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    Control 
 
    Taylor Yates walked down Broadway. It was a balmy evening in Manhattan, unseasonably warm. Her phone dinged, so she fished it out of her purse. Laleh. She put the phone to her ear, glancing at her reflection in a window. Not bad. Athletic build, but with curves, long light-brown hair, and a face with delicate, pretty features. I’ve still got it, even though I’m thirty. 
 
    “Where are you?” Laleh asked over the phone. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” she said, breaking out of her trance. “Just left work. Walking to the subway now.” 
 
    “You sound beat. Sure you’re up to the party?” 
 
    Taylor sighed, struggling to get around a clump of people massing across the street from Columbus Circle. 
 
    “Hey!” said a heavy-set woman in Native American garb, her face painted. “We’re restricting this area. Move back.” 
 
    Taylor rolled her eyes. “Let’s see a badge.” 
 
    “I don’t need a badge.” 
 
    Taylor laughed in her face and continued on, the crowd getting thicker. The painted woman grabbed her upper arm. “I said this is a restricted area.” 
 
    “Let go of me or I’ll deck you,” Taylor said, her hand around the woman’s wrist, ripping it off her arm. 
 
    “Brit, I’m gonna need help with this one,” the painted woman shouted. 
 
    “What’s going on?” shouted Laleh, her voice tinny through the phone speaker. Taylor brought her knee up into the painted woman’s big round stomach, causing her to double over in pain and fall backwards. 
 
    “Sorry, just some of those stupid demonstrators,” Taylor said, phone back to her lips. “They’re trying to block off Columbus Circle.” 
 
    “Shit, you’re there? Better leave. The Mayor gave in to those moron’s demands, and even allowed them to police it themselves.” 
 
    Just at that moment a hand was in front of her face, trying to grab her phone, Taylor sending an elbow back, breaking a woman’s nose. “Gotta go, Laleh.” She ended the call and took off running, getting on 60th Street, not slowing down until the crowd thinned way out, ducking into the Post Office and watching out the windows. The painted woman was poking her way down the street, looking in all directions, her bloodied nose friend crying at her side. Taylor backed further into the Post Office to get out of sight. 
 
    “Afraid of something?” asked a postal employee from behind the counter. 
 
    Taylor looked over at the man. “Some nutcases are blocking off Columbus square. I got shoved around and shoved back. They chased me.” 
 
    “They aren’t nutcases,” the man said. “Not in the least. It’s about time those statues came down. They’re offensive to indigenous people world-wide.” 
 
    Taylor burst out laughing. “So that’s what they’re doing. I should’ve known. Morons.” 
 
    “That’s not respectful.” 
 
    Taylor shook her head. “Whatever. You look Hispanic to me. What do you think about Spain? Should we shun you because of the actions of your ancestors, I wonder? They had more colonies over here than the English did.” 
 
    “Don’t get sharp with me, young lady.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. Those thugs are gone. Have a nice day.” She took a look out the window before going back onto the street, walking quickly towards the subway station on Columbus Avenue and 60th Street, glancing at the burned-out ruins of Saint Paul’s. A siren sounded. 
 
    “That’s her, officer!” shouted the painted woman, an NYPD officer on a bicycle pulling next to her. 
 
    “Halt.” 
 
    Taylor eyed him. “What do you want, officer?” 
 
    “Arrest her, she broke my friend’s nose and knocked me down,” the painted woman cried. 
 
    “Pocahontas there is full of it,” Taylor said. “They tried to hold me back on a public street. They have no right to do that.” 
 
    The officer spoke into the microphone on his lapel, asking for backup, ignoring Taylor. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” she said, heading across the street to the subway station. 
 
    “Stand fast!” shouted the officer. “You’re under arrest.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Assault, and that racial slur you just said to the victim in my presence.” 
 
    “We still have the First Amendment,” Taylor said. “I can say what I want. Remember the Supreme Court ruling last month? Your hate speech laws aren’t valid.” 
 
    “New York City has declared itself a sanctuary,” the officer said, getting closer to her as the sound of another siren approached. “We aren’t bound by the Supreme Court decision.” 
 
    “Wanna bet?” Taylor saw a police cruiser coming in her direction, up Columbus Avenue. 
 
    The painted woman laughed, pointing. “Now you’re gonna pay.” 
 
    “I want to press charges,” the woman with the bloody nose shouted. 
 
    “So do I,” Taylor replied. 
 
    “That will be enough out of you,” the officer said. 
 
    Taylor eyed him. “Shame on you. This is wrong and you know it. These leftist activists have no right to shut down streets and bully the population. They’re no better than Nazi brown shirts.” 
 
    “That’s another speech violation,” the officer said. “You’d best shut up now.” 
 
    “Oh, so I can’t call them Nazis, but they can call me whatever they want, huh? Now I get it.” 
 
    “Typical of a white person,” the painted woman shouted. “No justice, no peace.” 
 
    “You’re white, under that phony war paint,” Taylor shouted back. 
 
    The bloody-nosed woman got into Taylors face. “She’s LGBTQ, and so am I. Show some respect.” 
 
     Taylor rolled her eyes as the police car arrived, two officers rushing at her, knocking her to the ground and cuffing her, then dragging her into the back of the car. Painted lady and the bloody-nosed woman both squealed with delight as the police car took off. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John Clancy walked onto the porch of his 18th Century Valley Forge house, looking out over the lush green curtain of trees along Valley Creek. He was in his early sixties, newly retired. A small herd of deer walked through the brush, stopping to stare at him. 
 
    “Linda, want to check out the herd? They’re out here again. The doe too.” 
 
    There were footsteps coming from behind, a handsome woman getting alongside him to watch, her arm going around his waist. “She’s growing fast.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” John replied, pushing back his long grey hair. He sat in the porch swing, Linda joining him. “You don’t seem to mind me being home. It’s been almost a month now.” 
 
    “You’re writing most of the time,” she said. “It’s not much different from when you were working.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    She looked him in the eyes, brushing his hair back. “How long are you gonna grow this?” 
 
    “I don’t know. A little longer. Does it bother you?” 
 
    She smiled at him. “No, I like it.” 
 
    “Your sister doesn’t.” 
 
    Linda chuckled. “As if that ever bothered me. Pat told me not to date you, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I remember.” 
 
    “You two never got along, even in High School.” 
 
    “Especially in High School,” John said. “I get along better with her now. I even enjoy seeing her, if she’s not on a tear.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve always gotten along well with Craig, anyway. Too bad you’re such a bad influence on each other.” 
 
    John chuckled. “Whatever do you mean?” 
 
    “Drinking beer, smoking pot, watching those stupid sexploitation movies all the time.” 
 
    “It’s legal now, and the kids have been grown up and gone for years.” 
 
    Linda smiled. “Oh, I don’t mind. Drives Pat up the wall, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Stop,” Linda said. “Pat’s trying to talk Craig into retiring. Maybe you could help out with that. He listens to you. I’ll make sure she knows if you do it.” 
 
    “Leave me out of your schemes. He lives for his job.” 
 
    “Sure, but he’ll adjust, just like you did. He’s an English teacher, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” John asked. 
 
    “If you can write fiction, why can’t he? He’s got more qualification than you do.” 
 
    John burst out laughing. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing would please me more than to see Craig be a successful writer, but he’s not interested. I’ve broached the subject before.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    “Of course. It’s not like he’s never tried. Not everybody can write fiction. It’s not an exceedingly rare talent, but that doesn’t mean everybody can do it.” 
 
    “How do you do it?” 
 
    John eyed her for a moment. “I honestly don’t know. It amazes me when people buy my books in large numbers, to be honest. I just consider myself lucky and keep plugging along.” 
 
    “That’s what you always say.” Linda got up, walking to the porch rail to watch the deer as they walked away. 
 
    “Why does Pat want him to retire so badly, anyway? She doesn’t like to travel, and they drive each other crazy most of the time.” 
 
    Pat turned to him and shrugged. “She’s worried about the commute into Philly.” 
 
    “He likes it. Gives him a chance to listen to audio books.” 
 
    “You’re not getting me. Remember what the state government is talking about? Social Scoring?” 
 
    John shook his head. “You really think they’ll pass that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but Pat’s all into it.” 
 
    “Into it?” 
 
    “She thinks it’s a great idea, but they’ll get a black mark for the commute.” 
 
    “Oh, crap, now I get it,” John said, standing up. “Could be worse, I guess. Look what they’re talking about in New York state, and Vermont, and Massachusetts.” 
 
    Linda stared back at him, eyes questioning. 
 
    “The zone grids and employer taxes for those employees who have to commute out of their zone.” 
 
    “Oh, that. President Simpson said he’d take that to the Supreme Court.” 
 
    “He can’t,” John said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “He doesn’t have standing. Somebody in one of those states has to go to court. It’ll have to work its way up to the Supreme Court, but it might take years.” 
 
    “You think they’ll lose below that?” Linda asked. 
 
    “Somebody’s going to lose, and they’ll appeal. Might be the state, might be the victim.” 
 
    “Victim? That’s kinda harsh, isn’t it?” 
 
    John smiled at her. “I’m not going there. I know we don’t agree. Let’s just leave it at that.” 
 
    Linda eyed him for a moment, getting ready to say more, but thinking better of it. “Okay, have it your way. Glad you aren’t commuting anymore.” 
 
    “There’s something we can agree on.” 
 
    The couple went into the house. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jacob Timmons sprinted across Massachusetts Avenue in Boston, walking past the Chinese restaurant, going into the Bow Street Pub. He was a young man of twenty-six, with dark hair, two days of stubble, and a lanky six-foot-three frame. He saw five of his friends, at their usual table, by the window in the far corner. 
 
    “Hey, shit face!” he shouted, several of his friends returning the greeting, the bartender shaking his head, others in the bar laughing. 
 
    “Hey, a little decorum,” said a shapely barmaid who approached Jacob. 
 
    “Hey, Ash,” he said. “How they hanging?” 
 
    “Never you mind.” Ashley was ten years older than Jacob, but not ready to surrender to her thirties. 
 
    “Sorry, guess we’re getting too old to use that greeting.” 
 
    Ashley burst out laughing. “If you changed, I’d get worried. Go take your seat. What do you want?” 
 
    “Still have that good porter on tap?” 
 
    “You and your porter. I’ll bring you one.” She gave him a quick hug. “Good to see you, hon.” He watched her walk away. 
 
    “Checking out Ashley’s ass? I’m gonna tell her.” 
 
    Jacob turned, seeing Ava standing there, her brown hair hanging around her shoulders, framing her pretty face. 
 
    “I was not,” he said. 
 
    Ava snickered, shaking her head. 
 
    “Okay, maybe I was a little bit. Turn around and I’ll watch yours instead.” 
 
    She punched him on the upper arm. “Behave. C’mon, let’s go back to the table. They’re waiting.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “You, dummy,” Ava said. “This was your idea, remember? Why are you late, anyway?” 
 
    “I was unavoidably detained.” 
 
    Ava rolled her eyes. “Enough with the Caddyshack stuff, that movie is too old.” 
 
    They walked towards the big round table. “Art never gets too old. Hey, everybody.” 
 
    “Who’s he?” asked a smart-alecky young man in the back, sporting long red hair and a red beard to match. 
 
    “Good to see you too, Dave,” Jacob said as he sat, Ava sitting down on his left. 
 
    “Here’s your porter,” Ashley said, setting it in front of him. “Want to run a tab?” 
 
    Jacob nodded. “Thanks, Ash.” 
 
    “Enjoy,” she said, turning to walk away. 
 
    “See the news?” asked a large, clean cut young man with sandy hair, sitting to Jacob’s right. 
 
    “Which, Gavin?” 
 
    “Grids. It passed the State House of Representatives today, man.” 
 
    Jacob’s brow furrowed, as he looked around the table at his friends. “It’s still got to get through the Senate.” 
 
    “You know it’ll sail right through,” said a small young man sitting across the table from Jacob, looking younger than the rest. 
 
    “I agree with Adrian,” said the woman next to him, a striking beauty with long straight black hair and brilliant green eyes. 
 
    “Did I say I didn’t agree, Trinity?” Jacob asked. “It’s got a good chance in the Senate. Our only hope is the Governor, and he’s been giving in to media pressure more and more these days.” 
 
     Adrian nodded in agreement. “This is gonna be launched in New York by the end of the month. Once that happens, the rest of the upper Atlantic states will fall like dominoes.” 
 
    “What they’re talking about in Pennsylvania is worse,” Gavin said. 
 
    “Social scoring,” Ava said, scrunching her nose in disgust. “That’s turned into a terror everywhere it’s been tried.” 
 
    “I’m surprised California hasn’t tried it yet,” Dave said. 
 
    Trinity snickered. “Give them time. Things are worse there than they are here.” 
 
    “So far,” Dave said. “Do we get to use the room upstairs?” 
 
    “Yeah, as long as we don’t mess it up,” Jacob replied. “Jaak also said no illegal activities there.” 
 
    “What, we can’t make bombs?” quipped Adrian. “Maybe Estonia wouldn’t have been passed around so much had they been a little more dangerous.” 
 
    “Keep it down!” Ava said, eyes darting around. “You know how people are around here.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’ll assume we’re leftists and ask if they can help,” Adrian said softly. 
 
    Trinity laughed. “Probably too much truth to that.” 
 
    Dave shook his head. “That would be an anti-establishment activity, and the destruction of our Bill of Rights is as establishment as it can get.” 
 
    “It was a joke,” Adrian said. “The leftists are in an interesting place. They celebrate their activist tendencies during the Viet Nam and Iraq wars, and all the No-Nuke nonsense from the 1970s. Most of them don’t even realize they’re the people they fancy themselves fighting against. The leftists are today’s establishment, and they’re doing what their fellow leftists of the past have done whenever they find themselves in power. You know, like the USSR, China, Cuba, Venezuela, and North Korea. They’re taking control of everything, and arresting anybody who resists or even disagrees out loud.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Trinity said. “If it wasn’t the death of our society, it’d be funny.” 
 
    “Anybody figure out a name for our group yet?” Ava asked. 
 
    “The Sons of Liberty,” Jacob said. 
 
    Gavin laughed. “That’ll go over well with the intelligentsia.” 
 
    “What’s the problem with it?” Ava asked. 
 
    Gavin eyed her for a moment. “Really?” 
 
    “It was an honest question.” 
 
    Gavin shrugged. “Our founding fathers were a bunch of genocidal racists and sexists according to those folks. Goes along with their contempt for the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.” 
 
    “When’s our first meeting?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “We won’t get the room until day after tomorrow,” Jacob said. “Jaak has some stuff there that he needs to get rid of.” 
 
    “What kind of stuff?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “I can guess,” Ava said. 
 
    Gavin smirked. “Anybody can guess.” 
 
    “Engineering drawings,” Jacob said. “Stuff he was working with Jared Carlson when they were students.” 
 
    “He knows Jared Carlson?” Trinity asked. “Wow.” 
 
    “They were roommates in college.” 
 
    “I had no idea,” Ava said. “Sure he’s okay with moving that stuff?” 
 
    Jacob nodded. “This works out, actually. He built a vault at his house. It’s going in there for safe keeping.” 
 
    “Do you know what it is?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “He wouldn’t tell me,” Jacob said. “I didn’t press it. He doesn’t have to let us use his space.” 
 
    “Why is he?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “He’s Estonian,” Gavin said. “That people has been under somebody’s thumb for most of their history. In the last century the Nazis and the Russians played ping-pong with them.” 
 
    “We’re attracting attention,” Adrian whispered, nodding past Jacob. “Looks like college students.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s table the politics for now,” Trinity said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stefan sat in the dark room, staring into his laptop screen. He was a big balding man, dwarfing the small desk he leaned on. The door opened, light shining in from the hallway. 
 
    “You’re still in here?” asked the medium-sized man, his black hair a little shaggy. 
 
    Stefan turned towards the door. “I’m seeing more of it, Penko.” 
 
    “False flag rumors?” 
 
    Stefan shook his head. “I think they’re more than rumors. I’ve gotten into one of the UN systems. This is scary.” 
 
    “Should I bring my laptop in here?” 
 
    “Not tonight,” Stefan said, closing the top of his laptop. “Where’s my wife?” 
 
    “She went to the store. Are you gonna tell her about this?” 
 
    “Albena takes everything to heart,” Stefan said, “so I’d rather not, but we need her hacking ability. She’s better than me now. She’s been better than you for a while.” 
 
    “Hey!” Penko said. 
 
    “It’s the truth. Don’t feel bad, you’re better at other things than she is. I’d never let her infiltrate the enemy. You’re truly gifted at that, and it’s a critical talent. Without that the hacking can’t go anywhere.” 
 
    “You’re still doing too much infiltration,” Penko said. “We can’t afford to lose you.” 
 
    Stefan chuckled. “I’ll take that under advisement.” 
 
    “Have you figured out what the attack is gonna be yet?” Penko asked as they left the room. 
 
    “It’s being labeled as an event. Boats are involved, and several cities with harbors have been mentioned.” 
 
    Penko froze. “Shit. They plan to float big devices in. Dirty bombs, or maybe nukes.” 
 
    “Don’t say that in front of Albena,” Stefan said, “and don’t spread that around the resistance until we know more.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Our team will flee the area, and we need them here to stop it. It’s probably not right anyway. The authorities have sensors. They’ll know if somebody floats a radioactive device into our harbors.” 
 
    Penko eyed him. “What else could it be?” 
 
    “Remember how much damage the conventional bomb did to the Oklahoma Federal Building? There are plenty of facilities like that close enough to the water. Especially in the northern Atlantic states. These folks don’t want to destroy the cities being mentioned. They want absolute control over them.” 
 
    “Wishful thinking,” Penko said. “The UN won’t worry about killing Americans. You know this.” 
 
    “It’s not just them. It’s also the EU and our own government. There’s a level that creates terror but doesn’t destroy too much. They’ll opt for that. These cretins work by committee.” 
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    Jailed 
 
    Taylor sat in an overcrowded holding cell at NYPD Midtown Precinct North. She expected to be in with hookers, drunks, and druggies. Most of the women sharing the cell with her were older and middle class. One woman caught her eye, wearing a business suit, with expensively styled honey-blonde hair. She noticed Taylor looking and approached her. 
 
    “Do I know you?” she whispered. 
 
    Taylor shook her head. “No. Sorry, I’m just surprised to see somebody like you in here.” 
 
    “I could say the same about you. I’m Eve.” 
 
    “Taylor.” 
 
    “Mind if I ask what you’re in for?” Eve asked 
 
    “Ran afoul of the new hate speech law.” 
 
    “Dammit. Same here. This is a much bigger problem than I expected.” 
 
    “They might try to go after me for assault, but it’ll be easy to make a case it was self-defense, and the police didn’t see what happened. The hate speech was in the presence of the arresting officer. He was a nice little Nazi.” 
 
    “The assault is probably on the municipal video system,” Eve said. “Yet another curse we’re being saddled with.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like a New Yorker.” 
 
    Eve chuckled. “I’m from Florida. Should’ve stayed there.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Another attorney in my building,” Eve said. “He worked for the NRA. A bunch of thugs were blocking the sidewalk in front of the building. Crazies. Painted and pierced, bad smelling, hard to tell what gender they are. You know the type.” 
 
    Taylor snickered. “Probably friends with the two creeps who I insulted. Are you an attorney?” 
 
    Eve nodded. “Yep, but not the right kind. Patent Law. What do you do?” 
 
     “Accountant, but only an associate so far. Better than being an intern, but not by much.” 
 
    “Consulting firm?” Eve asked. 
 
    “How’d you guess? The money needs to get better if there’s any chance of me paying off my student loan.” 
 
    “You’re young. Maybe you ought to get out of the city. It will get worse here before it gets better. Much worse.” 
 
    Taylor shrugged. “I was born here, and I inherited a nice place from my father. If I could sell and make money, I’d consider it. The new real estate exit tax makes that impossible. Should’ve sold out before it took effect.” 
 
    “Exit taxes,” Eve said, shaking her head. “No way is that Constitutional. I’m renting because of that.” 
 
    “Thought about renting out my place and leaving,” Taylor said. 
 
    “But the rent control laws make it nearly impossible to make money, unless you’re in a protected group,” Eve said. “Have a friend in that situation. She’s on the verge of suicide.” 
 
    Taylor looked her in the eyes. “Shit, you aren’t exaggerating, are you?” 
 
    Eve shook her head. “This is the tyranny of a thousand little cuts.” 
 
    “Boo frigging hoo,” said another woman who’d been listening. 
 
    “Pardon?” Eve asked. 
 
    Taylor glanced at the woman. “Another crazy. I’m not going to engage her.” 
 
    “I’ll kick your pretty little ass all over this cell,” the woman said, her eyes on fire below purple hair. 
 
    Eve laughed. “Such refinement. What’s a lovely young woman like you in here for, anyway?” 
 
    “Misunderstanding,” she said. “Too much of the patriarchy left in power. I’ll settle things when I get out of here.” 
 
    “Oh, this is gonna be good,” Taylor said under her breath. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me, you freak,” Taylor said. “It’s rude to break into other people’s conversation.” 
 
    “Let her talk,” Eve said. “What are you in here for?” 
 
     “They’re calling it domestic violence,” the woman said, anger rising in her eyes. “It was a private matter. I’ll be out soon enough.” 
 
    “There is no private anymore,” Taylor said. “People like you voted it away.” 
 
    “Huh?” the woman asked. 
 
    Eve shot Taylor a glance, then focused on the woman. “So I take it you and your man got into a physical altercation? I don’t see marks on you. Did you get injured?” 
 
    “No, I kicked his butt,” the woman said, grinning with pride. 
 
    Taylor smiled. “I can guess what happened. You acted like an asshole. Boyfriend got mad. You punched boyfriend. He refused to fight back. You kept going until he was hurt. Then you rightfully got arrested. Is that about right?” 
 
    A much older woman burst out laughing. “I’m surprised that creature is with a man.” 
 
    “Mind your own damn business or I’ll show you what I did to him.” 
 
    Taylor laughed. “You mean like you minded your own business with us?” 
 
    The woman took a swing at Taylor. She ducked, the woman’s hand hitting the sharp edge of the bars, blood spurting, the woman screaming in pain, her cries nearly drowned out by the old woman’s laughter. 
 
    “You bitch!” the woman yelled at Taylor. 
 
    “Pick on somebody closer to your own weight, tubby,” the old woman said, standing up, looking much more robust than she did sitting. “I eat sick little whores like you for breakfast.” 
 
    Eve moved to the other end of the cell, Taylor following her, as the two women squared off. Before either could throw a punch, several officers flooded into the jail, one of them sticking a cattle prod through the bars, hitting the old woman. Another officer opened the cell door, and both women were yanked out of the cell, put into wrist and ankle shackles, and rushed out of the jail. 
 
    “Well that was amusing,” Taylor said. 
 
    Eve nodded. “You’re good at ducking.” 
 
    “Self-defense classes. They were worth the time when they were legal.” 
 
    “We’re being set up,” Eve said softly. “Lambs for the slaughter.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The meeting was about to start. Handsome place cards sat on the long mahogany table in front of each chair. The New York City Mayor, the Public Advocate, the Comptroller, the Police Commissioner, and the five Borough Presidents. 
 
    Mayor Fine walked in, the others following, chatting on the way. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” Mayor Fine said, smiling as the others took their seats. He sat after everyone else was seated, his small middle-aged frame and delicate features making him look too fragile for the rough-and-tumble of New York City politics. 
 
    Jean, the Mayor’s attractive young secretary, brought in a refreshment cart. “Help yourselves,” she said before turning to leave. 
 
    “Thank you, Jean,” the Mayor said. “Kate, how’d we do last month? Are the numbers finished?” 
 
    Kate Sims, Comptroller for the last decade, touched her tablet to load her data, casting it to the projector, a large spreadsheet showing on the screen. “We didn’t have a windfall like the prior month, I’m afraid. Criminal judgement totals are down significantly.” 
 
    “And why is that?” asked Cliff Bates, Borough President of Manhattan. He was a stuffy-looking gentleman, dressed in an expensive suit. 
 
    “I can tell you that,” said the police commissioner, a trim black middle-aged woman. “The citizens have learned to be careful about hate-speech infractions.” 
 
    “We all knew that would happen to a degree, Yvette,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    “Excuse me, but it’s not just that,” the Public Advocate said. He was a dapper Puerto Rican man of fifty, with salt-and-pepper hair and a goatee. 
 
    There was silence around the table for a moment, Yvette eyeing the man. 
 
    “Okay, Julio, what do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “The District Attorney and his prosecutors are going easier, after warnings from President Simpson’s Attorney General. Many people are being let off with warnings or very small fractions of the original fine.” 
 
    “We’re fighting that,” Yvette said. “I talked to the City Attorney about it yesterday.” 
 
    “We’ll lose,” Julio said, “and that will result in the whole law being nullified. We can’t declare ourselves independent of the Federal Government and ignore the Constitution. If you buck the Feds too hard, Mayor Fine, you’ll have a tough time in the next election. The hate speech law is not popular with anybody but the far-left fringe. You’ve lost moderate Democrats and everybody to the right of that. Better to let it sink into obscurity and save as much face as we can.” 
 
    “We bucked the Feds successfully with Sanctuary Cities,” Cliff Bates said, the other Borough Presidents nodding in agreement. “This won’t be any different.” 
 
    Julio chuckled. “That ultimately backfired, remember? The whole Sanctuary City structure fell apart after the opposition President moved undocumented people to those cities in large numbers. We lost support from residents in all the cities except San Francisco and Oakland.” 
 
    “It backfired politically, but there were never any charges against leadership in Sanctuary Cities,” Yvette said. “We’re talking about legality here. Let’s keep it apples to apples for this discussion, shall we?” 
 
    “No, we aren’t shutting down any points of view,” Mayor Fine said, “and I think Julio makes a good point. What exactly has the Attorney General said?” 
 
    “He’s threatened to bring Federal lawsuits,” Julio said, “and unlike some in this room, the DA’s office thinks we’ll ultimately be the loser.” 
 
    Several people at the table muttered their disagreements. 
 
    Kate Sims stood, shaking her head. “Listen to Julio, he makes a solid point, and it might impact the entire state if we’re not careful. I’ve seen it happen before.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Cliff asked. 
 
    “I mean the Governor won’t come down on our side,” Kate said. 
 
    “We can pressure him to toe the line,” Cliff said. “Lord knows he owes us.” 
 
    Mayor Fine sat silently as the others waited for his response. 
 
    “Well, Mayor Fine, what’s it gonna be?” Yvette asked with a note of sarcasm. 
 
    “Watch that,” Mayor Fine spat, his brow furrowed. “Remember your place. You folks need to think a couple steps ahead. If we put Governor Romano in a bad place, he might lose the upcoming election. It’ll be close as it is. There are a lot of fed-up conservatives living upstate, and a strong Republican is running.” 
 
    “The city voters will veto that,” Yvette said. 
 
    “That always depends on turnout, and Leo Bianchi is a moderate, not somebody on the far right. He’s a threat.” 
 
    “He’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing,” Yvette said. “I’ve seen him in lower offices. He’s much more of a reactionary than you think.” 
 
    Mayor Fine sighed. “It doesn’t matter what you and I think. It matters what voters think, and we’ve got to be careful how we handle the next election.” 
 
    “Why?” Yvette asked. 
 
    “We unleashed a monster with the hate speech law,” Julio said. “It can be used against our side just like it can be used against theirs.” 
 
    “We’ll make sure the laws get targeted the way we want them to be,” Yvette said. 
 
    “I didn’t hear that,” Mayor Fine said. “You can be replaced, Yvette. You serve at my pleasure. Remember that.” 
 
    “What?” Yvette said, getting out of her chair. 
 
    “You heard me, so sit your ass down.”  
 
    Yvette eyed him, ready to say something, but sitting silently instead. 
 
    “Look, right now the hate speech law supports us, but if we act stupidly, that’ll change. We made the law so vague that half the things our side says about the opposition might fall prey. I won’t allow us to play favorites with this or any other law. Remember what happened in the early 2020s? Do you want to end up in prison?” 
 
    “That was a witch hunt by an obsessive reactionary,” Yvette said. “The military should’ve taken him out for that.” 
 
    Julio turned to her. “Are you insane? We blew it and we paid dearly. Are you stupid enough to try that again?” 
 
    “We own the levers of power now,” Yvette said. 
 
    “You’re fired, Yvette,” Mayor Fine said. “Leave now.” 
 
    Yvette stood, staring at the Mayor, trembling with anger. “How dare you? This is racist and you know it.” 
 
    Julio burst out laughing. “How did you get this far in politics, anyway?” 
 
    “Zip it, Julio,” Mayor Fine said. “This is bad enough as it is.” 
 
    “I won’t leave,” Yvette said, tears running down her cheeks. 
 
    The Mayor pushed the button on the intercom unit in front of him. “Jean, send security up here right away, please.”  
 
    “Yes sir. Reason?” 
 
    “Yvette is being escorted out of the building. Oh, and find the list of potential Police Commissioners for me. I’ll need it for her replacement.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Yvette said, heading for the door. “I’ll see you in court.” 
 
    “Give it your best shot,” Mayor Fine said as she left. 
 
    “Kudos to you,” Kate said. “Long overdue in my opinion.” 
 
    Mayor Fine leaned back in his chair, moving his head around, his neck cracking. “Let’s not start piling on. How are we going to solve our revenue shortfall? Legally.”  
 
    “There’s still the work-zone idea,” Cliff said. 
 
    “Better figure out a way to sell that to the public,” Kate said. “It will displace many from jobs they might like, and they know our transit system makes the environmental drivers behind that idea moot.” 
 
    “We can’t do that as a city,” Mayor Fine said. “It’s a state matter.” 
 
    Cliff shook his head. “I’d agree if we were just talking about people who live in the city and take rapid transit to work. We have a lot of people who commute in from outside the city. Even outside the state.” 
 
    Julio chuckled. “So you want to penalize workers in the city if they aren’t city residents? We’ll be in court so fast it’ll make your head swim.” 
 
    “Stop,” the Mayor said. “Damn, do I have to fire more of you guys? I said it was not a city matter, and I meant it. That is a fact, not an opinion.” 
 
    “What if we’re under Martial Law?” Cliff asked. 
 
    “You aren’t elected, Cliff. I appointed you, and can fire you too.” 
 
    “Getting a little tyrannical, aren’t you?” Cliff asked, the other Borough Presidents nodding with him. 
 
    The Mayor stood. “Listen up, everybody. I don’t want to hear any more talk of uneven application of law, or insane ideas like Martial Law. We aren’t at war, and our citizens are not chattel. They’re voters, and we work for them. We’re working towards a more even-handed society that will provide prosperity for all, but we will not act like Stalin. Not in this city. Do you all understand?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John Clancy sat in his man cave, listening to music, looking out the window at his Valley Forge backyard. There was a knock on the door. Linda poked her head in. 
 
    “Pat and Craig are here.” 
 
    “Right behind you,” Craig said. 
 
    Linda came through the door so Craig could enter. 
 
    “Don’t get too wasted before dinner,” Linda said, smiling. 
 
    “I’m off the pot,” Craig said, sitting on one of the stools in front of John’s classic padded bar. “Pat gave me a bad time about it yesterday. Probably just as well for a while.” 
 
    John chuckled. “You can still drink beer, I hope.” 
 
    “Three,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll see you two later,” Linda said, leaving the room, shutting the door behind her. 
 
    “Three?” John asked. 
 
    Craig grinned. “Or there abouts.” He was a large man with black hair and a black beard, grey starting to peek through here and there. 
 
    John got behind his bar, opening the fridge underneath, pulling out two beers. He set them on the bar. “How’s this?” 
 
    “Suits me,” Craig said, watching as John opened both. 
 
    “Did she really forbid you to smoke?” 
 
    Craig took a long gulp from the beer bottle, taking a moment to savor the flavor. “She’s prepping me for retirement. Doesn’t want me to lay around and toke all day. It amazes me how little she understands.” 
 
    John snickered. “So you’ve decided to retire sooner rather than later?” 
 
    “Who told you that?  
 
    “Came up in a conversation with Linda this morning. Are you?” 
 
    “Hell no. Being fifty-five, I could, but I can also continue working until I’m sixty-five. That will be my choice.” 
 
    “Pat’s gonna allow that?” 
 
    Craig took another slug of his beer, setting it down in front of him. “She thinks I’ll bend to her will if she pushes hard enough. She’s not in as strong a position as she thinks.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    Craig’s brow furrowed. “Meaning I’ll divorce her before I give in.” 
 
    “Shit, Craig, really? You’d take it that far?” 
 
    “What would you do?” 
 
    John pulled a stool around behind the bar and sat. “I wouldn’t be in that position. I’d never marry someone as aggressive as Pat.” 
 
    Craig looked down at the bar for a moment, then took another swig. “I know it looks bad from the outside, but I’ve been happy with her, for the most part. She has a lot of passion, and it drives me crazy sometimes, but there’s a good side of that. She makes me feel alive. She was crazy hot when we were young. You know. I still love to look at her.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s one of the prettiest women in the county, I’ll grant you that,” John said. “Still looks pretty good for her age.” 
 
    “So does Linda. Good stock.” 
 
    “Linda thinks Pat wants you to retire because of the Social Scoring thing.” 
 
    Craig chuckled; his face impish. “The Pennsylvania statehouse has gone nuts. Do you really think that’ll pass?” 
 
    “Maybe not this time, but with all the parasitic types in the big cities, we’ll eventually have enough nutballs in office to push it through.” 
 
    “That’s not very enlightened,” Craig quipped. He downed the rest of his beer. 
 
    “Don’t you mean woke?,” John replied. “Another?” 
 
    “What the hell, you talked me into it.” 
 
    John got out another bottle for him, opening it and shoving it across the bar. 
 
    “You aren’t ready yet?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m taking it easy tonight. Getting close to the end of the next book. I want to be fresh and ready to go in the morning.” 
 
    “Ah. Must be nice.” 
 
    “I’m loving life,” John said. “You ever think about trying again?” 
 
    “Writing fiction? No, my brain doesn’t work that way. Maybe non-fiction. I have some ideas.” 
 
    “I got it, how to manage your wife.” 
 
    Both men burst into laughter. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” asked Linda, coming into the room with Pat. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s so funny?” Pat asked. She took a seat on the stool next to Craig, crossing her shapely legs, an arm going around Craig’s shoulders. “Have any white wine, barkeep?” 
 
    “Of course,” John said, pulling a chilled bottle out of the fridge as Linda sat next to Pat. He opened it, filling glasses for the women and shoving them forward. 
 
    Linda took a sip. “Perfect. What was so funny?” 
 
    “We were talking about me writing non-fiction,” Craig said. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Pat asked, her eyes lighting up. “I’ve asked you about that before.” 
 
    Linda shot a questioning glance at John, who shrugged. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Pat said, looking Craig in the eye. 
 
    “Let’s back up,” he replied. “John asked me if I’d thought any more about writing fiction. I said if I write anything, it’d be non-fiction.” 
 
    “Oh,” Pat said, trying to hide her disappointment. “So you aren’t really thinking about it?” 
 
    “I’m always thinking about it,” Craig said. “Probably will someday. I do have some ideas, and I love research.” 
 
    “You could write about restoring Colonial homes,” John said, “all kidding on the side.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s one I’ve thought about, and I have some background there.” 
 
    “I like where this is going,” Pat said. “Maybe it could allow you to retire sooner.” 
 
    Craig shot a glance at John and chuckled. 
 
    “Dammit,” Pat said. “You always do that.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Shine me on,” Pat replied. “Nothing makes me angrier.” 
 
    “Oh, I could think of a few things.” 
 
    Linda shook her head. “Let’s not go there, okay?” 
 
    “Maybe you ought to write about politics,” John said. “I’ve read your rants on social media. You’re good.” 
 
    Linda glared at John, trying to get him to shut up. 
 
    “You know, that might be interesting,” Craig said. “Might not help us with Social Scoring, given my political ideas.” 
 
    Pat took her arm off Craig’s shoulder, then took a long drink of wine. “Are you trying to piss me off?” 
 
    “I’m just kidding around,” Craig said. “Not to worry, I doubt I could sell anything anyway. There’s only one way I’d try.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” Linda asked. 
 
    “Well, if the government did something stupid like putting Social Scoring into law, that would do it.” 
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    Limo 
 
    Albena stared at the laptop, her heartrate rising as she followed a thread. The door opened, and she turned to see who it was. “Stefan. I was getting worried.” 
 
    “I wasn’t doing anything dangerous,” he said, leaning down to kiss the nape of her neck from behind her chair. “You smell good.” 
 
    “Oh stop, I’ve been running around all day.” She faced him. 
 
    “You’re really worried,” Stefan said, eyeing her. “I was just at the coffee house with Penko, doing research.” 
 
    “Upstairs, I hope,” Albena said. 
 
    “Of course. Our shop is popular with the worst sort, not that I mind taking their money.” 
 
    Albena snickered. “I was listening to a group of them early this morning. One of them was bragging about a shouting match she had with a Libertarian near that Columbus Circle mess the other day.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me, let me guess. She bragged that she could spew hate speech at them all day long, but when the Libertarian responded in kind, the police arrested them right away.” 
 
    Albena nodded. “Pretty much.” 
 
    “The Hate Speech law was a gift, frankly. It’s exposing these idiots for what they are.” 
 
    Albena shrugged. “I don’t see how you can think that. The media won’t cover both sides. The police and the DA are being very careful now. They’ve been warned by the Feds. The fines and jail time have all but ceased. Not a word from the press about that, and it’s big news.” 
 
    “The alternative media is all that matters anymore, and these stories are all over it,” Stefan said. “Beyond that is word of mouth. You don’t think the Libertarian you were talking about will say anything?” 
 
    “Bigger things are going on. That’s why I looked upset when you came in.” 
 
    Stefan rolled another chair next to Albena and sat. “What’d you see?” 
 
    “Rumors about a series of false flag attacks. All second hand of course. On Reddit, mostly.” 
 
    Stefan sighed. “I was trying to figure out how to tell you about that. I was digging into it at the store, then Penko and I were discussing it.” 
 
    Albena looked him in the eyes. “Why worry about telling me?” 
 
    “Because of where people are going with it. Tell me what you’ve read.” 
 
    Albena leaned back in her chair, rubbing her eyes for a moment. “Nukes or dirty bombs, floated into harbors.” 
 
    “Shit,” Stefan said. “Reddit? They’re already going to the most terrible and unlikely possibility?” 
 
    “You think it’s unlikely?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s wishful thinking on my part,” Stefan said, “but I don’t see it.  These people want to control the cities, not blow them up.” 
 
    “You’re missing the big picture. This can’t be analyzed on a regional basis. It’s not about New York City or Boston or Atlanta or LA.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Albena?” 
 
    “The UN is involved in this, according to the reports I’m seeing. They don’t care about our cities. They only care about breaking down our society so we’ll give our sovereignty up. You know this. A population scared to death will give up liberty for safety.” 
 
    “That’s what they’re saying on Reddit? Shit.” 
 
    “Wait, you weren’t looking there?” 
 
    “No. I was on the dark web, and on the UN Headquarters Network.” 
 
    Albena’s face went white. “Why didn’t you say that right away? I’m sitting here thinking that the folks on Reddit are semi-delusional, and you’ve seen the source documents saying the same thing?” 
 
    “Don’t get carried away. It’s the first place Penko went too. The UN documents are vague, and written in a way to minimize damage to the institution if discovered.” 
 
    “How about their emails?” 
 
    “I don’t have access to their email system.” 
 
    “That’s where we’ll get the real dirt, Stefan.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I hate to admit this, but you’ve become a better hacker than me. See if you can get in, but cover your tracks well. You’re right, that’s the source we need to tap into.” 
 
    “I’ll get on it in the morning,” she said, pushing her chair back from the desk. “I’ve done enough today.” 
 
    “Good, maybe we can have some play time.” 
 
    “What exactly do you mean, sir?” She stood up. 
 
    Stefan watched her, taking in her beauty. “You’re so gorgeous.” 
 
    “I’m okay for a Bulgarian girl.” She pulled her blouse over her head and moved towards him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A US Marshall herded the offenders into the courtroom, Taylor and Eve among them. 
 
    “This is unusual,” Eve said. 
 
    “All rise,” the bailiff said. “Judge Julia Steiner presiding.” 
 
    The Judge came in from the side door and took her seat. “Please be seated. Clear the courtroom of everyone but the defendants, please.” 
 
    The bailiff smiled, getting up. “You heard Her Honor.” 
 
    “The press has a right to cover this,” said a scrawny young man from the gallery. 
 
    “Leave now or be found in contempt,” Judge Steiner said. 
 
    The young man left in a huff, only an old couple left in the gallery. 
 
    “What about family members?” asked the man. 
 
    “Please wait in the hallway,” the Judge said. “We’ll be done in a moment. Don’t worry.” 
 
    The man nodded, leaving with his wife. 
 
    “Does anybody not understand why you’re here?” the Judge asked. 
 
    Nobody said anything. 
 
    “Good. Our city has become too polarized, as has our state and our entire nation. The Hate Speech law was the legislator’s attempt to solve that problem.” 
 
    “Pardon me, your honor, but the law is un-Constitutional,” Eve said. 
 
    The Judge nodded. “You are correct. Attorney?” 
 
    “Patent Law, your honor.” 
 
    “This law is still in effect because it has not yet been tested in the Court of Appeals. There are appeal cases stacked up now, after rigorous initial prosecutions. I see no reason to add to that stack until the Court of Appeals gives us guidance. All cases dismissed. I’m sorry for your inconvenience. You are free to go.” 
 
    Taylor and Eve shot each other a glance. 
 
    “I didn’t expect that,” Taylor said as they got up. 
 
    Eve smiled. “I did, as soon as I knew we were all going in together. Oh, and I know of this judge. She’s not a leftist, and she’s probably disgusted with this law.” 
 
    “That means they’ll try to get rid of her.” 
 
    They walked out of the courtroom together. 
 
    “What now for you?” Eve asked. 
 
    “Back to work, I guess. At least this didn’t cost me any money.” 
 
    They walked towards the front doors of the court, coming down steps between the massive columns. 
 
    “Is that you?” Taylor asked, pointing to a limo on the sidewalk. The Chauffeur was holding a placard that said Eve Grant. 
 
    “What the hell?” she said, walking towards it. “Come on.” 
 
    Taylor sped up, catching her as they made it to the street. 
 
    “I’m Eve Grant. Who sent this?” 
 
    “Do you have ID?” the Chauffeur asked. 
 
    Eve nodded, pulling it out of her purse. The man looked it over. “Perfect. I’ll take you anywhere you want. Your friend as well. You have me for the entire day, free of charge.” 
 
    “But you can’t tell me who sent it?” Eve asked. “I won’t get into this unless I know.” 
 
    “Jared Carlson.” 
 
    “Whoa, you know him?” Taylor asked. 
 
    Eve smiled. “Shoot, should’ve known. Wonder how he found out?” 
 
    “Can’t tell you, Miss. Ready to go? We’re double parked.” 
 
    “Oh,” Eve said. “Of course, sorry. Want a ride, Taylor?” 
 
    “Why not,” she said. “Thanks.” 
 
    They got into the back, the Chauffeur closing the door behind them. 
 
    “Very plush,” Taylor said, looking at the rich interior.  
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” Eve said. “Look.” She pointed at the gold plate that read Samson Corporation, affixed to the front wall of the passenger compartment. 
 
    “Where would you like to go first?” the Chauffeur asked over the intercom. 
 
    “My office.” She read off the address. The limo took off. 
 
    “Going back to work already?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not going to work yet. I want to see if that moron is still there with her inbreeds.” 
 
    Taylor cracked up. “Maybe we should hit Columbus Square while we’re at it.” 
 
    Eve shook her head. “Nobody’s there. They already tore down the statues of Christopher Columbus and did a lot of other damage. It’s just clean-up crews now, at taxpayer expense, of course.” 
 
    There was a beeping noise coming from a screen on the front wall of the passenger section. The screen lit up, a button in the middle. 
 
    “It says press accept,” Taylor said. “Shall I?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Taylor touched it, a man’s face appearing. 
 
    “Jared!” Eve said. “Thanks so much.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Eve. Would’ve helped you with an attorney, but I knew nobody was being charged for that stupid law anymore. None the worse for wear, I hope. Who’s your friend?” 
 
    “Jared, meet Taylor, my fellow political prisoner.” 
 
    “Great to meet you, Taylor. You’re attractive. What do you do?” 
 
    “Accounting,” she said. “So nice to meet you, sir. You’re one of my heroes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “How safe are we in this?” Eve asked. “If we get into an altercation, will you get into trouble?” 
 
    Jared chuckled. “No, not really. You’re wanting to mess with the person who reported you?” 
 
    “If they’re still in front of my office.” 
 
    “There are pepper spray cannisters in the box under the screen. Next to the bar. Oh, and feel free to have a few drinks. Enjoy. The driver is well armed and trained, so you’ll be plenty safe.” 
 
    “You think we should pepper spray the demonstrators?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “Those aren’t demonstrators, they’re Marxist agitators,” Jared said. “I have proof that they were paid to be there.” 
 
    Taylor grinned. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Yeah, how do you know that?” Eve asked. 
 
    Jared smiled. “People in my company are working on intel. Have been for months. I’m starting to fund some resistance groups. You two know we’re heading for trouble in this country, right?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Eve asked. 
 
    “The Globalists are on the verge of pulling the trigger on an operation. A very bad operation.” 
 
    “Were the thugs at Columbus Circle paid to be there too?” 
 
    Jared nodded. “Yes. That was regrettable. I’m having replacement statues made. When this is over, they’ll be installed.” 
 
    “You’re making me nervous as hell, Jared,” Eve said. “What is going on?” 
 
    “The United States will come under attack. Soon.” 
 
    “How?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “Troops from Venezuela. Islamists, mostly from the EU. The UN. The EU. Outlaw groups in Mexico and Central America. Oh, and stay away from New York Harbor, just in case. Actually, stay away from any big city ports for now.” 
 
     “Why should we stay away from the ports?” Taylor asked, her heart beating faster. 
 
    “An attack is being planned. I don’t know what yet, but New York Harbor was mentioned. It might be very bad. I’d stay midtown and north if possible.” 
 
    “Oh God, are they gonna blow a nuke or something?” Taylor asked. “I’ve got a lot of friends that live near the harbor.” 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t know enough yet. I’m trying to gather a resistance team in Manhattan. Perhaps you two would be interested. I’ve got other contacts too. We could put together a nice team.” 
 
    “To do what?” Eve asked. 
 
    “Resist. Eventually there will be armed conflict. Of that I’m certain.” 
 
    “You don’t know me at all,” Taylor said. “How do you know you can trust me?” 
 
    “If you want to join, I’ll run a background check,” Jared said. 
 
    “How do you know him?” Taylor asked Eve. 
 
    “Can I tell her, Jared?” Eve asked. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “You’re well aware of what you can disclose and what you can’t.” 
 
    Eve looked at Taylor. “It’s nothing sinister. I was his attorney for several patent cases.” 
 
    Taylor laughed. 
 
    “What’s funny?” Eve asked. 
 
    “I’m just stupid. You told me you were a patent attorney. I should’ve been able to put it together.” 
 
    “Oh,” Eve said. “How soon do I have to make up my mind on the resistance team?” 
 
    “Think about it overnight, and we’ll talk. Same with you, Taylor. What’s your last name?” 
 
    “Yates,” she said. “I’m interested.” 
 
    “One thing to include in your decision making,” Jared said. “It’s gonna be dangerous. Some team members might die when things get rolling. Be sure.” 
 
    “Don’t you want my phone number?” Taylor asked. 
 
    Jared grinned. “No need, I’ll find you. I’ll leave you with a nice app I cooked up. It’s got pictures of most of the people involved in the enemy operation in front of Eve’s office. Touch the face and the name will appear. Have fun. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do to an enemy Marxist. Talk to you tomorrow.” 
 
    The screen changed to a grid of faces. 
 
    “Geez, this is crazy,” Taylor said. 
 
    Eve got closer to the screen, looking at the faces. “Bingo.” 
 
    “You found her?” 
 
    “Yeah, the big fat one next to the 98-pound weakling in the hoodie.” She touched the screen and the name appeared. 
 
    Taylor burst out laughing. “Henrietta Sauer? Great name. Who names their kids Henrietta?” 
 
    “Dumb-ass hippies from the late 60s, I suspect. It’ll be a while in this traffic. How about a drink?” 
 
    “I’m game.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jaak Klavan was moving the last box of engineering drawings from his car to his house in Davis Square, just outside of Boston. His phone dinged, so he rushed inside and set the box down, pulling the cellphone out of his pocket. Jared Carlson. 
 
    “Jared, my friend,” Jaak said. 
 
    “How’s my favorite Estonian?”  
 
    Jaak laughed. “I’m probably the only Estonian you know, Jared.” 
 
    “You found me out. Are you busy?” 
 
    “I’ve got to go close the trunk of my car. Then we can talk. I just moved all the drawings home, to go in that vault I was telling you about.” 
 
    “Good,” Jared said, listening as Jaak rushed out and closed the trunk lid, coming back into the house. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Jaak asked. 
 
    “The enemy is starting. Have you been watching the riots in LA?” 
 
    “Haven’t had the TV on for a while. It’s become too depressing.” 
 
    “When does the group move into your space?” 
 
    “I told them tonight,” Jaak said. “Are we going to reveal your support?” 
 
    “Not sure yet,” Jared said. “The money and supplies will start rolling in soon. I’m focused more on New York City at the moment, but Boston is next.” 
 
    “What about California?” 
 
    “I’m working with somebody, but can’t talk about that. Compartmentalize. Always. I won’t tell you much about the group working in New York either, and they don’t know about the group you’re starting.” 
 
    Jaak chuckled. “I get it. Heard about some Islamist attacks in Central Texas. Related, or just random nutcases?” 
 
    “Related.” 
 
    “You working with them too?” 
 
    “No. They don’t need help. Anybody thinking they can push Texas around will realize their error soon enough. Governor Nelson will handle it, but there will be a lot of bloodshed.” 
 
    “Nelson is a good man,” Jaak said. 
 
    “Tell me about the Boston team.” 
 
    “They’re all young adults, with good jobs. I don’t think it’s sunk in what they’re getting into.” 
 
    “You’ve tried to tell them?” 
 
    “I have,” Jaak said. “Jacob gets it, and Trinity, and Adrian. Adrian’s an interesting one, by the way. Genius level mind. After this is over, he’d be a good hire.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. What about the others?” 
 
    “Dave, Ava, and Gavin don’t get it yet. They don’t believe the enemy will be able to do anything, but that’s not their biggest mistake.” 
 
    “And their biggest mistake would be?” 
 
    “They think the current crop of Marxists running this state don’t really mean what they say.” 
 
    “Sure they should be on the team?” 
 
    Jaak laughed. “All three are paint-ball enthusiasts and gun hobbyists. The new gun law in this state got them interested in the resistance, and they have a lot of friends in the firearms community. We need them to help us recruit. We need at least thirty people to cause the enemy real problems. More if possible.” 
 
     “Interesting. Are Jacob, Trinity, and Adrian trying to convince them?” 
 
    “Not overtly, and that’s good. We don’t want them to walk before the fireworks start, and start they will. We ought to line up half of the Ivy-League professors around here and shoot them. They’re going out of their way to create new radicals and stoke hatred in the ones they’ve already turned. These people are Bolsheviks.” 
 
    “Charming,” Jared said. “Send me pictures of the shipping containers you receive at your pub, and the kegs too. Detailed pictures. I’ll recreate them to deliver supplies.” 
 
    “What are we getting?” 
 
    “M4s, M60s, M249s, handguns, grenades, mortars, and gobs of ammo for all of them.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re all set up with ten-round magazines,” Jaak quipped. 
 
    Jared laughed. “Funny. We have some prototype vehicles coming as well. I’ve been having fun in my shop.” 
 
    “I’ll just bet you have. Anything else?” 
 
    “Stay away from navigational water for a few weeks.” 
 
    Jaak rubbed his chin. “My pub isn’t that far from the Charles River, you know.” 
 
    “What’s it by?” Jared asked. 
 
    “River Bend Park is the closest section of the river.” 
 
    “Just a sec, looking at the map.” 
 
    “You’re starting to make me nervous. What are they going to do, blow up a nuke or something?” 
 
    “Or something,” Jared said. “You’re probably fine. That part of the river is a long way from the main harbor.” 
 
    “If you hear about something like that happening in Boston Harbor, let me know. My granddaughter lives close by, and my ex-wife.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can. Got to go. You know what to do.” 
 
    “Talk to you soon, Jared.” 
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    Police Shooting 
 
    Eve and Taylor continued towards Mid-Town Manhattan, chatting happily, becoming friends, and becoming drunk on fine whiskey. 
 
    “This is the life,” Taylor said. “Do this often?” 
 
    Eve giggled. “Every chance I get.” 
 
    “How many chances have you had?” 
 
    “This one.” 
 
    Taylor cracked up. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve been out with clients in limos before, but never just for the fun of it.” 
 
    “Jared Carlson?” 
 
    Eve smiled. “I had a brief fling with him, about ten years ago.” 
 
    “Do tell? What was he like?” 
 
    “You would ask me that. He’s charming when out with a group. Pretty good lover, too.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “When you're alone with him for long, you realize how he gets so much done. He works all the time on one thing or another.” 
 
    “Running the business?” Taylor asked. 
 
    Eve shook her head. “He’s got superb people running the business side. He spends most of his time doing scientific experiments and inventing things. When he’s in that zone, which is most of the time, he’s distant. Un-reachable. I knew that would never work for me, so I made no effort to take our relationship further than a few dates and a couple long week-ends.” 
 
    “He obviously still cares about you.” 
 
    “Oh, if he’s your friend, he’s a good friend for life. Trust me on that. He’s dead-set against having a woman living with him. He’s honest about that right from the start, at least, which is good. You know up front. I prefer that to games and drama.” 
 
    “You’re not married?” 
 
    “Nope,” she sighed. 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “Similar problem to Jared’s. I work all the time.” 
 
    “You want it that way?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “I do. Geez, this traffic is ridiculous. We could’ve walked all the way there faster.” 
 
    “True, but then we’d be working up a sweat walking instead of sitting in luxury, drinking top-shelf booze. Want another?” 
 
    Eve laughed. “Well, when you put it that way, sure, but that’s it for a while. Being too drunk will ruin my aim with the pepper spray.” 
 
    “You aren’t really going to do that, are you?” 
 
    Eve shot her a sly grin as she took her refilled crystal glass from Taylor’s hand. 
 
    “Crap, you are gonna do that.” 
 
    “Maybe. We’ll see. That bitch might not be there, and I won’t nail anybody who hasn’t nailed me first. Fair is fair.” 
 
    Taylor held up her glass, and they clinked them. “Yes, fair is fair.” 
 
    Eve took a sip. “So what are your plans? Got a boyfriend?” 
 
    Taylor shook her head. “Nope, not since college. I figured I’d build my career first, and worry about that later.” 
 
    “What about the biological clock?” 
 
    Taylor laughed. “I’m just barely thirty.” 
 
    “So you’ll want to settle down eventually?” Eve asked. 
 
    “Marriage and kids? Not sure I want to raise kids in Manhattan, the way it’s become.” 
 
    “It’s safe.” 
 
    “Yeah, compared to the seventies and early eighties it’s very safe from a crime standpoint,” Taylor said. “The real crimes happen in the classrooms.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, you’ve got a good point there. I used to be a strong supporter of public education. Now it seems that indoctrination is more important to these folks.” 
 
    “Exactly. You aren’t sounding much like a New Yorker.” 
 
    “Well, Taylor, you’ve been here longer than I have, and you seem to be on the same wavelength. I’m not from here, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I remember.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you something about public education in Manhattan. Most of the people I work with would never put their kids there. To the rich leftists in this city, indoctrination is for the little people. Privilege is for the upper classes. Different set of rules. They are all private school enthusiasts. Oh, and if you let it be known that you are an outlier in your political beliefs, your kids could get kicked out of certain schools.” 
 
    “That sucks,” Taylor said. 
 
    “Don’t feel too sorry for our side, there are private schools that welcome people like us.” 
 
    The intercom switched on. “Sorry about the traffic, ladies. Your building is only a block away. There’s a large demonstration going on there, you know.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it,” Eve said. “I might spray a little something at the person who went after me. You don’t mind, I hope.” 
 
    The Chauffeur chuckled. “Hey, I don’t care, as long as you’re careful about the cops. I won’t run.” 
 
    “As if you even could,” Taylor quipped. “Unless it’s at four miles per hour.” 
 
    The Chauffeur laughed. “You’ve got a point there.” 
 
    “Here we come,” Eve said, straining to see out the window, finally hitting the button to roll it down. “It’s gonna be hard to catch a glimpse. Look at all those morons.” 
 
    Taylor moved closer, peering out the window. “What does she look like again?” 
 
    “Big dumpy bitch with the craziest looking hair you could imagine.” 
 
    “Like that thins it down in this population. Oh, shit.” 
 
    “What?” Eve asked. 
 
    “The one that messed with me at Columbus Square is directing traffic again.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “The phony Indian with the war paint,” Taylor said. 
 
    Eve laughed when she saw her. “Holy crap, she looks like hell.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. Wonder where her stupid friend is? Look for a woman with a broken nose.” 
 
    “You didn’t.” 
 
    “I did. Surprised they didn’t nail me for that.” 
 
    Eve smiled. “Combat. Both of you were involved in a physical altercation. They could press charges on all of you, but given the political makeup of this town, they’d drop that just to save their own.” 
 
    “Using that logic, none of us should’ve been arrested for hate speech.” 
 
    Eve laughed. 
 
    “There’s the other one. Brit. Still remember her name. Look at her nose.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did a number on her, not that it makes her looks any worse in real terms.” 
 
    “That’s just mean,” Taylor said. 
 
    The intercom came on. “This woman is trying to direct traffic. I assume you want to ignore her.” 
 
    “She’s one of the targets,” Eve said, opening the cabinet, pulling out the bottle of pepper spray. “Have at it, girl.” 
 
    They got up to the spot, the phony Indian telling the limo driver to stop. 
 
    “This road is closed,” she shouted. 
 
    “Blow it out your ass, lady,” the Chauffeur said. 
 
    “Brit, here we go again. Some people never learn.” 
 
    “Hey, Pocahontas,” Taylor shouted. “Get your fat ass out of the road.” 
 
    “Shit, that’s the one who broke my nose,” Brit said, walking towards the limo. 
 
    “Halt,” Taylor said. “This isn’t a cattle crossing.” 
 
    Eve and the Chauffeur laughed. 
 
    “How’d you get out of jail, bitch?” the phony Indian asked. 
 
    “The charges were dropped, because the Judge knew all of the convictions would be overturned.” 
 
    “Well you still aren’t going down this street.” 
 
    “Move your disgusting carcass out of the way now,” the Chauffeur said. 
 
    “Hey, Pocahontas, come here,” Taylor said, can in hand, ready to spray. 
 
    “Quit calling her that,” Brit said. “It’s racist.” 
 
    “I’m gonna punch your lights out,” the phony Indian said. 
 
    Taylor brought up the pepper spray, hitting both of them in the face. 
 
    “You piece of shit!” yelled the phony Indian, trying to rush the limo, the driver moving forward now that the road was unblocked. 
 
    “Oh boy, that second one has a pistol out,” Eve shouted. 
 
    “She’s still blinded. Look at her.” 
 
    Brit started firing where she thought the limo was, spraying lead violently, the phony Indian grabbing her hand, pointing it in a different direction as several police ran over. 
 
    “Freeze and drop the weapon,” the officer yelled, just as three shots hit him in the chest. 
 
    “Oh shit,” the Chauffeur said, flooring the limo, knocking two protesters over as he raced down the street, turning at the first corner. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Eve said as more gunshots went off, people screaming. “Those people are out of their minds.” 
 
    “We’re in trouble,” Taylor cried. “Why’d I have to do that?” 
 
    Eve shook her head. “Wasn’t your fault. She had a gun. That’s illegal.” 
 
    “She’s right,” The Chauffeur said. “You act like frigging brown shirts at your own risk. I’m getting out of Manhattan. Luckily that blockade of theirs made the traffic better in this direction.” 
 
    “I don’t hear any sirens,” Eve said.  
 
    Taylor turned, looking behind them, seeing nobody. “Won’t they prosecute me for that? Those two women can identify me.” 
 
    “Both those women were shot by the police,” the Chauffeur said. “Saw them fall when we were leaving.” 
 
    “There are lots of witnesses,” Taylor said. “Hell, there were a lot of cops there.” 
 
    “They probably didn’t see the whole thing go down,” the Chauffeur said. “There was a lot of confusion, and once a cop gets shot, nothing else matters to those guys.” 
 
    “What about city video cameras?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “I always watch for those. We weren’t in a bad spot.” 
 
    “Lots of cellphones around, though,” Eve said. “Somebody might have shot the whole thing. Still won’t make you an accessory to that cop shooting.” 
 
    “Yep,” the Chauffeur said.  
 
    Eve caught a street sign. “Good, we’re on 59th Street. The Queensboro bridge is coming up.” 
 
    “That’s where I’m heading. Where do you live?” 
 
    “Manhattan,” Taylor said. 
 
    “Me too,” Eve said. “No worries, though, we’ll take the subway home after things settle down.” 
 
    “That’s what I’d suggest.” 
 
    “What’s your name, anyway?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “Jace.” 
 
    “Well, Jace, thanks for that. Sorry about what happened.” 
 
    Jace chuckled. “I’ve had it with these folks. Glad my boss gave me this assignment.” 
 
    “You work for Samson Corporation?” Eve asked. 
 
    “I do. Security, mainly.” 
 
    Taylor looked at Eve. “Jared might be in trouble. This is his limo, right?” 
 
    “It’ll be hard to trace this vehicle,” Jace said. “I wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
    They got to the bridge, riding it up, going over the East River and Roosevelt Island. The traffic loaded up again, but they finally got to Queens. 
 
    “We need to get this thing out of sight, right?” Eve asked. 
 
    “I got a place. Underground structure. Subsidiary to Samson Corporation. We’ll dump this thing here and get another vehicle. Already texted it to my boss.” 
 
    “Jared?” Taylor asked. 
 
    Jace laughed. “No, he’s about five levels above my boss. Security chief. There’s another limo there. Not as nice as this one, and no booze, but you can take some with you.” 
 
    “I don’t feel like drinking anymore,” Taylor said. “This is gonna tear me apart tomorrow.” 
 
    “Why?” Jace asked. 
 
    “Because my actions caused a cop to get killed.” 
 
    “Did you give them the gun?” Eve asked. 
 
    “No, but they wouldn’t have used it if I hadn’t sprayed them.” 
 
    “Look,” Jace said. “This kinda crap is totally out of hand. I know it sucks and all, but that incident might make the Mayor re-think how he’s handling these thugs. He’ll get blamed for it, more than likely. He allowed this all over the damn city.” 
 
    “I agree,” Eve said. “Peaceful protest is legal. Blocking streets and assaulting citizens is not.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Thank you. At least it was helpful to me personally.” 
 
    “How’s that?” Eve asked. 
 
    “I’m joining the resistance.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Linda woke, reaching for John, who wasn’t in bed. She got up, threw on her robe, and left the bedroom. “John!” she cried into the dark house. Nothing. Then she heard it. The clicking of keys. “What’s he doing?” She rushed to his writing room. The desk lamp was on, John sitting at his computer, ears covered by large headphones as he typed. “John!” 
 
    “Huh?” he asked, taking off the headphones and turning. “Oh, it’s you.” 
 
    “Were you expecting your other wife?” 
 
    “Naw, she’s never up this late,” he said. “Sorry. Had some ideas that couldn’t wait.” 
 
    She approached, looking over his shoulder. “This is something new.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “What brought this on? You already have two series going, and the novel.” 
 
    “The conversation we had with Craig and Pat.” 
 
    “Which? Oh, the non-fiction Craig was talking about? Political stuff?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You’re going to write non-fiction?” 
 
    “No, I’m going to write a story about the current political climate. It’ll be fun and packed full of action like my other series, but it’ll have a strong message about liberty, national sovereignty, and the globalist left’s attempt to take over.” 
 
    Linda’s brow furrowed. She grabbed a chair and pulled it next to his. “Maybe you should think about that a little bit first.” 
 
    “I have been.” 
 
    Linda looked him in the eyes. “Since earlier tonight? That’s not much thought.” 
 
    “No, I’ve been thinking about it longer than that. I’m worried about the direction our society is moving. It’s dangerous.” 
 
    “That again. Be realistic. Our population is growing, our resources shrinking. Population centers are getting more crowded. Our society requires more management. There’s nothing sinister about it, really.” 
 
    “Then why all this talk about Social Scoring? That seems more than sinister to me.” 
 
    “To apply pressure on people due to what I just described.” 
 
    John shook his head. “This is punishment, not encouragement. All of it is aimed at pushing us towards a socialist society and an unlimited government.” 
 
    “It hasn’t passed yet anyway. I think the chances are slim, frankly. There are lots of people who share your concern.” 
 
    “Not enough.” 
 
    Linda sighed. “Well, you’re gonna do what you’re gonna do. I even share some of your concern. All I ask is that you consider the risks. You could be de-platformed, for instance. We’re making nice money on your books. I know we don’t need it to survive, but it gives us a nice cushion. Take that under consideration.” 
 
    “Okay, I will,” John said. “I promise. Don’t worry too much yet. This might not even pan out. I’ve started writing things that didn’t pan out in the past, you know. Hard to tell at first.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come to bed? I’ll make it worth your while. I know it’s been too long.” 
 
    John smiled, then saved his work. “Don’t have to ask me twice about that.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Mayor Fine fumed in his office. “Jean, get Cliff, Kate, and Julio in here. Oh, and the Police Chief.” 
 
    “Chief Harvey,” Jean said, poking her head into the door of his office. “When?” 
 
    “As soon as possible, please. It’s about the police shooting in Mid-Town.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    He looked at the list of Police Commissioners as he waited. “Fine time to be without this position filled,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    “What was that?” Kate asked as she came in. 
 
    “I just fired Yvette, and now this happens.” 
 
    “If she was still here, things would be worse. Call Chief Harvey. He’s a good man.” 
 
    “Already did. Thanks for coming over so fast.” 
 
    Kate nodded, taking a seat at the office conference table, the Mayor leaving his desk to join her. Julio showed up a moment later, then Cliff. 
 
    “Sir, the Police Chief is on the way, but he’s having to take the chopper. He was at the scene of the shooting. There’s trouble brewing there.” 
 
    “I know, that’s one of the reasons I wanted the meeting. Thanks. We’ll get started without him.” 
 
    Jean nodded and left the office. 
 
    “This is tragic,” Julio said, sitting at the table, Cliff sitting next to him. 
 
    “I’m done with the open policy on activist operations,” Mayor Fine said. “It stops now. No more directing traffic, blocking streets, or blocking buildings.” 
 
    “That would be a huge mistake,” Cliff said. “We’ve increased openness to our ideas because of the open policy on demonstrations.” 
 
    “Look,” the Mayor said, his blood pressure rising. “I have no problem with peaceful protests. We’ve gone way beyond that in this city, especially in Manhattan, because of the high visibility of anything that happens. I saw the video of what the two dead protesters did. They were bullying other citizens. That’s beyond a peaceful protest. Now they’re both dead, and we have a dead cop. In case you were wondering, that’s a bad outcome.” 
 
    “Those protesters are victims,” Cliff said. 
 
    “Rubbish,” Julio shot back at him. “This is entirely predictable. I stand for balanced, careful progressive change. The people at that demonstration, the two who were killed in particular, were acting like brown shirts.” 
 
    “That’s offensive,” Cliff spat. 
 
    “No, it’s the truth,” said Chief Harvey, walking in. “Sorry, got here as quick as I could.” He was a robust black man with sharp eyes, built like a linebacker, which is what he was in college. 
 
    “We gonna have problems again?” Cliff asked. 
 
    “Problems? I’ve got a dead cop because of your policy. That cop had a wife and three small children.” 
 
    “What’s anybody doing with three kids in this day and age?” Cliff asked. 
 
    “Dammit, Cliff, shut the hell up,” the Mayor said. “We’re making a new policy for Manhattan right now.” 
 
    “Good,” Chief Harvey said. “About time.” 
 
    Cliff shot both of the men an icy stare. Julio and Kate sat silently, not wanting to speak. 
 
    “Okay, let’s start throwing out some possible changes. My number one is no more directing traffic. That’s already illegal, but we’ve been looking the other way. As of this moment, that behavior will be dealt with harshly. Arrests and prosecutions. Jail time for repeat offenders.” 
 
    “We can’t stop legal protests,” Cliff said. 
 
    “What the Mayor has suggested does not in any way deny people the right to protest peacefully,” Kate said. “It brings things back into balance.” 
 
    “I’m in agreement with that,” Julio said. 
 
    “Me too,” Chief Harvey said. “We should do the same in all parts of the city.” 
 
    “We will, but I want it enforced in Manhattan starting right this minute.” 
 
    “The organizers of the demonstration won’t stand for this,” Cliff said. 
 
    “Then we’ll arrest them too,” Mayor Fine said. “You’re on thin ice, Cliff. Knock it off our I’ll fire you. You’ve been warned twice now.” 
 
    “If you fire me, you’ll be sorry.” 
 
    Mayor Fine’s face turned red. “You’re fired. Get the hell out of my office.” 
 
    “Like I said, you’ll regret this,” Cliff said, getting up, pushing a pile of papers off the corner of the Mayor’s desk on the way out. 
 
    “What a creep,” Kate said. “There will be political consequences for that. Might impact you in the next election.” 
 
    “I’m not running again. Nothing is worth this crap. The cities in the Mid-Atlantic and New England regions have become nearly impossible to govern. I won’t sit still while a violent revolution is plotted. I’m a liberal, but I’m not a Marxist. Enough is enough.” 
 
    The Mayor’s desk phone started ringing. “Jean, could you get that please?” 
 
    “It’s your daughter, on the private line from San Diego.” 
 
    “Shoot. Okay, just a second. Sorry, everybody.” He got up, going to his desk phone and answering. “What’s going on honey? I’m in a meeting.” 
 
    “Daddy. Oh my God. Half my friends just got killed.” She broke into sobs. 
 
    “Calm down, honey. What happened?” 
 
    “Somebody shot down their plane, as it was taking off. Why would somebody do that?” 
 
    “Is your mother in town?” 
 
    “I think so. I just tried to call her. Oh, somebody’s at the door. Just a sec.” He heard her going to the door, and his ex-wife’s voice in the background. “Daddy, she’s here. I’ll talk to you later, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, honey. I’m so sorry.” He hung up the phone, seeing that all his people were looking at their phones. 
 
    “Geez, this is awful,” Kate said, looking at the video. “Who would do something like this?” 
 
    “What happened?” the Mayor asked. “Brianne was really upset.” 
 
    “There was an airliner taking off, packed to the gills with passengers,” Chief Harvey said. “Somebody shot it down. It’s a real mess. All people on the plane lost, and some people on the ground too.” 
 
    Jean came in. “Oh, you heard. That’s why Brianne called?” 
 
    “She had friends on that plane,” Mayor fine said. 
 
    “Oh no. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Let’s implement the ban on directing traffic right now, and we’ll meet later about the rest,” Mayor Fine said. “I’ve had enough for a while. I’ll take any suggestions you have for replacement of Cliff.” 
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    Riots 
 
    Taylor and Eve rode the subway, after a long and harrowing day. 
 
    “My stop is coming up,” Taylor said. “It was so nice to meet you today. I hope we’ll see each other more.” 
 
    “We’ll both be in the resistance, so I’d say that’s likely.” 
 
    “You decided?” Taylor asked, grinning. 
 
    “Somebody’s got to save the country. Can’t think of anything more important to be involved in.” 
 
    “Good. Take care.” 
 
    “You too, Taylor,” Eve said. The subway slowed to a stop, Taylor getting out.  
 
    It was nearly nine o’clock, dark for nearly an hour. The city seemed more dangerous to her now. Sinister. She made her way from the 50th Street subway station to 49th Street, her flat half way down the street, in a large red-brick building. She went through the door into the small lobby, checking her mail, then heading for the stairs, climbing to the second floor, unlocking her door and going in. Her clothes came off as she walked, heading for the shower. Two days of jail and city grime. The water took forever to get hot, so she rushed naked out into the living room and fired up her PC. Then she checked the fridge. Leftovers. Chinese. Not what she really wanted, but it needed to be eaten, so she pulled out the white paper containers, throwing them all on a plate, and shoving it into the microwave. Then she rushed back to the bathroom, getting into the shower, cleaning off, pushing the shooting to the back of her mind. She heard a bump, the hackles on her neck going up. 
 
    “Hello?” she asked, her head out of the shower curtain for a moment. Nothing. She got back under the hot stream of water, enjoying it but finishing quickly. The smell of the Chinese food drifted into the bathroom as she dried off. Maybe that won’t be so bad after all. 
 
    Taylor walked out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around her body and another around her head, binding her thick long hair. The microwave display said done, so she opened it and stuck a finger into the food. “Not hot enough.” She closed the door and punched in three more minutes. Her cellphone buzzed on the counter, startling her. Laleh’s name showed on the display. She took the call and punched the speaker button. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Where the hell have you been, Taylor?” 
 
    “You aren’t gonna believe it.” 
 
    “Try me,” Laleh said, sounding annoyed. 
 
    “Jail.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “I got nailed for hate speech.” 
 
    “The hell you say. Shit, something happened at that demonstration, after you hung up on me.” 
 
    “You guessed it.” 
 
    “How much did you get fined? Any community service or anything? Hopefully no more jail time.” 
 
    “No, the charges were dropped,” she said as the microwave dinged at her. The steam coming off the plate told her dinner was ready. 
 
    “Dropped?” Laleh asked. “Why? I thought that was the new thing in this social justice hell hole.” 
 
    Taylor laughed, then blew on her fork full of food and popped it into her mouth. 
 
    “You still there?” Laleh asked after a moment. 
 
    “Sorry, had a mouth full of food. I just got home and showered. Need some food in my belly.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. Why’d they let you off?” 
 
    Taylor chuckled. “The judge dismissed the charges for about twelve of us. Said the Feds were gonna kill the law, and there was a stack of appeals pending on the earlier convictions.” 
 
    “Remember what I told you about Iran, after the revolution,” Laleh said. 
 
    Taylor loaded her fork again. “Which part?” She took the bite. 
 
    “Bullies on the street, pushing their puritanical Muslim nonsense. A mixture of committed and disgusted judges and police trying to cope without getting themselves and others killed. Of course all the moderate folks in government eventually lost their heads, either literally or figuratively.” 
 
    “I know you’re older than I am, Laleh, but that was the late 70s.” 
 
    “I was nine. My brothers were older, and they told me about it. My dad too.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you got over here, Laleh.” 
 
    “So am I, but I’m scared of the things I’m seeing now. We’re going in a dangerous direction. It feels too much like home was back then.” 
 
    “Wasn’t the Shah bad too? That’s what they told us in school.” 
 
    Laleh laughed. “Yeah, he was a dictator, and they do what they do, regardless of what they say they stand for. That said, he was a hell of a lot better than the maniacs running the place now.” 
 
    “Sorry I missed the party.” 
 
    “Couldn’t be helped. If you feel up to it, some of us are going out later.” 
 
    “I’m gonna pass,” Taylor said. “Already drank today.” 
 
    “I thought you were in jail.” 
 
    “I made friends with a patent attorney, in the slammer for the same thing. She knows Jared Carlson. His limo picked us up from the courthouse, believe it or not. Should’ve seen the bar in that thing.” 
 
    “Jared Carlson? No shit?” 
 
    “No shit. I met him on a video call. Nice, personable guy. Kinda cute, too.” 
 
    “Sounds like you had an interesting day, Taylor.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it. I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow. Too tired tonight.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Finish your food and go to bed. I’ll see you tomorrow, hopefully.” 
 
    “Good night,” Taylor said, ending the call. She picked up her plate and carried it to the sofa, grabbing the TV remote and clicking it on. The cable news came on, showing footage of the police shooting. “To hell with this.” She surfed through channels, finding a murder documentary called Wives with Knives and settling in, almost nodding off after her food was gone. Her phone rang again. She checked, not recognizing the number. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “We’re gonna get you, bitch. Enjoy your desert.” There was a click and the caller was gone, Taylor trembling, glancing around her living room, remembering the bump she heard from the shower. Then she got mad. “Screw those bitches.” 
 
    She got up, carrying her plate to the sink, then opened the fridge, freezing, terror shaking her. 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    There was a dead cat in her fridge, one of her kitchen knives stuck in it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jacob walked into the Bow Street Bar. It was getting late, but he wanted to chat with Jaak for a few minutes, to make sure the room would be ready for tomorrow night’s meeting. 
 
    “Hey, hon,” Ashley said. “Kinda late for you, ain’t it?” 
 
    “Jaak still here?” 
 
    “Yeah, just a sec,” she said. “I’ll get him.” 
 
    She disappeared through a door by the end of the bar, poking her head out after a moment. “Come on back.” 
 
    Jacob nodded, going through the door, looking around at the stockroom and office, filled to the rafters with product and other assorted junk. 
 
    “Jacob, how are you?” Jaak asked, swiveling his chair around, pushing back from the desk. “Sit.” He nodded to another chair, at a table opposite the desk. 
 
    Jacob sat. “Just wanted to check with you before tomorrow. Is everything ready?” 
 
    “You and your team will have a little clean-up to do in the room,” Jaak said. “Look at it as a team-building experience. After the place is cleaned, there are desks to put together, and electrical to hook up. Network lines to run.” 
 
    “We’re not using wireless?” 
 
    “You do know how easy it is to break into that, right?” Jaak asked. “Don’t worry, I’ll be there to help you get set up. Plan on working the cleanup and setup for the first several hours.” 
 
    “Think we can get it all done in the first night?” 
 
    “If you organize well, and that’s an important skill for an operation like this,” Jaak said. 
 
    “Sounds pretty straight forward.” 
 
    Jaak smiled. “It’ll be the easy part. We need to discuss a few things. I think you have a basic understanding, but you need to have your thoughts organized so you can handle your team.” 
 
    “I’m not the leader. We aren’t going to have one.” 
 
    “Get that idea out of your head or people will get killed,” Jaak said. “I’m serious about that. Don’t care if it’s you or somebody else, but there must be leadership.” 
 
    Jacob leaned back in his chair, thinking. “Okay, but it won’t be like the army, right?” 
 
    Jaak laughed. “It’ll be like George Washington’s army, or Sam Houston’s army. Not completely formal, but you’ll need a chain of command, a way to settle disputes, and every once in a while a steady hand will need to force course corrections.” 
 
    Jacob sat silently for a moment. 
 
    “Don’t be scared, kid, your team will be fine, but you need to have the correct mindset to develop. How many of your people understand firearms?” 
 
    “All of us know how to shoot. We’ve got a few experts.” 
 
    “The paint-ball folks, right? Gavin, Ava, and Dave?” 
 
    “That’s right. They’ve been doing combat pistol training also. All of us have been practicing, but those three are the best by far.” 
 
    “They’ve got friends who are good too, right?” 
 
    “They do, and I plan to recruit them,” Jacob said. “How much fighting to you think we’ll be doing?” 
 
    “As little as possible, but once you guys have run a successful operation or two, you’ll have great big targets on your backs. You’ll have to fight to survive. We need to make sure the entire core team knows about that, but we need to tell them in a way that doesn’t scare them off.” 
 
    “Trinity already gets it, and she’s good at convincing people. Adrian gets it, but he doesn’t have the social skills.” 
 
    “True, but he’s one of your most valuable members,” Jaak said. “He thinks outside the box.” 
 
    Jacob nodded. “He does. What else?” 
 
    “We’ve got some hardware and some vehicles coming.” 
 
    “Vehicles?” 
 
    Jaak laughed. “Our funder is good at making toys. I’ll just leave it at that for now.” 
 
    “What kind of hardware are you talking about?” 
 
    “Assault rifles, light machine guns, pistols, mortars, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Geez, those are military weapons. None of us know how to use those, and they aren’t exactly concealable.” 
 
    “I’d be surprised if your paint-ball crew hasn’t fired M4s yet,” Jaak said. “We’ll get you trained. Don’t worry about it now, but keep it in the back of your head. Spend some time researching the weapons.” 
 
    Jacob took out his phone, opening the memo app. “What am I researching?” 
 
    “M60s, M249s, M4s, AK-47s, mortars.” 
 
    Jacob finished typing, then locked his phone screen. “I’ll look at this stuff tonight. Anything else?” 
 
    “Get a good night’s sleep, so you’re not tired tomorrow night. I assume everybody is working during the day.” 
 
    “Yep,” Jacob said, standing. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    “All right kid, sweet dreams.” 
 
    Jacob left, waving goodbye to Ashley on the way out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Albena was frustrated, sitting in front of her laptop, in the office over the coffee shop. The security on the UN email server was put together by someone who knew what they were doing. She’d get close, and get shut down by what seemed like an un-ending set of cross-checks. Footsteps came up the stairs. The door opened. 
 
    “Oh, you’re in here,” Penko said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m just banging my head against the wall, and the latency from trying to hide myself is frustrating as hell.” 
 
    “So you haven’t heard the news?” 
 
    “Oh, crap, what now?” she asked. 
 
    “Mayor Fine just declared there will be no more blocking of buildings or directing traffic by demonstrators in Manhattan.” 
 
    Albena snickered. “That’ll leave a mark.” 
 
    “There’s a huge mob outside of City Hall as we speak, and the jails are full of people arrested for directing traffic. It’s marvelous.” 
 
    “This won’t help in the long term,” Albena said. “You know that, right? I was glad when Cliff Bates got fired yesterday, but they’ll replace his sorry ass with somebody just as bad, maybe worse.” 
 
    Penko nodded. “Yeah, the current outrage will blow over, and people will still get pushed around on the street if they dare say they don’t believe in this social justice fascism.” 
 
    Albena pushed herself away from the desk, the wheels of her chairs squeaking. “Well, I need more info, because I keep running into dead ends with what I have. I need an administrator password.” 
 
    “Maybe I should put on my courier uniform and talk to my acquaintances at UN Headquarters.” 
 
    “If you could get me the right kind of data, it’ll help,” Albena said. “That kind of data isn’t easy to come by, though.” 
 
    “You want personal stuff, right? Pets. First cars. Mother’s maiden names. That sort of thing. It’s not that difficult, now that we have social media.” 
 
    “That’s true, but you need the names of the administrators, and some other piece of data so you can access their social media postings.” 
 
    Penko pulled over a chair and sat down. “Now what kinds of things would be delivered to email administrators?” 
 
    “You know this better than I do, Penko. You worked in that industry, remember? I never did.” 
 
    “I know, I’m thinking out loud. Most of the system admin tools are free, so pretending to be a sales rep is difficult.” 
 
    “We need email admins, not system admins.” 
 
    Penko chuckled. “Similar skills, similar tools. It’s all Windows stuff. You know, .net framework and all that. I still remember some of the tools. Clonezilla, for instance.” 
 
    “Really? I’ve used that before,” Albena said. “For backups, mostly. That’s used professionally?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. PowerShell is another one. And RSAT Tools. Netwrix. There’s a bunch.” 
 
      “Don’t know about those,” Albena said. “We need a hook. How about training?” 
 
    “That might be hard to fake,” Penko said. “Hey, I know. Job seeker.” 
 
    “Is that a software package?” 
 
    Penko laughed. “No, I go in looking for a job. Like you just mentioned, I was an administrator over an email system several years ago. I’ll dust off my knowledge, go in pretending to be a courier, and strike up a conversation. I know where the IT folks are. Made deliveries to them before.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s not a bad idea.” 
 
    They heard heavy footsteps rushing up the stairs. Stefan came in. 
 
    “Oh, there you are. Hear what happened?” He sat down on a chair next to Albena. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to get into the UN’s email system all morning,” she said. “What now? I know about the new rules.” 
 
    “There’s a huge clash going on between demonstrators and the police, after all the arrests earlier at City Hall, and it’s spreading fast. The media is calling for the National Guard.” 
 
    “It’s gotten worse,” Penko said. 
 
    “It’s not affecting this area, I hope?” Albena asked. 
 
    “So far it’s just in Lower Manhattan, but you know how these nuts are.” 
 
    “Should we take advantage?” Penko asked. 
 
    Stefan shrugged. “Take advantage how? There’s nothing we can do to profit from this.” 
 
    “I agree,” Albena said. “We should steer clear and allow them to make a mess. I’d pass that along to the others.” 
 
    “Are you still stuck?” Stefan asked Albena. 
 
    She sighed. “I need more info, so I can hack into an admin account. Penko and I were just kicking around some ideas.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Penko took a few minutes to bring him up to speed. Stefan sat quietly for a moment, thinking. 
 
    “You think we’re going in the wrong direction?” Penko asked. 
 
    “No, you’re going in the right direction, but it worries me that you’ll be going into the hive. Albena, can the UN system admins tell that you’ve been trying to break into the email system?” 
 
    “You mean me personally?” 
 
    “No, I mean anybody. Can they tell somebody has been working it? Would they suspect somebody asking about the email system in person?” 
 
    “Oh. Email systems are under constant attack, so they probably don’t think anything about it,” Albena said. 
 
    “I’d agree with that, based on my time as a system administrator at NYU. We had constant attacks going on, most so inept that they had no chance of getting in. It was noise.” 
 
    Another set of footsteps rushed up the stairs. 
 
    “Grand Central,” Penko quipped. A head covered with purple hair poked inside. 
 
    “Something wrong downstairs, Sydney?” Penko asked. 
 
    “My daughter’s school just called. They said all the subway stations around there are closed due to the riots, and the buses are stuck. I need to start walking if I’m gonna get there in time. Could I leave early?” 
 
    “Whoa, it’s gotten worse,” Stefan said. 
 
    “No problem, Sydney,” Penko said. “Go get your daughter. I’ll cover for you.” 
 
    “You’re such a sweetheart. Thank you. I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “No need,” Penko said. 
 
    She rushed back down the stairs. 
 
    “I’d better get down there,” Penko said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll join you,” Albena said. “She’s the best we have, and things will fall apart fast with her gone. Nothing more I can do on this now anyway.” 
 
    Albena shut down her laptop, and the three went downstairs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     Mayor Fine was at the Emergency Command Post, in the basement of City Hall, watching video feeds from all over the city. Kate and Julio were with him. Chief Harvey rushed in. 
 
    “This is getting beyond what our department can handle, Mr. Mayor.” 
 
    “Dammit, I was afraid of that. Shutting down the subway didn’t help enough?” 
 
    “The main impact I see is that those who would’ve come to Lower Manhattan are now causing problems elsewhere.” 
 
    “We saw the video from Brooklyn and the Bronx,” Kate said. “This is bad. Maybe we really do need the National Guard.” 
 
    “We ought to get the Governor on the line,” Julio said. 
 
    Mayor Fine sighed. “I tried. He’s not taking my calls.” 
 
    “Why not?” Chief Harvey asked. “People’s lives may be at stake here.” 
 
    “He’s pissed that I fired Cliff Bates.” 
 
    Kate looked up at him, shocked. “You’re joking. I thought he was smarter than that.” 
 
    Julio chuckled. “This is kinda funny. Wasn’t Cliff pushing for Martial Law?” 
 
    Mayor Fine glared at him, but then shook his head, calming himself. “Yeah, he did, but calling out the National Guard for a short-term crisis isn’t like declaring Martial Law.” 
 
    “Send a message, telling Governor Romano that you’ll contact President Simpson if he doesn’t respond,” Kate said. 
 
    Chief Harvey chuckled. “That’ll burn whatever bridges you have left.” 
 
    “Mayor Fine isn’t running again anyway,” Julio said. 
 
    “True, I’m not running again, but it’s my responsibility to take care of the people of this city as long as I’m mayor. If the Governor puts us in a position where we have a disaster, I’ll make sure everybody knows how he’s acted. Actually, that’s how I’ll portray this.” He reached over to his phone, pushing the button for Jean. She showed up a moment later. 
 
    “What do you need, sir?” 
 
    “I want to send a telegram to Governor Romano immediately.” 
 
    “A telegram?” she asked. “He’s still not taking your calls?” 
 
    “Nope, and this is getting dangerous now.” 
 
    “What would you like to say?” 
 
    Mayor Fine smiled. “I’ll crank it out and email it to you. It’ll just take a minute.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be waiting for it. I don’t know how fast telegrams are now, though. Been a few years.” 
 
    “More like twenty for me,” Kate quipped. 
 
    Mayor Fine rolled his chair in front of his laptop and typed out a quick message, his fingers hammering harder and harder on the keyboard. “Done. Sending.” He put the file on an email and sent it. 
 
    “You have a satisfied look on your face,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    Jean rushed back in the door. “Sir, are you sure?” 
 
    “Send it.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” she said, going back to her desk. 
 
    “What the hell did you say?” Kate asked. 
 
    Mayor Fine shot her a deadpan look. “Answer my call, because if you don’t and something bad happens, I’ll share with the press that you wouldn’t take my calls due to a political dispute.” 
 
    Chief Harvey burst out laughing. “Mayor, I’m starting to like you, even though you’re from the other party.” 
 
    “Okay, sir, it’s sent,” Jean said from outside. 
 
    “All right, back to it. Chief, are there personnel we can bring in from elsewhere, or from other nearby communities?” 
 
    “I’ve got my people working that now,” he said. “Staten Island is a possibility. The other Boroughs are having problems too, though, so no help coming from there. They’ve got their hands full.” 
 
    “How about Long Island?” Kate asked. 
 
    “We’ve sent a request. Still waiting. Also contacted White Plains and Yonkers, but let’s face it. All those communities are tiny compared to us. We won’t get enough help from them.” 
 
    Jean rushed in, her face flushed. “Governor on the line. He’s pissed.” 
 
    “Want us to leave?” Julio asked. 
 
    “Nope, I’m putting it on speaker.” He pushed the button on his phone. “Hello, Governor, so glad you could take the time.” 
 
    “Shut the hell up. How dare you threaten me?” 
 
    “I’m more concerned about the safety of my city residents than I am about my relationship with you, Governor. Sorry. I didn’t want to be unpleasant.” 
 
    “You made this bed, and now you’ve got to lie in it. It’s a direct reaction to your heavy-handed bully tactics with city staff. Cliff and Yvette.” 
 
    “Both of those people suggested that we apply the law un-equally in our city, based on political beliefs. Will you go on the record supporting that idea?” 
 
    “Dammit, I’ll do no such thing. What did they want to do, exactly?” 
 
    “Yvette pressed the idea that we use the hate speech law against political adversaries only.” 
 
    “Oh,” the Governor said, sounding calmer. “That’s not how she portrayed it.” 
 
    Mayor Fine chuckled. “She ran right to you, huh? Oh, and Cliff Bates, after pushing us to relax the rules for protests, suggested that I not change the rules now because the protest organizers wouldn’t stand for it. That comment in itself wasn’t enough to fire him, but it was a final straw in a series of insubordinate acts and comments. He’d been pushing dangerous policy for a while. I had every right to fire him, and I’m proud of my decision.” 
 
    The Governor was silent for a moment. “Again, not the way it was portrayed to me. What do you want?” 
 
    “National Guard to assist our police in Manhattan, The Bronx, Queens, and Brooklyn.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on that. Sorry for the mis-understanding.” 
 
    “No problem, Governor Romano. Sorry for my aggressive tone. Talk to you soon.” The call ended. 
 
    “Nicely done,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “This was my fault. I hired both of those people.” 
 
    “You saw your mistake and corrected it,” Kate said. “That puts you head-and-shoulders above most of the mayors I’ve served under.” 
 
    “Here here,” Julio added. 
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    Bean Town Headquarters 
 
    Taylor was exhausted, but caught up on her two main accounts after a couple days off work. The clock on her laptop said 6:30. She leaned back in her chair, massaging her scalp. There was a knock on her cubicle door. 
 
    “You gonna get out of here soon?” Laleh asked, her dark eyes studying her. “You don’t look right.” 
 
    “I’m just tired,” she said, shutting down her laptop. 
 
    “We’re going down to have dinner in the lobby bar. Want to join? You won’t be getting home in a hurry anyway.” 
 
    “What’s been going on?” 
 
    “Oh, crap, you don’t know,” Laleh said. “Wish I could concentrate like you.” 
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    “The Mayor started enforcing the law against these idiot protesters early this morning. There’s been riots in Lower Manhattan all day, and it’s spread to the other Boroughs, and north through Manhattan. The subway system is shut down.” 
 
    “Oh, dammit,” Taylor said. “It’s a long way home.” 
 
    “Then hang out with us, and have a few drinks. You’ll have a good time. I promise.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’ll go,” Taylor said. Her phone rang. She pulled it from her purse. Unknown number. She almost ended the call, but then remembered Jared. 
 
    “I’ve got to take this,” she said, pushing the button to accept the call. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Taylor, it’s Jared Carlson.” 
 
    “Oh, hello,” she said, feeling her face flush. Laleh was still in her doorway, eyes questioning. Taylor motioned her away. 
 
    “Still there?” 
 
    “Yes, I had somebody in my office, sorry.” 
 
    “No problem. Have you made a decision?” 
 
    “I have. I’ll join you. Especially after what happened yesterday.” 
 
    “You mean the shooting? That wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “I think it was partly my fault, but that’s not what I was talking about. Somebody came into my apartment last night while I was in the shower, and stuck a dead cat in my fridge, with a nasty note saying they were gonna get me.” 
 
    “Oh, dear. You’ll need to start covering up while you’re outside. Hats help quite a bit with the video surveillance they have in Manhattan. Have you changed your locks yet?” 
 
    “They’ll just get in anyway.” 
 
    “I’ll have two men at your apartment tomorrow morning, to install new locks and a security system,” Jared said. “That’s a must, if you can’t move to a different location.” 
 
    Taylor sighed. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Eve told me a little about that,” Jared said. 
 
    “She joined too, right?” 
 
    “She did. I’d like you to get together with her for a conference call soon. I’d say later tonight, but I’m aware of what’s going on in the city. Perhaps tomorrow.” 
 
    “Well, tomorrow’s Saturday, so that’ll work for me,” Taylor said. “Any time is fine.” 
 
    “Perfect. We’ll chat tomorrow.” 
 
    The call ended. Taylor leaned back in her chair and chuckled. 
 
    Laleh came back into her office. “Okay, who the hell was that? And don’t tell me I won’t believe it.” 
 
    “Jared Carlson.” 
 
    “From yesterday, eh? Don’t get yourself hurt.” 
 
    Taylor shook her head. “It’s not like that. He was just checking to make sure I was okay.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Laleh said. “You’re beautiful. I could see rich men being interested.” 
 
    “Stop, he’s not interested in me, and I’m not interested in him that way, either. He’s a former boyfriend of the person I was in jail with, though.” 
 
    “What was her name?” 
 
    “Eve. She’s a patent attorney.” 
 
    “You two are friends now?” 
 
    Taylor was silent for a moment, then smiled. “Yes, we are. You’d like her. I’ll introduce you sometime.” 
 
    “I’d like that. What about tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Taylor said. “I could blow off some steam.” 
 
    “Good, let’s get down there.” 
 
    The two women left the office, heading for the elevator, chatting and laughing, their friends joining them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jacob was in the meeting room upstairs from the Bow Street Pub, looking it over. Ava, Dave, and Gavin came in the room. 
 
    “What a dump,” Dave said.  
 
    Ava rolled her eyes. “Oh, I don’t know, it’s better than the original Sons of Liberty had.” 
 
    Jacob smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    Trinity and Adrian stood by the door, looking in. 
 
    “What, Jacob beat us in here?” Trinity asked. “No way.” 
 
    “Blah blah blah,” Jacob said. “Glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Jaak is coming too, right?” 
 
    “In a little while,” Jacob said. “We’ve got some work to do. Let’s clear the place of the junk, to make room for the works stations.” 
 
    “Where does the kegerator go?” Dave asked. 
 
    “We actually want to get something done,” Ava said. “We can go downstairs after the meeting and drink, you know.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Jaak said, walking in with a big smile on his face. Ash was by his side. “Guess who’s crazy enough to join?” 
 
    “Not Ash,” Jacob asked, smiling. 
 
    “I knew it,” Trinity said. “Welcome to our nightmare. Hope you don’t regret it.” 
 
    “We’ll all regret it,” Adrian said, his tone serious enough to give everybody pause. “We won’t all live through this. Maybe none of us will. Doesn’t matter, we have no choice.” 
 
    “Stop with the dramatics, man,” Gavin said. 
 
    Jaak shook his head. “Adrian’s right, and we all need to discuss it, so we all understand. We’ll be counting on each other, and on future team members as well. I’m deadly serious about this, and all of you who stay with us will need to be deadly serious as well.” 
 
    “You expect some of us to be leaving?” Ava asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t expect that, but I want all of us going in with our eyes open,” Jaak said, “and Adrian’s correct. Some of us won’t survive. Maybe none of us, but we’ll be important.” 
 
    “And on that happy note, let’s get this place cleaned up,” Jacob said. “Did the workstations get here?” 
 
    Jaak nodded. “They’re downstairs. I’ll help you guys with the clean-up and set up.” 
 
    The team got to work, rushing the remaining junk down the stairs to the dumpster, bringing up the workstations when they were done. 
 
    Assembling the workstations went quickly, Jaak and Adrian moving to network setup while the others were finishing. 
 
    “This looks good,” Trinity said, looking at their workspace. “Where does that door lead?” She pointed to an old door in the back, blocked by furniture and a couple wooden crates. 
 
    “Stairs, which lead into the alley,” Jaak said. “I need to put a new door in there. Been reluctant, because that door has been there since before the war. It’s nailed shut right now.” 
 
    “Which war?” Ava asked. 
 
    “Revolutionary.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Dave said. “Outrageous.” 
 
    “Let’s test the network, guys,” Adrian said. “Unpack the computers.” 
 
    “Well, we know who the taskmaster is gonna be,” Ash said, smiling. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John looked out his study window, towards the lush green of his backyard. He was tired from another long day of writing, his new thriller coming together. 
 
    “Aren’t you done yet?” Linda called up the stairs. 
 
    “Just finishing now,” he said. “Be down in a few minutes.” He saved his work, then did his two backups, one to the cloud and one to an attached hard drive. Should I turn her off? He looked at his pc a moment, then locked the screen and went down the stairs. 
 
    “Wine?” Linda asked. “I got a nice bottle of red when I was out.” 
 
    “Sure, why not.” John joined her in the kitchen, hugging her from behind. “How was your day?” 
 
    “Not bad, I guess.” 
 
    He turned her and looked into her eyes. “Something happened.” 
 
    “No, not really, but the general mood in town was strange,” she said. “People were keeping to themselves. I got a rise out of a couple friends, but I had to say something to them.” 
 
    “Probably nothing.” 
 
    “Are you still working on that political book?” 
 
    “So far,” John said. “I’ve got a good thriller, I think. Don’t worry, I’m not making it too obvious.” 
 
    “Is it more like 1984 or Atlas Shrugged?” 
 
    John laughed. “It’s not really like either one of them. I can’t write as overtly philosophical as Ayn Rand, and the ultra-dystopian world of Orwell isn’t my style either. The hopelessness is too much.” 
 
    “So what is it like?” Linda asked, pouring them each healthy glasses of wine. 
 
    “You don’t really want to talk about this, do you?” He took a sip of the wine. “Wow, this is nice.” 
 
    “It is,” she said, after her first sip. “C’mon, what’s the book gonna be like?” 
 
    “It’s about regular folks, and how they deal with their government when it gets out of their control.” 
 
    Linda took another sip of wine, and sat on one of the stools at the kitchen’s expansive island. “When you say the government gets out of control, what do you mean? If you’re on one side of the political fence and the other side is dominant, does that mean the government is out of your control?” 
 
    John chuckled. “You want to go there, huh. Sure?” 
 
    “We can talk, can’t we? I’m trying to understand.” 
 
    “Okay,” John said. “No, it’s not about how you feel when your party is not in control of the government. In this form of government, power is passed back and forth, and while we enjoy having our party in control, we shouldn’t have to fear when the other party takes over.” 
 
    “I’m still not getting it.” 
 
    “I need to back up a little, then,” John said. “Our government has a framework.” 
 
    “The Constitution.” 
 
    “Yes, the Constitution. Our founders created it so we wouldn’t have to worry every time control of the country moves from one faction to another. If the other party wins control, we don’t have to worry that our individual rights and freedoms, guaranteed by the Constitution, will be eroded or destroyed.” 
 
    “We still don’t have to worry, though, do we? I mean, there’s always the doomsday rhetoric from both sides, warning us what will happen if the other side takes power, but it’s never a fundamental change.” 
 
    “That’s the way it should be, and the way it was for most of our history,” John said.  
 
    “But you don’t think it’s that way anymore?” 
 
    “We’re at a tipping point now, after many years of pushing it.” 
 
    Linda eyed him. “Go on.” 
 
    “In the past, the parties stayed within the lines. You knew that regardless of who won, you’d still be okay. There were arguments over the size of the social safety net versus the size of the defense budget, but there was an ebb and flow there, Democrats tending to want increases in the social safety net, Republicans more interested in helping business and keeping our military strong. We didn’t need to worry that either side would take away our liberty. We didn’t need to worry about one side pushing a philosophy that could not be put into place without watering down or removing the Bill of Rights.” 
 
    “This isn’t new. Rights have been taken away before. Remember Prohibition? That started in 1920.” 
 
    John chuckled. “Yes, there was a progressive movement from the turn of the 20th Century through the 1920s, and Prohibition was part of that. As much as I disagree with Prohibition, at least they did it right back then.” 
 
    “Did it right how?” 
 
    “That was a Constitutional amendment, which was voted on in congress and ratified by the states. The founders set our system up to adjust the Constitution. That’s the legal way to do it. The same process was used later to remove prohibition.” 
 
    Linda smiled. “Okay, I understand and agree. What’s different now?” 
 
    “We ignore the Constitution or have activist judges interpret the troublesome controls on government away.” 
 
    “I thought the Supreme Court was there to interpret the Constitution when disputes came up.” 
 
    “They are, but it can be pushed too far. The HealthCare law is an example of how we do things now.” 
 
    “I never considered the HealthCare law illegal,” Linda said, “and the Supreme Court said so.” 
 
    “Well, kinda. The law, as written, forced people to buy a product, and fined them if they didn’t.” 
 
    “We do that all the time. What about car insurance?” 
 
    “It’s not the same thing.” 
 
    Linda sat silently for a moment. “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s not a right to drive a car on public roads. It’s a privilege. We have an agreement between government and the citizens on that, and it’s fair and doesn’t infringe on anything in the Bill of Rights.” 
 
    “How is the HealthCare law different?” 
 
    “You are subject to the law if you exist. That’s a significant difference. It does infringe on the Bill of Rights.” 
 
    “So why did the Supreme Court say it was okay?” Linda asked. 
 
    “They re-wrote the law, turning the fees and fines of the original system into taxes.” 
 
    “Semantics.” 
 
    “No, not really, because of how that law was passed. There were members of Congress who would not vote for it if it was to be considered a new tax, for various reasons. After their vote for a law that was not considered a new tax system, the Supreme Court came along and changed it into a tax system. I think the Chief Justice should be impeached for that, frankly. He wasn’t supposed to do that.” 
 
    “That’s a rather extreme view, isn’t it?” 
 
    “According to the media and the party who gave us that law, of course it is,” John said. “Remember that parts of the law have been struck down since then.” 
 
    “All right, I understand your point, but I don’t think the situation is tantamount to us losing our rights.” 
 
    “It’s the slippery slope, like most gun control laws.” 
 
    “I need a better example.” 
 
    John grinned. “Here’s the perfect one. Social Scoring.” 
 
    “That again.” 
 
    “No, hear me out. Under Social Scoring, you will be penalized for legal behavior. That is un-Constitutional. It breaks the Fifth Amendment. Remember? You cannot be deprived of life, liberty, or property without due process of law.” 
 
    “But the Social Scoring system is a law.” 
 
    John laughed. “You can’t pass a blanket loophole law like that. If you want to discourage commuting to work, you can pass gas or road taxes. That kinda stinks—it’s what the Supreme Court did with the HealthCare law, basically. The government can’t just measure how long your commute is and then penalize you if it’s considered to be beyond optimum.” 
 
    “How does the Social Scoring law deprive you of life, liberty, or property, though?” 
 
    “It’s been proposed that social scores be used for things like interest rates and admissions to colleges and other institutions. Those have property value. You’re taking property away from a person who does not want to follow the non-law on commuting. That’s not all, either. If you run afoul of these rules in the social scoring system, what’s your recourse? You can’t be given a jury trial, because there is no law against long commutes. You just have to live with the consequences.” 
 
    “Shit, I didn’t think about that last part.” 
 
    “Most people don’t. They just think it’s the responsible way for the society to act, but it’s not that at all. It opens the door to much more tyranny in our system.” 
 
    “Okay, I understand, at least. I’ll have to think about it before I agree or disagree with what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Well, while you’re at that, consider two other amendments which this will probably run afoul of.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “Fourth Amendment. The right of people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and affects, against unreasonable searches and seizures. You know, probable cause. The government will be tracking our vehicles to enforce the anti-commuting rules. Think they’ll get a warrant for that? What’s the probable cause? That they drive?” 
 
    “Dammit. What else?” 
 
    “I think there’s some exposure under the Sixth, Seventh, and Eighth Amendments as well.” 
 
    “Stop. I’ll cry uncle. I’m now against the social scoring system. Satisfied?” 
 
    John smiled, sliding his empty glass towards her. “Pour me some more of that wine, sweetie.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    UN Secretary General Mateo sat in his office, on the top floor of the main building in the New York City headquarters, looking at the red flashing lights in the city below. His phone rang, so he answered it. 
 
    “Mateo.” 
 
    “It’s Charles Livingston.” 
 
    “Hello, my friend. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “What are we gonna do about this? We agreed to pay fines for our demonstrators, but the numbers I’m seeing now will be a problem.” 
 
    “It won’t matter for long,” Mateo said. “Things are already rolling. You saw our operation in San Diego.” 
 
    “The plane crash? Yeah, I saw it. Most people think it’s just another aircraft disaster. The message isn’t strong enough.” 
 
    “The attacks outside Austin?” 
 
    Charles chuckled. “Those damn Texans killed our people. Sure you want to make that more visible?” 
 
    “It’s all about the terror, and there are many more operatives in Texas ready to cause problems. Don’t over-think this. We want people to be scared. We’ll use the media to suggest what’s happening. When people are at the water coolers talking, our propaganda will be front and center. Trust me on that.” 
 
    Charles was silent for a moment. 
 
    “You still there?” Mateo asked. 
 
    “Yeah. We still have the problem of the fines. Can you discuss it with city hall? Perhaps they could waive the fines for first offenses.” 
 
    “My conduit to the mayor was Cliff Bates. He got fired, remember?” 
 
    “Then go directly to Mayor Fine.” 
 
    Mateo chuckled. “You’re not getting this. Cliff Bates pushed Mayor Fine to allow blocking buildings and directing traffic. He knows of my relationship with him. Fine is the worst sort of liberal. He knows what the global society needs, but is reluctant to pull the trigger.” 
 
    “So what, that’s a minor thing. You’re head of the frigging UN, Mateo. Use it.” 
 
    “I can try. I heard from Romano that the National Guard was on the way, though, so the fines may be a one-time thing anyway. It can’t be that much money.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve been talking to Governor Romano?” 
 
    “I have,” Mateo said. “We don’t see eye to eye on everything. I offered UN Peacekeepers, so he wouldn’t have to call up the National Guard. That didn’t go over well.” 
 
    Charles laughed. “He’ll change his tune on that eventually, but we can’t push it too early. People need to be really terrified before we’ll get away with that.” 
 
    “California is our pilot project,” Mateo said. “I would’ve provided the help, but I’d rather do this the way we planned.” 
 
    “Understand. Talk to Mayor Fine. You need to break the ice with him anyway. We both know what’s coming.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll give it a try. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Talk to you soon,” Charles said. 
 
    Mateo put the phone down, and turned back to the windows. Night was falling, the red glow of police car lights bringing back memories. Insurrections of the past. He turned back to his PC, typing an email and sending it to the Mayor’s office. 
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    Recruitment 
 
    Taylor was tired and a little bit drunk. It was getting late, half her friends already gone from the bar. Laleh walked over. 
 
    “You look exhausted. The subways are still shut down. Why don’t you spend the night at my place?” 
 
    “What about your boyfriend?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “He’s down in DC for some big meeting,” she said. “Won’t be back until Tuesday. I’ve got all weekend to myself, plus Monday.” 
 
    Taylor’s mind flashed back to the dead cat. “Okay, that would be nice, thanks.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Laleh said. 
 
    Taylor nodded, stopping at the bar to pay her tab. They walked into the building’s lobby. 
 
    “Hungry? There’s a great pizza place on the way” 
 
    “Sounds heavenly. My treat, okay?” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Laleh said. 
 
    “Nonsense, you’re putting me up for the night.” 
 
    Laleh nodded, and they walked out to the sidewalk on West 72nd Street. “This way.” She headed to the right. 
 
    “Towards Central Park? That’s expensive.” 
 
    Laleh just smiled as they went, getting to Columbus Avenue. “The pizza place is over there.” 
 
    “Whoa, next to the Dakota Bar? Where do you live?” 
 
    “The Mayfair,” she said, glancing at her. “Don’t look at me like that. My family had money in Iran, and we got most of it out before things blew up.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Taylor said, her face flushing. “First a ride in a Samson Corporation limo, and now I’m going to a luxury apartment. It’s been an interesting week.” 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me all about the other day,” Laleh said. “You’re probably tipsy enough to fess up.” 
 
    Taylor laughed. “Maybe.” They crossed Columbus, going into the pizza joint. The old man behind the counter smiled as they approached. 
 
    “Laleh! How are you? Haven’t seen you much lately.” 
 
    “That’s why I can fit into my clothes,” she quipped. “Great to see you, Tony. This is my friend Taylor.” 
 
    “A pleasure,” he said, eyeing her. “You’re a beauty.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Taylor said. “What do you want on it, Laleh?” 
 
    “Pepperoni is enough for me. Maybe mushrooms. Sausage gives me too much heartburn.” 
 
    “So the usual, huh?” Tony asked. “Coming right up. Have a seat. Want some wine? On the house.” 
 
    “We’ve been drinking for the past couple hours,” Laleh said. “Stuck around at the bar in our building, because of the mess in the subway system.” 
 
    Tony shook his head. “They’re ruining this city. It’s sad.” 
 
    “I agree,” Laleh said, Taylor nodding. 
 
    “I’ll get this going. Have a seat.” Tony went into the kitchen, the two women sitting down. 
 
    “He’s nice,” Taylor said. 
 
    “He used to flirt with my mom. My dad just laughed it off.” 
 
    “Where are your parents?” 
 
    “I’m almost afraid to tell you,” Laleh said. 
 
    “C’mon.” 
 
    “They have a nice flat in the Dakota, but they’re hardly ever there. They’re in Europe now, at our villa in Nice.” 
 
    “This just keeps getting better and better,” Taylor said, smiling. “You think I’ve got a problem with it. I don’t. Not at all. I think it’s so cool.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Laleh said. “I’m used to people turning up their noses, and equating us with SAVAK.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It was the Shah’s secret police. We didn’t have anything to do with the government. My father was in pharmaceuticals. The company still exists, but it’s in Italy now.” 
 
    “So how come you’re working at an accounting firm?” 
 
    Laleh sighed. “My father. He insisted that all his children get college educations, and work in the field for at least ten years. I’ve got two more years to go.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I can do whatever I want, but I’ll probably keep working. I like it. Got a great head for numbers.” 
 
    “That you do,” Taylor said. “You’re the best person in our department.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far, but I hold my own. I do have one thing to ask, though.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t out me at work. I’d rather people didn’t know.” 
 
    “Of course,” Taylor said. “Mum’s the word. How come you didn’t work in the family business? You don’t have to answer, just curious.” 
 
    “My dad wanted us to make our own way first. He used to tell me that the only thing nobody can take away from you is what you know.” 
 
    “That’s wise,” Taylor said. “His experience in Iran probably had something to do with that.” 
 
    “No doubt. I’ve thought about doing accounting in the family business, but I’d have to learn the laws in Italy, and they’re different. They’ve got that stupid VAT tax too, which is a big pain in the ass. Plus I’d have to move, and I love living in America.” 
 
    “It’ll be up in five minutes,” Tony said, sticking his head out the kitchen door. “Sure you don’t want some wine? It’s good.” 
 
    “Not for me, thanks,” Laleh said. “Go ahead if you want, Taylor.” 
 
    “I’m still pretty tipsy,” she said, “but thanks.” 
 
    Tony nodded and disappeared through the door again, not reappearing until the pizza was ready. They took it, Taylor paying the bill, and got back onto the sidewalk, turning left on 72nd Street, making the short walk to the Mayfair, riding the elevator to Laleh’s floor. She opened the door for them, Taylor following her in with the pizza. 
 
    “Wow, nice.” 
 
    Laleh chuckled. “You ought to see my folks place. It’s got a view of the park. My view is just across the street.” 
 
    “It’s still very nice.” She put the pizza on the kitchen counter while Laleh got out two plates. They each grabbed a couple slices and sat at the table next to the kitchen. 
 
    “So tell me about your limo ride,” Laleh asked. 
 
    Taylor finished chewing, then drank some water. “Good pizza. If I tell you what happened, you have to promise not to spread it around. Deal?” 
 
    “Of course. I just asked you to do the same thing.” 
 
    Taylor chuckled. “True, but what I’m gonna tell you is worse. I’m having trouble dealing with it, to be honest.” 
 
    “Shit, this sounds serious.” 
 
    Taylor took another bite of pizza, thinking while she chewed. “Jared Carlson is a patriot. Did you know that?” 
 
    “I’ve heard some of my parent’s friends call him a reactionary,” Laleh said, “which means I’d probably agree with him on most things, given the way our society has been moving.” 
 
    “So after we get picked up, Jared calls on this video phone in the limo. Eve is loaded for bear and says she wants to see if the idiot who got her thrown in jail is still in front of her building. She wanted to go taunt her.” 
 
    “I’m liking Eve already,” Laleh quipped. 
 
    “Long story short, Jared said there was pepper spray in the cabinet next to the limo’s bar, and that Eve was free to use it.” 
 
    Laleh laughed. “You’re joking.” 
 
    “Nope. I didn’t think anything would come of it, frankly. Oh, and Jared showed us an app on the screen. He can hack into the city’s video system. He had screen captures of many of the radicals at the demonstration in front of Eve’s building. They were in a grid, and if you touched their picture, the name of the person and other information showed up.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound legal.” 
 
    Taylor nodded. “That’s what I thought at first. Jared told us he had proof that these people are being paid to agitate. That made me think differently about it.” 
 
    “Oh, God, this reminds me of the stories my dad told me about Iran before the revolution.” 
 
    “You look scared,” Taylor said, eyeing her. “Maybe I shouldn’t tell you the rest. It gets a little crazy.” 
 
    “No, I want to know about it. Too many people in Iran didn’t want to know about stuff like this. Look at them now.” 
 
    Taylor took a deep breath. “Before I go on, I should tell you a little about Columbus Square.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Taylor told her about her encounter with the phony Indian and her busted-nose friend. Laleh cracked up. 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” Laleh said. “You’ve got guts.” 
 
    “I was pissed off, that’s for sure,” Taylor said. “So back to the limo ride. The traffic was moving slower than we could walk, and Jared said we could drink from the bar, so Eve and I did that. We got pretty well-lit on top shelf whiskey. It was great fun.” 
 
    “Uh oh, anger and booze. Never a good combination.” 
 
    “True that,” Taylor said. “Here’s where the story turns dark.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “We get to Eve’s building, the angry mob still there. Eve doesn’t see the person she had a run in with, but guess who was there directing traffic, trying to get our limo to stop?” 
 
    “No, not the phony Indian?” 
 
    Taylor nodded. “Busted nose was there too, looking like hell. Anyway, she shouted at the limo driver. The limo driver told her to screw off. I grabbed the pepper spray and opened the window, making her aware of my presence. She was shocked that I was out of jail, of course, and got really pissed when I told her the charges were dropped. Her and broken nose rushed over, saying they were going to kick our butts. I let them both have it with pepper spray.” 
 
    Laleh grinned. “I thought you said it was gonna get dark.” 
 
    “I’m not done yet. Broken nose pulls out a gun and starts shooting.” 
 
    “No!” Laleh said. “Did she hit the limo?” 
 
    “She was blinded by the pepper spray, and didn’t land any shots near us. The phony Indian rushed over, trying to get the gun away from her as a police officer rushed over. In the struggle, the police officer was shot and killed. Other officers killed both the protesters, as we sped away.” 
 
    “My God, that killing was all over the news. Are you in trouble?” 
 
    “Not so far,” Taylor said, her lower lip starting to tremble. She broke into sobs, Laleh rushing over, holding her. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Laleh said. “It wasn’t your fault. It’s illegal to carry a gun and wave it around.” 
 
    “I’m responsible for a cop being killed, and I’ll bet he had a family,” Taylor said, still crying. “I couldn’t even cry until now.” 
 
    Laleh sat back down. “What are you going to do? Don’t turn yourself in. You won’t be treated fairly.” 
 
    “I know,” Taylor said, trying to calm herself. “Sorry. I knew it was gonna hit me sooner or later.” 
 
    “What did Jared Carlson say about that?” 
 
    Taylor eyed her. “You can’t tell anybody about this.” 
 
    “Can’t be worse than what you just told me.” 
 
    “He asked Eve and I to join a resistance team he’s putting together in the city. I accepted. That’s what the call was about earlier.” 
 
    Laleh’s eyes filled with tears. “You’re going to do something. I wish my people would’ve done something.” 
 
    “It’ll probably get us both killed,” Taylor said, “but I don’t even care now. I don’t want to raise kids in this society. It’s going to a very bad place. We have to fight it.” 
 
    Laleh sat silently for a moment, looking down at her lap. 
 
    “You okay?” Taylor asked Laleh as she started crying, her body shaking. 
 
    “I want to join. No, I have to join.” 
 
    Taylor searched her eyes. “You’re serious.” 
 
    “Dead serious,” Laleh said. “How do I do it?” 
 
    Taylor got up, going to her purse, taking her phone out. She brought it to the table, hitting Jared’s contact. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “I’m calling Jared Carlson,” she said, phone at her ear. 
 
    “Taylor?”  Jared said. “Change your mind?” 
 
    “No, I’m with somebody who wants to join. How do we do that?” 
 
    Jared was silent for a moment. “What’s the name?” 
 
    “Laleh Mahdavi. She’s my best friend.” 
 
    “Is she related to Mahdavi Pharmaceuticals?” 
 
     “Her parents own it.” 
 
    “Is she there now?” Jared asked. 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    “Put the phone on speaker, and let’s chat.” 
 
    Taylor smiled, her cheeks still wet with tears. “He wants to go on speaker and chat. Are you okay with that?” 
 
    “Really? Of course, of course.” 
 
    Taylor pushed the speaker button. “Can you hear us?” 
 
    “I can,” Jared said. “Hello, Laleh. I know your father. He might not approve.” 
 
    “You know him?” Laleh asked. “How?” 
 
    “I’ve sold him manufacturing software in the past,” Jared said. “Why do you want to join? It’ll be dangerous.” 
 
    “I was a child when the Iranian Revolution happened. We barely escaped with our lives. Nobody fought the Islamists over there, and now Iran is a living hell. I owe this country everything, and I won’t let it go down the tubes if I can do anything to stop it.” 
 
    Jared was silent for a moment, his breathing heavier on the line. 
 
    “You okay?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “I’m moved,” Jared replied. “Of course you can join us. You already understand. Most Americans don’t.” 
 
    “What do I have to do?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “I’m working on an initial meeting, which will be held tomorrow, probably about mid-day. I’ll send the info through Taylor. Eve will be there, and I’m trying to bring in another group. You don’t have problems with Bulgarians, I hope?” 
 
    “Bulgarians?” Laleh asked. “No problem here.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Taylor said. 
 
    “Remember that my men are coming to install the security system tomorrow, Taylor.” 
 
    Laleh shot her a questioning glance. 
 
    “I’ll tell you about that after we get off the line,” Taylor said. “Know what time I need to be home?” 
 
    “Nine okay?” Jared asked. 
 
    “Perfect. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “Thank you. Talk to you later.” The call ended. 
 
    Laleh eyed her. “Okay, what happened?” 
 
    “This is some of the dangerous part,” Taylor said. She told her about the dead cat and the note. 
 
    “Geez, I’m so glad you’re staying here tonight.” 
 
    “Me too,” Taylor said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Albena climbed the stairs to the room above the coffee house. Penko and Stefan were there, talking to her cousin. “Vasil, what brings you here? I thought you were in Florida.” 
 
    Vasil stood, a man of medium build in his mid-thirties, balding but robust and handsome. “Albena, so great to see you.” He hugged her for a moment. 
 
    “Vasil has a proposition,” Stefan said. “Glad you’re here. You have a voice.” 
 
    “Proposition?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vasil said. “My boss is putting together resistance teams. He asked me to talk to you guys.” 
 
    “Resistance?” 
 
    “To the globalists,” Penko said. “I think we should join.” 
 
    “What do we get from the deal?” Albena asked, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Money, weapons, intel, and comrades,” Stefan said. “There’s a meeting tomorrow. We’ll learn more then.” 
 
    Albena sighed. “I’m not usually much of a joiner, but I’ll at least listen. What time tomorrow? We’ll need coverage at the shop. It’s Saturday.” 
 
    “Noonish,” Vasil said, “exact time and location to be firmed up tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll call a few of our employees,” Albena said. “Who is your boss? Somebody in the Samson Corporation?” 
 
    “Yep,” Vasil said. “Won’t mention any names yet.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Any more ideas on the admin account, Penko?” 
 
    “I’m going to UN headquarters on Monday.” 
 
    “That still makes me nervous,” Stefan said. 
 
    “There’s no other way,” Penko said. “Don’t you want to know what the plans are?” 
 
    Stefan sighed. “We must. I don’t have to like it.” 
 
    “What’s the urgency?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “I was going to tell you about that,” Penko said. “Here’s the bottom line. We’re seeing rumors online about a false flag attack in New York Harbor, and the UN appears to be involved.” 
 
    Vasil sat silently for a moment. “What kind of attack?” 
 
    “That’s just it, we don’t know,” Albena said. “Might not be a huge deal.” 
 
    “But then again it could be a very big deal,” Penko said. “That’s why I have to do the operation.” 
 
    “It’ll be a bomb of some kind,” Albena said. “What else could it be?” 
 
    “Don’t panic yet,” Vasil said. “Probably an attack on a ship or something. That’s not a good thing, but it won’t kill a large number of people or cripple the city. Remember the attack in San Diego.” 
 
    “The plane,” Penko said. “Yes, if we’re lucky, it’ll be something like that.” 
 
    “Shit, maybe somebody’s gonna shoot down an airliner,” Albena said. “It’d be easier to do that here than it was in San Diego.” 
 
    “I’ll ask my boss if he’s heard anything,” Vasil said. “He’s been busy with something for the last couple weeks, so my only contact with him has been instructions.” 
 
    “Are you doing this as an employee?” Albena asked. 
 
    “No, this is not part of my official duties at the Samson Corporation. This is extra-curricular activity.” 
 
    Stefan chuckled. “You mean like food drives?” 
 
    Vasil looked over at him. “Well, it’s not exactly charity work, but it very much is service work.” 
 
    “I’d better go make those phone calls,” Albena said, turning to go down the stairs. 
 
    “Don’t mention the meeting to anybody else,” Vasil said. 
 
    “Mum’s the word.” She headed down the stairs to the coffee shop, now closed and dark. She went to the manager’s desk and pulled out a piece of paper listing employee names and phone numbers, picking up the desk phone receiver. Something caught her eye on the street, so she crept to the window, looking outside. There were two UN vehicles parked there, small white vans with UN painted on the sides in blue letters. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Penko came up, startling her. 
 
    “Dammit Penko, you scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    “Sorry. What are you looking at?” 
 
    “Two UN vans. See them?” 
 
    Penko looked out the window. “That’s the third group of them I’ve seen today. Something’s up.” 
 
    “What do you think of the resistance team meeting?” 
 
    “I’m cautiously optimistic,” he replied. “I think Stefan is nervous. Have you noticed?” 
 
    “He takes everything to heart. You know that. The good part of that is his passion, but he ties himself into knots, and then tries to hide his distress. It’s not good for him.” 
 
    Penko smiled. “Look who’s talking.” 
 
    “He’s got it worse, trust me. I’d better get to those phone calls. It’s getting late.” 
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    City Hall Horror 
 
    Taylor woke from nightmares about police, chasing her through the Mid-Town streets in their squad cars. Her cellphone said seven o'clock. She rubbed her eyes, getting out of bed, looking out the window at 72nd Street. No police cars. People looked normal, walking up and down the sidewalk. There was a rap on the door. 
 
    “I’m up,” she said. 
 
    Laleh came in, already dressed. “Mind if I go with you? The subway is back up. I don’t want you going to your apartment alone, after what you told me.” 
 
    Taylor smiled. “That would be nice. We can spend the day together.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking. Let’s grab a bite on the way.” 
 
    Laleh left the room, Taylor putting her clothes from the prior day back on. “Phew. Gotta change when I get home.” 
 
    “Huh?” Laleh asked from the kitchen. 
 
    Taylor came out of the room. “My clothes are a little ripe, that’s all. I’m ready. One thing, though. I might have somebody following me.” 
 
    “They’ll wish they didn’t.” Laleh smiled, then pulled over her purse, pulling a handgun into view. 
 
    “Shit, where’d you get that?” 
 
    “I’ve got several,” she said. “My dad insisted that I learn how to shoot. Got a permit, too, but I don’t know if it’s still valid in the city. Do you know how to shoot?” 
 
    Taylor smiled. “I do, thanks to my dad. He used to take me to the range when I was a kid, to shoot his revolver. I never bought one, though. All the rules. Such a pain in the neck.” 
 
    “Just a sec,” Laleh said, rushing into her room, coming back with a snub-nosed .38 revolver. “Put this in your purse.” 
 
    “What if we get caught?” 
 
    Laleh laughed. “What do you think you’ll be doing in the resistance?” 
 
    “Oh. All right, you’ve got a point.” She picked up the gun, opening the cylinder, seeing it was loaded. “Geez. Been a while. Thanks.” 
 
    “Those aren’t much good if you’re more than twenty yards from your attacker, but that won’t be a huge problem around here. Let’s go. Zip up your purse, though. Can’t be too careful.” 
 
    Taylor did that as they left, walking past the Dakota to the subway station, which was busier than normal for a Saturday morning. 
 
    “Wow, all these people,” Taylor said. 
 
    “I know a lot of people who buy their food every day,” Laleh said. “Probably got caught with their pants down yesterday.” 
 
    “It’ll be interesting to see if there are demonstrations going on.” 
 
    “There will be,” Laleh said. They went through the turnstile, getting onto the train. “Which stop?” 
 
    “50th Street Station. Not as upscale as your area, of course.” 
 
    “Stop,” Laleh said. “You’ve got your own place in Manhattan. That’s unusual for somebody your age, you know. Is your place on 50th?” 
 
    “49th Street,” Taylor said. “Between 8th and 9th. The place has been in the family for a long time.” 
 
    “Look, there’s an open seat,” Laleh said. They sat down, the car almost full now. The train took off. 
 
    “Surprised, I figured we’d be standing.” 
 
    Laleh nodded. “What’d you do with the dead cat?” 
 
    “Tossed it into the dumpster on the way to work,” Taylor said. “Made me cry. I love cats. What type of creep would do something like that?” 
 
    “Hey, bitch, move it.” 
 
    Laleh looked up, seeing two women standing before them. She laughed. “Please move away. I don’t like your smell.” 
 
    “What?” asked the woman, with orange hair and piercings all over her face. “White privilege don’t play no more.” 
 
    “You’re white,” Laleh said. 
 
    “We’re LGBTQ,” the woman spat. 
 
    Taylor burst out laughing, glancing at Laleh. “That’s what that moron said to me the other day before I broke her nose.” 
 
    “We’ll give you one more chance,” the second person said, a tall, rail-thin woman with the look of a meth addict. 
 
    “And then what?” Laleh asked, her eyes on fire. “If you see me get off this bench, you’d better run. I eat punks like you for lunch.” 
 
    “That’s it,” said the first woman, grabbing Laleh’s arm. Taylor reached out, grabbed a handful of rings on the woman’s face, and yanked, pulling them out of her skin, the woman screaming with pain and dropping to the floor. 
 
    “I’m gonna kill you!” the sobbing woman yelled. 
 
    Laleh cracked up. “You’d better go to urgent care first, pin cushion.” 
 
    Meth girl tried to punch Taylor, Laleh jumping into action, grabbing the woman and tossing her into the wall of the car, her head hitting a bar, knocking her out cold. Half the passengers in the car burst into applause. 
 
    “About time somebody refused to take their bullshit,” an older woman said, dressed in a housekeeper’s uniform. 
 
    “I’ll get all of you,” pin cushion spat, still on the ground, but trying to get up. Taylor kicked her hard in her bulging stomach, dropping her again. “Stay down or I’ll hurt you some more, freak.” 
 
    Two security officers rushed into their car from the one in front. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Taylor said under her breath. 
 
    “Good,” said pin cushion, seeing the officers. “They’re right here, officers.” 
 
    The two officers chuckled, as they put handcuffs on both the freaks, lifting them roughly to their feet, meth girl waking up. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Pin cushion asked. “They’re the ones who should be arrested.” 
 
    “The mayor returned to sanity,” one of the officers said. “We don’t have to let you folks terrorize the population anymore. We saw what happened. These two women did nothing but defend themselves.” 
 
    “We’ll overrun the police, like we did yesterday,” Meth girl said. 
 
    The other officer cracked up. “The National Guard arrived early this morning. Hope your friends try something.” 
 
    The officers dragged them to the door, taking them out at the next stop. 
 
    “Well that was interesting,” Laleh said. 
 
    Taylor nodded, looking down at her blouse, seeing the blood from her yank job on pin cushion. Then she noticed the rings were still in her hand. “Yuk.” 
 
    “Don’t drop them here, or they’ll bust us for littering,” Laleh quipped. 
 
    “We’re off at the next stop, so I’ll put them in the trash.” 
 
    “Maybe some of them are worth something.” 
 
    Taylor laughed. “Hey, anybody want these?” She held them up. A black man chuckled, approaching and holding out his hand. “I’ll take them. Kudos, too. You two are badass, man.”  
 
    Taylor dropped them into his hand. “Enjoy. They’re a little messy.” 
 
    “These things are expensive. Sure you don’t want them?” 
 
    “They’re yours,” Taylor said, smiling. “Thanks for taking them off my hands.” 
 
    “Sorry I didn’t jump in. If they’d have been men, I would’ve.” 
 
    The train slowed to a stop. 
 
    “Here we are,” Taylor said. They got up and left the car. 
 
    “Where’d you learn how to fight like that?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “Self-defense classes. I don’t consider myself a bad ass, but I do well against somebody who isn’t trained. You did well too. I saw you toss that freak against the wall.” 
 
    Laleh laughed. “Another thing my dad insisted on. All his kids had self-defense training. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “Good,” Taylor said. They went up the steps, onto 8th Avenue, crossing 49th Street and walking towards 9th Street, going into the red brick building about halfway down the block. “I’m afraid of what I’ll find. Those creeps might have returned.” 
 
    “What time are the security guys coming again?” 
 
    “Nine,” Taylor said, opening the door. They walked inside and climbed one flight of stairs. “Here we are.” She unlocked the door and opened it, walking through. 
 
    “Nice,” Laleh said. “I think it’s bigger than my place.” 
 
    “Old building. I like it, but if I could sell it and leave the city, I would.” She went to the kitchen, opening the fridge. 
 
    “Afraid there was another meat delivery?” Laleh asked. “Sorry, that was kinda sick.” 
 
    “It was, but I have no problem with gallows humor, trust me. Nothing this time. I’m going to go change. Have a seat. I’ll whip us up something for breakfast. We forgot to stop on the way.” 
 
    “Shoot, we did.” 
 
    Taylor walked into her bedroom, freezing as she looked at the bed. “Somebody’s been here. The bed is messed up. It was made.” 
 
    “Oh crap,” Laleh said, pulling the pistol from her purse and rushing into the room. She watched as Taylor pulled the covers back. 
 
    “Shit. I just bought these damn sheets.” 
 
    Laleh got closer to look. There was blood smeared on the sheets, and a crumpled note, a message scrawled on it in blood. “What does the note say?” 
 
    “Same crap. I’m gonna get you.” She turned to Laleh. “You know what? I’m not scared anymore. I’m pissed off. These folks will be sorry they messed with me.” 
 
    “With us,” Laleh said. “An attack on my friend is an attack on me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mayor Fine was back in his normal office, alone on the Saturday morning, going over the reports from the prior day. Chief Harvey walked in. 
 
    “Thanks for getting the National Guard here,” he said. 
 
    The Mayor nodded, smiling. “Seems to have helped.” 
 
    “We had a couple skirmishes today, but nothing much. The crazies know they’ll have problems if they attack. All the publicity about the deployment helped.” 
 
    “Have you dealt with the UN Secretary General before?” 
 
    “Mateo?” Chief Harvey asked. “He’s a putz. Why?” 
 
    “He’s been trying to contact my office. I’ve been ignoring him so far, because I know he’s close to Cliff Bates. I’m not interested in listening to him lobby for Cliff’s return. That will never happen.” 
 
    “If he messes with you, here’s a tidbit you could use. We’ve caught him at local Asian massage parlors several times, and one of these times we’re pretty sure he beat a girl nearly to death.” 
 
    “The UN. What is it with those guys? Remember all the rapes a while back from their peacekeepers in Somalia?” 
 
    “I think we ought to get rid of that phony organization and build condos on their property. Sorry if that offends you. Most liberals get mad when I say stuff like that.” 
 
    “I’m changing my mind about the left. They’re way out of hand. That’s why I’m not running again. I don’t want to be part of it. Screw these creeps. What brings you in here on a weekend?” 
 
    “Chatter. Something about a terror attack in or near the harbor.” 
 
    “Nobody’s told me anything about that. What are you hearing?” 
 
    “Not enough to do much yet, but I’ve put a few men on it, just in case.” 
 
    “What are the sources?” 
 
    “Anonymous calls, mostly.” 
 
    “Mostly?” 
 
    “One of our informants came forward,” Chief Harvey said. “We used him for the Occupy Wall Street thing a dozen years ago, and later for those punks who called themselves Antifa.” 
 
    “Damn, even the mention of those guys drives me towards a headache,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    “That informant was reliable before. That’s the only reason I’m concerned, to be honest. We get all kinds of crazy anonymous crapola every day.” 
 
    “What’s he saying?” 
 
    Chief Harvey sat down. “Let’s not spread this around, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “He’s saying a bomb will be floated into the harbor on a cargo ship.” 
 
    “What kind of bomb?” 
 
    “Dangerous. Dirty bomb. Maybe worse.” 
 
    “Nuke?” Mayor Fine asked, looking alarmed. 
 
    “I think either of those are unlikely, because of the sniffers we installed a few years ago. Still makes sense to check it out.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement. We were told that a bomb in a shielded container would probably get past the sniffers.” 
 
    “Good point. I’ll keep you informed of what we find out.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    The Chief turned to leave, when they heard a low rumble, and car alarms going off. 
 
    “Son of a bitch, what was that?” Mayor Fine asked, rushing to the window. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    The chief was next to him in a flash. “Look, smoke over there. By Spruce Street.” His phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and put it on speaker. 
 
    “Chief, it’s Tim. Where are you?”  
 
    “I’m in the Mayor’s office,” he said. 
 
    “Thank God, he’s safe,” Tim said. 
 
    “What was that?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “We’re not sure, so stay put. It was in front of City Hall. That much we know.” 
 
    “Find out, and send some officers here to secure the perimeter,” the Chief said, “just in case this isn’t the end of it.” 
 
    “Roger that. Oh, just got word. Somebody blew up the Benjamin Franklin Statue.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Mayor Fine said. “That statue was old. Late 1800s.” 
 
    “Where are the officers?” Chief Harvey asked. “I see a bunch of creeps, heading for the fountain in front of City Hall right now.” 
 
    “How many?” Tim asked. 
 
    “At least twenty, and growing. Get those National Guard folks over here too.” 
 
    “Okay. Stay put. Any guards at City Hall today?” 
 
    “Just one,” Mayor Fine said, “at the front doors.” 
 
    “Lock the doors, just in case,” Tim said. 
 
    The Mayor went to his phone and buzzed security, asking them to lock up. He set the phone receiver down. “Who’s Tim?” 
 
    “My second-in-command,” Chief Harvey said. “I’ve got all my senior people on duty today, after what happened yesterday. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The window blew in, raining broken glass over the office, both men hit with shards. 
 
    “Get down!” the Chief yelled, rushing to the window with his pistol out. He fired several times in front of the crowd, causing them to flee back to the trees surrounding the fountain. 
 
    “You’re shooting?” 
 
    “Damn straight,” the Chief said. “You want them busting in here? These aren’t a bunch of harmless kids protesting. These are leftist agitators. That was the other reason I came to see you. You wouldn’t believe some of the folks we arrested yesterday. A lot of them aren’t even from around here. Dangerous folks, and some of them were armed, too.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” the Mayor said, standing in front of a mirror on the wall, pulling a couple small shards of glass out of his face. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, didn’t get hit bad.” 
 
    “What broke the window? I didn’t see any rocks or bricks.” 
 
    The Chief pointed at the inside wall. “Gunshot. Look up there at the wall.” 
 
    More shots rang out, the men hitting the deck, the Chief crawling back to the window and firing again, this time hitting the shooter in the chest, winging a second as he ran. Then police cruisers rushed from all directions, officers out in a flash, half of them holding shotguns, the rest with their pistols out. “You’re all under arrest. Lay down on the ground now.” 
 
    A bottle flew through the air from the dense trees, landing on one of the police cruisers, bursting into flames. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Tim asked, still on the line. 
 
    “Frigging Molotov Cocktail,” the Chief said. “Bring in the guard, and the riot squad. Send the armored vehicle too. This stops now. We aren’t playing around with these creeps. Some of them are going out of here horizontal. I just killed one and wounded a second, but it’s tough shooting a pistol from up here.” 
 
    “We have an armory,” Mayor Fine said. “It’s down the hall.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking. Lead the way. You know how to shoot?” 
 
    “Marine,” Mayor Fine said. “C’mon.” The two men ran down the hallway, to a door that said Restricted. “The armory is in here.” 
 
    Chief Harvey watched the Mayor fumbling with keys, as gunfire ramped up outside. “We need to hurry.” 
 
    The Mayor unlocked the door, going to the big gun safe against the wall and inputting a code. The doors opened, showing a row of M4s and pump shotguns, along with more handguns and a lot of ammunition. There was another section that was closed. 
 
    “What’s behind there?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    “Beat’s me,” the Mayor said, pulling out two M4s. “Let’s see.” He touched a finger-print reader on the door to that section, the door popping open. 
 
    “Katie bar the door,” Chief Harvey said. “M60s. Not a lot of ammo, though.” 
 
    “Shall we?” 
 
    The chief smiled. “One burst from these and those creeps will probably soil their pants. Yeah, let’s bring them, but hold them in reserve. We should use the M4s.” 
 
    “I’ll grab a shotgun too,” the Mayor said, the two men grabbing the guns and as much ammo as they could carry. 
 
    “Lock that back up in case they get in here,” the chief said, Mayor fine doing that, then shutting the door. They ran back to the office, more gunfire going off. “They’ve got AK-47s. Got our guys held down. Shit, they’ve killed two officers. Where’s the National Guard?” 
 
    The Mayor’s brow furrowed, and he set down the M4 and shotgun, grabbing one of the M60s and threading the ammo belt onto it. “Been a while since I’ve used one of these.” 
 
    The Chief grabbed one too, joining him at the window. “This is gonna start some shit.” 
 
    Mayor fine nodded, dropping the small legs of the weapon on the windowsill and aiming into the trees, just as several leftists rushed out, one of them holding a grenade. “Not today, asshole!” He aimed at the men and pulled the trigger, the M60 spewing lead, the noise deafening. The man with the grenade fell in the midst of his comrades, one of the survivors struggling to grab the grenade, which went off in his hands, killing several leftists around him. 
 
    “Look out, they’ve got some big stuff!” shouted somebody from the trees, the chief aiming there and firing, a woman screaming, the police coming out in the open with their riot shot guns, filling the wooded area with buckshot. 
 
    “They’re running,” Chief Harvey shouted, putting down the M60 and picking up an M4, firing at the fleeing leftists, dropping several before they could get to cover, the police out and in a full run now, chasing the mob. Then gunfire erupted from Broadway, the leftists screaming in terror. 
 
    “Those are M4s,” Mayor Fine grinned. “The National Guard finally made it.” 
 
    “They’re coming back this direction,” Chief Harvey shouted, aiming his M4, tagging anybody who came out of the trees, the police flooding the area now, pistol fire and shotgun blasts going off, then dying down and stopping. 
 
    “We got them,” Mayor Fine said. “Things are either gonna get better now, or they’ll go completely bat-shit crazy.” 
 
    The Chief’s phone rang. He pulled it out and put it on speaker. 
 
    “Hey, was that you up there?” Tim asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” the Chief replied. “Get them?” 
 
    “Most of them are dead. A few got away, and a few are wounded. We’ll get them to the hospital. This is a lot worse than I expected. We’ve got big problems. They’re well-armed and they’ve got some battle-hardened leads.” 
 
     “The leads probably got away,” Mayor Fine said. “Maybe we shouldn’t have opened up with the M60s so fast. They probably high-tailed it as soon as they heard them.” 
 
    “Holy crap, that’s what you had up there?” Tim asked. “I was wondering. We should give those weapons to the NYPD.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Mayor Fine said. “I’d go along with M4s, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, I agree,” Chief Harvey said. “How much push-back did we get from the rank-and-file?” 
 
    “About half the people we ordered to the area refused,” Tim said. 
 
    “Fire them all,” Mayor Fine said. “We’ll fight the lawsuits with the union. We aren’t gonna tolerate that in our police department.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Chief Harvey said. “You know what to do, Tim.” 
 
    “It’ll be a pleasure,” Tim said. “Maybe there’s hope.” 
 
    “We’re in deep yogurt,” Mayor Fine said. “These were armed revolutionaries, not protestors. The media will lie about it, though. Watch and see. They’ll want both of us to resign.” 
 
    “They can wish in one hand, shit in the other, and see which one fills up first,” Tim said. “Sorry for the crude reference.” 
 
    “I think it fits,” Chief Harvey said. “I want those insubordinate officers removed from the force now. Go get them from their homes. Take away all their access to city systems, and get their guns.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
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    Security 
 
    Taylor and Laleh were finishing up some bagels when the doorbell rang. 
 
    “Nine,” Taylor said, getting up to answer the door. The security men were outside, showing ID when Taylor opened the door. 
 
    “This might take a little while,” the lead said. “I’m Cary. Mr. Carlson suggested we keep working while you’re at the meeting.” 
 
    “You know about that?” Laleh asked, coming into the living room where they were standing. 
 
    “Yes, I work for Mr. Carlson,” Cary said. “We’re putting in some high-tech security. They’ll have a hard time messing with you again, and we’ll get them on candid camera.” 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Taylor asked, looking at the Hispanic man waving a wand around the room. 
 
    “Bug detection,” Cary said. “These are dangerous, well-funded people. Did you see the news from this morning?” 
 
    “Nope,” Taylor said. “Why?” 
 
    “There was a frigging gun battle at City Hall,” the man with the bug device said. Then the unit beeped in his hand. “Uh oh. Behind that vent.” 
 
    “Get it out, Hector,” Cary said. “I’ll start working the door security and install the camera out there.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go get the ladder and the other stuff,” Hector said, leaving through the door. 
 
    “Camera?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “We’ll give you a phone app to go with it,” Cary said. 
 
    “Maybe we should turn on the TV and see what’s happening,” Laleh said. 
 
    “Will that bother the bug detection?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Cary said. “I’ve been given permission to do the same at your friend’s home if you’d like. I’d take him up on that if I were you.” 
 
    Laleh nodded. “Yeah, I think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    Taylor turned on the TV. The first thing they saw was chopper footage of City Hall Park. “Whoa, look at the bodies. Near the fountain.” 
 
    “Bet there are some under those trees, too,” Laleh said, sitting down. “There’s a bunch of National Guard troops lined up on Broadway and Park Row.” 
 
    “Here comes a whole row of ambulances,” Taylor said. “This must have just happened.” 
 
    “It did,” Cary said. 
 
    The news reader came on. 
 
    We’re coming to you from the embattled City Hall facility in Lower Manhattan. Things are calm now, the National Guard out in force to insure there are no more incidents. The City Council has just passed a resolution demanding the resignation of Mayor Fine and Police Chief Harvey, after it was learned that they were shooting at the protesters from the Mayor’s office window. 
 
    “Protesters my ass,” Laleh said. “No frigging way.” 
 
    Cliff Bates, the recently fired Borough President of Manhattan, has joined the City Council, to testify about the situation between himself and the Mayor, and to condemn the Mayor’s actions to restrict the right to protest in New York City. There is evidence that the Mayor has become unstable. The City Council has called in a panel of mental-health professionals to offer opinions. 
 
    “Cliff Bates. Always hated that son of a bitch,” Laleh said. “I’ve met him before, by the way. He asked me out. No chance.” 
 
    “Love the balanced coverage,” Taylor said, shaking her head.  
 
    Hector came back in with a big step ladder, setting it up in front of the heating vent, putting on a tool belt and climbing up. He removed the grill with his power screwdriver, setting it down on the paint can shelf, then reaching into the vent duct, pulling out a small video camera. 
 
    “Shit, they were filming me?” Taylor asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Afraid so,” Hector said. He turned the camera lens at his face. “Hey, ese, we’re gonna crush your ass.” Then he cracked open the case of the camera unit and pulled out a rechargeable battery. “Nice unit. These aren’t cheap. The battery lasts for a few months. Uses a motion sensor to turn on the camera.” 
 
    “Can we trace who was using this?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “No, it’s just a radio signal, but the receiver is close. Probably in this building, or next door. These don’t have a huge range. You’d start losing signal across the street.” 
 
    “Can you find it?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “Probably. Might take a while.” 
 
    “We’ll find it,” Cary said. “Look for more cameras. No way there’s only one.” 
 
    “On it,” Hector said, climbing down the ladder, setting the camera and battery on the kitchen counter. 
 
    Taylor’s cell phone rang. She answered it.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “It’s Eve. How are you?” 
 
    “Eve, so glad to hear from you. Mind if I put this on speaker? I’ve got a new recruit with me.” 
 
    “New recruit?” she asked. “Be careful with that.” 
 
    “Jared Carlson already talked with her.” 
 
    “Oh. Good.” 
 
    “Give me a sec.” Taylor looked at Laleh. “It’s Eve. I’ll put it on speaker, over in the dining room.” 
 
    The two women moved to the far side of the table, Taylor putting the phone down and hitting the speaker button. “Hear us?” 
 
    “I do,” Eve said. “Who’s your friend?” 
 
    “Hi, I’m Laleh Mahdavi. I work with Taylor. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Eve. Nice to meet you. The meeting will be at the coffee house on 44th Street, across the street from the Schubert Theater.” 
 
    “I know where that is,” Laleh said. “We’re doing this in a coffee shop with people around?” 
 
    “No, there’s a room upstairs,” Eve said. “Some other recruits own the coffee shop. Ask for Penko when you get there. Noon.” 
 
    “Good, that’s not far from where we are,” Taylor said. “I’ve got workmen here now. Jared sent them to install a security system.” 
 
    Eve chuckled. “He’s sending them to my house either later today or tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’m getting the treatment too,” Laleh said. “I’m glad, after what happened here.” 
 
    “What happened there?” Eve asked. 
 
    “When I got home the other night, I found a dead cat in my fridge, with a note on it.” 
 
    “Let’s be honest. You heard them come in while you were taking a shower.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Eve said. “I fought Jared a little about this. Glad he won me over.” 
 
    “They were back last night, and splattered blood all over my new sheets,” Taylor said. “And there was a video bug in one of my heater vents.” 
 
    “Number two, in your bedroom,” Hector said. “Hope you haven’t been walking around naked very much.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Laleh said. 
 
    “They didn’t get much of a show,” Taylor said. “I was at your house last night, remember?” 
 
    “Good thing,” Laleh said. 
 
    “I’ll let you guys go. See you in a couple hours.” 
 
    “Thanks, Eve,” Taylor said. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Laleh said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John heard the doorbell. “You got that?” 
 
    “Yes, but turn off the PC and get down here,” Linda said. “You’ve written enough today. Pat and Craig are here.” 
 
    “No problem,” John said, saving his work and backing it up before coming down the stairs. Pat and Craig were standing in the entry way. 
 
    “Hey, how’s it going?” John asked. 
 
    Craig shot him a worried glance. 
 
    “Oh, crap, what now?” 
 
    Pat rolled her eyes. “Politics, of course. What else gets him upset anymore?” 
 
    “The Senate leadership says they have the votes to pass the Social Scoring bill.” 
 
    “Are you shitting me?” 
 
    “Language, John,” Linda said. 
 
    “Why don’t you two go cry in your beer,” Pat quipped. 
 
    John eyed her for a minute, on the verge of saying something, a stern look from Linda stopping him. “C’mon, let’s go in the game room.” 
 
    “Wait, I got some good beer. Left it in the car. Be right back.” Craig ducked out the door. 
 
    “Don’t get too high to run the barbeque,” Linda said. 
 
    “Never. You two want me to pour you some wine?” 
 
    “We’ll be in there soon,” Linda said. Pat nodded, afraid to make eye contact with John. Craig rushed in with a reusable grocery bag. 
 
    “I hate the law that forced us into using these,” Craig said, “but they are nice bags.” 
 
    John chuckled. “There you go. What is it?” 
 
    “Sculpin. All the way from San Diego. I thought we could toast the victims of the enemy attack there.” 
 
    “That wasn’t an enemy attack,” Pat said. “You saw the news.” 
 
    “NBS,” Craig said, shaking his head. “If those morons told me the sky was blue, I’d go out and look for myself. That plane was shot down, and the initial reports admitted it.” 
 
    John was on the verge of saying something again, Linda’s glance stopping him. “Let’s go drink.” 
 
    He led Craig into the game room, getting behind his bar, Craig sitting on a stool on the other side, putting the bag in front of him, pulling the six pack out. 
 
    “Cans?” John asked. 
 
    “They’ve gotten better,” Craig said, sliding one towards him. “I can’t tell the difference between these and bottles anymore, and they’re lighter.” 
 
    John chuckled, opening the beer and taking a sip. “Damn this is good beer. I don’t buy it often because it costs so much.” 
 
    “This six-pack set me back about twenty-five bucks.” 
 
    “Geez,” John said. “You really think they’re gonna pass that bill?” 
 
    “Yes, and our worthless governor will sign that sucker, too. Wait and see.” 
 
    John took a long swig of the beer. “I got Linda convinced that the law is a bad idea, and unconstitutional as well. Let’s see if Pat changes her mind.” 
 
    “Linda doesn’t want to have political discussions,” Craig said. “I saw her shut you down twice.” 
 
    “Oh, you caught that, huh?” 
 
    Craig drained the last of his beer, tossing the can into the trash and pulling out two more, sliding one towards John. 
 
    “I’m not as fast as you,” John said. 
 
    “You’ll get there. Maybe we ought to fire up.” 
 
    John snickered. “I thought that was verboten. Got some good hybrid, if you want some.” 
 
    “Maybe in a while,” Craig said. “I’m thinking that a clear head will be needed going forward. I’m even cutting back on the booze. Oh, and I just finished a political article. I’m trying to get it printed.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “The Social Scoring garbage, of course,” Craig said. “Just sent a copy to the Atlantic Monthly.” 
 
    John burst out laughing. “Yeah, like they’d print that. They’ve been cheerleading for this crap.” 
 
    “Just kidding. I’m trying to get it on the Valley Forge paper. The editor thought it was good, but he wanted to talk to his boss.” 
 
    “Chicken shit.” 
 
    “No, he’s a good guy,” Craig said, “and he’ll probably print it. He agrees. This is madness.” 
 
    “So what does Pat think of your article?” 
 
    “She doesn’t know yet.” 
 
    John shook his head. “Playing a dangerous game. Guess what my new project is?” 
 
    “You aren’t writing non-fiction, are you? Don’t need more competition.” 
 
    John chuckled. “No, I started a new thriller series that’s got a lot of political edge to it.” 
 
    “I was wondering when you’d try that.” 
 
    “It’s risky. Most of my books aren’t political at all. I might lose some fans over this.” 
 
    “You also might win some over to our side,” Craig said. “I’ve read your reviews. You’re beloved in your niche.” 
 
    “Yeah, if only my niche was bigger, I might make some money.” 
 
    “Hey, at least you’ve got a niche. I have to envy yours.” 
 
    Craig’s phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket. “Well, this could be bad news. It’s the paper.” He put the phone to his ear. “Hello?” He listened quietly, a smile spreading over his face. “Thanks so much. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    John eyed him. “You’re kidding? You got it?” 
 
    “I’m about to be a published author,” he said. “They’re running it today. It’ll be in the late edition.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Pat asked, coming into the room with Linda.” 
 
    Craig shrugged. “Oh, it’s nothing.” 
 
    Pat eyed him. “I heard you say published author.” 
 
    Linda nodded. “I heard you too. Out with it.” 
 
    “The Beacon is publishing an article I wrote, and I get a by-line,” Craig said. 
 
    “The Valley Forge Beacon?” Linda asked. “Congratulations, Craig.” 
 
    “What’s it about?” Pat asked, eyeing him. 
 
    “It’s a piece about the Social Scoring law. Very well researched.” 
 
    “You son of a bitch. I told you not to be doing that.” 
 
    “Don’t try to control me like that,” Craig said. “I’m not going to tolerate it.” 
 
    “We’ll be ostracized, Craig.” 
 
    “By people not worth being friends with, maybe.” 
 
    “You can’t make those kinds of decisions without my input.” 
 
    “I listened to your input. It’s a measured article. I didn’t get nasty.” 
 
    She sighed, sitting on a bar stool. “Wine?” 
 
    “Coming right up,” John said, pulling a bottle out from under the bar and opening it. “You want one too, honey?” 
 
    “Sure, I guess,” she said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “How’s your new project coming along?” Pat asked John, as he poured her wine. 
 
    “I’ve got a good thriller, I think. We’ll see how the readers react. You never know.” 
 
    “Your work is popular,” she said. “Linda says it’s got a political edge to it.” 
 
    “It does, but it’s subtle,” John said. 
 
    “Hopefully,” Linda said, “but your creative life is your creative life. Write what you want.” 
 
    Pat shot her a glance bordering on nasty. Linda climbed onto a bar stool, smiling at Craig. “When does it come out?” 
 
    “Late edition today.” 
 
    “Shit, are you kidding?” Pat asked. 
 
    “They had space, and the editor got approval. Fits with the news today.” 
 
    “Maybe we should change the subject,” Linda said. “How about those Phillies?” 
 
    John cracked up. “Since when did you care?” 
 
    “Just making conversation.” 
 
    “It’s not working,” Pat said. “Don’t worry, I’ll settle down, but I’m not happy about it. Craig and I will talk about it later.” 
 
    “Fine with me, but don’t get the idea that I can be bullied. Not happening. No way, no how.” 
 
    Pat looked at Linda. “See? Coming apart at the seams.” She drained her wine. John poured her another. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stefan was setting up chairs in the room above the coffee house. The sound of footsteps pounded up the stairs, Stefan turning to see Vasil coming through the door. He carried a large monitor. 
 
    “What’s that for?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “To make the video conference easy to see,” he replied, setting it down. “We can plug it into one of those laptops.” 
 
    “Don’t touch that one,” Stefan said, pointing to the one on the last table to the right. “Albena is using that one to hack. She never shuts everything down.” 
 
    “No problem. Can she really do what you guys were talking about?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, she’s really good,” Stefan said. “Passed me by a year ago.” 
 
    “I was a little surprised,” Vasil said. “Don’t remember her being interested in that before.” 
 
    “She wasn’t.” 
 
    Penko bounded up the stairs. “Almost time.” 
 
    “Where’s Albena?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “She’ll be up here pretty soon. I’ll be going back down to greet the others. We got the coverage for the shop, so things should be fine downstairs.” 
 
    “This place might suffer a tad as we go forward, you know,” Vasil said. 
 
    “It is what it is,” Penko said. “We’ve got a good crew now. I feel comfortable letting them run the place for stretches of time.” 
 
    “How many others are coming?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “It’s tiny to start with,” Vasil said. “Three others. Makes us a team of seven.” 
 
    Stefan chuckled. “That’s hardly worth it. Why are we bothering?” 
 
    “This is the core team,” Vasil said. “We will build from there. You know we have a population to draw from. There are others involved as well. You’ll meet them soon enough.” 
 
    Penko nodded. “That’s true. I know of another twenty people who are interested.” 
 
    “I know of some as well,” Stefan said. “There’s probably a little overlap between our groups.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Penko said. 
 
    “Penko!” shouted Albena from below. “It’s almost time.” 
 
    “On my way,” he shouted back. “See you guys in a few minutes.” He rushed down the stairs, Albena coming up. 
 
    “The room isn’t ready yet,” she said. “Where’d that monitor come from?” 
 
    “I brought it for the video conference,” Stefan said. “You can use it for hacking later if you want to.” 
 
    She smiled. “That would be helpful.” 
 
    They finished cleaning the room, Albena changing a couple dead light bulbs, which brightened the room up quite a bit. There was conversation below, followed after a few minutes by footsteps on the stairs. Penko came through the door, followed by three woman. 
 
    “All, meet Eve, Taylor, and Laleh,” Penko said, introducing the others to them. 
 
    “There’s only seven of us?” Laleh asked. “Do we have some no-shows?” 
 
    “Our funder only wants those who he considers the core team in this meeting,” Vasil said. “There are others already involved. Taylor, I believe you met some of them this morning.” 
 
    “The security techs,” Taylor said. “Yes. They seemed a little too together to be your standard security system installers.” 
 
    “Cary’s brilliant,” Vasil said, “but enough of this. I’ll get the video link started. Have a seat.” He nodded to the folding chairs lined up in the room, then sat at the laptop, making the connection, routing the display to the big monitor, turning the laptop so the camera would pick up the group. The system beeped. “Got him.” 
 
    Jared Carlson’s face filled the screen. 
 
    “Holy shit, is that who I think it is?” Albena asked. 
 
    Jared chuckled. “Hello, Albena. I’ve heard so much about you. For those of you who don’t know, I’m Jared Carlson.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you wanted to be known,” Eve said. 
 
    “Time is too short for that, I’m afraid,” Jared said. “Things are progressing quickly. Thank you all for coming. I assume you’ve already met.” 
 
    “Barely,” Eve said. “Did you hear what happened at City Hall today?” 
 
    “I did,” Jared said. “I’ve got newfound respect for Mayor Fine. Of course they’re trying to drum him out of office already.” 
 
    “Yep, and they just might succeed,” Laleh said. “It feels like more riots are coming. Did you guys notice that outside?” 
 
    “I did,” Eve said. “This is just starting.” 
 
    “It’s going to get much worse,” Jared said. “New York City will probably be under Martial Law in less than a week.” 
 
    “Shit, I’ve been seeing UN vans around here,” Albena said. “They were here last night.” 
 
    “Here meaning your establishment?” Jared asked. 
 
    “Across the street,” Albena said. 
 
    “I’ve seen them around too,” Penko said. “I’ll learn more on Monday.” 
 
    “Monday?” Jared asked. 
 
    “I’ve got a mission at UN headquarters.” 
 
    “I still think you should avoid that place,” Vasil said. “We can’t afford to lose you right off the bat.” 
 
    “What are you planning to do there?” Jared asked. 
 
    “Fishing expedition,” Penko said. “We need the names of some email system admins, so we can research them on social media.” 
 
    Jared sat up straighter, adjusting his camera to bring him back to the center of the screen. “You want to break into their email server.” 
 
    “Yes,” Penko said. 
 
    “I think we should forget it,” Vasil said. 
 
    “You won’t be able to stop the attack,” Jared said. “Avoid lower Manhattan. We’re getting more info. It’s looking very bad.” 
 
    “Wait, you know it’s going to happen?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “Not for certain, but the indications are quite troubling, and it’s not just New York. We’ve uncovered similar operations in other places.” 
 
    “Can you share those?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “Everything in this meeting should be considered classified,” Jared said. “Does anybody have an objection to that?” 
 
    “Before we go on, what exactly is this team going to be?” Albena asked. “What are we signing up for? We’re carrying on as if we’re already an existing team. Some of us met three minutes ago.” 
 
    “More like five,” Penko quipped, getting an annoyed glance from Albena.  
 
    “You’re right, of course,” Jared said. “Sorry. I don’t stand much on ceremony. I tend to dive right in. Let me back up a little bit. The USA is going to be attacked within the next week.” 
 
    “Attacked?” Stefan asked. “By who? Who has the capability to take us on?” 
 
    “Oh, make no mistake, nobody has the capability to take us on, but we’ll be attacked, and it’s going to tear us apart. We’ll lose many people. There will be mass-destruction. Invaders will enter our country from all sides, to join those who are already here waiting.” 
 
    “You are confident the attackers will fail,” Eve said. 
 
    “Yes, they will fail.” 
 
    “Why will they fail?” Albena asked. 
 
    “The American people will finish them. Our job will be to promote that, and we’re not alone. We are legion.” 
 
    “What are they going to do in New York Harbor?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “They will float a nuclear device into the harbor and detonate it.” 
 
    Vasil’s brow furrowed. “You’ve got better evidence now. I can see it on your face.” 
 
    “Sadly, that is the case,” Jared said. “As I said, there are similar operations going on in other locations at the same time.” 
 
    “We’ll have nukes going off all over the place?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “Besides New York Harbor, we’ve uncovered evidence of operations in Puget Sound, Vladivostok…” 
 
    “Russia is getting hit too?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “Let him finish,” Albena said. 
 
    “Charleston Harbor, the Inner Harbor at Baltimore, Ventura Harbor in California, San Francisco, plus London and Paris.” 
 
    “No, this can’t be happening,” Laleh said. 
 
    “I’m hoping some of these get foiled before they go off,” Jared said, “but our information isn’t good enough yet, and we’re running out of time.” 
 
    “That’s why I want to go to the UN,” Penko said. “Albena’s a really good hacker. If I can get her a starting point, she’ll get in.” 
 
    Jared was silent for a moment. “Do what you feel you have to do, but be careful. The UN knows we’re getting information about their plans. They might be very suspicious about anybody asking questions.” 
 
    “The UN is behind all of this?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “They’re only one part, but they’ve been tasked with getting the ball rolling, and then coming to the rescue.” 
 
    “Coming to the rescue?” Eve asked. 
 
    “Shit, they’re gonna dump a bunch of UN Peacekeepers in the city to enforce Martial Law, aren’t they?” Albena asked. 
 
    “That’s what we think will happen,” Jared said. “It won’t be the same everywhere. Our intel is saying that the true pilot region for UN Peacekeeper activity will be California.” 
 
    “Figures,” Taylor said. “This meeting is different than I expected. What will we be doing, exactly?” 
 
    “For now, I want you to wait and watch,” Jared said. “We’ve got seedling resistance groups started along the Atlantic and Pacific Coasts. The initial part of the enemy operation will be horrible, designed to shock the population into submission. In New York City, the bulk of our job will be to throw monkey wrenches into their command and control, as we build larger organizations to fight them.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “Stefan, take it easy,” Vasil said. 
 
    “No, let him speak his concerns,” Jared said. “I’ll try to answer the question.” 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t mean any disrespect,” Stefan said. “I know of your achievements.” 
 
    “It’s smart to ask questions,” Jared said. “The Globalists are tired of having to deal with separate sovereign nations. They’ve been vilifying Nationalism for a while now, as I’m sure you’ve all noticed. Being the leader of a large tech company, I’ve been approached. They want me to join them. That’s how I found out. Well, that, and the work of two US Generals and a handful of others.” 
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    UN Headquarters 
 
    The meeting was still going on at the coffee shop’s upstairs room, Jared telling the group why he was getting involved. 
 
    “I still don’t get it,” Stefan said. “They’ll have a hard time pushing this to the leftists if it’s for the good of multi-national corporations.” 
 
    Jared nodded. “They’ll portray the destruction of national sovereignty as required to deal with climate change.” 
 
    Stefan burst out laughing, the others quiet. “C’mon, are people really gonna buy that?” 
 
    “They have been already,” Eve said. “In a big way. I’ve seen it at my firm. The establishment is all over this. Anything they can do to control the population is a good idea to these folks. They treat the sovereignty of this country the same way they treat the Constitution. They are roadblocks to be subverted until they can be destroyed outright.” 
 
    “What does your firm do?” Penko asked. 
 
    “I’m a patent attorney. That’s how I know Mr. Carlson.” 
 
    “I can see this,” Taylor said. Laleh nodded in agreement. 
 
    “So can I,” Albena said. “What if we can find out where their device is and stop them? We might be able to find that info if we can access the email server.” 
 
    Jared was silent for a moment. “I can’t tell you not to. It might work… I’ve been surprised before. Just consider your own safety. We don’t want to lose your team before you get off the ground. If that bomb doesn’t go off, they’ll do something else to push the city over the edge. They need to put the largest city in the US under Martial Law. It’s bedrock to their strategy.” 
 
    The room rumbled with an explosion, the lights dimming for a moment. 
 
    “Oh geez, what was that?” Albena asked. 
 
    “Three guesses,” Stefan said. “Sounded like it came from Times Square. Wonder how many these creeps killed this time.” 
 
    “If it was that close, our windows would’ve been broken out,” Penko said, “unless it was a very small bomb.” 
 
    “Doesn’t take much in an area like Times Square to make a point,” Jared said. “Let’s get this finished. What questions do you have for me?” 
 
    “What will you provide to the team?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “Weapons, ammo, vehicles, recruiting leads, intel. Protection at various safe houses already set up. The resources of the Samson Corporation.” 
 
    “What’s in it for the Samson Corporation?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “A free world to exist in.” 
 
    “The entire world is not free now,” Laleh said. 
 
    “Okay, you’ve got a point there,” Jared said. “We’re at risk of losing the parts of the world that are free now. If that happens, the rest of the world will perish.” 
 
    “How?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “Western Civilization supports most of the world today,” Eve said. “Trust me on that. If something were to happen to our farm output, for example, we’d see world-wide starvation.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jared said. “Other questions?” 
 
    “Who else is there?” Penko asked. 
 
    “You mean who else is in the fight?” Jared asked. 
 
    “Well, that, and who else are you supporting directly?” 
 
    “Got you,” Jared said. “I’m personally supporting operations in California and the upper Atlantic states.” 
 
    “That’s a big job,” Penko said. Who else is involved?” 
 
    “The two Generals that I told you about are working the southwest, as far north as Colorado and Utah. They’re the most important group.” 
 
    “Why?” Stefan asked. “Beautiful area, but one of the least vital to the country in terms of population and agriculture.” 
 
    “Our best hope to defeat the main enemy is a person in that group. That’s all I’ll say.” 
 
    “Who else?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “Texas, but they’ll take care of themselves.” 
 
    Taylor’s brow furrowed. “What about the Midwest? All that farmland?” 
 
    “The enemy will leave them alone. Same with inland California. They know if there’s mass starvation their chances at success go down, not up.” 
 
    “This all seems very tidy,” Stefan said. “Too tidy.” 
 
    Jared smiled. “It’s the 50,000 foot view, which tends to over-simplify the problem. On the ground, it will be thousands of battles with thousands of groups like yours, large and small. Citizens will be rounded up and murdered. People will be made into slaves. More bombs will probably go off after the initial attacks I mentioned. The entire world will be involved.” 
 
    Laleh sat back, thinking. “Our lives will never be the same.” 
 
    “That is correct, and some of you won’t live through it.” 
 
    “What do you need from us?” Stefan asked, eyeing the screen. “Money? Contacts?” 
 
    “Stefan,” Albena said. 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” Jared said. “Watch. Think about what I said. See what happens. If any of you decides this isn’t for you, you’re free to go your own way. If nobody wants to be involved, I’ll shut down this team and look for others. The good news is that you’ll see what the world will be like very shortly. That is also the bad news.” 
 
    “What other teams are you setting up in the Atlantic?” Penko asked. 
 
    “For your sake and the sake of the others, I won’t talk about that now.” 
 
    “Convenient,” Stefan said. 
 
    Albena shook her head. “Dammit, Stefan, don’t be rude.” 
 
    “I’m not being rude, I’m being skeptical.” He sighed. “Look, if things really start going haywire to the extent that Mr. Carlson is saying in the next week, I’ll be with this team 110%. Believe me. Meanwhile I want to pursue a way to stop the attack, if one is really coming.” 
 
    “You’re convinced that there will be an attack.” Jared said. “You knew before you talked to me.” 
 
    Stefan nodded. “Sorry to be so difficult.” 
 
    Jared smiled. “You place a high priority on saving lives. That is noble. Do what you feel you must, but please be careful. We need people like you in the resistance. People like you are crucial.” 
 
    “So we don’t have to pledge our loyalty or anything like that?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “Your loyalty will be to your people,” Jared said. “You’ll understand soon enough. I demand no loyalty, other than secrecy to protect the movement. You aren’t doing this for me. You’re doing this for yourselves, and for your family, and for your friends, and for your country.” 
 
    “And for the world,” Vasil said. “I’m obviously in.” 
 
    “You’re an employee,” Stefan said. 
 
    “That’s true, and it’s given me a wider view of the world. You’ll come around.” 
 
    “That’s all I have for now. You all have the ability to contact me. Please do so as needed. Protect number one. Things are gonna get crazy. Stay away from sensitive places where the enemy agitators will be operating. You know those places. Goodbye, and good luck. We’ll chat again soon.” 
 
    His face left the screen. 
 
    Stefan chuckled. “Well, he’s got style, I’ll give him that.” 
 
    “You embarrassed me,” Albena said. 
 
    “I’ll be the most deeply involved of anybody, once I’m convinced. You know how I am.” 
 
    Penko laughed. “Yeah, he will be.” 
 
    “What do you guys think?” Eve asked, looking at Taylor and Laleh. 
 
    “I can feel where the society is going,” Laleh said. “It’s like before the revolution in Iran. I’m trusting my instincts, like my father did back then. I’m in with both feet.” 
 
    “What she said,” Taylor said. 
 
    “I know a lot of people who would join, provided you don’t mind Iranians,” Laleh added. 
 
    “I wouldn’t start recruiting just yet,” Vasil said. 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Laleh said. “Also, I’ve got friends who live nearer the harbor. Think I’ll talk to them about taking a little vacation. It’ll be difficult since I can’t tell them much, but I have to try.” 
 
    “I know a couple like that too,” Taylor said. 
 
    Albena nodded. “We all do.” 
 
    “There is one thing that bothers me,” Eve said. “How safe is Manhattan if a nuke goes off in the harbor? Won’t we get hit with radiation and fall-out?” 
 
    “Depends on which direction the wind is blowing,” Penko said. “Most of the time it blows from west to east. If that’s the case, don’t be in Brooklyn.” 
 
    “If we’re in a heat wave, it blows from the southwest,” Albena said. “That wouldn’t be good.” 
 
    “True,” Penko said. “Maybe I’ll start paying more attention to our weather app.” 
 
    “Hey, things are getting crazy out here,” Sydney shouted from the coffee shop below. “Rioters up and down the street.” 
 
    “And with that, I think the meeting is over,” Penko said. 
 
    “Need help?” Eve asked. “I’m packing.” 
 
    “So are we,” Laleh said, glancing at Taylor who nodded. 
 
    “You guys have weapons?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “I got a permit,” Eve said. 
 
    Laleh nodded. “So do I, but I don’t know if it’s still valid. This state is going nuts, and the city is even worse.” 
 
    “Guess I’m illegal,” Taylor quipped. “Don’t care.” 
 
    The meeting broke up, the group going downstairs, sitting for a while as the rioters ran from one place to another, none of them attacking the coffee shop. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jacob came into the Bow Street Pub, heading straight to the bar. “Beer. Porter if you still have some.” 
 
    Ash saw him and walked over, as the bartender drew him the porter. “You look upset.” 
 
    “Idiots,” he said, taking a long chug from his mug. “There are radicals preaching violent overthrow of the government at Harvard again. I saw their thugs beat up several people who disagreed. The police stood by and did nothing.” 
 
    “What about the Campus Police?” Ash asked. 
 
    Jacob cracked up. “Those pansies leave the area as soon as a big group congregates.” 
 
    Ava walked in, brushing off her pants on the way. “Dammit.” 
 
    “Oh crap, were you over there?” Jacob asked. 
 
    She took the stool next to his. “I laughed at some moron there, so he knocked me on the ground. A big man shoving a small woman. These folks have no class at all.” 
 
    “It’s worse than having no class,” Ash said. 
 
    “Want something?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “No thanks, can’t drink this afternoon. I’ve got work to do tonight.” 
 
    “Work?” 
 
    “My mom asked me to help her with some stuff at her place,” Ava said. 
 
    Suddenly a rock came through the window of the bar. 
 
    “Shit!” the bartender said, grabbing the phone on the wall. 
 
    Jacob got up, the sound of more glass breaking nearby as he rushed to the door. A big mob of students was coming down the street, chanting No Justice, No Peace. “They aren’t targeting us specifically, Quint. They’re breaking windows all over the place. Good time not to have a car. They’re hitting them too.” 
 
    “Shit,” Ava said, joining Jacob at the windows. “Oh, they’re not interested in us. They’re heading up Arrow Street.” 
 
    Quint put the phone receiver back. “I figured we weren’t the main target, but I want that window fixed before we close. Just called the glass man.” 
 
    “Tell him to park around back if he doesn’t want to lose whatever is on his truck,” Jacob said. 
 
    “Did that, kid. Another porter?” 
 
    “No thanks. Maybe I’ll blend in with the mob and see what they’re up to.” 
 
    “Don’t get yourself hurt,” Ava said. 
 
    “I won’t, don’t worry.” He left the bar, hurrying to catch up with the group, who was now nearly to Massachusetts Avenue. There was a young woman a few paces back, dictating into her cellphone. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jacob asked. 
 
    She eyed him a moment. “Get lost. I’m busy.” 
 
    Jacob chuckled. “You’re acting like a narc.” 
 
    She stopped her recording app. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re following along, speaking into that recording app. Taking pictures too?” 
 
    “I’m a reporter, okay?” she said softly. 
 
    “Oh. Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt your recording.” 
 
    “I was done. I’ll start up again if something happens. Which side are you on?” 
 
    “Which side?” 
 
    “Are you a pacifist or a revolutionary?” 
 
    Jacob burst out laughing. “Depends on the situation, I guess.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    He eyed her, a striking young woman with long straight hair of light-brown, rail thin but feisty. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “I don’t date radicals,” she said. 
 
    Jacob chuckled. “That’s not what I’m interested in.” 
 
    She eyed him. “I’m Sunshine.” 
 
    “Sunshine?” 
 
    She laughed. “So I had hippy parents. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Jacob.” 
 
    “Jewish?” 
 
    “No, Catholic, actually, but not practicing. I’m just curious. One of these folks threw a rock through the window of my friend’s bar.” 
 
    “You want to press charges?” 
 
    Jacob laughed. “I didn’t see who did it. Unless there’s some video, they got away with it.” 
 
    “Probably right. Sorry.” 
 
    “You don’t know what the purpose of this march is?” 
 
    “Oh, I know that. It’s obvious. Fear is the purpose. They want to put the community on notice that they’ll vigorously resist.” 
 
    “Resist what?” 
 
    She snickered. “Whatever their stupid professors tell them they should resist at any given time.” 
 
    Jacob smiled at her. “You’re not one of them.” 
 
    “Oh, hell no. Most of these kids are okay. A little misguided, maybe, but okay. There are outside agitators working Harvard, and they were brought in with the help of clueless professors. Both the agitators and the bad professors ought to be lined up and shot.” 
 
    “Whoa, that’s a little harsh.” 
 
    “Is it? My thesis was about the tensions in Europe that led to the rise of Hitler. I’ve seen what impact this kind of thing can have on a society.” 
 
    “One of my favorite books is about that,” Jacob said. 
 
    “Really?” she said, slowing down. “What book?” 
 
    “It was by Siegfried Kracauer. From Caligari to Hitler.” 
 
    “A Psychological History of the German Film,” she said. “Forget what I said. Maybe I would date you.” She grinned at him, her face flushing. 
 
    “You’ve got a PhD? You don’t look old enough.” 
 
    “I’m thirty-four. You aren’t a student, are you?” 
 
    “Not anymore. What do you think about the current situation?” 
 
    “Not anymore meaning you quit?” 
 
    “No, I graduated. Political Science and Philosophy.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Making much of a living off that?” 
 
    “My dad has a computer security consulting business. I work for him most of the time.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like a fit with your education.” 
 
    “Truth be told, I was a hacker. It’s in my blood, and it helps in my dad’s business. The degrees have steered my activities.” 
 
    “You are a radical. Shit.” 
 
    He eyed her for a moment. “You never told me what you thought about the current situation.” 
 
    “We’re testing each other.” 
 
    “Kinda seems that way.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite,” she said. “I think the fabric of our society is breaking down, and it’s no accident. We’re the victims of an international operation, and if we don’t wise up, we’ll lose everything. Your turn.” 
 
    “I’m in the resistance.” 
 
    “Resistance to what?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “The Globalist Left, who is the group spearheading the operation you mentioned.” 
 
    She stopped in her tracks, the mob quite a ways ahead of them now. “You know what’s coming.” 
 
    “Maybe we should get out of the middle of the street.” 
 
    She shook herself out of it, and they rushed to the sidewalk, as traffic tried to get back to normal. 
 
    “There’s really a resistance?” 
 
    Jacob leaned against the wall of a store. “We’re just barely getting started, but we have a sponsor. And yes, I do know what’s coming. We’ll be attacked from within and without, as our government spends their time trying to lock down the population.” 
 
    “Can we go someplace and talk?” 
 
    Jacob nodded. “There’s a coffee house up ahead. My treat.” 
 
    The couple walked down the street together. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was a busy Monday morning, everybody on Manhattan rushing around, trying to get to their jobs in time. Penko left his flat, dressed as a courier, unlocking his bike and rolling it out of the small courtyard in front of his unit. He started the ride to UN Headquarters. There were still demonstrators about, congregating at parks and squares as he rode past, planning the horrors of the day. The area surrounding UN Headquarters wasn’t as bad as he expected. He crossed 1st Avenue, getting off his bike to walk it to the gate. The guard eyed him. 
 
    “Delivery,” Penko said. “IT department.” 
 
    “ID please,” the guard said behind his window. Penko pulled out his phony UN ID, hoping it was still good, ready to beat a hasty retreat if it wasn’t. The guard half looked at it, passing it back. “Thank you.” 
 
    There was a clunk, the gate opening before him. He walked his bike to the rack, locking it there, then went into the building, taking the elevator down to the basement. The IT department was down a corridor to the left. Penko entered, seeing a familiar face right away. 
 
    “Juan, how are you?” Penko asked. 
 
    The young man looked up, grinning. “Well, if it isn’t my Bulgarian friend. What brings you here?” 
 
    “Delivery to the email team,” he said. 
 
    “Email team? Oh, you mean the sys admin team. They folded the email admins into the main group.” 
 
    “Looks pretty busy down here.” 
 
    Juan sighed. “We’re shorthanded, as usual.” 
 
    “Really? Looking for Admins? I’ve got experience. Love to get a job here.” 
 
    “Really? It’s kind of a hell hole. The hours are long, and the pay should be better.” 
 
    “It’s got to be better than biking around the city.” 
 
    “At least you get to go outside. I feel like a mole. Admin, huh? I can give you some numbers.” 
 
    “Really? That would be great.” 
 
    He pulled a piece of paper out of his desk, turning it towards him. “Here, jot these down. I only have one copy.” 
 
    “Can I take a picture with my phone?” 
 
    Juan thought about it for a moment, looking around to see who was looking, then set the paper down on the desk in front of him. “Yeah, but hurry, because we’re not supposed to do that.” 
 
    Penko pulled his phone and took a picture, trying to be discrete. “Thanks so much.” 
 
    “Hope they can use you,” Juan said. 
 
    “Me too. I’d better go do the delivery. Where do the admins sit again?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Software.” He held up a white bubble pack sleeve with a delivery sticker on it. 
 
    “Okay. See that set of double doors, about halfway down that hallway there?” He pointed. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “There’s a mail drop right inside the door. Just slip it in there. They won’t want you poking around. There’s terminals that aren’t locked down.” 
 
    “Perfect, thanks.”  
 
    “See you later, man.” 
 
    Penko nodded, taking the bubble pack sleeve down there, opening the doors. There were several people in the far side of the room. The mail stop was on the cabinet next to the door. The trash can was below it. Penko stuffed the sleeve deep in the trash and left, heading for the elevators, waving to Juan on his way out. He was back at his bike in minutes, driving past the guard, nodding to him as he left. There was a line of UN vans coming towards him on East 43rd Street. 
 
    “What the hell is with all these guys?” he asked himself as he rode, the traffic getting worse. He decided to stop in at Grand Central Station to pick up a snack, locking his bike up again, walking to the counter of the Greek sandwich place, ordering and looking around at the crowd. When his food was ready, he made his way to a standing table, opening his sandwich and taking a bite, then pulling out his phone. He sent a message to Penko, attaching the photo he’d taken of the department list. 
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    Coffee and Chit-Chat 
 
    Mayor Fine waited for his staff to arrive, pacing his office. The public outcry about the carnage in the weekend gun battle was ramping up, the media doing their level-best to fan the flames. 
 
    Jean came into the room. “Reporters again, demanding to ask questions.” 
 
    “I’m going into a meeting, so tell them to take a hike. Nicely, of course. I’ll talk to them this afternoon.” 
 
    She nodded, turning to leave as Kate and Julio came in the door. 
 
    “How are you holding up, boss?” Julio asked. 
 
    “Not letting it bother me,” Mayor Fine said. 
 
    Chief Harvey walked in after them. “Mayor Fine, great to see you again.” 
 
    The Mayor nodded, then stuck his head out the door. “Jean, where are the Borough Presidents?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir,” she said. “I’ll check on them.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks. We’ll get started in a few minutes.” 
 
    “We’ll get more done without them here,” Julio quipped. 
 
    “You aren’t getting a lot of grief over what happened?” Kate asked him. 
 
    Julio chuckled. “The Public Advocate always gets a lot of grief. I ignore the crazies, and that’s all I’ve been hearing from since Saturday.” 
 
    They sat, waiting for the others to arrive. After nearly ten minutes Jean came in. 
 
    “Sir, the Borough Presidents aren’t coming. They say they’re on strike due to the violence here yesterday.” 
 
    Mayor Fine laughed. “Mr. Public Advocate, what would happen if I fired all of them?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” Kate asked, half a grin on her face. 
 
    “As much as I’d enjoy it, don’t,” Julio said. 
 
    “The press can’t get any more upset than they already are.” 
 
    “True, Mr. Mayor, but you did nothing actionable. If you massacre what’s left of your already short staff, it’ll add fuel to the fire of your psychological issues.” 
 
    “I think you ought to do it anyway, but better not listen to me,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    Mayor Fine chuckled. “Okay, I’ll let them cool down a little. We need to replace Cliff Bates, though. I’m not bringing him back. I hold him partially responsible for the violence yesterday. As a matter of fact, I should talk to the City Attorney’s office about an investigation of his actions.” 
 
    “That never works out,” Kate said. “Trust me. Just let it die. If you pursue him with your current numbers, it’ll help him. He might even run for Mayor.” 
 
    Julio laughed. “This is all about his run for Mayor. It’s so obvious.” 
 
    “Perhaps there’s something else we can get him on,” Chief Harvey asked. “Something that will make him unpalatable as a public servant.” 
 
    The Mayor eyed him. “You’ve already got something.” 
 
    “We’ll talk later.” 
 
    Julio shook his head. “You’re a lot more fun than the Commissioner was. Hey, boss, maybe we should make him the new commissioner.” 
 
    “No,” Chief Harvey said. “I want no part of that. They’d run me out of town on a rail.” 
 
    Mayor Fine nodded. “Agreed, although you’d be the best person for the job in a sane world. Enough of this. What are our sources saying about today’s violence?” 
 
    Julio nodded. “My sources are seeing way too much chatter about follow-on attacks, and those rumors about a false-flag attack in the harbor are still circulating.” 
 
    “Any truth to those?” Kate asked, her brow furrowed. “I heard some of that last night. They’re saying it might be a nuclear attack. Ruined my sleep.” 
 
    “We’ve all heard them,” Chief Harvey said. “If those rumors turn out to be true, it won’t be a false flag attack. It will be an enemy attack.” 
 
    Mayor Fine leaned back in his chair, thinking. Then he looked at the Chief. “I want to triple the patrols around New York Harbor.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Chief Harvey said. “I don’t think a nuclear attack is likely, but you never know. I didn’t expect radicals to attack city hall with machine guns and grenades.” 
 
    “What else do we have? Any improvement on the budget numbers since last week?” 
 
    Kate shook her head. “About the same. We’ll get challenged in court over our resistance to prosecute hate speech violations, but it’s just a circus routine. They’ve got no leg to stand on, and the DOJ will pursue us if we start prosecutions up again. Stand your ground, Mr. Mayor. You’re in the right here.” 
 
    “How about property damage from the riots over the last week?” Julio asked. 
 
    “Those numbers are still being developed,” Kate said. “They’ll be bad, but not earth-shattering, and private insurance will pay for most of it.” 
 
    “Part of the cost of doing business in our fair city,” Julio quipped. “I did have one thing to bring up. I’ve been getting a lot of questions about UN vans driving around the city.” 
 
    “We’ve always got those around,” Mayor Fine said. “Their world headquarters are here.” 
 
    “Yes, but the citizens perceive a higher than normal presence,” Julio said. “My team researched it. The citizens have a point.” 
 
    “How can you tell that?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “We can use the city’s video surveillance system to measure things like that,” Julio said. “We ran a comparison: number of UN van sightings six months ago against the last month. Hits were up over 50% during the most recent month.” 
 
    “How the hell are you able to do that?” Chief Harvey asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Simple. The facial recognition software we put in place can be used to recognize other things, such as vehicles. UN vans all look the same. It was an easy comparison.” 
 
    “That’s scary as hell,” Chief Harvey said. “It gives the state way too much power. Why haven’t we been notified of this?” 
 
    “The former Police Commissioner was in the middle of it,” Kate said. “Yvette never briefed you on it?” 
 
    Chief Harvey chuckled. “The only time she talked to me was when she had a reason to chew me out. Started that way and never changed. So glad she’s gone.” 
 
    “Ding dong, the witch is dead,” Julio quipped. 
 
    “I’ll have to chat with Mateo,” Mayor Fine said. “Although I don’t know why. He’ll just lie. Caught him in that more than once.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s a bad character,” Chief Harvey said. “I’d arrest him if he didn’t have diplomatic immunity.” 
 
    “For what?” Julio asked. 
 
    “Never mind,” Mayor Fine said. “The last thing we need is flak from the UN.” 
 
    “You’re already getting that,” Kate said. “They released a statement condemning the violence at City Hall. You didn’t see it?” 
 
    “Nope. Probably just as well. My blood pressure is high enough as it is.” 
 
    “To be fair, they didn’t blame it all on the city,” Kate said. “They also condemned the protesters.” 
 
    “We need to stop calling these people protesters,” Chief Harvey said. “They’re paid agitators. I’ve got proof.” 
 
    “Then why don’t we take it public?” Julio asked. 
 
    Chief Harvey sighed. “Because of the way we gathered the information. What they’re doing isn’t illegal, it’s just unsavory.” 
 
    “And we don’t want it to be illegal,” Mayor Fine said. “Okay, anything else?” 
 
    “We’re prioritizing the investigation of how these agitators got their AK-47s,” Chief Harvey said. “Permission to follow that wherever it leads?” 
 
    “Permission granted, of course. Anything else?” 
 
    “Not that I can think of,” Julio said. “My office is working on a list of possible replacements for Yvette and Cliff. I should have some recommendations for you soon.” 
 
    “All right, thanks, everybody. One last thing. Watch yourselves outside. Keep a low profile. I don’t want any of you targeted.” 
 
    “Good advice,” Chief Harvey said, getting up. “Talk to you all soon.” 
 
    He left the room, Kate and Julio following him. Jean came back in. “The press is still demanding a conference.” 
 
    “You told them this afternoon?” 
 
    “I did. Where should I set it up?” 
 
    “In my office,” he said. 
 
    “That’s a little small, isn’t it?” 
 
    The Mayor nodded. “Yep. We’ll move some furniture out.” 
 
    “Why go to the trouble?” 
 
    “Two reasons,” Mayor Fine said. “First, I want the crazies weeded out. Nobody without a valid press pass gets into my office, and it has to be somebody who’s been at one of my briefings before. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes sir. What’s the other reason?” 
 
    He smiled, pointing at the bullet hole in the wall. “I want to make sure we get coverage of that.” 
 
    She smiled and left the office. The Mayor got up, walking to the window, one still broken, the breeze coming in. A pile of glass shards was swept into a neat pile under the windowsill. Jean stuck her head back through the doorway. “UN Secretary General Mateo is on the line, requesting to talk to you.” 
 
    Mayor Fine chuckled. “I’ll take it, thanks.” 
 
    He sat in his office and pushed the speaker button on his phone. 
 
    “Mayor Fine.” 
 
    “Hello, sir,” Mateo said with his slight Argentinian accent. “Thank you for taking my call. You weren’t injured in the incident over the weekend, I trust?” 
 
    “Had to pick a little glass out of my face, but nothing serious,” the Mayor said. “I’m not calling this an incident, though. It was an attack, and we know the attackers were not protesters. They were paid agitators, and they were armed, some with AK-47s. I’m very interested in how they got those weapons. Our police department is investigating. You don’t have any ideas on that, do you?” 
 
    “Who’s to say?” Mateo said. “I called to offer my support.” 
 
    Mayor Fine paused for a moment. “What kind of support?” 
 
    “We have UN Peacekeepers available, which could be brought in to replace the National Guard.” 
 
    “I appreciate the offer, Mr. Secretary General, but that wouldn’t be a good idea. It’ll feed a narrative to part of our population that could cause big problems.” 
 
    “It’ll also draw out such people and help them to make mistakes,” Mateo said. 
 
    “You’re assuming the people I’m talking about are the problem. These are not the people who agitate the population and bring AK-47s to phony protests.” 
 
    “That is a rather inflammatory comment.” 
 
    Mayor Fine chuckled. “Perhaps you’re right, but I think we understand each other.” 
 
    “Yes of course,” he said, ice dripping from his voice. “My offer remains open. Thank you for your time.” 
 
    “My pleasure, and thank you for the offer, Mr. Secretary General. All the best.” 
 
    The call ended. Mayor Fine leaned back in his chair and let out a hardy laugh. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Penko made it back to the coffee shop, rushing up the stairs. “You got it, right?” 
 
    Albena turned from her screen, smiling. “I did. Nice job! You didn’t raise any suspicions, I hope?” 
 
    He took off his backpack, pulling his laptop out. “I doubt it. Lucked out. Juan was there. We’ve been friendly in the past. He wasn’t supposed to let me take a picture of that phone list.” 
 
    They heard footsteps trudging up the stairs, Stefan entering, seeing Penko still in his courier outfit. “Going or already been?” 
 
    “Already been. Albena has the info now. I was gonna join in on the social media searches.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Albena asked. “You don’t look right.” 
 
    “I had a chat with one of my sources on NYPD.” 
 
    “About the bomb attack?” Penko asked, plugging in his laptop.” 
 
    “The attack on City Hall over the weekend,” he said. “Twelve of the protestors were armed with AK-47s, and they had a lot of ammo on them. Enough to move elsewhere after that attack.” 
 
    Albena shook her head. “Funny how the local news media didn’t share that with us.” 
 
    “Maybe they didn’t know,” Penko said. 
 
    Stefan chuckled. “My source said the police showed them the guns. That part of the story is being suppressed.” 
 
    “I can get into the video surveillance system, you know,” Albena said. “I could accidently post video.” 
 
    “Work the UN email task first,” Stefan said. “The damage caused by those AK-47s is in the past. Damage by a bomb attack is still in the future.” 
 
    “Hear anything else?” Penko asked. 
 
    “Chief Harvey just tripled the patrols around New York Harbor. They’re taking the rumors seriously.” 
 
    “That’s good, isn’t it?” Albena asked. 
 
    “Depends on how you look at it,” Stefan said. “I’m still hoping that this rumor is bogus. Do either of you really want a nuke going off nearby?” 
 
    “Is that a trick question?” Penko quipped, pulling a chair in front of his laptop and sitting. “You can hack. Maybe you should leak the AK-47 video.” 
 
    “Forget it, he doesn’t know how to get in,” Albena said, “and taking the time to show him will take as long as me doing it myself. Let it rest. I’m not the only person out there who has access. Somebody else will probably release the video. Maybe even somebody on the force.” 
 
    “Chief Harvey would be for it,” Stefan said. “I’m shocked that he’s still in that job. Yvette Jackson tried to get him fired more than once, but got fired herself instead.” 
 
    Penko nodded. “Yes, sometimes justice is done, even if by accident.” 
 
    Albena laughed. “You’d think system admins would be a little more careful. I’ve got a password.” 
 
    “You’re joking,” Penko said, getting up to look over her shoulder, Stefan joining him. 
 
    “What now?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “Now I see if I can gather a couple more ways in,” Albena said. “If I do a lot of searches, Mr. Bukhari here might be notified. I need to go slow, to limit my activity.” 
 
    “What will you search on first?” Stefan asked. 
 
    Albena responded without looking away from her screen. “I’m still thinking that through.” 
 
    “Good, then I’ll leave you to it,” Stefan said. “I’ve got another angle to look at.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Penko asked. 
 
    “I still know Longshoremen, from my time in that job,” he replied. “They’re very observant. It’s in their interest to know which boats are coming from where, and when. Helps them to know what they can pilfer.” 
 
    “We don’t know that it’s a commercial freighter,” Penko said. 
 
    “True, but there’s a good chance, and I have nothing better to do.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Albena said. “Don’t be late tonight. You’re looking a little too stressed.” 
 
    He nodded, leaving the room. 
 
    “He’s gonna be down at the union hall,” Penko said. “Wish he was staying away from there.” 
 
    “You and me both, but he won’t listen,” Albena said. “I’m on to another good target. What’s with these folks? They’re beyond stupid.” 
 
    Penko chuckled, looking at his screen. “Which haven’t you started yet?” 
 
    “Work from the bottom of the list. We’ll meet in the middle. Cover your tracks, too. Don’t care if it’s a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “Yes mam,” Penko quipped. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jacob and Sunshine ordered their coffees, taking them to the easy chairs in the back of the establishment. 
 
    “So tell me why Caligari to Hitler is one of your favorite books?” Sunshine asked. She took a sip of her coffee, eyeing Jacob as he thought. 
 
    “There are signs about the health of society everywhere.” He took a sip of his coffee. “Political scientists and sociologists almost always miss them. Artists rarely do, even if they don’t understand the ramifications.” 
 
    “Do you think the silent horror films in Germany were mainly escapism? You know, people under pressure flocking to escapist material when they’re under pressure?” 
 
    “I think that can be true, if the society isn’t coming apart at the seams from a moral standpoint. The 1930s in America would be my best example. People flocked to early musicals, gangster films, even horror films. It was a good escape from the dreary reality of the Great Depression.” 
 
    “You don’t think the Great Depression pulled American society apart at the seams?” 
 
    “It was a difficult time, and most people alive today knew people who went through it. My great-grandparents did, and they lived well into my early adulthood, so I got eyewitness stories about that time.” 
 
    “But the society didn’t unravel? Is that your assertion?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We were innocent, in spite of the best efforts by some to erode our morals. We still had hope. We still believed our government, for the most part. We still had a society based on an ever-present bedrock of Christianity, too. Most people still went to church every Sunday, even in the big cities. That’s something most people today can’t imagine, given so many years of a secular society.” 
 
    “But Germany was different?” 
 
    “Completely,” Jacob said. “How come you’re asking all the questions? Still testing me?” 
 
    She smiled. “Perhaps. You’ll get your chance. Answer the question.” 
 
    “Germany was different for a variety of reasons, and the German people were incited. On purpose in some cases.” 
 
    “Incited?” 
 
    “Yes, incited,” Jacob said. “They were incited by the victors of the first world war, but that wasn’t on purpose. That was due to ignorance, stupidity, and petty hatreds built up over many hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Who incited them on purpose?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “The Marxists at first, then the Marxists and the Nazis together.” 
 
    She smiled. “You get this.” 
 
    “So I passed the test?” 
 
    “Maybe. Explain.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    She chuckled. “Do you know how hard it is to find somebody like you to talk to? I’m enjoying this. Go on.” She drank more of her coffee, then leaned back in her chair, looking into his eyes with an intensity almost unnerving. 
 
    “Okay. The Marxists were first to the party, and they pushed the secular society in ways not done before, on purpose, in service of their goal.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    “To make Germany the spearhead of their world-wide Marxist movement to rule the world. We even had a branch in America of the 1920s, but it didn’t sell here. It really took hold in Germany.” 
 
    “There were other places where it took hold, though.” 
 
    “Let’s just keep it to Europe or we’ll be all over the place.” 
 
    She nodded. “Fair enough. Europe.” 
 
    “Spain. It was a little later, but the seeds were planted early.” 
 
    “Do you consider the USSR part of Europe?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “Yes, and they started this mess, but they weren’t in a position to help their German comrades. They were still conquering their own country at the time.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s an unlucky break.” 
 
    Jacob shook his head. “Either the Nazis or the Marxists were going to take over Germany. Which one is worse? Lenin and Stalin killed more people than Hitler did, if we’re keeping score.” 
 
    “True, but let’s be fair. The USSR had more years to get their killing done than Nazi Germany did.” 
 
    “Point taken. I’m not saying one is worse than the other. I view them as too similar to separate. When we compare the impact on their societies and their neighbors, tell me how they’re really different.” 
 
    “I’m not taking that bait.” 
 
    “Don’t blame you there. The Marxists in Germany worked to push their society into decadence, and their ideas were finding traction in many parts of the world, so they got encouragement, especially from the artist community.” 
 
    “Artist community?” 
 
    “Writers, painters, composers, poets, film makers, and so on.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “They popularized the crazy nightlife in the big cities of Germany, and realized early on that cinema was a very powerful tool to influence the masses outside of the cities. Germany in the twenties would make most Americans of the Roaring Twenties blush. Free sex, open homosexuality, open drug use, and general reveling in behavior that most of the society considered wicked only ten years before. A little of that is okay, but too much and the society loses its rudder. That’s what happened in Germany. It was an operation to take down the civil society so they could rebuild it in a new image. It was done on purpose.” 
 
    “What about the Nazis?” 
 
    “They were originally a reaction against the world the Marxists were creating, but later Hitler stepped in and used the movement, focusing on destruction of the civil society much like the Marxists were doing. Hitler further damaged the society on purpose. He pushed paganism, for example, helping to set the society adrift from its morality. Hitler was successful, and we know what the result was. Don’t forget that one of the first things Hitler did after gaining power was to round up and kill the founders of the Nazi party.” 
 
    “The Night of the Long Knives,” Sunshine said. “Now bring this full circle. Bring in the German cinema.” 
 
    “When do I get to ask some questions?” Jacob asked, shaking his head. 
 
    “Humor me.” 
 
    “Okay. Look at the stories, and the vivid story telling techniques that were used. In most of these movies, there is a search for goodness that never quite works. Their hero turns out to be the devil, figuratively and even literally in some cases. The contrast between right and wrong is almost always blurred. Eventually there was no objective right or wrong. This became more and more true as the 1920s progressed.” 
 
    “So the directors and writers were siding with the Marxists and the Nazis, trying to topple the society?” 
 
    “Not exactly. Fritz Lang admitted that he was a political illiterate when he made Metropolis. Artists reflect the society around them. I think it’s sub-conscious to a degree, especially with younger artists.” 
 
    “There’s something else about artists that strikes home for me,” Sunshine said. 
 
    “What, you’re going to tell me what you think?” 
 
    “Stop it,” she said, grinning at him. “Never listen to what an artist says about politics unless it’s part of their art.” 
 
    “George Orwell. He was a Socialist, although that’s balanced by his intense hatred of the Soviet Union.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s the example most people point to when I bring that up,” she said, “but read Orwell’s critique of F.A. Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom. Orwell claimed to be a Democratic Socialist, but his comments about Hayek’s work make me believe that he was very much torn about it. He always had hope that the Democratic part of Democratic Socialism would keep the Socialist part from eating the society. If he were alive today, I think Orwell would be a populist.” 
 
    Jacob laughed. “Okay, you might have a point there. I’ll admit it.” 
 
    “I like you.” 
 
    Jacob smiled. “Likewise.” 
 
    Sunshine moved closer, speaking softly. “Tell me about your resistance group.” 
 
    “Not here. Somewhere more private.” 
 
    “Oh, trying to get me to come back to your place already, huh?” 
 
    Jacob laughed. “No, that’s not what I was getting at, and I’m not a player. It’s almost embarrassing.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ve got a group too. Maybe we can attend each other’s meetings. There might be some fertile ground there.” 
 
    “Does your group have a name?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “Nope, we were afraid to label ourselves. As far as the society in this city is concerned, we’re subversives.” 
 
    “Welcome to the club.” 
 
    “What’s the name of your group?” 
 
    “The Sons of Liberty.” 
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    Fried Wires 
 
    Taylor came home to her apartment, Laleh and Eve still with her. They stood by the door. 
 
    “This is gonna be interesting,” Eve said. “Anxious to see how the facial recognition setup works.” 
 
    Taylor looked at the peep hole in the middle of the door while pushing three of the buttons on the keypad over the doorknob. There was a click, the door opening. 
 
    “Wow, that’s quick.” 
 
    “What happens if the power goes out?” Laleh asked as they entered. 
 
    “I asked that in a text,” Taylor said, leading them into the kitchen. “The lock system is battery operated, but on the charger while the power is on. Shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “There’s some stuff on your counter,” Eve said. “There are three boxes, one for each of us. They look like cell phone boxes.” 
 
    “They aren’t ticking, I hope,” Laleh cracked, Eve and Taylor laughing. 
 
    “We’re gonna make quite the crew,” Taylor said. 
 
    “I’m opening mine,” Laleh said, picking up the box and opening it. “What’s this?” She pulled out a credit-card sized piece of plastic. When she held it in front of her face, it glowed red, and instructions showed up on its surface, leading her through a facial recognition setup, which she followed, glancing over at the others. “You aren’t going to open them?” 
 
    “In a minute, I’ll watch you first,” Eve said. 
 
    Laleh shrugged, finishing the setup, the phone opening, a video screen showing itself, a chime going off. Jared’s face appeared. 
 
    “You’re the first,” he said. “Are the others with you?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re still in Taylor’s apartment. What is this thing?” 
 
    “It’s a satellite comm unit,” Jared said. “It’s on speaker now, but you can use it like a normal phone.” 
 
    “What do we need this for?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “If the attack happens as we suspect, it’ll be the only way you can communicate until they get systems back up.” 
 
    “Wow,” Eve said, opening her box. “Won’t these attract attention?” 
 
    “I’d be careful where you use them, but they’re small, so it won’t be as bad as you’re thinking.” 
 
    Laleh looked in the box. “Do they need to be charged? I don’t see a cable.” 
 
    “They’ll hold a charge for about six weeks. Place them near an outlet overnight and they’ll charge wirelessly.” 
 
    “You’re kidding,” Eve said. 
 
    “I never kid about things like this,” Jared said, smiling. “Surely you remember.” 
 
    “I do,” Eve said, going through her setup. 
 
    “Taylor, you should do your setup, and then review the video history from your surveillance system,” Jared said. 
 
    “Somebody tried to get in?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jared said. “I didn’t give anybody else access to your system, to protect your privacy.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Taylor said, opening her box. She worked through the facial recognition, and an indicator appeared to set up her video surveillance system. “There it is.” 
 
    “Just follow the instructions. The setup only takes a couple minutes. If you don’t mind, I’ll hang out until you’ve checked it.” 
 
    “No problem,” Laleh said. 
 
    Taylor worked through the process, finishing quickly. “That was easy. There is video to review. Does that mean somebody approached?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jared said, “but it might be the crew leaving.” 
 
    Taylor nodded, tapping the button to playback video. The picture appeared, the usual buttons for play, forward, and reverse below. Instructions popped up, showing her where the help menu was, and telling her how to fast forward and reverse. She hit the play button and watched. “First part is Cary and Hector leaving,” she said. 
 
    “Good,” Jared said. 
 
    “Uh oh. I know this guy. He’s trying to pick the lock.” There was a flash on the video, the heavy-set man falling to the ground, knocked out for a moment, but waking quickly. He got up and ran away. “Hey, he just got shocked, and ran. Is this thing safe?” 
 
    “It’s got a stun feature,” Jared said. “Not enough to do much but hurt like hell. You say you know him?” 
 
    “Clarence.” 
 
    “Clarence?” Laleh asked, laughing. “That must have been fun in school. How old is this guy?” 
 
    “Mid-20s, maybe thirty,” Taylor said. “He’s a real dork. Used to live with his mom, but she passed about a year ago. Now he lives in the flat by himself.” 
 
    “Which unit?” Jared asked. 
 
    “Ground floor to the right. Unit 1. His mom was the building super until she got too old to handle it.” 
 
    “The receiver for the original unit is probably in his apartment,” Jared said. “Mind if I have Cary investigate?” 
 
    “No problem. You aren’t gonna kill him, are you?” 
 
    Jared chuckled. “Nope, he won’t be harmed, but his equipment might take a beating. I’ll see you soon. Eve and Laleh, use the phones to contact Cary’s team. They’ll put the same systems in your residences, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Thanks so much, Jared,” Eve said. 
 
    “Yes, thanks,” Laleh said. 
 
    “Talk to you soon.” Jared’s face disappeared from the screen. 
 
    “Well there you have it,” Eve said. “Glad I’m not on the ground floor. A secure door will keep people out quite nicely.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Laleh said. “You watch yourself, Taylor. Keep that pistol and have it with you all the time. If they can’t get into your place, they might nab you when you leave, or when you’re trying to come home.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” she said. “You off?” 
 
    Laleh nodded. “I’m going to go talk to a couple friends who live down by the harbor. See you soon.” She gathered her stuff and left. 
 
    “She’s nice,” Eve said. “Known her long?” 
 
    “Over five years,” Taylor said, “but we weren’t that close until recently.” 
 
    “She’s a good friend to have. I think I’ll take off too. Hopefully I can get the security team out to my place tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “You back at work yet?”  
 
    Eve shook her head. “I’m between cases right now, so I can do my work from home. The partners are helping me there, too. I think they’d rather not have me around until things settle down. Somebody tipped off the building management about my arrest.” 
 
    “There are evildoers everywhere,” Taylor said. “Be careful. Want me to go with? I’ve got nothing going on today.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay. Get used to your new system. Maybe you can shower in peace now.” 
 
    Taylor chuckled as Eve got up, and they walked to the door. “See you later, hon.” 
 
    “Yes, see you,” Taylor said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stefan took the long subway ride from Mid-town Manhattan to the Prospect station, just past Red Hook. He took an Uber to the ILA Union Hall, flashing his ID at the door, walking in. There were men here and there, most staring at their cell phone screens. 
 
    “Stefan, what the hell are you doing here?” asked a big, tired looking man with a gray beard. 
 
    “Julie, you old son of a bitch. Why aren’t you retired?” 
 
    The two men embraced. “Wouldn’t know what to do with myself.” 
 
    “How’s business?” 
 
    Julie shrugged. “It is what it is. More automation now, so the competition is way worse. You aren’t thinking of getting back into this game, are you?” 
 
    “Good Lord no,” Stefan said. “My back still hasn’t recovered.” 
 
    “It’s a lot less physical than it used to be,” Julie said. “How do you think I’m surviving it?” 
 
    Stefan chuckled. “The hardest work I have to do now is carrying boxes of supplies from the stock room to the coffee shop floor. That I can handle.” 
 
    “Something’s on your mind.” 
 
    “You been hearing any rumors around here?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “Not so loud,” Julie whispered. “We’ve been warned not to spread this. About a third of the members have decided to take vacation for the next couple weeks. Talking about it in here could land you in a four-week suspension. Management is pissed, and they’re hitting the Union bosses upside the head.” 
 
    “What are the rumors?”  
 
    Julie smiled. “You already know.” 
 
    “I want to know if what you’ve heard is the same as what I’ve heard, that’s all.” 
 
    Julie glanced around the room, nobody paying attention to them. “Nuke, or maybe dirty bomb, floated into the harbor someplace. Supposed to be within the next few days. That what you’ve heard?” 
 
    “Yeah. Seen the increased patrols?” 
 
    “Yeah, there’re flatfoots all over the damn place.” 
 
    “Yet you’re still here, Julie. Why?” 
 
    “Can you keep a secret, Stefan?” 
 
    “Of course, old friend.” 
 
    “Pancreatic cancer. I refused treatment, although the doc said there wasn’t much chance anyway. Anything that I can earn will help the wife. She’s coming down with Alzheimer’s. At this point, going up in a burst of light doesn’t sound so bad.” 
 
    “Oh no, I’m so sorry,” Stefan said, his eyes glassing over.  
 
    “Why’d you come all the way down here? Planning to do something?” 
 
    “If I can, yes.” 
 
    “If somebody is really gonna try this, finding their ship will be like finding a needle in a haystack, you know.” 
 
    Stefan eyed him. “I’m working on getting some intel. It’s a longshot, but I have to try.” 
 
    “Still not trusting the government?” Julie asked. 
 
    Stefan shook his head no. “Things are gonna get bad, and I’ll fight it as much as I can. Don’t expect to live through it.” 
 
    “You were always lucky,” Julie said. 
 
    “My future is gone.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Julie asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe it’s just my own psychosis, but when I think about the future, my mind just goes blank.” 
 
    “Welcome to the club,” Julie whispered. “If there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know. We have access to a boat. How many people are you gonna have?” 
 
    “Just me.” 
 
    Julie chuckled. “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cary entered Taylor’s building, going straight back through the hallway, passing the mailboxes and stairs, picking the lock on the last door to the right and entering. He flipped on the lights as he shut the door, checking his watch. Nearly midnight. Be quiet. There were rows of electrical services on the wall, the main service on the end. Unit numbers marked all sixteen boxes, starting with Unit 1. 
 
    The sound of the front door opening made Cary freeze. He glanced down at the crack under the door. Was it letting out enough light to be noticed? Heavy footsteps hit the stairs, going up one flight, stumbling, continuing upwards. Drunk. 
 
    There was an old piece of rug by the door. Cary dragged it in front of the crack, and locked the door’s bolt. He went back to the electrical service for Unit 1 and picked the lock, opening the old wooden door. A small drive unit was mounted above the electrical service, looking new. It was then that he noticed. There were three wires running into it from other service boxes. He shut the Unit 1 box and picked the lock on Unit 5… Taylor’s unit. There was the other end of one of the wires, tied into a small receiver unit, which tapped into her electrical service box. Two other boxes had the same thing, Units 8 and 12. 
 
    “No frigging way,” Cary whispered to himself. “This guy’s watching several people in this building.” He pulled out his thin satellite phone and punched a text to his boss, explaining the situation, then waited for a reply. It came seconds later. 
 
    Fry the perp’s electrical system. Leave receivers and drive unit in place. Take pictures of all. 
 
    Cary tapped out an acknowledgement, took the pictures with his phone, and went to his tool bag, pulling out a black box with thick wires, weighing several pounds. He attached the wires to the main breaker bar in the Unit 1 box, then turned on the black device, which buzzed for a moment, all the breakers in Unit 1’s box snapping open. Then he threw his equipment into the bag and raced out the utility room door, locking it and running to the front door, getting through just as the door to Unit 1 opened. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you ready for bed yet?” Stefan asked, coming into the second bedroom of his flat, Albena’s eyes still glued to her monitor. 
 
    “Made a lot of progress while you were gone,” she said, turning towards him. “I’ve been downloading emails by the ton. They’re on the portable drive. Figured it was best to extract them and then do the searches.” 
 
    “How many emails are you talking about?” 
 
    “More than nine-hundred thousand. I bounded them by age. Went back one month. That ought to be enough, but if it isn’t, I’ve got two more ways in. We can go back further.” 
 
    “Can they tell you’ve been there?” 
 
    Albena shrugged. “A network expert can see the transactions, but most people won’t have a clue.” 
 
    “Do we have space for that many?” Stefan asked, getting next to her. 
 
    “It’s a seven-terabyte drive. Emails are just text. They don’t take much space.” 
 
    “What about attachments?” 
 
    “We’re getting them, but only six percent have attachments. Most of the messages are less than fifty words long.” 
 
    “How much longer for the download?” 
 
    “Can’t trust the download indicators. Says another hour. I’d be surprised. What’d you do today?” 
 
    “I talked to Julie down at the ILA hall. It was a sad day.” 
 
    She turned towards him. “Why?” 
 
    “He’s got pancreatic cancer.” 
 
    “Oh no. I always liked him. So sorry, honey.” 
 
    “A third of the workers took vacation for a couple of weeks, due to the rumors.” 
 
    Albena eyed him. “No way.” 
 
    “I kid you not. He’s sticking around, figures he’d rather go out in a blaze of glory since he’s dying anyway. Oh, and Ruthie’s got Alzheimer’s. He doesn’t have much to live for.” 
 
    “Oh, the download is done,” Albena said. “We can go to bed now if you want.” 
 
    “Can you sleep?” 
 
    Albena chuckled. “I can try. Wish I could back this up. Don’t have space. I don’t think I’ll put it on cloud storage.” 
 
    Stefan chuckled. “Yeah. Well, I’m ready for bed. You can stay up if you want. Up to you, honey.” 
 
    “I’ll try to sleep,” she said, getting up. They left the room, going into the bedroom. 
 
    “If we find out there is a plan, how are you going to stop it?” Albena asked, pulling her shirt over her head. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. Chances are slim that I’ll be able to.” 
 
    “You’ve gotten past the doubt, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think there’s something to these rumors. Hopefully it’s just a dirty bomb. That won’t hurt too many people.” 
 
    “Proximity is the key,” Albena said, climbing under the covers, watching Stefan climb in. They embraced, but then Stefan rolled over, his back to her. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked. 
 
    “I feel hopeless. Don’t worry, it’ll pass.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mateo sat up in bed, his phone ringing. After midnight? He picked his phone off the bedside table and answered it. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Sir, it’s Valdez. There’s been an incident. One of our building captains has been discovered.” 
 
    “I see. Can we contain?” 
 
    “Hopefully. I’m a little worried about the hit. Seems to me whoever did this was smart enough to know what they were looking at.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “All the wires in the operative’s apartment were melted to nothing, so fast they didn’t even start a fire.” 
 
    “This means nothing to me,” Mateo said. “I’m not an electrician.” 
 
    “Let’s just say it’s very unusual, and it was no accident,” Valdez said. “There is a lead. One of the surveillance targets found the cameras in her room and shut them down. She also added very rigorous security to her flat. Very rigorous indeed.” 
 
    “Which building?” 
 
    “5513327,” Valdez said. “The woman is in Unit 5.” 
 
    “Just a second,” Mateo said, picking up his tablet, opening an application, and inputting the code, then the Unit number. “44th Street. Dammit, this person was arrested for hate speech, and released by that dirty judge. Then she was at the scene of the police shooting the other day. She was picked up in five different video cameras. We might need to pick her up.” 
 
    “I’d surveil her first. Call Lance. He’s got the tools to do it.” 
 
    “Understood. Talk to you soon. Do your best to contain this. It won’t be good if we’re discovered before the event.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Mateo ended that call, then punched another contact. The phone rang several times, then clicked. 
 
    “This had better be good,” said the angry voice. 
 
    “Lance, it’s Mateo.” 
 
    “Oh shit. Something happened.” 
 
    “A building under surveillance has been compromised. I’m texting you the number. We might need to add additional surveillance on one or more of the targets from that building.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll get on it, as soon as I get up.” 
 
    “Get it started now,” Mateo said. 
 
    “I don’t take orders from the UN. I’ll get it started in the morning. Talk to you tomorrow.” The call ended. 
 
    Mateo chuckled to himself, then got back under the covers. 
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    Building Captain 
 
    Albena climbed out of bed, trying not to wake Stefan. He’d put in a rough night, tossing and turning. She dressed and went back to her laptop, checking the data on her attached hard drive, relieved that the data was there and in good shape. She called Penko. 
 
    “A little early, isn’t it?” Penko asked. 
 
    Albena snickered. “Give me a break. It’s after seven. I need a favor.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “Go buy me another seven-terabyte drive. I downloaded a bunch of emails, and have nowhere to back them up.” 
 
    “You got in.” 
 
    “I did. I’ll start searching the data now, but I’d hate to lose this. If there’s a network expert who knows their ass from apple butter at the UN, they’ll notice the transactions.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll get on that right away. Your place?” 
 
    “Bring it to the shop, I’ve got to go in there anyway. We’ve got somebody out this morning.” 
 
    “Okay, no problem,” Penko said. “I’ll see you in a little while.” 
 
    Albena put her phone on the desk next to her mouse pad, and got started, getting a blank pad of paper out of her top desk drawer, with a mechanical pencil. What should I search for? She started jotting words down. 
 
    Device 
 
    Ship 
 
    Vessel 
 
    Berth 
 
    Schedule 
 
    Bomb 
 
    Package 
 
    Attack 
 
    Operation 
 
    Captain 
 
    Blast 
 
    Fallout 
 
    Radius 
 
    Death toll 
 
    Martial Law 
 
    Casualties 
 
    “That ought to be enough to start with,” she said to herself. 
 
    “Already working, huh?” Stefan asked, standing in the doorway. 
 
    “You put in a bad night,” she said, not looking away from her screen as she started the first search. 
 
    “I hardly ever sleep well anymore. My father had the same problem in middle age.” 
 
    “I remember,” she said, watching the search run. “This is gonna take a while.” 
 
    “I heard you talking to Penko. How much space do you need?” 
 
    “Two terabytes,” she said. “Why?” 
 
    “A solid-state drive would be much faster, and we can get one that is four terabytes now.” 
 
    “Those are expensive.” 
 
    “I know,” Stefan said, “but they’re also much less prone to failure.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll grant you that. Want me to call him?” 
 
    “No, I’ll do it. I wanted to chat with him about something else anyway.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “I’m getting some hits on my first search word. Wish I could check them as I go.” 
 
    “Which word?” 
 
    “Device.” 
 
    Stefan chuckled. “That could be anything.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll go through all the searches and then create a matrix. I won’t be reading nine hundred thousand emails. That’ll take weeks.” 
 
    “Yep, and my gut tells me that we’ve got days, not weeks.” 
 
    “I wish you’d stay away from the harbor. We can’t lose you. I can’t lose you.” 
 
    He came up and put his hands on her shoulders. “It’s worth the risk, sweetie. Don’t worry yet, though. If there isn’t any actionable intel, I won’t go down there. I already got the info I wanted from the union hall. I won’t go back unless the intel gives me something.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll let this search finish and then go to the shop. Thanks for calling Penko.” 
 
    He nodded and left the room. Albena watched the laptop crunching away. It was slow going. She got up and went to the door. “Tell Penko to buy a fast desktop machine and take it to the shop. This laptop is also a speed problem. If we’re spending money, might as well go all the way.” 
 
    “Great idea,” Stefan said. “I’ll get with Penko. Calling him now.” 
 
    Albena gave him a hug, and then went back to her laptop. The time estimate was two hours. She shook her head, sitting, antsy and nervous. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John was hammering away at his keyboard, the story coming at him fast and furious, the dialog flying onto the page. Linda came in. 
 
    “Can you break for a moment?” 
 
    “In five minutes?” John asked. 
 
    “Okay, come to the kitchen.” 
 
    John nodded, trying to get back into the zone, finding it fast, the conversation going in several directions. His head was leading the discussion into an area that scared him, sparking grave danger for one of his main characters. Am I killing him this early? He finished the sequence, then saved his work and went to the kitchen. Linda was chopping vegetables for soup. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Pat called. Somebody threw a brick through their window with a note attached, calling Craig a fascist. She’s beside herself.” 
 
    “Dammit,” John said, sitting down at the kitchen table. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Will we be in danger of that?” 
 
    “I doubt it, unless my book takes off enough to get attention in the press, and that’s never happened before. I’m firmly in mid-lister territory. You know that.” 
 
    “Craig isn’t famous.” 
 
    John nodded. “True, but his article went into a local paper read by people of all political stripes. People are reading his article who would never dream of buying one of my books, and they’re in this little town.”  
 
    “I agree, but it’s still scary. People are crazy now.” 
 
    “I’ve gotten a few bad reviews about the political content of my books, but that’s out of hundreds of reviews.” 
 
    “But this book is more overt, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s still subtle, and it’s unlikely we’ll have sales in this town beyond people I know personally. What’s Craig gonna do about this?” 
 
     Linda stopped chopping for a moment. “They had a big fight over it. It’s possible their marriage won’t last, you know. Pat is very unhappy.” 
 
    “So is Craig, but he still loves her.” 
 
    “You two have talked about it?” 
 
    John nodded. “He expresses anger at some of her behavior, but then turns around and says she’s worth it.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, that’s better than what Pat says. She thinks Craig is having mental problems.” 
 
    “Because of his political views? They haven’t changed much in the years I’ve known him. The region is moving more and more to the left, though. Who are the bad guys here? Those who dump their beliefs and follow the media hucksters, or those who have well thought out positions and stick to them?” 
 
    “So you’re saying it’s the community who has a mental problem, not Craig?” 
 
    “Why do we have to portray those who we disagree with as having a mental problem? That is the real problem with society today, and it’s a major theme in this book. That and the attempts to criminalize political beliefs. You know, with hate speech laws and social scoring. We’ve discussed this.” 
 
    Linda sighed. “To be honest, my mind is moving towards yours more than I’d admit to Pat.” 
 
    “Would you ever consider moving elsewhere?” 
 
    “Leave Valley Forge? You love it here.” 
 
    “I do, but Pennsylvania has become oppressive, and it’s getting worse all the time. I used to think the small community here in Valley Forge would insulate us, but there are few groups more leftist than the architectural preservation community. You know about the discussion in the city council last week, right?” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “They want to make private ownership of historic homes illegal.” 
 
    “You’re joking. I’d have a very big problem with that. This house has been in your family since the 1830s.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, they can’t do it. The Constitution won’t allow it without due process, and any such laws would be shut down by the courts. It’s somewhat questionable what they’re doing now with the rules on alterations of these homes. I’ve gone along with that because I think the preservation is worthwhile for the society. That’s as far as I’ll go.” 
 
    Linda set down her knife, joining John at the table. “Honey, I wouldn’t have a problem relocating. You’ve heard me complain about the taxes and cost of living here. Our retirement income would go much further someplace else, and it’s not like we’d be leaving great weather behind.” 
 
    “You’d be leaving your sister behind.” 
 
    “And my mom, but we could use the motor home to visit.” 
 
    John laughed. “That would take a toll on our social score.” 
 
    “Stop. To be perfectly honest, I could use some time away from Pat. She’s been getting on my nerves. Absence would make the heart grow fonder. It’ll be a pain to sell this place, with all the restrictions.” 
 
    “Maybe we could sell it to the city council,” John said, grinning. “I’m sure the preservation Nazis would approve.” 
 
    Linda burst out laughing. “See, you always make me laugh, even after all these years.” 
 
    He smiled. “I still love you so.” 
 
    “I can tell,” she said. “If you’re serious, I can start doing some research. Where would you be interested in moving?” 
 
    “Someplace where it doesn’t snow.” 
 
    Linda chuckled. “Okay, we agree on that. Any states you would not want to move to?” 
 
    “Based on what I’ve been reading, the southern border states wouldn’t be good, and I’d avoid the deep blue states. Why go from the frying pan to the fire?” 
 
    “So that cuts Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, and California.” 
 
    “Yep. We’re already used to humidity. Maybe someplace in the southeast? It’s certainly cheap there.” 
 
    “Okay, honey, I’ll look into it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cary got back to the safe house, a large building near the intersection of Amsterdam Avenue and 89th Street. He took the lift down into the cavernous basement, with its huge garage and living areas, ducking down a short hallway and entering a room. The guard was there. 
 
    “Hey, Cary, glad you’re here. Don has been waiting for you. In the conference room.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nicky,” Cary said, smiling as he walked through his room to the door behind his desk. The conference room was two doors down on the left. He entered, Don sitting at the table looking at his laptop screen. He was a large man, looking like a soldier, with chiseled features and a strong build, topped by a military-style haircut. 
 
    “Sit,” he said. “I’ll get Jared on the line.” 
 
    “Whoa, something happened?” 
 
    “I want you to tell him what you told me.” 
 
    Cary nodded, leaning back in his chair. After a moment, Don shut his laptop and used a remote to turn on the TV against the wall. Jared’s face appeared. 
 
    “It’s an honor, sir,” Cary said. 
 
    “The honor is mine, Cary,” Jared said. “I heard you’ve finished the security upgrades in all three buildings, and found interesting things.” 
 
    “Taylor’s building had three receivers, all tied into a recording device, attached to the Unit 1 electrical service box.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard about Taylor’s building. How about the others?” 
 
    “Nothing at Laleh’s building. Eve’s building was another story. It’s huge, and there were sixteen receivers there. Lots of people are being watched.” 
 
    “You took no action there, correct?” Jared asked. 
 
    “Don told me to keep the profile low, so I left it alone. The recording device is in Unit 19 at that building.” 
 
    “Same setup?” Jared asked. 
 
    “Exactly the same setup. I’d like to know how many other buildings have this issue, and I’m wondering why Laleh didn’t have one.” 
 
    “That’s pretty obvious to me,” Don said, Jared nodding in agreement. 
 
    “How so?” Cary asked. 
 
    “Both Eve and Taylor were arrested for hate speech laws, and both were caught fighting the leftists on the Municipal Video Surveillance system.” 
 
    Cary shook his head. “That MVS system ought to be abolished.” 
 
    “It’s not the system’s existence that I have a problem with,” Jared said. “They’re using facial recognition to track people now, and they’re saving the video data forever. They weren’t supposed to do that. The law says they can keep it for two months, unless there’s been a crime committed. Then they are supposed to save off crime related portions and check it into the NYPD evidence system.” 
 
    “We’ve got the makings of a real nice police state here in the Big Apple,” Don said. “Wonder how many other cities are doing this?” 
 
    “I don’t know of others,” Jared said, “but I haven’t been looking. San Francisco and Oakland would be interesting to check out. My other team will get that task as soon as I get off this call.” 
 
    “We’ve got enough evidence on the creep at Taylor’s building to prosecute,” Don said. “I’ve got some connections to Chief Harvey, and he’s a good man. He’d be very interested in this, I’ll bet. If we start hitting these spies with sex crime beefs, it’ll be harder for the leftists to recruit.” 
 
    Jared shook his head. “Keep that thought in mind, but let’s investigate further before we do anything.” 
 
    “What would you like us to do?” Cary asked. 
 
    “Compile a list of people arrested for hate speech and released. Find several of those who committed their crimes at big demonstrations, like Taylor and Eve did. Then we go to their residences and look for surveillance equipment.” 
 
    Cary chuckled. “That would be a pleasure. Are we doing any wire frying?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Don said. “We don’t want them to get wise.” 
 
    “If they’re smart, they already are,” Jared said. “I wish we wouldn’t have fried the first perp’s wires like that.” 
 
    “Sorry, that was my call,” Don said. 
 
    “It’s okay, we didn’t know the extent then. Knowing what the enemy is doing is more important than busting their minions at this point.” 
 
    “Understood,” Don said. “We’ll get on this right away.” 
 
    “Thank you. Talk to you soon.” Jared’s face disappeared from the screen. 
 
    “Do you want me to start doing the searches?” Cary asked. 
 
    “No, I want you to get ready to do security upgrades on our other team members. We’re setting that up now. I’ll have Gracie do the searches and provide you with addresses.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Cary said. “We can get Hector involved, if you’d like.” 
 
    “We want that, partly for protection,” Don said, “and I want both of you armed. They might put surveillance at the locations. We don’t want to lose either of you. That clear?” 
 
    “Yes. Let me know.” 
 
    Don nodded. “That’s it. I’ll call you, but let’s use the Satellite comm units instead of cellphones. I’m beginning to think the cellphone system isn’t secure anymore.” 
 
    “It was never very secure.” 
 
    Don chuckled. “True, but now we have the worst sort of people monitoring it. The government.” 
 
    “I remember when they were the good guys, going after the bad guys.” 
 
    Don eyed him and shrugged. “It is what it is. Talk to you soon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took nearly three hours for the first word search to finish. Albena was finally packing up, heading out to the coffee shop. 
 
    “Going now?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “Yep, finally.” 
 
    “I’m going with you. Hold up a moment.” 
 
    “Why? I thought you had something else to do.” 
 
    “Later. You’ve got precious cargo, and there are enemy operatives everywhere. We can’t let them snatch that data.” 
 
    Albena nodded. “Love to have the company anyway.” 
 
    The couple left their flat, heading for the subway station. They got to the coffee shop in about twenty minutes. Penko was upstairs waiting for them, setting up the new PC. 
 
    “Great, you got it,” Albena said. 
 
    “Yep,” Penko said. 
 
    Stefan looked the garish case over. “What the hell? That thing looks ridiculous.” 
 
    “This is a gaming PC, aimed at teenagers,” Penko said. “You’re a little out of touch.” 
 
    “Perhaps. How about the drive?” 
 
    “Got you a five-terabyte solid state drive.” 
 
    “This PC has a solid-state drive too,” Albena said, looking at the advertising decal on the side. 
 
    “True, but that’s for the operating system and pre-loaded software. This sucker boots up in about three seconds. I could get used to that.” 
 
    “Well forget that, it’s mine,” Albena said, laughing. “Move over.” 
 
    “Of course,” Penko said. “The setup is pretty much done. It’s all yours.” 
 
    Albena opened her laptop case, pulling out the laptop and the external drive. Then she connected the new solid-state drive and her seven-terabyte drive to the new PC. She kicked off the copy to the solid-state drive. 
 
    “This will take a while,” Penko said. 
 
    Albena watched the progress. “Wow, this is going fast. The processor in this PC is a monster.” 
 
    “Well, you two have fun,” Stefan said. “I’ve got to go work the floor, since our hacker is busy.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Albena said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Nonsense. We use our talents where they have the best traction. You’re exactly where we need you.” 
 
    He went down the stairs. 
 
    Penko sighed. “Stefan looks worried all the time now.” 
 
    “I know,” Albena said. “He used to handle stress better.” 
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    Data Sorting 
 
    Mateo sat in his office. The phone rang. He picked it up. 
 
    “Mateo.” 
 
    “It’s Lance. When are they gonna put caller ID on the phones in that dump?” 
 
    “You’re calling UN Headquarters a dump?” Mateo said in mock disgust. “I’m shocked.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. We’ve got a problem.” 
 
    “Always. What is the new problem?” 
 
    Lance chuckled. “You guys crack me up. I looked at the electrical at Clarence’s unit.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I asked you to do.” 
 
    “I don’t take orders from the UN, remember?” 
 
    “Did you set up the surveillance on Taylor Yates?” 
 
    “Nope. That would be a bad idea, for now.” 
 
    “Dammit, I’ll talk to Charles if you don’t cooperate,” Mateo said. 
 
    “I don’t take orders from Charles Livingston either. Same with that little French creep that follows him around like a poodle, or that bitch Margaret Hines.” 
 
    “We can have you eliminated,” Mateo asked. 
 
    Lance burst out laughing. “I could turn you into fish food within the hour, so you’d better knock it off. You need to listen to me. I said we’ve got a problem, and I meant it.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, tell me what you found.” 
 
    “Whoever burned out those electrical wires has a very advanced device. I’ve never seen anything like this.” 
 
    “That’s what Valdez said.” 
 
    “Shit, you knew about this and didn’t say anything?” Lance asked. 
 
    “Valdez didn’t make it sound like an emergency. He just didn’t know how it was done.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you how it was done. It was done with a very advanced computer-controlled device which is not on the market. If it was on the market, I’d know. I’m an expert in this stuff. The resistance has a very smart or a very rich supporter.” 
 
    “We don’t even know if Miss Yates is part of the resistance,” Mateo said. “That’s why I wanted to set up the surveillance.” 
 
    “There was another thing you didn’t tell me about.” 
 
    “And what is that?” Mateo asked. 
 
    “Clarence tried to pick that new door lock, and got hit with an electrical stun that damn-near knocked him out cold.” 
 
    “Gadgets. I’m not worried about gadgets.” 
 
    “This is another thing that’s not on the market. Have you considered that this might be the CIA? They’ve got the deep pockets needed to come up with this kind of stuff.” 
 
    “They’re on our side, remember?” 
 
    Lance chuckled. “The politicians that got put over the CIA by the administration are on our side. The rank and file might be wise. Most of them are career employees whose allegiance is to the country and the CIA, not to whoever sits in the White House at a given time. Political leaders are temporary.” 
 
    “We’ll solve that soon enough. What do you suggest we do?” 
 
    “I suggest we put human surveillance on a few other locations where we have an active building captain. The resistance will figure out this wasn’t an isolated incident, if they haven’t already.” 
 
    “How could they figure that out?” 
 
    “They might have figured it out because of our bad luck,” Lance said.  
 
    “Our bad luck?” 
 
    “Yeah, there were three units under surveillance in the building, and I’m betting that whoever was there saw the other receivers tied into the data storage device in Clarence’s electrical service.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll agree, human surveillance would be prudent. Would you like to be involved?” 
 
    “I’ve got resources, if you can give me addresses.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll have a person contact you with the information. Sorry about the harsh words.” 
 
    “Me too. We understand each other, at least. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    “Should we put a tail on Miss Yates?” 
 
    “Let’s wait on that. They’ll be expecting it. I’m sure she’s well protected.” 
 
    “You sound very sure about that.” 
 
    “It’s what I’d do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jacob entered the Bow Street Pub. “Hey, Ash, is Jaak around?” 
 
    “In the back,” she said. “Just a sec. Let me make sure he’s not busy.” 
 
    Jacob nodded as she went behind the bar, into the stock room. She was out in a moment. 
 
    “He said go on back.” 
 
    Jacob came around the bar and went through the stockroom door. 
 
    “Jacob, what’s up?” Jaak asked. 
 
    “I met somebody yesterday. She’s got a group. Might be a good fit with ours.” 
 
    Jaak turned, eyeing him. “Who?” 
 
    “You aren’t gonna believe this.” He told Jaak the story of how he met Sunshine, and about their conversation. 
 
    Jaak was silent for a moment. “You didn’t tell her anything other than the name of the group? No names of members or the location?” 
 
    “No, I was careful about that. She invited me to one of her meetings. I’m going, but would like to reciprocate.” 
 
    “What’s her last name?” 
 
    Jacob’s face turned red. “Shit. Didn’t get it. I only know her as Sunshine.” 
 
    “Get her name, and we’ll check her out. Nobody joins without a background check. She didn’t ask your name before she invited you to her meeting?” 
 
    Jacob thought about it for a moment. “She doesn’t understand what kind of group this is.” 
 
    “Do you know what kind of group she has?” 
 
    “I doubt it’s para-military like ours will be,” Jacob said. “but I don’t know for sure.” 
 
    “Okay. This might be positive; just remember we need the background check. On all of her people who might join us.” 
 
    “Agreed. Talk to you soon.” He left the stockroom. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Ash asked. 
 
    “Yeah, no problem. Just needed some advice.” 
 
    “You off already?” 
 
    “Going out with some friends. See you soon.” 
 
    He left the bar, walking southwest on Massachusetts Avenue towards his apartment, groups of students passing him, some eyeing him suspiciously. The people thinned out as he got to Remington Street, going north, entering the front door of his boarding house. 
 
    “Hey,” Ava said, sitting in the parlor. “Wondered where you were.” 
 
    “What are you up to?” he asked, sitting on the wingback chair next to the couch. 
 
    “I was down at the school board meeting,” Ava said. 
 
    “Why would you want to go there?” 
 
    Ava chuckled. “I didn’t, I was supporting a friend. You know what they’re doing?” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll be surprised. No, maybe not.” 
 
    Ava shook her head. “They’re moving people around between different schools based on where they live, to cut down on commutes. They’re also pushing for teachers living outside of the city to move closer or risk losing their jobs.” 
 
    “Fascists. These folks are sick. Your friend is being moved?” 
 
    “Yep, she was assigned to special ed, which is her passion. She’s being moved to a school with no special ed.” 
 
    “Can she move to avoid that?” 
 
    “The rent near her current school is too high,” Ava said. “She’s thinking about leaving the city. I would if I were her, but school pensions aren’t portable outside the county, and she’s vested.” 
 
    “What? She can’t move out of the city with her pension?” 
 
    “I kid you not. This is Soviet-style bullshit to the max. I’m glad I didn’t go into teaching-at least in this town.” 
 
    “The whole state is bad,” Jacob said. “Oh well, I’ve got to go shower.” 
 
    “Oh, really. Date?” 
 
    “Kinda sorta,” he said. “I’m going to a meeting with somebody I met during the demonstrations today.” 
 
    “Do tell. Details?” 
 
    Jacob shook his head. “No time. I’ll tell you all about her tomorrow.” 
 
    “Her? I see.” 
 
    “Stop it. Talk to you later.” Jacob left the parlor, climbing the stairs to the second floor, going into his suite. It was stuffy, so he opened a couple windows and took his shower. There was a text message on his phone when he got out, from Sunshine. 
 
    I got okay for you to sit in on our meeting. It’s at the Used Book Store on Church Street. Text me back if you don’t know where I’m talking about. It’s upstairs. Tell the clerk at the front desk you’re there to see Kimber. 
 
    He typed a reply: 
 
    Know it well. By the way, what’s your last name? Mine is Timmons. 
 
    She replied after a moment. 
 
    Why do you want my last name? 
 
    He typed a reply, hoping he wasn’t blowing it. 
 
    So I can get you invited to our meeting. We do background checks, for obvious reasons. You guys don’t? 
 
    She replied after a moment. 
 
    To become a member, yes. To attend a meeting, no, but it’s okay. Don’t laugh. 
 
    Jacob smiled. 
 
    Don’t laugh at what? 
 
    It’s Jones. Sunshine Jones. Sounds like the floozy character in a sleazy novel. My parents deserve punishment. 
 
    Jacob typed a reply. 
 
    I like it. See you soon. 
 
    He got dressed, then sent a quick text to Jaak. 
 
    Her name is Sunshine Jones. 
 
    Jaak sent a message saying he’d do the check as Jacob left his room. 
 
    “Have fun lover boy,” Ava said, looking up from her book. 
 
    He shook his head as he left, getting back to Massachusetts Avenue, taking it past Harvard, going left on Church Street. There were people milling around outside the bookstore as he entered. He went to the gray-haired old man behind the counter. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m here to see Kimber.” 
 
    The man eyed him for a moment, then picked up his cell and typed a text. A moment later Sunshine came down the stairs, smiling at him. 
 
    “It’s him,” she said. “Jacob, meet Henry. He owns the joint.” 
 
    Jacob smiled. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Well, any friend of Sunshine’s is a friend of mine, he said, giving him a warm handshake. 
 
    “Let’s go up,” Sunshine said, taking his hand, which was warm and soft. Jacob let a sigh slip out. She turned, her eyelids heavy as she smiled at him. They entered the room at the top of the stairs, set up with a circle of chairs. Nobody else was there yet. 
 
    “You got to take a shower,” Sunshine said, eyeing his still-damp hair. “No such luck here. Had to go to the school board meeting today. You won’t believe what those jerks are doing.” 
 
    “I know,” Jacob said. “One of our people was there. Ava.” 
 
    “What does she look like?” Sunshine asked, sitting in a chair, Jacob sitting next to her. 
 
    “Shorter than you, shoulder length brown hair,” he said. “She laughs a lot.” 
 
    “Nobody was laughing much in this meeting. Why was she there?” 
 
    “To support one of her friends, who’s a special ed teacher.” 
 
    “I saw her speaking. I think I know which one Ava was. She’s pretty. Girlfriend?” 
 
    Jacob laughed. “No, I don’t have a girlfriend.” 
 
    Footsteps sounded, coming up the old wooden steps. Jacob recognized several of the people who’d been milling around outside the store when he arrived. 
 
    A young black woman sat next to Sunshine, leaning forward to get a good look at Jacob. “You brought fresh meat?” 
 
    Sunshine laughed. “Oh, please. This is Jacob. Jacob, meet Tyra.” 
 
    “Don’t say it,” she said, smiling at him. “This name is a curse. Looking to join the resistance?” 
 
    “I’m from another resistance group, looking to gain allies,” Jacob said. 
 
    “Do tell? We need allies. There are dark clouds on the horizon.” 
 
    Most of the seats were filled after a moment, a mixture of young men and women. They heard the store door being closed, the bell sounding, and then Henry came up the stairs, his breath coming fast as he got to the top, sitting in the last open chair. 
 
    “We have a guest. Everybody, meet Jacob. Jacob, this is everybody. We’ll get on a more personal level as things move along.” 
 
    “Thanks for allowing me to sit in,” Jacob said. 
 
    There were murmurs of acceptance around the room. 
 
    Henry smiled. “Okay, several of you went to the City Council meeting today. What’s the scoop. Is it as bad as we expected?” 
 
    “I think it’s worse, because it’s moving so fast,” a large young man with blonde hair said. “They’ve obviously got the votes to pass the work proximity regulations, and now they’re starting to talk about bringing in Social Scoring to reinforce that and other new regulations they’re pushing.” 
 
    “Pennsylvania is on the verge of passing the same garbage,” said a tall lanky Asian man. 
 
    “That’s true, Justin,” the blonde man said. “At least this is only at county level.” 
 
    “Yes, Todd, for now,” Henry said. “That worries me, but you know what worries me more?” 
 
    “Just tell us,” Tyra said. “This stuff is really appalling. I don’t see how you can all be so calm about it.” 
 
    “I’m in a rage,” Henry said, “but that doesn’t mean I should show it.” 
 
    “What he said,” Sunshine added.  
 
    Todd eyed Henry. “What were you gonna say?” 
 
    “I have a friend in another resistance group, down in Brookline. They got raided.” 
 
    “Raided for what?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “One of the members reported the group for hate speech.” 
 
    “We need to do background checks before letting people into our meetings,” Justin said, glancing at Jacob. “No offense, man.” 
 
    “None taken, and I welcome background checks,” Jacob said. “Sunshine and I exchanged our last names. Our group does background checks on visitors, not just on member applicants. We’re against a very dangerous enemy. That’ll become obvious as time goes on. We must protect ourselves.” 
 
    “Sunshine will attend one of your meetings?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Jacob said. “Soon. Hopefully tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Somebody else should go with her,” Todd said. 
 
    “I’m fine with that, but I need to add the name so we can run the check,” Jacob said. 
 
    “Do we have a volunteer to accompany Sunshine?” Henry asked. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Todd said. “Todd Czerny.” 
 
    Jacob nodded, pulling his cellphone and sending a text to Jaak with the name. “Thank you.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” Todd asked. 
 
    “Jacob Timmons.” 
 
    “How big is your group?” Tyra asked. 
 
    “Small, but we’re just starting. Eight people. We’ve got a good funder and supplier.” 
 
    “Funder, huh?” Henry asked. “Hopefully we can merge, then, if our objectives match up.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” Jacob said. 
 
    “How’d you two meet?” Tyra asked. 
 
    Sunshine told the story, and revealed some details of their conversation at the coffee shop. She told them the group’s name was Sons of Liberty. 
 
    Todd looked over at Jacob. “Can’t wait to meet your group, and that name is bad ass.” 
 
    Henry smirked. “It is, but let’s not spread that around outside this group.” 
 
    “What is your group’s focus at the moment?” Justin asked, several piping in with nods or verbal encouragement. 
 
    “Our funder provides intel. There’s a globalist operation in the works. It’s going to impact the entire country and leave us in a state of war. We’re preparing to fight back.” 
 
    “You’re para-military, then?” Justin asked. 
 
    “We will be. All of us have been training with firearms and tactics.” 
 
    “Let’s not get specific about that yet,” Henry said. “We’ll let things develop. When is the operation expected?” 
 
    “Within the next couple weeks,” Jacob said. 
 
    Henry’s brow furrowed. “Dammit.” 
 
    “What?” Sunshine asked. 
 
    “I’m hearing the same type of chatter from most of my sources now. It’s scary.” 
 
    “What exactly are you guys hearing?” Tyra asked. 
 
    “Nuclear attacks, with the devices floated into harbors,” Jacob said. 
 
    “Oh God,” Tyra said. “Is there really a chance of that?” 
 
    Henry looked around the room at everybody. “We’ve talked about where this is going. I hope calmer heads prevail, but I’m not optimistic.” 
 
    Justin nodded in agreement. “Look at what they’re doing. It’s all setup for extreme control over the population. The attacks happen, and all of a sudden we’re in martial law.” 
 
    “Can’t we work to prevent this?” Tyra asked. 
 
    “No,” Henry said. “There’s nothing we can do to stop it now. The population of this country has been asleep at the switch. It’s coming, and it’s coming soon.” 
 
    “Sadly, our group agrees,” Jacob said. “The Sons of Liberty will be ready.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Albena watched as the big gaming PC crunched through the searches, aided by the ultra-fast SSL drive. She’d been at it for hours now. Stefan came up. 
 
    “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Only two words left to go,” Albena said, rolling her chair back from the PC. “This is quite a machine. We ought to buy a couple more.” 
 
    “Maybe our new funder can provide them,” Stefan said. 
 
    “That sounded a little sarcastic. You don’t like Jared Carlson?” 
 
    “Anything that seems too tidy makes me nervous.” 
 
    “That’s my Stefan. Don’t worry, your skepticism has served us well more than once. I do hope you’re wrong this time, though.” 
 
    “I truly hope you’re right,” he said, sitting down. “That was the longest shift I’ve worked downstairs. Takes a lot out of you.” 
 
    “It does, but I like it sometimes. Helps me get a read on people.” 
 
    “You said a mouthful there. Everybody seems scared.” 
 
    Albena nodded. “Yes, I’ve been thinking the same thing. Sydney even brought that up, and she has no idea.” 
 
    “You’ve never let her in on any of this.” 
 
    “It’s not just her,” Albena said. “It’s the whole staff. We need them to run the store while we’re busy.” 
 
    “Oh, I agree, and no way would I tell Sydney. I really like her, but she talks too much.” 
 
    “True that. Martial Law just finished. Lots of hits, unfortunately.” She started the program on the last word, and brought up her spreadsheet, cutting and pasting the data from the last search. 
 
    “That’s quite a matrix,” Stefan said, looking over her shoulder. “That big monitor is helpful.” 
 
    “Makes a huge difference for spreadsheets. Also good to keep several programming windows open at a time. I hate working on my laptop now.” 
 
    “Spoiled already,” Stefan quipped. “I don’t blame you there. How much longer will you be busy?” 
 
    “This last word will probably take about half an hour, based on the others. Then I’ll want to dive into the emails with the most hits. I won’t get through the analysis tonight.” 
 
    “We can team the reading,” Stefan said. 
 
    “We can.” 
 
    Stefan stood up. “Okay, I’ll go back downstairs and help out for a while longer. Have fun.” 
 
    Albena nodded, watching him leave the room, then checking progress on the last word. It was more than half-way finished, with only a few hits. Penko and Vasil came in just as it was finishing. 
 
    “How goes it?” Penko asked. 
 
    “Just finished the search on the last of my words,” she said, not looking away from her spreadsheet, cutting and pasting the data. Then she set up a complex sort. 
 
    “Nice spreadsheet,” Vasil said. “You’re sorting the emails by number of hits?” 
 
    “Yes,” Albena said, waiting as the spreadsheet chugged away at the data. “After I look at some of these, I’ll set up more searches.” 
 
    “By names of people in sensitive messages, right?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking, and also by the dates of important messages.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Penko said. 
 
    The spreadsheet finished its sort. 
 
    “How many do we have to go through?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “Good question,” Albena said, scrolling down the data, through lines with fewer and fewer hits. “Damn. Over five thousand.” 
 
    “We’ll have to team this,” Penko said. 
 
    “Yeah, Stefan and I were just talking about that. I’m gonna crack open the first few.” She hit the home button to get back to the top, read the number of the email with the most hits, and searched for it on the drive. It filled the screen. 
 
    “Oh crap,” Albena said as she read. 
 
    Vasil’s eyes got wide. “I need to call the boss.” 
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    Death Threats 
 
    Jacob and Sunshine left the meeting at the used bookstore, walking into the cool of the evening. 
 
    “Hungry?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “I could eat. There’s a good place half a block down, just past Palmer Street. It’s got some private booths where we can chat, and the clientele and owners are cool.” 
 
    “Perfect.” They walked in that direction, getting there in a few minutes, taking a sheltered booth in the back. 
 
    “Sunshine, how are you?” the waitress asked. She looked too old to be waiting tables. 
 
    “Hi, Margie,” Sunshine said. “How’s business?” 
 
    “Good, as long as we keep the crazies out. Had to kick somebody out today. He was messing with the other customers. Too much of that going on these days. Nobody’s allowed to have a differing opinion on anything.” She put menus in front of them. “The meatloaf is great today. Coffee?” 
 
    “I’ll take some coffee, black,” Jacob said. 
 
    Sunshine nodded. “Same.” 
 
    “Be up in a minute,” Margie said, leaving them alone. 
 
    Jacob smiled. “Nice lady.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s great,” Sunshine said. “What’d you think?” 
 
    “I see some synergy.” 
 
    “Good. When’s your next meeting?” 
 
    “Tomorrow night,” Jacob said, jumping when his phone buzzed him. 
 
    Sunshine chuckled. “Nervous?” 
 
    “A little jumpy,” he said, pulling his phone, reading the text from Jaak. A smile washed over his face. “You and Todd checked out fine.” 
 
    “That’s a strange look,” she said. 
 
    He turned his phone towards her so she could read the message. 
 
    Hey, kid. Finished the background checks. Both are fine… in fact we would love to have them. Sunshine is a genius, by the way. Have you read any of her work? Jaak. 
 
    Sunshine’s face turned red in a flash. “I am not.” 
 
    “Coming from Jaak, I believe it. He’s a genius himself.” 
 
    Margie came back over with the coffees, Jacob putting his phone away. “Want to order?” 
 
    “I’ll take you up on the meatloaf,” Jacob said. 
 
    Sunshine nodded. “Same.” She watched Margie until she was out of earshot. “What nationality is Jaak? Unusual spelling.” 
 
    “He’s Estonian,” Jacob said, “and one of the nicest men I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Not surprised an Estonian would be on our side.” 
 
    Jacob swallowed his first sip of coffee. “Yep, they’ve had more than their share of government suppression. Good coffee.” 
 
    Sunshine took a sip of hers, setting the cup down. “I wish we were meeting under different circumstances.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I like you, and I can tell you like me,” she said. “We’ll be too busy for that. This conflict will be more dangerous than anybody in my group thinks.” 
 
    “I agree this will be more dangerous than people think,” Jacob said. “As for the other part, it’ll work itself out. We shouldn’t try to either avoid it or push it. Things will happen the way they were meant to.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that you’re interested?” 
 
    Jacob smiled. “We both knew the day we met. Are you going to deny that?” 
 
    She searched his eyes for a long moment, then looked down, collecting her thoughts. “No, I won’t deny it.” 
 
    “That was a long time for such a short response.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “It was. I’m not a very good mate. Fair warning. I recede into myself, especially when I’m writing.” 
 
    “I’m having a hard time sitting this far away from you.” 
 
    “Oh God,” she said. “Men never look at me like you just did. Move over.” She got up and moved to his side of the booth, up against him, turning her head towards his. Their lips touched for the first time. 
 
    “Whoa,” Jacob whispered. 
 
    “I know.” She leaned her head against him. “Now I just want to leave.” 
 
    “Me too, but this will follow us. We have to be in the fight. I want to more than ever now.” 
 
    “So people like us can be together,” she said, looking at him. “Really together. Barefoot and pregnant together.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vasil sent a text to Stefan, asking him to come upstairs. Penko and Albena were both reading more of the emails. Stefan rushed up the stairs. “Kinda busy down there. What’s going on?” 
 
    “We need to get Jared on the line,” Vasil said. “People can wait a little longer for their coffee.” 
 
    “Use my laptop,” Penko said. “I don’t want to mess with the PC right now, or Albena’s laptop.” 
 
    Vasil nodded, setting up the video call, then tapping Jared’s number on his satellite comm device. 
 
    Jared’s face came up before the phone connected. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “The satellite phones take a few seconds sometimes.” 
 
    “I’m on,” Jared said, his voice tinny from the thin phone. Vasil cast it to the laptop. 
 
    “There, that’s better,” Vasil said. “We’ve got a treasure-trove of data from the UN emails, but they’re only about the New York City area.” 
 
    “So far,” Albena said. “We’ve only scratched the surface of what we’ve got.” 
 
    “That matrix you put together is a godsend,” Penko said. 
 
    “Get to the meat, I’ve got something going on,” Jared said. “What have you learned?” 
 
    “We have a ship name, and a berth number in Bayonne.” 
 
    “Is the ship in place yet? Maybe we can destroy it at sea.” 
 
    “It’s too late,” Albena said. “They’re avoiding the radiation detectors in the lower bay, at Fort Hamilton and further up in New York Harbor. They’re taking the ship on the west side of Staten Island. According to the latest email, they’re already past Goethals Bridge.” 
 
    “We’re not days from the attack, Jared,” Vasil said. “We’re hours away.” 
 
    “We can’t stop the ship?” Stefan asked. “Or make them blow it up where it is?” 
 
    “Look at the map,” Jared said, his voice wavering. “They’re already close enough to kill millions. What’s the berth number?” 
 
    “Berth 369,” Albena said. 
 
    Jared looked at something else for a moment, then back at the camera. “Believe it or not, it’ll kill less people from the berth than it would on the river between there and Goethals Bridge.” 
 
    “Which way is the wind blowing?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “Just a sec,” Penko said, getting on Albena’s laptop and checking the weather site. “Out of the west, as usual. We’re gonna lose a lot of people in Brooklyn.” 
 
    “What if we tell them to evacuate?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “They’ll blow it if we put out a public announcement,” Jared said. “We’ve got a safe house further up in Manhattan, with a large underground facility. You should move there now. I’ll contact the others and tell them to do the same.” 
 
    “What about the coffee shop?” Penko asked. 
 
    Albena shook her head. “Are you kidding? Close it. Give the staff time off with pay. Let’s get out of here just in case.” 
 
    “Just in case of what?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “Just in case the wind direction changes,” Jared said. 
 
    Albena froze, looking at another email. “Shit. There’s a plan to kill Mayor Fine and Police Chief Harvey in the confusion. The UN will come into the city to enforce Martial Law. They plan to put Cliff Bates in charge of the city in the interim.” 
 
    “What?” Stefan asked. “Dammit, those are the only two sane leaders in the city. If they’re gone, the UN will have a free hand.” 
 
    “We have to warn them,” Penko said. 
 
    Albena’s brow furrowed. “They’ll never believe us.” 
 
    “They might believe me,” Jared said. “I’m leaving the call. Get to the shelter. Now. I’ll send a message to Eve, Laleh, and Taylor as well. Oh, and send me the email about the Mayor and the email about the ship.” His face left the screen. 
 
    “He’s gone,” Vasil said, his phone dinging. He looked at the screen. “Directions to the safe house. How long will it take to shut down the coffee house?” 
 
    “Ten minutes,” Penko said, getting up. 
 
    “I’ll meet you down there,” Stefan said. “What’s the address?” 
 
    “For the safe house?” Vasil asked. “I’m texting it to all of you now.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Albena asked. 
 
    “To the berth,” Stefan said. “Don’t try to stop me. I have to do something.” 
 
    “No,” Albena said, her eyes filled with tears. “I’ll never see you again.” 
 
    He got up and pulled her into his arms. “Have faith. I might just pull this off. I’ll have help. Julie’s got a boat and some guys who are interested.” He broke the embrace and rushed down the stairs, Albena breaking down. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mayor Fine sat in his office, going over the dire budget numbers. Jean came in. “Jared Carlson on line one. He says it’s urgent.” 
 
    “Really?” Mayor Fine asked. “Interesting. I’ll take it.” He got behind his desk and picked up the phone. “Mayor Fine.” 
 
    “Good,” Jared Carlson said. “I’ve got some urgent information. I just sent you two emails. They were hacked from the UN email server.” 
 
    “What?” Mayor Fine asked, his blood pressure rising. “Is this a joke?” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Jared said. 
 
    Mayor Fine saw an email indicator hit his PC screen. “Okay, I’ve got it.” He opened the first email, his eyes getting wide. 
 
    “Nuclear attack? Oh my God. Is this real?” 
 
    “Open the other message.” 
 
    Mayor fine did that, his hand trembling on the mouse, his fear turning to anger in a split second. “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    “You need to get to a safe place, and you need to warn Chief Harvey,” Jared said. 
 
    “Why’d this come through you?” 
 
    “We’ve heard chatter about the nuclear attacks, but are just getting the confirmation now.” 
 
    “And you didn’t tell the authorities?” 
 
    “The authorities are in on it,” Jared said. 
 
    Mayor Fine broke into a cold sweat. “Shit. This is true. I know it is. This leftist globalist movement is dangerous. I’ve known it for a while, but just thought it was a sub-group of the basic liberal establishment.” 
 
    Chief Harvey appeared at the door. “Oh, sorry, didn’t know you were on the phone.” 
 
    “Come in and close the door,” Mayor Fine said, the chief looking alarmed as he saw his expression. 
 
    Mayor fine put the phone on speaker. “Mr. Carlson, the police chief just walked in. Could you tell him what you just told me?” 
 
    “Of course, but then I’ve got to go. There are others to notify.” He told the story. Chief Harvey’s fists balled with rage. 
 
    “Those sons of bitches are gonna kill millions of us for their stupid demented utopia.” 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” Jared said. 
 
    “Wait, you said attacks. There are more happening elsewhere?” 
 
    “We’ve got intel about attacks in Puget Sound, Vladivostok, Baltimore’s inner harbor, Ventura in California, San Francisco, Paris, and London. Got to go.” He ended the call. 
 
    “What now?” Chief Harvey asked. 
 
    Mayor fine called Jean in. “I want my inner circle moved to the bunker right now, you and the office staff included. Call Julio and Kate, please. Tell them to drop what they’re doing and rush over here now.” 
 
    “Oh no, are we gonna come under attack?” Jean asked, her eyes wide with terror. 
 
    “Yes, so hurry. Chief, let’s raid the armory and get the weapons downstairs.” 
 
    Chief Harvey nodded, following the mayor out the door. “Is your family here?” 
 
    “Nope, they’re in Vermont for the summer,” Mayor Fine said. “My ex and daughter are in California. Yours?” 
 
    “Connecticut.” 
 
    Jean rushed over. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Taking weapons downstairs. I’ll explain when we get to the bunker.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re taking those, why not use the cart? Just a sec.” She raced down the hall, coming back with the cart, which the two men loaded with weapons and ammo. Julio and Kate showed up, just in time to ride the elevator down to the basement with the rest of the staff. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Kate asked. 
 
    “Yeah, what gives?” Julio asked. 
 
    Mayor Fine filled them in after they got into the bunker and closed the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You got a call?” Taylor asked, standing in Laleh’s cubicle door. She turned toward her, tears making her mascara run down her cheeks. “Let’s go. I told the boss we were both going.” 
 
    They got up and left the building, heading onto the street, which was choked with people. 
 
    “They know something’s coming,” Taylor said, looking around. “Subway?” 
 
    “I’d rather walk it,” Laleh said. “You want to get stuck down there?” 
 
    “Oh God, you’re right,” Taylor said. Her phone rang. She looked. It was Eve, so she answered. “Hey, we’re on our way.” 
 
    “Good, I am too,” Eve said. “Walking. You?” 
 
    “Yep. Which way are you coming? We’re coming up Columbus Avenue.” 
 
    “I’m on Amsterdam Avenue now,” Eve said. “You should move over from Columbus. It’s less busy.” 
 
    “Good advice. See you soon.” Taylor slipped the phone back in her purse. 
 
    “Eve?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “Yeah, she suggested we switch over to Amsterdam. Says it’s less busy.” 
 
    “Yeah, plus there are still assholes milling around Columbus Circle,” Laleh said. “Saw it on the mid-morning news.” 
 
    They walked through the crowd, which was surging, too many people pushing and shoving, the two women rushing towards 56th Street. 
 
    “Remember that we want 10th Street, it turns into Amsterdam,” Laleh said. 
 
    Taylor nodded. “How can people know?” 
 
    “They don’t, they just feel there’s something wrong,” Laleh said. “This happens. People think like a herd when there’s danger.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stefan met Julie at the wharf closest to the ILA hall. 
 
    “Berth 369,” Stefan said. “In Bayonne.” He looked down at the orange Zodiac inflatable. “We all gonna fit on that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Julie said. “Piece of cake.” 
 
    His friend rushed up with a wooden crate, loading it into the boat as the others climbed down into it. 
 
    “What’s in there?” Stefan asked. 
 
    Julie smiled. “Two BARs and a couple hunting rifles, plus two pistols.” 
 
    “Browning Automatic Rifles? Where the hell… oh, never mind. Let’s go.” 
 
    “What’s the name of the ship?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s a China Direct freighter.” 
 
    “The frigging Chinese are in on this?” asked the friend, a gruff looking Spaniard. 
 
    “Don’t know, Roberto,” Julie said. “C’mon. Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    They got into the boat, Julie taking the rear seat, pulling the starter on the small outboard, steering the boat into the main channel. 
 
    “They might pop us for going straight across the channel in this thing,” Roberto said. 
 
    Stefan shrugged. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
 
    The water in the harbor was getting choppy, but the Zodiac rode it with ease, albeit a little slowly. 
 
    “Damn, you got it full bore?” Stefan asked, his forehead beaded with sweat. 
 
    “Anxious to die, my friend?” Julie asked. 
 
    “No, I want to get there and stop it before it goes off.” 
 
    “We’ll be lucky to get aboard,” Roberto quipped. “You guys know that, right?” 
 
    “We have to try,” Stefan said, his hawkish eyes watching the approaching wharfs of Bayonne. 
 
    They finally made it across the main channel, the whitecaps kicking up, the men glad to make it to the wharf. 
 
    “There it is,” Stefan said, pointing to the rusty old ship. 
 
    “What a piece of crap,” Julie said as they approached. “Nobody on deck.” 
 
    “Where should we pull up?” Roberto asked. 
 
    “Look, in front of her,” Stefan said. “There’s room, and there’s steps up.” 
 
    “I see it,” Julie said, heading for that spot. 
 
    “Uh oh, Harbor Patrol,” Roberto said. 
 
    “Where?” Julie asked, looking around. 
 
    “Not in the water, up on the wharf,” Stefan said, pointing to the Harbor Patrol SUV, pulling up next to the gangway. “They’re suspicious. Get us over there.” 
 
    Julie got them to the small stretch of dock in front of the old ship, its name visible now. 
 
    “Hell, that isn’t a Chinese ship,” Julie said. “Look at the name. Trygve.” 
 
    “That name was painted recently,” Stefan said, looking at it. “You can still see where the old name was. Badly done.” 
 
    Roberto jumped onto the dock with a rope, tying the inflatable, the men getting up, Stefan and Julie shoving the oblong box up to Roberto, who slid it onto the dock. They all scrambled up to the main wharf, each carrying a weapon. The Harbor Patrol officer saw them, hand going towards his sidearm. 
 
    “Stand fast.” 
 
    “There’s a bomb on that ship,” Stefan shouted, rushing over, pulling the phone out of his pocket. He opened the email and showed it to the officer, who read it, eyes darting up at the three men every few seconds. 
 
    “Is this a joke?” the officer asked. 
 
    Stefan read his nametag. “Look, Gerald, this is serious as a frigging heart attack. Why are you here?” 
 
    “Nobody’s answering the radio on this old tub. Ship arrived six hours ago. They’re supposed to check in. They haven’t even plugged in yet.” 
 
    “Shit, they’re all gone,” Julie said. “C’mon, let’s get on board.” 
 
    “I can’t let you do that,” Gerald said. 
 
    “You can’t stop us,” Julie said. “C’mon, go with us and let’s see if we can find the device.” 
 
    Gerald eyed him a moment, then shrugged. “Okay, let’s go.” They ran to the gangway, climbing up, nobody on the deck. The ship was in a state of disrepair, some sections of the superstructure rusted through. 
 
    “This thing is barely seaworthy,” Gerald said. 
 
    “Why blow up a good ship?” Stefan asked, going into the door on the side, rushing up to the bridge. It was a mess, most of the piloting equipment smashed with hammers. 
 
    “Dammit, this isn’t good,” Julie said. “We’d better check the cargo hold. I think I know how to get there. These ships have been around a long time. I’ve unloaded them before.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” Stefan said. He took them down a hallway from the back of the bridge, then down two flights of metal stairs, parts of the railing broken, arriving in a large, cavernous section with junk lying all over the place. 
 
    “This hasn’t been used commercially for years,” Gerald said, his brow furrowed. “I’m getting scared.” 
 
    “You got any demolition experts in the Harbor Patrol?” Roberto asked. 
 
    “We use the NYPD,” he said. “What’s that?” He pointed to a set of new-looking wooden crates, about fifty yards away, towards the sidewall of the compartment, right under the loading port in the ceiling. The men sprinted over. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Stefan said, looking at the device sitting next to the empty crates. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “Call the demolition guys,” Julie said. 
 
    Gerald looked at a box-shaped thing sitting on top of the device, hidden by a sheet-metal cover. He swung it back, revealing a liquid crystal display, numbers running. “That’s a countdown. We’re screwed.” He backed away, running for the exit, Stefan moving forward to see the numbers. 
 
    “Don’t bother running, we’re done,” he said as the last few seconds ran out. They didn’t even feel it. 
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    Power Grid 
 
    Taylor and Laleh were trying to hurry through the heavy pedestrian traffic, having just made it to Amsterdam Avenue. 
 
    “It’s not that much further,” Taylor said, “a few blocks.” 
 
    “You’re in better shape than I am,” Laleh said, her breath coming hard. “Can we slow down a tad?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Taylor said, slowing. “Guess I’m a little nervous. There, that’s 86th Street. The safe house is on 89th.” 
 
    “Thank God, my feet are killing me. Wish I would’ve grabbed my walking shoes.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Taylor said. Suddenly there was a bright flash. “Oh crap. Get down!” 
 
    “That’s a nuke!” shouted somebody in the crowd, punctuated by screams and shouts of no. 
 
    People panicked, running for cover as the sound of breaking glass came at them like a freight train, Laleh looking back to see a mushroom cloud rising. Northbound cars slammed into those in front of them, southbound cars either slamming on the brakes or running wild. 
 
    “Look out!” Taylor yelled, pulling Laleh into a doorway as a car careened onto the sidewalk. 
 
    “Watch it, asshole!” shouted Laleh. 
 
    “His eyesight is gone,” Taylor said. “Glad we weren’t walking towards that.” 
 
    Glass rained on everybody, knocked loose on the surrounding skyscrapers, Taylor and Laleh running now, hugging the wall under roofs as much as possible as the crowds panicked, some running, others wandering in a blind daze, still others sitting on the curbs crying their eyes out. 
 
    “There’s the building,” Taylor shouted, seeing it across 89th Street. They bolted across the street, almost hit by cars trying to get through the intersection, ducking into the lobby of the building and heading for the elevators. The electricity blinked and went dead. 
 
    “Stairs,” Taylor said. “I’m texting the contact.” She pulled out the satellite comm unit as they got to the stairwell, pausing to send the text, then walking through the stairwell door as Laleh held it. 
 
    “Still working?” she asked. 
 
    Taylor nodded. “We go down two flights of stairs. Cary will meet us.” 
 
    “Cary the security guy?” Laleh asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Taylor said, stuffing the phone back in her purse. “Hope Eve got here.” 
 
    “And our Bulgarian friends,” Laleh said. They went down another flight of stairs, Cary standing there with Eve. 
 
    “Thank God you made it,” Eve said. 
 
    “You weren’t outside when it went off?” Taylor asked. 
 
    Eve shook her head no. “Made it here just before, but I heard it, and the whole building shook.” 
 
    “Let’s get down there,” Cary said.  
 
    They rushed down one more flight of stairs, getting to a vault door, which closed after they got inside. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mayor Fine and the others sat in the bunker, looking up at the ceiling as the building shook. The lights went out, battery operated emergency lights coming on in a moment. 
 
    “Are we gonna die down here?” Jean asked, backing up towards the wall of the room, startled when she hit it. 
 
    “We’re safe, but we might need to stay down here for a while,” Chief Harvey said, his eyes wet from tears. “All those people.” 
 
    Kate was numb, her eyes unfocused, her hands shaking. “I can’t believe they’d go that far.” 
 
    Mayor Fine shook himself out of it. “Okay, focus everybody, we’re still on the job, and the city needs us. Chief, have one of those M60s handy. Remember what that email said. We’re liable to get attacked.” 
 
    “On it, and thanks for being calm, Mr. Mayor.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Julio said. “What can we do?” 
 
    “Let’s see if these systems are worth the money we paid for them,” Mayor Fine said, walking to the console and flipping switches to turn things on. The generator started up, then purred in the background as monitors came on, then the TV screens along the top wall, some of them showing video from the streets around the city, others showing a message saying NO INPUT. 
 
    Jean came back to the others, trying to get into work mode. She looked over at her staff, cowering in the corner. “Get over here. You’ve all been trained on this equipment. Let’s get busy. We need to know how much trouble we’re in.” 
 
    The staff got up, heading to seats, logging onto computers, checking systems. 
 
    “How about that map display?” Mayor Fine asked. “The one that shows where the video cameras are active?” 
 
    One of Jean’s people looked at him. “I know how to turn that on. Just a sec.” He got up and went to another station, logging onto the computer, then making some selections. A big screen lower on the wall lit up, with a map of New York City, green dots showing where cameras were still active, red dots showing where they were dead. 
 
    Jean came next to him. “Thanks, Blake.” 
 
    “Okay, this is good,” Mayor Fine said, getting closer to the screen. “These have battery backup, obviously.” 
 
    “Most do,” Julio said. “We just finished that retrofit about six months ago. I didn’t think it was the best use of our funds. I was wrong.” 
 
    Kate nodded. “Yep, I remember those discussions.” 
 
    “Radiation’s off the charts outside,” Blake said softly, pointing to a gauge on the console. 
 
    Mayor Fine looked at Chief Harvey, who was lugging the M60 around. “You can put that down. There’s radiation. We’re too close to the blast. Nobody is getting in here.” 
 
    “Yeah, and nobody is to open that vault door,” Chief Harvey said. He got next to Mayor Fine, looking at the screen. “Looks like the video cameras are dead south of 14th Street.” 
 
    “Let’s see the video along 14th Street,” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “On it,” Blake said. He typed at his terminal for a moment, one of the screens on the high section showing a view. 
 
    “Rubble,” Julio said. “We’ve had some buildings collapse that far up.” 
 
    “We lost Wall Street, you know,” Chief Harvey said. Mayor Fine shot him a glance, nodding. 
 
    “This is the worst disaster in this country’s history.” 
 
    “Here’s some video from Brooklyn,” Blake said. “Third screen from the left.” 
 
    “Dead people everywhere,” Kate said, tears running down her cheeks. “Rubble.”  
 
    “Radiation sickness?” Jean asked, looking at the bodies. 
 
    “Probably,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “Won’t the radiation get down here?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t, we paid a lot of money for scrubbers and filtration,” Julio said. “From what I remember, we should still be on bottled air for a while.” 
 
    One of the panels beeped. 
 
    “What’s that?” Mayor Fine asked. 
 
    “I know what that is,” Chief Harvey said, moving over to the terminal. He hit a glowing red button, one in a line of many on the terminal. “This is Chief Harvey. Who’s on the line?” 
 
    “Chief, you’re alive,” said the man. “This is Precinct 17. We’re still standing. Where are you?” 
 
    “In the bunker below City Hall.” 
 
    “Shit, that’s no-mans-land. It’s a total mess, death and rubble everywhere. It’ll be tough to get you out of there because of the radiation.” 
 
    “We understand. Who’s this?” 
 
    “Duty Officer O’Hanlon,” he said. “Only about thirty percent of our people have checked in. We’ve lost a lot of officers.” 
 
    The console beeped again. “Somebody else,” Chief Harvey said, pushing that lit button. “Chief Harvey. Who is this, please?” 
 
    “Chief, it’s Lieutenant Jackson, Precinct 44, Bronx. Are you safe, sir? It doesn’t appear that the Bronx suffered any damage, although the power is out.” 
 
    “We’re safe, but we’re in the City Hall bunker,” Chief Harvey said. “Could you spread the word around, please?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Chief, it’s O’Hanlon. Heavily armed UN Peacekeepers just arrived at our Precinct house, saying they’ve been authorized to take over.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, you folks will have to leave. I’m on the line with Chief Harvey, and you are not authorized to take over. Leave now or you will be subject to arrest.” 
 
    “Put the UN lead on the line,” Chief Harvey said. 
 
    “No, stop!” somebody said, machine gun fire going off in the background. The line went dead. 
 
    “We’re being taken over,” Julio said. 
 
    “No we’re not,” Mayor Fine said. “Chief Harvey, we need to get on the line and warn all precincts immediately. We will respond with deadly force. Jean, get me the Governor, please.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The lights went out on the subway train, a low rumble filling the tunnel, then debris hit the front and sides. 
 
    Penko’s eyes got wide. “It happened.” 
 
    Albena broke into tears right away, kicking the side of the car until her toes hurt, sobbing, Penko and Vasil trying to calm her down. 
 
    “I told him,” Albena said, looking around, everybody in the car crying now. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” Penko said 
 
    “Not so fast,” Vasil said. “This might be the safest place we can be right now.” 
 
    “What about the satellite phone?” Penko asked. 
 
    “Don’t know if we can get a signal down here, but I can try.” He glanced around to see who was looking, then pulled the thin comm unit out of his pocket, hitting Jared’s contact, putting the phone to his ear, trying to hide its appearance. 
 
    “Vasil. Where are you?” Jared asked. 
 
    “Stuck on a subway train. We were about half-way there. Just passed the Columbus Circle station.” 
 
    “You should be safe enough there. Everything south of 19th Street is a mess. Broken buildings and high radiation levels.” 
 
    “Which other parts of the city did we lose?” 
 
    “New Jersey from Bayonne to Jersey City, southern Newark, Elizabeth. The top third of Staten Island. The wind is blowing the fallout into Brooklyn as we expected. There are still people alive at JFK International, but they’ll end up sick. Most of Queens and all of the Bronx are fine, as is Manhattan above 19th Street.” 
 
    “Any of the other bombs go off?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “Puget Sound and Vladivostok,” Jared said. “Oh, geez, Charleston just went off. Dammit.” 
 
    “Think we should get out and walk?” 
 
    “Give it a couple hours if you can. Probably lots of fallout swirling around. Did everybody make it in your group?” 
 
    “Stefan,” Vasil said, choking up. “He went down to Bayonne. We don’t know for sure, but based on timing, it doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “Oh no, I was afraid that would happen.” 
 
    “What about the other recruits?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “They made it to the safe house on Amsterdam and 89th.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something, at least. Hear anything from the Mayor?” 
 
    “Not yet, but they were going into the bunker. It’s good enough to keep them alive, but they’ll have to suit up to get out of there. I’ll try them again after we end this call. Keep a cool head. This is only the beginning.” 
 
    Vasil put the phone in his pocket.  
 
    “What’d he say?” Penko asked. 
 
    “Stay put for now, let the fallout die down. He also gave me a rundown of the areas we lost.” Vasil took a moment to relay the information, Penko nodding, Albena looking numb. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mateo sat in his room, overlooking Lake Geneva in Switzerland, watching television coverage of the bombings, taking a moment to refill his Champagne. His cellphone rang from the bedside table. He fetched it and accepted the call. 
 
    “Mateo,” he said. 
 
    “It’s Charles. Looks like it went well everywhere except Baltimore and San Francisco.” 
 
    “Yes, only two foiled so far. We’ll see the Paris and London bombs go off any minute.” 
 
    “When does the UN move into Manhattan?” 
 
    “They’re already starting, but the NYPD are fighting back now. Somebody warned them.” 
 
    “Chief Harvey is probably still alive someplace,” Charles said. “We’ll need to find him and end it. Same with that troublesome Mayor.” 
 
    “If he was at City Hall, he’s dead,” Mateo said. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure, they spent a lot of money on a bunker a few years back. It’s got environmental protection and supplies.” 
 
    “I’ll send a detail after the fallout level comes down,” Mateo said. “Don’t worry, we’ll take care of him.” 
 
    “See that you do.” 
 
    Mateo chuckled. “You aren’t in a position to give me orders.” 
 
    “Actually I am,” Charles said, “but I’m not interested in arguing with you tonight. Enjoy your victory. You’ve earned it. We’ll talk later.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Mateo said, ending the call. “What a fool.” He hit another contact on his phone. 
 
    “I saw,” said the voice, muffled due to the connection. 
 
    “Hello, Saladin. Where are you?” 
 
    “Mexico, approaching the US border,” he said. “Did you tell Mertins I need to move up the next shipment of RFID chips?” 
 
    “Yeah, I told him, and he said he’d see to it personally,” Mateo replied. “Do you have the troops to use them?” 
 
    “We’re getting more than I expected,” Saladin said, “mostly from Europe, although there are also sleeper cells activating in Mexico, Venezuela, and Central America. They’re making their way north now.” 
 
    Mateo chuckled. “Everything is going according to plan.” 
 
    “It is, but war is war. It’s unpredictable. We’re out on a huge limb here. Don’t forget that, and act accordingly.” 
 
    “We’re on the same page, my friend. Enjoy the USA.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John was still writing, Linda gardening in the backyard, taking advantage of the last few minutes of sunlight. There was pounding on the door. John rushed to answer it, checking out the peep hole. Pat was standing there alone, tears running down her cheeks. Craig left her. He turned towards the back door, yelling to Linda that Pat was here, and opened the door. 
 
    “What happened? Where’s Craig?” 
 
    “You don’t know,” Pat said, walking by him. “Craig’s on the way. He was at the grocery store when it happened.” 
 
    “What happened?” Linda asked, taking off her gardening gloves as she approached. 
 
    “The bombs,” she said, breaking into sobs. “They blew up New York.” 
 
    “What?” John asked, his heart beating faster, turning to rush into the living room. He switched on the TV. 
 
    Craig rushed in the door. “Where’s Pat?” he asked in a panic, Pat rushing into his arms. 
 
    “Oh, honey, can you believe it?” 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Linda asked, walking in front of the TV, John frozen there, looking at aerial footage of lower Manhattan in ruins. “Oh my God.” 
 
    “It’s not just New York City,” Craig said, helping Pat to the couch in the living room, sitting next to her. “Seattle got hit, and some port in Russia, and Charleston. Probably more now.” 
 
    John couldn’t speak, he just watched the video, trembling with anger. 
 
    “John, calm down, honey,” Linda said, “it won’t be a good time to go to the hospital.” 
 
    The lights and the TV shut down. 
 
    “Dammit, the power’s out,” Craig said. “Hope they didn’t hit Pennsylvania too.” 
 
    “No!” Pat screamed, reaching for Craig, holding onto him for dear life. 
 
    “I’ll go get my radio,” John said, rushing through the dim house to the garage, coming back with an old radio, turning it on. 
 
    “Why is this happening?” Pat asked between sobs. 
 
    John shot a glance at her, then turned on the radio. 
 
    …speculation about the bombing in New York Harbor is rampant, as is speculation about the armed clashes between the NYPD and UN Peacekeepers, who flooded into all parts of the city with invasion-like force. Mayor Fine and Police Chief Harvey are urging calm from a safe location, while demanding that the UN Peacekeepers withdraw. President Simpson is expected to go on live TV at any moment. 
 
    “Who the hell would do something like this, and why is the UN getting involved?” Craig asked. 
 
    “They’re probably just trying to help,” Pat said. 
 
    Linda looked at Pat, then at John. “Why would the NYPD be shooting at UN Peacekeepers if they’re just trying to help?” 
 
    Pat looked at her, ready to say something but then backing down. “I don’t know.” 
 
    The radio station went dead. 
 
    “Dammit,” Linda said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “The power grids along the east coast are all tied together,” Craig said. “They’re probably going down like dominoes right now.” 
 
    “How long ago did this happen?” Linda asked. 
 
    “I think it’s been almost an hour now,” Craig replied. “You really just heard about it?” 
 
    “I was writing for the past few hours,” John said, “and Linda was in the garden.” 
 
    The radio station sputtered back to life. 
 
    Sorry, our power went down, and it took a few moments for the back-up generators to kick in. Philadelphia has been rocked with several violent explosions, and armed gangs are filling the streets, attacking anybody they see outside, looting and fighting with the police, who are clearly overwhelmed. The Governor has declared a state of emergency just minutes ago, asking for the National Guard to step in. 
 
    “What if they come here?” Pat asked. 
 
    “We’re quite a ways from the city,” Craig said, “and most of the citizens in the country are armed. I am.” He patted a bulge in his pants pocket. 
 
    Pat shook her head. “Oh stop, that little gun won’t do any good.” 
 
    “Actually it might,” John said, getting up and going into the back of the house, coming back with a shotgun and a box of shells. “Can’t be too careful. Our nation is under attack.” 
 
    We’ve just gotten word that the power grid issues are a result of overloading after power plants and delivery infrastructure was destroyed in the New York and South Carolina attacks. The cell phone system is down in most locations within a hundred miles of the coast, and land-line service is spotty at best. It’s best to stay in your homes for now, until the situation has stabilized. 
 
    “There might be more bombs,” Linda said, leaning against John, who was still standing in the middle of the living room. “Let’s sit down, honey.” 
 
    John hugged her tight for a moment, and they sat on the couch opposite of where Pat and Craig were. 
 
    “What do we do?” Pat asked. 
 
    “Not much we can do,” John said. “I’ve got plenty of batteries, so I guess we just listen to the radio until the power comes back on.” 
 
    Craig smiled. “Thank God for Costco and their mega-battery packs.” 
 
    “You got that right,” John said, chuckling. 
 
    “We’re not going to start joking about this, I hope,” Pat said, her eyes darting between Craig and John. 
 
    “Not in the least,” John said. He got up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Linda asked. 
 
    “The barbeque doesn’t take electricity. I’m going to fire it up so we can cook some dinner.” 
 
    “Oh. Good idea, honey. I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “Stay with me,” Pat said to Craig. He nodded to her, his arm going around her shoulders, pulling her closer. 
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    The Resistance 
 
    Jaak watched in horror as the TVs in the bar showed the devastation at New York City, the bar filling up for the evening trade, people finding out about the tragedy as they arrived. 
 
    Ash came out of the back, mascara running down her cheeks. “I just can’t believe it.” 
 
    “You’re running,” Jaak said tenderly, picking up a tissue and wiping her face clean. “You don’t have to stay here. I can handle it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “We’re getting a rush, and I don’t have anywhere I’d rather be.” 
 
    Jacob came in. “You guys okay?” Ava followed, with Gavin and Dave. 
 
    “We’ll help you run the bar,” Gavin said. “People are going to come. They need to be around others, in familiar places.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Jaak said. 
 
    “Let them help, Jaak,” Ash said. 
 
    He eyed her for a moment, and then nodded.  
 
    Jaak’s satellite phone buzzed. He pushed the hold button. “I’ve got to take this. I’ll go in the back. Gavin and Dave, come here for a moment.” 
 
    They approached. 
 
    “What’s up?” Gavin asked. 
 
    He got close to them so they could hear him whisper. “There are two shotguns and a pistol under the bar, in the cabinet below the main sink. Get them out if any looters show up.” 
 
    “You got it,” Gavin said, Dave nodding in agreement. Jaak turned and went into the stock room, pulling out the phone. 
 
    “Jared?” 
 
    “Yes. Everything okay there?” 
 
    “People are arriving at the bar,” Jaak said. “The team showed up to help us deal with the crowds. People look lost out there.” 
 
    “It’s going to get worse. There’s a power outage running south from New York. The grid is toast all the way down to Georgia. You’ll probably get hit up there eventually.” 
 
    “Hope not, but we’ll handle it. What else is going on?” 
 
    “The UN Peacekeepers are trying to take over New York City, and they’re flexing their muscles in Philly as well.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Jaak said, “not that this is unexpected. Anybody fighting back?” 
 
    “NYPD is putting up a valiant defense, mainly because Chief Harvey and Mayor Fine were able to warn all precincts early on. The UN Peacekeepers have less people, but they’re better armed.” 
 
    “What’s the President saying?” 
 
    “Nothing so far,” Jared said. “I’d better go. I need to check on the others.” 
 
    “Take care, my friend,” Jaak said. 
 
    “You too. Don’t go out on a limb yet.” 
 
    Jaak ended the call and put away the satellite comm unit, going back into the bar, which was swelling with people, some of them angry, some scared, some just sad. 
 
    “Is this what you were expecting?” Jacob asked him as he got behind the bar. 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much.” He looked around. “Geez, all these people.” 
 
    Ash and Ava were waiting tables now, Jaak helping Quint mix drinks, Gavin, Jacob, and Dave helping with the easy stuff like serving beer and wine. 
 
    Adrian and Trinity arrived a few minutes later, both breathing hard from running. 
 
    “There are mobs brewing at every damn campus in the city,” Trinity said, trying to catch her breath. “We might have problems here.” 
 
    Jacob saw Sunshine come in the door, and ran out to meet her, hugging her tight. 
 
    “This is worse than I expected,” she said, not letting him out of the hug. “This place won’t be safe for long. There are violent mobs all over the place. I almost got caught up in one of them. Had to duck down an alley to get away.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Jacob said, looking at the street, which was starting to swell with people, the bar so full now that nobody else could get in. 
 
    “Oh my God, they just hit Paris,” shouted somebody, all faces turning towards the bank of TVs behind the bar and on the opposite wall. Ash grabbed the remote and cranked up the sound. 
 
    The device was probably in a boat on the Seine river, the announcer said. This is the worst attack yet. It happened in a very densely populated area. This one is going to have a death toll in the millions. 
 
    The crowd in the bar were mesmerized, staring at video of Paris on fire, many crying now as the sound of voices and breaking glass drifted in from the street, people on the sidewalks yelling at the mob, who attacked, the melee growing rapidly. Jaak went to the far end of the bar and watched, then rushed to the sink, getting down and pulling out the guns, nodding at Dave and Gavin, both returning resolute looks.  
 
    “Hey, look, there’s a trash Muslim banner on the TV,” somebody in the bar shouted, pointing to the closest screen. 
 
    “Islamophobia,” somebody else shouted. 
 
    “Stuff it you bastard,” the man shouted back. “They’ve got a banner up there. Those sick cretins did this!”  
 
    Jaak stood up and shouted. “Take the fights outside.” 
 
    “Hey, he’s talking!” shouted somebody, watching the commentator on the TV. “See?” 
 
    A semi-hush spread over the room, Ash turning the sound up on more of the TVs. 
 
    We have received a video from an Islamist leader in Iraq, said the male commentator. It arrived less than half an hour ago. 
 
    We bring it to you now, uncut, the woman commentator said. 
 
    The video displayed on the screen. There was an old man in a white robe, with a long beard and a round hat. He was sitting on a rug. On either side of him stood younger men with long beards, dressed in black, holding automatic weapons. Behind them was the logo of the terror organization that had recently taken over a large chunk of both Syria and Iraq. 
 
    The old man spoke, his lips moving with no sound coming out. Then an English translator spoke. 
 
    By the grace of Allah, I am here to announce a new Caliphate. We have taken the battle to the Infidel in every corner of the western world, and we have just begun. Truly all praise belongs to Allah. We and our partners have placed agents in every corner of your free societies, and will use your own laws to bring you under the control of Allah and Muhammad (peace and blessings be upon him) His slave and Messenger. I have been declared the new Caliph of the global Islamic State. 
 
    He paused for a moment, motioning at somebody off camera, then turned back to his audience. 
 
    The peoples of the world will agree that they will submit to Allah, or accept dhimmi status. 
 
    “Stuff it, you piece of shit!” shouted somebody in the crowd. 
 
    “Quiet!” shouted somebody else.  
 
    The attacks will not stop, as you are not yet convinced that you cannot defeat Allah and his armies, Allah willing, and nothing is too great for Allah. 
 
    The video ended abruptly. 
 
    “Hey, what the hell?” shouted somebody in the bar. 
 
    “Quiet, they’re gonna talk again,” yelled somebody else. 
 
    The commentators came back on the screen. 
 
    We now take you to the White House, the woman commentator said. 
 
    The screen displayed a briefing room with an empty podium. The presidential seal was on the front of it, and there were flags on either side. 
 
    President Simpson walked up to the podium with a somber look on his face. 
 
    Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I won’t recount what has happened over the last twenty-four hours, as I’m sure all of you have been following the news. The United States, the EU, and the Russian Federation are cooperating on a level not seen since the Second World War to settle this matter and bring the guilty parties to justice. And make no mistake, our response will not be a restrained series of police actions. These attacks are acts of war, and will be treated as such. We will use our most terrible weapons, and fight as if our very survival is at stake, because it is. 
 
    “Get off the TV, fascist,” yelled a young man, who was punched in the face by an older man. Jaak grabbed one of the shotguns, holding it up and working the pump, the crowd freezing. 
 
    “Behave or get the hell out, and nobody calls our President a fascist. We were attacked. That Islamist just took responsibility. Anybody who wants to side with those assholes, leave my establishment now and don’t come back.” 
 
    The crowd settled down, the punched young man struggling to get out of the bar. President Simpson continued. 
 
    A few words about moderate Muslims. There is no cause and no excuse to punish the moderate Muslims due to the actions of these radicals. Remember that moderate Muslims living in our cities have been killed in these attacks, right alongside people of every other faith. That being said, the United States is not going to have the resources to protect all of you at all times from angry citizens. I suggest that you keep a low profile while we concern ourselves with winning this war. 
 
    Finally, a few words about Martial Law. We have put that in place only in areas that are under attack, and we will not leave it in place for long. I know there are many out there who are concerned about the guarantees of liberty which reside in our Constitution and Bill of Rights. This Administration takes those guarantees very seriously. Martial Law will only be declared when we need it to fight the enemy. Rumors of an extension of Martial Law to all areas of the United States are false. We have no reason to do that. We will not do that. I hope that puts these fears to rest. That is all for now, and sorry, but I won’t take any questions at this time. He left the podium and walked off to the right. 
 
    The commentators were back on the screen, talking for a moment as Ash turned the TVs down again. 
 
    “Mind?” she asked. 
 
    “No, that’s good,” Jaak said, watching the crowd nervously. “That woke punk that got punched slipped out the door. He’s liable to bring some friends back here. Keep your eyes open.” 
 
    “We’re full in here,” Gavin said. “I say we monitor the door and not let anybody else in. I’ll take a shotgun there.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Dave said. 
 
    Jaak nodded, pulling the other two shotguns out, and checking their magazines. He handed one to each. “Stay inside the door, out of sight. I don’t want either of you hit by a sniper. Keep the safeties on while you’re walking to the door, too.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Gavin said, taking the shotgun to the door, Dave following, the patrons eyeing them. 
 
    “We aren’t letting anybody else inside,” Jaak shouted. “Stay here and enjoy if you’d like, but if you’re here to cause trouble, you’ll be dealt with harshly.” 
 
    “Thanks for staying open,” said a young man. “We’ll behave, won’t we, everybody?” 
 
    Many people in the room murmured their agreement. 
 
    “Great, next round is on the house,” Jaak said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It had been nearly two hours, Albena getting up to walk back and forth in the subway car, Vasil and Penko watching her with grim faces. She’d only said a few words the whole time they were there. 
 
    “We’ve got to get her out of here,” Penko whispered. 
 
    Vasil pulled his satellite comm unit out, and tried the bunker.  
 
    Cary picked up quickly. “Where are you guys?” 
 
    “We were in the subway when it went off. Think it’s safe to go out yet?” 
 
    “Just a sec,” Cary said. “We’ve got a radiation meter on the console, in the next room. How far away are you?” 
 
    “We’re just north of the Columbus Circle station.” 
 
    “Low radiation levels here,” Cary said. “Should be okay where you are too, based on what we’re seeing, but watch yourselves. It’s dark now, and there have been street battles.” 
 
    “Citizens are fighting each other?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “UN Peacekeepers have been fighting the NYPD.” 
 
    “You’re kidding,” Vasil said. 
 
    “Nope. You guys should get moving. We’ve got supplies here, and food. Let me know when you get close.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll take off. Thanks.” Vasil ended the call. “Let’s go. Fallout won’t be a problem.” 
 
    Penko nodded, standing, putting on his backpack, Vasil doing the same. “Albena.” 
 
    She turned, seeing them ready to leave, and put on her backpack. “I’m ready.” 
 
    They went to the door and shoved it open, getting out onto the track floor, walking along the wall, the tunnel bathed in dim emergency lights. Others from the car followed them. 
 
    “Wonder how far to the next exit?” Penko asked. 
 
    “Not that far,” Albena said. “We’re coming up to the stop I used when I was going to Julliard. It’s 66th Street.” 
 
    “You went to Julliard?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “There was a children’s program there, and my parents made me go for a few years,” she said. “I hated it.” 
 
    “I see more light ahead,” Penko said. “I’ll bet we’re close.” 
 
    Vasil shook his head. “The power’s off.” 
 
    “You know how this city is,” Albena said. “They’ve got a bunch of battery-operated emergency lights. I know that’s the station. I remember the stuff on the walls along here.” 
 
    They continued on, the dirty floor crunching beneath their feet. 
 
    “There,” Penko said. “At least there’s a way up.” 
 
    They took the small steps against the wall up to the platform. There were a few people there, cowering when they saw them. 
 
    “It must be hell up there,” Albena said. It was darker than she’d ever seen a subway station, but light enough to walk. 
 
    “There’s the stairs,” Vasil said. “This is by Lincoln Center, right?” 
 
    “Past it,” Albena said. “Lincoln Center is on 65th Street.” 
 
    They climbed the stairs, hearing the crowds as they got to street level. People were milling around by the station doors. 
 
    “It’s not running again, is it?” asked an old woman. 
 
    “No, we walked out,” Vasil said. “Sorry. It’s gonna be a while.” 
 
    They walked west on 66th Street. 
 
    “This street isn’t too bad,” Albena said. “We want Amsterdam, right?” 
 
    “Yep,” Vasil said. “That street might be livelier. Keep your pistols at the ready.” 
 
    “Avoid problems,” Penko said. They made it to the corner, going right onto Amsterdam, which was choked with cars, some people asleep behind the wheel. “Geez, what a mess.” 
 
    “Imagine how it is further south,” Vasil said. 
 
    Gunfire started up, to the east of them. 
 
    “Those are machine guns,” Albena whispered. 
 
    “Yep,” Vasil said. “Jared said there was open warfare between the UN and the NYPD.” 
 
    “Bastards,” Penko said. “They’re behind this.” 
 
    “Look, NYPD, across the street, with riot gear,” Albena said, watching as they ran south. Then machine gun fire started again, two of the officers killed, the others ducking for cover. 
 
    “Run,” Vasil said. They took off, going past 67th Street, not slowing down until they were past Broadway, the gunfire still blazing. 
 
    “I hope the NYPD can handle them,” Albena said, her breath coming fast. 
 
    “We’ll engage them soon enough,” Vasil said. “You know it’s coming.” 
 
    The throng of people thinned as they got further north, the gunfire far in the distance now. 
 
    “What street is this place on again?” Albena asked. 
 
    “It’s on 89th,” Vasil said. “I’m gonna call them. We’re getting close. Just past 81st Street.” 
 
    “That’s still a lot of blocks, and they’re big,” Penko said. “This laptop is getting heavy.” 
 
    “I wish I could’ve brought that PC,” Albena said. 
 
    Penko shrugged. “We’ll get back to our coffee shop before long. You doing okay?” 
 
    “Not even close to okay,” Albena said, “but I knew he was gonna do it.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Vasil said. 
 
    “I know,” Albena said. “He was a hero for what he tried to do. I’ve got that to hold onto.” She burst into tears again. Penko turned towards her. 
 
    “We can stop for a few minutes.” 
 
    “No,” Albena said. “This will be me for a while, on and off. Don’t worry about it. I’ll take it out on the enemy.” 
 
    Vasil and Penko exchanged a worried glance. 
 
    “Thought you were gonna call,” Albena said. 
 
    “I’ll do it now,” Vasil said, pulling out the satellite comm unit. He hit Cary’s contact, and it rang twice before Cary picked up. 
 
    “Where are you guys?” Cary asked. “We’ve got problems brewing in our area.” 
 
    “Oh, crap, what now?” Vasil asked. 
 
    “UN Peacekeepers have put up a checkpoint on Amsterdam and 87th Street. The NYPD got overwhelmed and had to withdraw.” 
 
    “Put that on speaker,” said a voice in the background. 
 
    There was a click. “Still hear us?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vasil said. “We can’t do the same, we’re walking on Amsterdam.” 
 
    “This is Jace,” said a new voice. “I’m in security for the Samson Corporation, and I’ve got a commando team with me. We’re armed with some serious weaponry, and we’re gonna go take those guys out. Where exactly are you?” 
 
    “We’re almost to 85th Street now,” Vasil said. 
 
    “Are you armed?” 
 
    “Pistols,” Vasil said. 
 
    “Well, that’s better than nothing. Go past 86th Street and find a place to hide. You’ll hear us. We’ve got M249s, grenades, and M4s. We’ll take care of the Peacekeepers and clear the way, but hide until you’ve heard the gunfire die down.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks.” Vasil ended the call. “There’s a UN check point at 87th and Amsterdam. I just heard from Jace.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s that security guy that was driving the limo,” Albena said. “Taylor mentioned him. I think she has a crush.” 
 
    “What does he want us to do? It’s not like we’re heavily armed.” 
 
    “We find a place to hide right past 86th and wait for them to finish.” 
 
    “Finish?” Penko asked. 
 
    “He means kill them,” Albena said, her eyes on fire. “Wish I had something better than this little Glock.” 
 
    “You’ll get your chance, but don’t get killed right at the beginning,” Vasil said. “Understand?” 
 
    “Yeah. I understand.” 
 
    Penko eyed her. “You’re too valuable to die because of what happened today.” 
 
    Albena softened. “I won’t get myself killed on purpose. I promise.” 
 
    They moved forward, seeing more activity on the street ahead, a number of people coming their direction now, some running. 
 
    “Shit, what are they doing up there?” Penko asked. 
 
    “They’re doing what fascists do best,” Albena said. “They’re intimidating the population.” 
 
    They passed 86th Street. 
 
    “I see them,” Penko said. 
 
    “Look, scaffolding, and it’s on our side of the street too,” Vasil said. “We can hide there.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Albena said under her breath as they crossed the street, getting against the building, impossible for the Peacekeepers to see in the darkness. 
 
    “Little soldiers all in a row,” Penko said, shaking his head. “Can’t wait to start killing those cretins.” 
 
    Vasil’s comm unit beeped. He looked at the text, then at Penko.  “Two minutes.” 
 
    Albena took out her pistol, checking the magazine. The other two did the same. 
 
    There were several explosions ahead, as grenades landed in the midst of the UN Peacekeepers, several of them dying at that moment, others running east on 87th and south on Amsterdam as the sound of machinegun fire filled the air. 
 
    “Here they come,” Penko said. “Get down.” 
 
    A small group of UN Peacekeepers were running down the street, two of them hit with fire from Jace’s commandos, the others kicking their speed into high gear. Then in a flash, Albena was up, firing at the last two with her Glock, dropping them before they knew what happened, the others looking, getting ready to return fire when Penko and Vasil came out of the shadows, hitting them with pistol fire, killing two more, the rest ducking for cover. Albena darted into the street, picking up the assault rifle that one of her victims dropped, rushing to the other side of the street and opening fire, hitting the last two enemy fighters as Jace and two of his men arrived. 
 
    “Albena, right?” Jace asked. 
 
    She nodded, Vasil and Penko rushing over. 
 
    “Grab their weapons,” Albena said, looking at hers. 
 
    “What is that?” Jace asked. 
 
    “You tell me,” Albena said. “It works.” 
 
    “Shit, that’s an FN SCAR. Damn Belgians are in on this. What a shock. This thing stinks of the EU.” 
 
    Penko and Vasil came over, each holding a couple of the guns and ammo cases. 
 
    “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Jace said. They headed up Amsterdam, passing the broken checkpoint, more of Jace’s commandos stripping the dead peacekeepers of their weapons. Then there was gunfire coming at them from the west. 
 
    “Look out,” Vasil shouted, everybody getting under cover, waiting for the UN Peacekeepers to approach. “Shit, there’s about twenty of them.” 
 
    The group approached, spread out. “Don’t fire yet,” Penko said. “They don’t know we’re as well armed as they are.” 
 
    “We’re better armed,” Jace said, nodding at his M249. “But let them get closer before we waste their butts.” 
 
    “I’m liking this guy,” Albena said. 
 
    Suddenly there was a roar, a car peeling out of the alley, mowing down several of the peacekeepers, another car following, doing more damage. 
 
    “Citizens! Don’t hit them.” Jace shouted. “Come on. Let’s waste these guys.” 
 
    The team rushed forward through the stopped cars and debris, the UN Peacekeepers seeing them and turning to flee, not getting far as Albena and Jace opened fire, mowing several down, the rest getting behind cars and planter boxes. Then several Molotov Cocktails flew through the air, landing where the Peacekeepers were hiding, all of them going up in flames. 
 
    “Who are you guys?” Jace asked. An old man got out of his battered car. 
 
    “Just concerned citizens,” he said. “Who are you?” 
 
    “We’re the resistance,” Albena said, the assault rifle in her hands, breeze blowing her hair. 
 
    “Yeah,” the old man said, eyeing her. “I do believe you are.” 
 
      
 
    To be continued, in Bug Out! Atlantic Book 2, coming soon! 
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    Bug Out! Texas 
 
    Carrie is one tough mother. 
 
      
 
    It’s a normal day at the Dripping Springs Superstore. Shoppers look at merchandise while keeping their kids under control. Customers wait in the check-out lines, some chatting, others silently bored. 
 
      
 
    Everything is about to change. 
 
      
 
    Terrorists rush in with guns blazing, killing all who try to escape, rounding up the rest to hold hostage. 
 
      
 
    Carrie, pregnant mother with a four-year-old at home, escapes into a stockroom closet. She calls her husband Jason, an Austin Police Officer. 
 
      
 
    Jason and his partner find a raging massacre in the parking lot. They attack, badly outnumbered until Kelly and his rednecks fly onto the parking lot in their pickup trucks, shooting the terrorists where they stand. 
 
      
 
    Inside the store, Carrie’s hiding place is about to be discovered. 
 
      
 
    She pulls the pistol from her purse and waits, firing when her closet is opened, killing an enemy fighter and making her escape. 
 
      
 
    As her husband frantically searches for her, Carrie slips into the storefront and attacks, foiling the terrorist’s plans. 
 
      
 
    Reunited, Carrie and Jason think the danger is over. 
 
      
 
    They are wrong. 
 
      
 
    Terrorists attack them at home later that night, forcing them to flee into the darkness. Others join them as they try to find safety, the relentless enemy hounding them wherever they go. 
 
      
 
    Now there is only one thing left to do. 
 
      
 
    Fight back. Hunt the hunters. 
 
      
 
    If you love action-packed tales of bravery, self-reliance, and the triumph of the human spirit, you’ll love Bug Out! Texas. Download your copy today! Available here! 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    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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