembly member. Conservative but with populist leanings. Has a bad past, was under FBI surveillance even while in office. Lets nobody in. He’s a true wild card, and a dangerous one at that. 
 
      
 
    Charles Livingston – Wealthy banker and globalist operative. He has more control and power than most people realize. 
 
      
 
    Maggie Hines – ultra wealthy operative for the globalist movement. British Subject, but spends most of her time in the USA. Lover to Charles Livingston. 
 
      
 
    Jean – wealthy French national, member of the Globalist team. Treats everything as a joke. 
 
      
 
    Valdez – Operative for Mateo 
 
      
 
    Lance Evans – Wealthy stock trader, globalist operative. Genius hacker. Hair-trigger temper. 
 
      
 
    Saladin – leader of the Islamist forces. A dark figure, ruthless and evil. 
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    The Clarke Chronicles 
 
    Dark times are coming to the Central Authority Zone. 
 
      
 
    A political party called the Overlords is on the rise, their influence over the Central Authority Zone growing via subterfuge and the ballot box. Simone, the Overlord’s sinister leader, is making her plans known.  
 
      
 
    Government power spikes, security used as an excuse. Simone brings worlds who fight to heel. Individuals who speak out disappear in the dead of night. 
 
      
 
    Earth is in the Overlord’s sights, but Simone has a problem. The Samson Corporation stands in the way. 
 
      
 
    Chairman Vermillion of the Samson Corporation and his protégé Captain Trey Clarke know what’s coming next. They’re getting ready, but it’s a race against time.  
 
      
 
    Simone has the numbers and the power of the Central Authority behind her. The Samson Corporation has a handful of prototype ships. Can they survive? 
 
      
 
    If you like heart-pounding space action, you’ll love The Clarke Chronicles – Escape from Earth. 
 
      
 
    Buy your copy today, available here! 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Stolen Youth 
 
    George Franklin is having a bad week. 
 
      
 
    The FBI is after him for what he did. 
 
      
 
    His MERC friend wants him dead for what he did. 
 
      
 
    The families of Red Dagger and Earl Wilson are on their way too, for what he did. 
 
      
 
    His woman is missing. 
 
      
 
    So is his best friend and partner. 
 
      
 
    He has few leads, and now somebody has killed his dog. 
 
      
 
    Somebody will pay. No, scratch that.  Many will pay. 
 
      
 
    We’re talking the ultimate price here. Never poke at the lion unless you’re sure his cage his locked up tight. 
 
      
 
    Stolen Youth is the second book from the Franklin & Davis Files. 
 
      
 
    If you love lurid, violent, sex-filled stories in the vein of Harold Robbins, Sam Peckinpah, or Quentin Tarantino, you’ll really get off on Stolen Youth. 
 
      
 
    Note from the author: The Franklin & Davis Files books are much darker and more graphic than the Bug Out! Series books. They are for readers no younger than 18. 
 
      
 
    Buy your copy today, available here. 
 
      
 
    Oh, and watch your back. They’re coming.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Never a Loose End 
 
    Loose ends. Malcolm Davis hates loose ends. 
 
      
 
    In "Never A Loose End", Malcolm Davis and his friend George Franklin are on a manhunt. 
 
      
 
    Why?  
 
      
 
    Revenge.  
 
      
 
    A clan of psycho killers is active again, after hiding for years. What has brought them out? 
 
      
 
    George and Malcolm are both targets, marked for murder, but why? 
 
      
 
    Follow George and Malcolm as they dash through the Southwest in their Motorhomes to head off the mayhem planned by the psycho killers 
 
      
 
    Murder, gun battles, bombings, and general mayhem reign in "Never A Loose End" 
 
      
 
    Who will survive? Will the hunted be brought down, or will the vigilantes get revenge instead? 
 
      
 
    Find out in "Never A Loose End - Vigilante Revenge" - A Franklin and Davis Files Thriller. 
 
      
 
    This is the story that started it all for George Franklin and Malcolm Davis. Some of you know them from the later episodes of the Bug Out! series, set seven years later. This is the story of how they met, and the battle that forged them into a formidable team. 
 
      
 
    Note from the author: The Franklin & Davis Files books are much darker and more graphic than the Bug Out! Series books. They are for readers no younger than 18. 
 
      
 
    Never A Loose End is available here. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Bug Out! Boxed Set 
 
    Here it is! Bug Out! Boxed Set Volume 1 - Books 1-4. 
 
    What would you do if you were no longer safe in your neighborhood? 
 
    Frank and Jane have had it. Every night the looting gets closer to their home, while the authorities do nothing but ask for calm. Life has become terrifying. 
 
    Frank pulls a gun on looters running up his driveway. The thugs flee. 
 
    Frank knows they’ll be back. 
 
    The last thing Jane wants to do is live in their motorhome, but Frank talks her into it. The open road is dangerous. Staying in LA is worse. 
 
    They barely get out of town alive, as California explodes behind them. Eastbound I-10 is flooded with others trying to escape, as military convoys rush west. 
 
    Is there safety to the east, or more mayhem? 
 
    This is the first of four boxed sets. The books have been re-edited but not abridged. Follow Frank and Jane as they escape California, build their resistance team, and take the fight to the enemy. 
 
    If you love action-packed tales of bravery, self-reliance, and the triumph of the human spirit, you’ll love Bug Out! Boxed Set Volume 1 - Books 1-4. 
 
      
 
    Available here! 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Horror Road 
 
    Here’s a dirty little secret. Spirits can kill you. 
 
      
 
    Sandy couldn’t take it anymore. Her work as a psychic for the LAPD was tearing her apart. Murders. Playing out in her head at night and slipping into her thoughts during the day. She quit. 
 
      
 
    Her friend Mary Grace was still in the game, working with the police and running psychic investigations on the side. She had a séance planned. One that was right up Sandy’s alley. All she had to do was convince Sandy to join her. 
 
      
 
    Holding a séance is the psychic’s way of opening doors, and Mary Grace was an expert. Sandy reluctantly said yes, but some doors are better left shut. The spirit they awakened was dangerous enough on its own, but it was tied to a much darker presence. An ancient power that could reach into the world and take them. 
 
      
 
    The Horror Road series is a dark tale of pursuit and possession that will have you on the edge of your seat from start to finish. 
 
      
 
    Download your copy now and settle in, because you won’t be able to put it down. 
 
      
 
    Available Here! 
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