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        And this is good old Boston,

        The home of the bean and the cod,

        Where the Lowells talk only to Cabots,

        And the Cabots talk only to God.

      

      

      Works of fiction are often based upon a historical premise, and the Boston Brahmin series is no exception. The Loyal Nine takes its name from nine patriotic Bostonians who took a stand against the tyrannical rule of Great Britain. As the British exerted more control over the colonists, especially in the form of taxes — anger and resentment rose to a crescendo, resulting in the War for Independence. You can read about the history of the original Loyal Nine here.

      Similar to the events leading up to the Revolutionary War, a string of disastrous social, economic and institutional crises will conspire in The Boston Brahmin series to land the newly minted Loyal Nine at the same critical decision point reached in 1765 by their ancestors—choose tyranny or freedom. Of course, nothing is exactly what it seems in the Boston Brahmin series, which will make the Loyal Nine’s choice even more important for the survival of an independent United States.

      Writing a series of this magnitude takes a considerable amount of planning and research. It also asks the reader to become vested in the journey of the characters. Read with us. Learn with us. Get involved in the backstory and details of the novels by visiting our frequently updated, fan dedicated website The Boston Brahmin . We encourage you to interact with us on social media. We truly enjoy conversing with our fans — all of whom we consider friends.

      I  hope you enjoy this epic, history-rich thriller series. Torn from the headlines, The Boston Brahmin Series presents a nation plunged into chaos by enemies “foreign and domestic”. Only The Loyal Nine, a patriotic group of descendants of our Founding Fathers can stop the collapse and restore the American republic.

      Join The Loyal Nine in their quest to save our country from collapse. Thanks for reading!
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      We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

      ~ Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The secret of freedom lies in educating people, whereas the secret of tyranny is in keeping them ignorant.

      ~ Maximilien Robespierre, French Politician (1758 – 1794)
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        * * *

      

      Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.

      ~ George Santayana, philosopher and novelist
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        * * *

      

      America will never be destroyed from the outside. If we falter and lose our freedoms, it will be because we destroyed ourselves.

      ~ Abraham Lincoln
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        * * *

      

      The following five attributes marked Rome at its end: first, a mounting love of show and luxury; second, a widening gap between the very rich and the very poor; third, an obsession with sex; fourth, freakishness in the arts, masquerading as originality, and enthusiasms pretending to be creativity; fifth, an increased desire to live off the state.

      ~ Edward Gibbon (1737-1794) in his Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire
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        * * *

      

      The real rulers, you’ll never see.

      ~ Anonymous
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        Thanksgiving

        Hanover Square

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      One by one, nine men entered through the front door of one of Boston’s many taverns. The blowing snow on this early winter blast followed behind them but quickly melted under the heat of the large fire warming the patrons.

      Benjamin Edes, the first to arrive, sat quietly in the corner, nursed his drink, and imperceptibly nodded to them as they entered. Each man was powerful in his own way. He had his own invaluable contribution to the cause they passionately shared. For Edes, his role was that he wielded the power of the press and with it, the ability to shape public opinion. With his words, he was able to whip the people into a frenzy and draw the ire of the government he so vehemently opposed.

      After the last of them entered, crossing quietly through the tavern, and disappearing through a nondescript wooden door toward the rear of the building, Edes finished his libation and lifted his hefty frame off the oak chair to join them. He caught the attention of the barkeep who knew his role—warn them if their meeting was discovered.

      Then, he motioned to the evening’s special guest who sat quietly on the other end of the tavern. The man joined Edes and followed him into a room filled with tobacco smoke, muffled voices, and the occasional sound of laughter—although this was far from a social occasion.

      The group’s meetings had been shrouded in secrecy for if their location was known, they would be arrested, or killed. Their professions were diverse. Two were in the liquor business while two more were in manufacturing. One was a ship’s captain and another was a jeweler. They were ordinary men pursuing an extraordinary cause.

      Edes and Henry Bass, a cousin of a future President, had collaborated on various insurgent activities in protest of the government’s overbearing tariffs and laws. Over time, they’d grown to respect one another even though they had political differences of their own.

      During the prior six months, they’d conferred with likeminded neighbors and business associates. The group became close knit and found they shared a common love of country and freedom. At this meeting, agreements impacting the future of a nation would be reached and a revolution would be born.

      “Welcome my friends,” announced Edes as he entered the candlelit room. “Thank you for braving this early taste of winter.”

      Edes was greeted heartily and offered a pouch of tobacco for his pipe. He politely declined and took his seat at the head of the long, carved wood table. His guest, a young attorney of thirty years old, sat to his right. The man was Harvard educated and known for his taking up legal cases against the government. He had written several opinion pieces for Edes’ newspaper and was considered an up-and-comer within the group’s movement.

      “Of course, Ben,” said John Avery, the group’s secretary. He kept notes of their meetings and established the agenda for future activities of the group. “My wife was not particularly fond of a Thanksgiving meeting, but she understood the need.”

      Several members of the group nodded their agreement and toasted their mugs of ale. The goals of the nine men were lofty and could not be achieved without the support, as well as discretion, of their families.

      “Good,” started Edes. “Until now, we’ve operated as a group of nine. Tonight, that is about to change. I think all of you are acquainted with our guest this evening—John Adams.”

      “Welcome, John!”

      “Cheers, my friend.”

      “Thank you for coming, Humphrey Ploughjogger!”

      John Adams led the chorus of laughter as the men raised their mugs and toasted their guest. As Adams had become more notorious in his opposition to the tyrannical government’s activity, he was increasingly harassed by those in power. He reprised his pen name, Humphrey Ploughjogger, to write four scathing articles about the government’s heavy handed approach in dealing with taxation and control of its citizens.

      “Well, thank you for the hearty welcome and it’s my honor to join the nine of you this evening,” said Adams. “I applaud all of you for your efforts in leading the opposition to tyranny. Like Ben Edes, I am a man of words—both written and spoken. Until now, they have served me well. But times have changed.”

      “How so, John?” asked George Trott, a jeweler.

      Adams took a deep breath and responded. “George, there comes a time in history when words aren’t enough. In order to effectuate change, our numbers must grow. Real change, whether in the form of a revolution or a declaration of independence, must necessarily require more active participants than the loyal nine men in this room. It requires groups like this one, but one-hundred fold, from the Province of New Hampshire to Savannah in the south.”

      “What do you propose, John?”

      “We must take our cause to the people and recruit likeminded individuals to assist us. Sacrifices must be made and risks will be taken, but they are necessary to make us truly free, independent men.”

      Edes stood and walked to a table which held a plate of cigars. He chewed off the end and spit it on the floor. With the rolled tobacco extending out of his mouth, he leaned into a candle and lit it, allowing the smoke to billow to the ceiling before he rejoined his brethren.

      “John, I sense you have more on your mind than recruiting men to start a revolution, am I right?”

      “Yes, Ben. As freedom-loving patriots, we have big dreams of a country free of tyranny. I look at your faces and I know what’s in your hearts. It’s the same as the people who live throughout Boston and across this great land. But, fighting for freedom is only the first part of the battle.”

      “What are you saying, John?”

      “Liberty once lost, is lost forever. It is incumbent upon us, and our ancestors, to maintain the freedoms we earn out of our actions, which will necessarily require losses of life and property to obtain.”

      “We are all committed servants,” said Edes. Several of the attendees toasted mugs and said hear, hear.

      “Then, you must commit to an eternity of service, binding your families now, and your ancestors forever to the cause of opposing tyranny and maintaining the freedoms we desire. And gentlemen, you must pledge to take whatever actions necessary to live up to this commitment.”

      The group began to speak amongst themselves and their words grew louder within the room to the point where Edes had to bring them to order.

      “Gentlemen, please,” he said as they began to quieten down. Edes turned his attention back to Adams, the future second President of the United States. “John, please continue.”

      “Ben, tonight, we must submit our lives to politics and war, so that our families and all Americans will have the liberty to teach their children mathematics, philosophy, the arts, and the religion of their choosing. They should be able to speak their mind without fear of retribution. They should be able to read the opinions of others in the press without a tyrannical government stopping them.

      “More importantly, we must maintain the virtue and spirit of our soon to be fledgling nation. Without the American spirit, the republic will be lost although it may still exist in its form.”

      Again, the nine men began to voice their opinions to one another. Avery, always intent on keeping notes for the group’s meetings, tapped his mug on the table to bring the group to order. He turned his attention to Adams.

      “John, you have stated that we should form a government of laws, and not of men. We all agree with you. What is the guiding principle that you are asking us to follow, so that we may impart the same upon our ancestors for generations?”

      John Adams rose from his seat, tugged on the lapels of his coat, and looked at each of the nine men, one at a time. “It is quite simple. When faced with the choice between compromising our principles or choosing freedom—we should always choose freedom.”

      The year was 1765. The seeds of liberty were sown by The Loyal Nine, and a man who’d become known as one of the greatest orators for the cause of freedom the world had ever known.
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Two hundred and fifty years later…
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        December 15

        Shirokino, Ukraine

      

      

      No warning preceded the artillery barrage. A sharp detonation shook the BTR-7 Defender, knocking the American halfway off the troop compartment bench, as fragments thunked against the armored personnel carrier’s thin protective plate. Personal equipment and gear attached to the inside of the starboard-side hull popped loose, tumbling into the tight aisle.

      He traded knowing looks with the Ukrainian Special Operations team assigned to escort him. There was nothing they could do to improve the situation. Combat was defined by probability and statistics, and they all knew what to expect next. The second round in the barrage would either land closer or farther from the vehicle, deciding their fate—and there was no way to hide from it.

      The next explosion straddled the road, violently rocking the vehicle on its eight-wheel chassis. Fragments punctured the port-side hull, hissing and ricocheting through the armored coffin. The soldier seated to his right snapped backward against the vehicle’s hard interior and slid motionlessly off the bench. Screams of pain pierced the compartment, quickly muted by successive high-explosive blasts. He tucked his knees into the metal bench, making room for the team’s medic, who sprang into action from the back of the vehicle.

      “This one is gone,” the American said in broken Russian, lifting the dead soldier’s black watch cap.

      A jagged, charred hole appeared above his left eyebrow, evidence that a small red-hot fragment had passed through the wool hat and penetrated his skull. The Special Operations medic directed a flashlight beam at the grisly sight and nodded, pushing through the cramped compartment to reach the source of the screaming near the vehicle’s turret. By the sound of the soldier’s cries, the wound had to be severe. Special Operations soldiers had a predilection for suffering in silence, and this one was kicking and screaming.

      The barrage lifted as quickly as it arrived, leaving them alone for the rest of the short ride to the Shirokino front. A few minutes later, after they had calmed the wounded soldier, the vehicle commander’s voice echoed through the vehicle, spurring the soldiers into action. A pair of soldiers lifted the hatches above the troop compartment, squeezing their equipment-laden torsos through the openings. Shirokino was a fluid battlefront against pro-Russian separatist forces, and the vehicle commander wanted three hundred and sixty degree situational awareness as they approached their destination. Freezing rain sprayed through the hatches, driven by a brutal wind that had accompanied a rare Crimean weather front.

      The vehicle slowed, and his escort team slid toward the starboard-side exit hatch. When the vehicle stopped, the soldiers opened the two-piece door, disappearing through the hull. The mercenary followed them into the driving rain, sprinting toward a series of drab, pockmarked Soviet-era buildings surrounded by barren trees. He stole a glance at the BTR-7 behind them, seeing two shredded tires. He’d always thought four tires on each side was overkill, but maybe the Soviets had been onto something with their original BTR design.

      He kept pace with the commandos, stopping at a low-profile, earthen bunker just inside the tree line. Two serious-looking, heavily armed men wearing dark green camouflage uniforms and ballistic helmets greeted them at the sunken, heavy-wooden-beam-framed entrance to a reinforced defensive checkpoint. Splintered tree trunks and mangled branches gave him reason to believe the area was frequently targeted by separatist artillery. The cold rain was bad enough.

      The gruff-looking soldiers fired a string of questions at the Ukrainian commandos, who rapidly answered and stepped aside. All he understood from the exchange was the word Amerykans’kyy. The Ukrainian and Russian languages didn’t share enough in common to assure mutual intelligibility.

      One of the soldiers asked another round of questions, clearly frustrating the Ukrainian commandos. The second soldier stared at him intensely, almost pathologically, as the rain streamed down his helmet.

      “Is there a problem?” he said in Russian, hoping to break this little stalemate.

      “Big problem. Our commander doesn’t want to meet with you today,” said the psychotic-looking soldier.

      “That’s not what I was told an hour ago,” he replied. “Good men have died bringing me here.”

      The man scoffed at the statement, causing a visible scowl from one of the Ukrainian commandos.

      “You got a problem?” asked the soldier, nodding at the commando.

      The Ukrainian Special Operations officer shook his head and muttered in Russian, loud enough for them to hear, “Militia scum.” Instead of the lethal knife fight or point-blank gun battle he expected, the unstable-looking soldier took a step back and laughed.

      “Well, this militia scum has liberated more territory in a month than the Ukrainian military has recaptured in a year,” he said, motioning for him to step forward. “We’ll return this guy after the meeting. Go on—before the separatists drop more shells on your head.”

      He nodded at the commando leader, who had been assigned to deliver him, unarmed and unharmed, to the Azov Battalion’s forward headquarters in Shirokino. Andriy Biletsky, the ultranationalist founder and leader of the Azov Battalion, promised to meet with him during an inspection of the battalion’s front-line positions. He would have much preferred to catch up with Biletsky in a quiet bar or swank restaurant in Kyiv, but the enigmatic leader had proven elusive and especially distrustful of foreign interests. His benefactors’ research indicated that Biletsky’s battalion was bankrolled exclusively by Ukrainian oligarchs, a sign of his ultranationalist loyalty.

      His mission was to change that. The former Navy SEAL officer turned mercenary had been sent to make an offer his benefactors hoped Biletsky wouldn’t refuse. It wouldn’t be an easy sell. Azov Battalion had fought hard to recapture Mariupol from the pro-Russian rebels, pushing the separatists to the outskirts of Shirokino, where the battle had stalemated for months. His benefactors’ offer of guaranteed, continued arms shipments and financial support came with a high price tag. A price tag he was afraid to mention.

      “Follow me,” said the soldier, motioning toward the building directly ahead of them. “He has a bunker beneath the building. You speak Russian, huh? Amerykans’kyy still study Russian?”

      “Some enemies never change,” said Nomad.

      The man laughed, slapping him on the shoulder before heading toward the abandoned apartment block. As the two men drew closer to the structure, he could tell that the buildings had been subjected to sustained bombardment. The sturdy, four-story concrete testaments to Soviet construction stood unfazed despite extensive superficial damage to an otherwise featureless façade. Sturdy construction was about all these buildings had going for them, and in the end, it was all they needed. He seriously doubted any similarly sized building designed in the United States could have withstood this kind of high-explosive facelift.

      He detected a sniper on the third floor, four windows from the corner; the faintest glare from the shooter’s scope contrasted with the darkness of the room beyond the missing window pane. He guessed the sniper was relatively inexperienced, possibly assuming that the rain and overcast skies would be enough to conceal him. Maybe to the untrained eye, but certainly not his. He’d started scanning for possible sniper hides as soon as his feet hit the frozen mud next to the armored vehicle.

      “Inside that door,” said the soldier, pointing to the blasted frame of a double-sized doorway in the middle of the ground floor. “Another group will escort you to the colonel. They’re watching us.”

      He nodded and jogged toward the opening, detecting movement inside the darkened entryway. He hated gigs like this. Multiple handoffs, different personalities—the perpetual feeling that you’re one twitchy finger away from being shot in the face. Staring into the shadowy entrance, he had no doubt that more than one set of stone-cold killer eyes had already lined him up through the iron sights of an AK-74.

      “Hello?” he yelled, cautiously approaching the abyss.

      The distinctive whistle of a passing artillery shell replaced the silence, spurring one of the hidden militiamen to lurch out of the darkness and grab him by the jacket.

      “Get inside, you idiot,” the man grumbled, tossing him through the opening as he yelled, “Incoming!”

      He stumbled over broken glass, striking a cinderblock wall several feet into the building. A pair of hands seized his shoulders from behind, steering him through a maze of dark hallways to a set of stairs lit by a hanging kerosene lantern. A soldier appeared inside the door leading into the hidden bunker, partially illuminated by the soft glow of the lantern.

      “Amerykans’kyy,” said his unseen escort.

      “Spasybi, Vika, I’ll take him from here,” said the soldier, instantly switching to classroom-taught English. “You’re late. He’s been waiting.”

      “We had to take a detour outside of Mariupol. The roads don’t appear to be secure in this sector,” said Nomad, sensing that he was finally talking to someone in charge.

      “No kidding. We’re anticipating a Russian-backed assault on Mariupol any day now. Russian Spetsnaz are roaming the countryside, creating havoc. The front line here is more or less a sham at this point. Whatever you have to say to the colonel better be quick. We’re pulling the battalion back within the hour. Anton Teresenko, Colonel Biletsky’s deputy subcommander,” said the soldier, extending a hand.

      “Nomad. I’ll keep my proposal short and to the point,” he said, accepting the man’s solid grip.

      “Good. He doesn’t like foreigners, just in case you hadn’t heard,” said Teresenko.

      “I don’t blame him. They tend to get in the way of a nation’s affairs,” said Nomad.

      “Follow me, and don’t speak unless spoken to. The colonel’s not in a good mood,” he said, rapidly descending the stairs.

      The corridor extending beyond the bottom of the stairwell was lit by randomly hung kerosene lamps, leaving shadowy gaps in the long, sterile hallway.

      “Fallout shelter?” asked Nomad.

      Teresenko chuckled as he responded. “Actually, it’s a relic from the Cold War. The central building in every housing block was equipped with one of these. Local Communist Party officials received preferential placement in these coveted buildings. Even the adjacent buildings were considered upgrades. Can you imagine? The Soviets were geniuses in that respect.”

      A soldier in full-body-armor kit stepped out of a doorway several feet away, his rifle held in the low-ready position. He snapped to attention at the sight of Teresenko.

      “At ease,” said the deputy commander, releasing the soldier to his hiding spot.

      “The colonel is fanatical about security. He’s been attacked more times than any of us care to count,” said Teresenko.

      “I was a bit surprised to be X-rayed in Mariupol. Seemed a bit excessive,” said Nomad.

      “I would have thought the same thing four weeks ago, but Russian SVR agents in Donetsk forced a plastic surgeon to swap Semtex for silicon in an unsuspecting stripper’s breast implants. The surgeon tipped off local authorities after somehow ducking SVR surveillance. The scumbags blew her up in her apartment, with the police right outside the door. We’re not taking any chances,” he said, pointing to the next doorway on the left. “That’s our door.”

      He led Nomad inside a well-lit room occupied by several men in camouflage uniforms. He immediately recognized Biletsky standing in front of a large, wall-mounted map. Standing average height, he wore a black ball cap pulled tightly over his head. A scruffy, half-grown beard extended from the sides of his cap, ending in a goatee. He looked more like a millennial in a camouflage jacket than the leader of the Ukraine’s fiercest, pro-nationalist militia group. The man’s icy blue eyes portrayed a different story. As Teresenko suggested, he waited to be addressed.

      “This better be good. I have more important things to do than play CIA games,” said Biletsky, turning his attention back to the map.

      “I’m not with the CIA,” said Nomad.

      “Everyone is working for the CIA, or the SVR, in one capacity or another,” said Biletsky.

      “I assume you received the money?” asked Nomad.

      “You wouldn’t be standing here if I hadn’t. You can thank the CIA for their kind donation to our cause,” said Biletsky.

      Kind donation? Two million dollars in an untraceable account was considered “kind” by Biletsky. This might be harder than he originally thought. What if his benefactors had been wrong in their assessment? The oligarchs had made generous donations to the Azov Battalion, but two million was supposed to be in line with current levels of private-sector support. If money didn’t get Biletsky’s attention, he’d have to change tactics.

      “Can you hold Mariupol?” Nomad asked, deciding to take a more direct approach.

      “Excuse me?” asked Biletsky, turning to face him.

      “It’s no secret that the Russians have stepped up activity around Mariupol. Can you hold the city?” he asked.

      “I liberated that city from the separatists. I have no intention of losing it again,” said Biletsky. “Is that all you have?”

      “No. I have a dozen T-80 main battle tanks to donate to the Azov Battalion,” said Nomad.

      Biletsky cocked his head and walked around the map-strewn table, approaching him with a cold stare.

      “Tanks?” he said.

      “And a comprehensive training package, along with the necessary support vehicles to keep them running,” said Nomad.

      “I’m listening,” said Biletsky, stopping a few feet in front of him.

      “You’re not going to like what I say next,” said Nomad.

      “No?”

      “No. In order to get the tanks, you have to abandon Mariupol—”

      Biletsky’s eyes bored through him; the man’s previously uncommitted gaze suddenly turned murderous.

      “Temporarily,” added Nomad. “And there’s far more to this deal than tanks.”

      “Like what?” asked Azov Battalion’s commander.

      “The opportunity to destroy a Russian motorized infantry battalion, en masse, on Ukrainian soil, in front of the world,” said Nomad.

      “Now I’m really listening,” said Biletsky.
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        Harvard Kennedy School of Government

        Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      His students shuffled into their seats and unpacked the tools of their trade—computer tablets, voice recorders, various and sundry electronic gadgets—all designed to let them pay attention to their professor without fear of distraction or falling behind on the lecture.

      “So we find ourselves at the end. Last class of the semester,” said the professor to a chorus of uplifting murmurs. “And finals will be on Tuesday.” His patented kill shot transformed the positive mood as students throated their distaste for the reminder.

      “Oh, I see how it is. Happy to see the last of me, but the thought of finals is the end of the world as we know it.”

      Laughter filled the classroom as the moods lifted. Professor Henry Winthrop Sargent IV, affectionately known as Sarge, once again wondered if the students’ collective response meant they truly enjoyed his lectures—or the pleasure of his academic company paled in comparison to the terror of his final exam. He’d probably never know for sure, he thought, as the title of his final lecture appeared on the screen.

      
        
        CYBER WARFARE

        IS IT AN ACT OF WAR?

      

      

      The words had a sobering effect on the muffled conversations in the room. While they absorbed the question of the day, Sarge looked at the faces and placards containing their names. Some of these people would be rich and powerful someday. The Harvard Kennedy School—John F. Kennedy School of Government—deserved the respect that its prestigious name implied. The school’s history dated back to the late 1930s, but its rise to prominence came in 1966 when it was renamed for the late president John F. Kennedy.

      The school’s alumni list was a who’s who collection of government leaders, journalism headliners and business aristocracy. Names like Ban Ki-moon, United Nations Secretary General; Paul Volcker, former chairman of the Federal Reserve; and outspoken talk show host Bill O’Reilly of Fox News fame. Even the president of Harvard, Lawrence Summers, a former professor at the Kennedy School, had been an economic advisor to the World Bank and United States presidents.

      When Sarge was offered an academic position at the school, he had big shoes to fill—not exactly a problem for a direct descendant of Daniel Sargent, a wealthy merchant during the time of the Revolutionary War and a notable member of the memorable Sons of Liberty. This historical and financial lineage provided Sarge the necessary status to be considered for Harvard, where he received a bachelor of arts, combined with master’s and doctorate degrees in public policy and government. It also didn’t hurt that Sarge had important friends, most of whom he had never met. From an early age, Sarge understood that he had been groomed for his position as professor, on top of “other duties.”

      “The world has come a long way since the Minutemen fired the first shots at the Battles of Lexington and Concord in 1775. Today, cyber warfare is used by the military to attack less traditional battlefield prizes—command and control technology, critical national infrastructure systems and air defense networks, each of which require computer automation to operate.”

      “Prior to the Russian invasion of Ukraine,” said Sarge with a facetious cough, eliciting some quiet laughter from the class. “I mean the separatist uprising, Russia followed a template that worked successfully during its invasion of Georgia in 2008. Ukraine experienced the same cyber chaos that wreaked havoc in Georgia before Russia rolled in with its tanks. The writing on the wall was literally written in the malicious computer code propagated throughout Ukraine.

      “Before Crimea seceded to Russian control in early 2014, Kyiv was overwhelmed by a series of sophisticated and coordinated cyberattacks, crippling communications networks and shutting down government websites with denial-of-service attacks,” Sarge continued, with the room’s rapt attention.

      “By the way, if you think that couldn’t happen in the U.S., think again. Early this year in northern Arizona, vandals cut a critically sensitive fiber-optic cable, disrupting police and state government databases, banks, hospitals and businesses for several hours. No ATMs. No credit card transactions,” he said, pausing. “And no Internet—heaven forbid.”

      The class laughed at this lighthearted jab at their generation.

      “What I found interesting about all of these reports was that investigators used the terms vandals or vandalism repeatedly, implying a bunch of bored high school kids might be responsible; plausible? I don’t think so. The fiber-optic cable was encased in a two-inch-thick steel pipe. Breaching this pipe would have required more than a simple hacksaw as reported. Even a battery-powered reciprocating saw might not do the trick. And yes, I did some research. These hands don’t see the use of hacksaws very often,” said Sarge, drawing more laughter.

      “The question has to be asked: Was the Arizona event a trial run for something bigger? Is there a rogue nation or terrorist group contemplating an attack on the United States using the Russian template so successful in Georgia and Ukraine? Probably not, unless this starts happening more frequently. Time will tell. Fortunately for you, the new face of warfare might be a little clearer.”

      Sarge looked out into the classroom. When teaching, Sarge enjoyed having instructive dialogue with his students. He employed the Socratic Method, named for the Greek philosopher Socrates. Universally feared by law students, he employed a more productive version of Socrates’ contribution to academia, asking question after question until the entire class came to a collective conclusion—no small feat when so many cultures and political points of view were represented in one room.

      “Mr. Feltzer,” said Sarge, bringing the young man to attention in his seat, “are you familiar with the cyberattack on Sony Pictures in 2014, which cost them nearly a billion dollars?”

      “Yes, sir,” replied Feltzer.

      “Was this an act of war?” asked Sarge.

      “No, sir,” replied Feltzer.

      “Well, I agree, although I believe if Sony Pictures had real cannons, they would have found somebody to shoot,” said Sarge, to a room of laughter. “In fact, the President made a point in a CNN interview to call the attack cyber-vandalism.”

      He strolled along the front of the room, studying the young minds soaking in his words.

      “Ahhh,” continued Sarge, “there’s that word again—vandalism. An attack upon the private sector that results in economic loss does not give rise to an act of war. Would everyone agree with that statement as our first premise?” Sarge observed heads nodding all around.

      “Thank you, Mr. Feltzer. Miss Crepeau, you’re up,” said Sarge.

      The young woman who sat in the front row was eager to jump into the discussion, as always, thought Sarge. Sarge recognized from day one he had to be careful with that one.

      “Let’s continue with the Russian Template, as we’ll call it. I have a hypothetical for you, Miss Crepeau. We have already discussed the vandals who cut the fiber-optic cable in Arizona. What if these vandals simultaneously, via a cyber attack, took down Tucson Electric and the Salt River Project that services Phoenix? Now do we have an act of war?” asked Sarge.

      “Not yet,” she replied. “Although these acts are coordinated by these vandals, there has not been sufficient corresponding death and destruction to warrant military action.”

      “How many deaths?” asked Sarge.

      “Excuse me?” she replied.

      “For all of you,” said Sarge, addressing the entire class, “how many deaths from this type of coordinated attack would warrant a military response?” As Sarge looked around the class, he heard responses of hundreds, thousands and just one is enough.

      “Thank you, Miss Crepeau. Therein lies the rub,” said Sarge, quoting Hamlet.

      “I heard answers ranging from one to several thousand. The challenge for any government is to identify a standard—a breaking point—that requires a nation to go to war,” said Sarge.

      “For most governments, the standard is vague and leaves a lot of wiggle room. By the way, that is a global governance term of art—wiggle room,” said Sarge to a few stifled laughs.

      “Officially, both the White House and the Pentagon consider a cyberattack emanating from a foreign country an act of war. But they do not spell out when a cyberattack is serious enough to constitute an act of war. As Miss Crepeau suggests, I suspect a cyberattack that produces death, damage and destruction similar to a traditional military attack might merit retaliation through the use of force,” concluded Sarge.

      Sarge had set them up, just as Socrates would have in the fifth century B.C. The class now seemed to agree death and destruction was a prerequisite to military retribution. Let’s twist them around a little, starting with the law student.

      “Mr. Robbins, let me begin with you,” said Sarge. “Did you agree with the consensus of the class that the cyberattack on Sony Pictures was not an act of war?”

      “Yes, sir, I did,” responded Robbins authoritatively.

      “Mr. Robbins, do you believe that a coordinated cyberattack could devastate the U.S. economy?” asked Sarge.

      “It would depend on the severity and what systems were affected. Professor, would you consider it an act of war if the Sony Pictures attack was made in conjunction with a shutdown of the stock market?” asked Robbins, Socratically.

      Well done, lawyer-to-be. You answered a question with it depends and threw it back at me with another question of clarification.

      “Let’s look at a real-world example, shall we?” asked Sarge.

      “In 2007, once again, our friends the Russians,” said Sarge with his voice trailing off. “After today, I’m sure to have my travel privileges to Russia suspended. He continued.

      “In 2007, the tiny country of Estonia mistakenly poked the Russian bear by moving a controversial Soviet-era memorial from the town square in Tallin to a remote location. The large Russian minority in Estonia protested, as did the Russian government. For weeks thereafter, Estonia businesses and utilities suffered a barrage of cyber attacks that brought the private sector to a screeching halt.

      “While the Estonia attacks were not the largest on record, they were sufficient to bring a country considered to be especially wired to its knees. The resulting recession was considered a direct result of the cyberattacks,” said Sarge.

      “The Gross Domestic Product of the United States economy is eighty percent services. In economic terms, a service is an intangible commodity. Any event that disrupts the ability of those services to be rendered will necessarily result in a downturn of the economy. For example, according to a Department of Commerce report, the economic losses caused by Superstorm Sandy, a storm event lasting twenty-four hours, totaled one hundred billion dollars.”

      “Mr. Robbins, if a rogue nation, via a cyberattack, caused economic losses in this country totaling one hundred billion dollars, would that be an act of war?” asked Sarge.

      “No, sir. If I were president, and one day I will be, only significant loss of life warrants a war response,” said Robbins.

      “Mr. President-to-be, I will submit there have been many wars fought over a lesser economic impact than the hypothetical we have described, and I suspect we will see this scenario play out in our lifetimes,” said Sarge.

      “I’m going to conclude this semester with a teaser for the companion course that will start in January.” Sarge changed the screen.

      
        
        GLOBAL GOVERNANCE

        +

        ECONOMIC POLICY

      

      

      “For years, U.S. officials have dismissed the need for international negotiations and cooperation on cyberspace, but now appears to be in the process of collaborating with our allies to develop rules for the virtual world. The trend appears to be headed toward the creation of cyber policy, including establishing a threshold where a cyber attack constitutes an act of war. This trend reflects the growing sentiment that our domestic efforts to secure cyberspace are inadequate. We will study whether the impact on the U.S. economy is driving this change in the government’s approach,” said Sarge, bringing up the final slide for the day.

      
        
        FINAL TUESDAY

        12/18/15

      

      

      The collective grumbles in the background were lost on Sarge as he gathered his notes from the lectern. Sarge replaced the cap on his Mont Blanc pen and tucked it away in his shirt. An uneasy feeling of dread and foreboding hit him, casting his mind adrift.
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        December 15

        73 Tremont Street

      

      

      Donald Quinn waited patiently at the traffic light, preparing to turn left onto Tremont Street. Before him, he observed the northeast corner of Boston Common—all but deserted in the winter. Joggers, tourists and leaves had all gone into hibernation, taking the vitality of this historic city space with them. In the summer, the pedestrian circle was filled with passersby swarming the locally famous Donut Cart or Giuseppe’s Italian Ice. There weren’t many patrons for Italian Ice in mid-December. Despite his new training regimen, Donald might have splurged on a bag full of arepas, which was a corn pocket stuffed with a variety of savory fillings, a staple in South America. But, alas, even the warm offerings had flown south for the winter.

      After parking the jalopy, as Mrs. Quinn teasingly called his 1972 Jeep CJ5 Renegade, Donald began his trek up the hill toward 73 Tremont. Now painted flat black, Donald chose this vehicle as his company car. Sure, he had his pick of the litter. As the Director of Procurement, any flashy vehicle was an option, but the only flash that concerned him was an electromagnetic pulse bomb detonated over the good ole U.S. of A.

      When he showed Susan his choice, she understood the reasoning. However, for appearances, she said, her choice would be something more conventional—a Cadillac Escalade. Donald thought his choice was a wise one, despite her misgivings. The Renegade was obscure and undistinguished, blending into society unnoticed—as did Donald.

      Donald was new to the preparedness lifestyle, having only embraced the concept in the last six or seven years. It started with an unsolicited novel by William Forstchen, followed by a series of books in the genre sent to him by Susan. The concepts in the books struck a chord, and he began to perceive world events differently. He became a student of prepping, and devoured every book and preparedness guide available on the subject.

      He and Susan married in 2005 with a well-attended wedding. Susan had just completed her military career in the Air Force, and Donald was firmly ensconced at the accounting firm of Vitale Caturano—VC. Although they were not Big Four, VC was one of the most prestigious firms in Boston, boasting an international clientele. Donald, the consummate accountant, was of average height, stocky and relatively nondescript. Susan, a devout Christian and the daughter of a wealthy Bostonian with roots dating back to the Lowells, loved him dearly. Soon after marriage, life took an interesting and unexpected turn.

      Upon taking their wedding vows, Donald and Susan envisioned a simple life. Good jobs, a two-car garage, two kids and the requisite Labrador retriever. Instead, Donald took one for the team. In 2009, with a three-year-old wreaking havoc on the Quinn household and another child on the way, Donald plead guilty to seven counts of a federal indictment, to include charges of money laundering and conspiracy to commit income tax evasion.

      VC’s client list consisted of many wealthy, connected Bostonians, all requiring complex tax, estate and retirement planning. Donald was tasked with assisting a friend of his father-in-law with his estate plan, despite his relative inexperience with estate plans of this magnitude. His new client was adamantly opposed to the concept of federal estate taxes, particularly the newly proposed changes to the inheritance tax. Further, he was concerned with protecting his assets from an ex-wife, who had openly voiced that she was entitled to his estate—because she had “paid her dues.”

      Unknown to Donald, the client had already made several ill-advised attempts at financial planning, which included large transfers of money to exotic locales like the Turks and Caicos Islands, Tortola, and Nevis. How the client was able to transfer several million dollars to the banks in these countries was never fully disclosed to Donald.

      One evening, Donald returned to their home in Waltham to a welcoming committee that would alter the course of his life. Present were his visibly shaken and very pregnant wife, his father-in-law Charles Lowell, the client, and a mystery guest—an older gentleman who was never formally introduced and remained silent during the entire meeting.

      Within an hour, Donald agreed to plead guilty to the federal charges, taking full responsibility for the client’s ill-advised scheme. Despite the magnitude of the crime, Donald was assured that he would receive no more than a twenty-four-month sentence. The plea agreement had already been negotiated. With good time, he would return home within twenty-one months—to a new house in Brae Burn Country Club in West Newton, a guaranteed high six-figure income, and a position dealing in large part with the Mystery Man. Susan kept her composure throughout the meeting, smiling reassuringly with the occasional tear. She was a real soldier.

      Donald reported directly to the Federal Medical Center on the grounds of Fort Devens, just forty-five minutes west of Boston, where he was immediately assigned a serious medical condition—despite being in perfect health. All part of the complex illusion of his incarceration, he would discover.

      What immediately struck Donald was the fact there were no fences or guard towers surrounding FMC. It looked like any other group of buildings. Over time he realized why they called this type of facility a country club. It wasn’t the Brae Burn lifestyle that awaited him, but it certainly beat a federal penitentiary. Mystery Man couldn’t buy Donald’s way out of prison, but he could apparently purchase a medical condition—the next best thing in the Federal Bureau of Prisons. His condition came with perks.

      Ordinarily, any other inmate would miss many of the life-changing events on the outside like the birth of a child. Not Donald. He was whisked away on a “medical emergency,” requiring outside medical treatment, for the birth of their second daughter, and was allowed to stay with Susan for a couple of nights.

      Despite being away from Susan and the girls most of the time, Donald changed for the better during his stay at FMC Fort Devens. He started to exercise regularly, replacing thirty pounds of fat with lean muscle in the facility’s weight room. Donald also became a prepper, reading every book sent to him and taking detailed notes.

      Donald’s final wake-up inside FMC was little more than a physical formality. His mind had already been awakened and conditioned with a different view of the world. The memories of his time away from Susan were a constant reminder of how his life had changed, and the opportunities which opened up as a result of the sacrifice he made. With a renewed sense of purpose, Donald confidently walked up Tremont Street for a meeting with his benefactor, curious as to what the day might bring.
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        December 15

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge bounded down the front steps of the Belfer Center like a kid released for summer break—only to be greeted with a brisk winter breeze and an MBTA bus roaring down Eliot Street. The temperatures were already far milder than the previous year, spurring hope they might avoid a repeat of the one hundred plus inches of snowfall that wreaked havoc in the eastern United States. A cold breath of air, supplemented with the exhaust of the MBTA bus, was a welcome relief from hundred-car pileups on the highways and scenes of downed power grids in Tennessee.

      He resisted the urge to run into Dunkin’ Donuts, opting instead for a quick cash withdrawal at the Bank of America ATM. Long lines inside the branch caught his attention. Odd for closing time on a Tuesday; maybe everybody is going Christmas shopping.

      Part of Sarge’s duties and responsibilities, in addition to his profession, was to keep up with world events, especially related to global economics. As he shoved the twenties into his pocket, he thought about how worthless these paper notes might become someday. Today’s modern banking system manufactured money out of thin air. Like a magician’s sleight of hand, global bankers had the power to create money and control credit markets. With the stroke of a pen or the punch of a keyboard, they could deliver wealth to whomever they chose.

      Ironic, Sarge thought to himself as he pressed the key fob on his new Mercedes-Benz G63 AMG. Am I hypocritical to condemn the activities of the global elite, the same powerful people who provided this G-Wagen to me as a company car? As he settled in, the earthy smell of the Nappa leather refocused him on the task at hand—Christmas shopping.

      Sitting behind the heated steering wheel of the G63 was like entering the cockpit of an airplane. Having taken delivery just a few days ago, Sarge hadn’t taken the proper time to familiarize himself with the interior. Starting the engine was the easy part. Then he adjusted all of the comfort features, which fortunately included lots of heating elements. Finally, of course, the ultimate in driver distraction was the G63’s COMAND system with an 80 GB hard drive navigation system, Bluetooth, HDTV and Sirius radio. No wonder Apple and Google developed self-driving cars. Sarge would never use all of these gadgets. His rare 1968 Toyota OJ40, Bandeirante model, was more his speed. No frills, no thrills. The only thing these two vehicles had in common was a Mercedes-Benz engine. No fancy electronics in the Bandeirante, he thought. That might be a good thing someday.

      Pulling out of the garage onto Eliot, he fumbled with the COMAND system and nearly struck the back tire of a bicycle—the backpack and winter coat laden student long gone by the time Sarge took a deep breath and exhaled. See! This is what I’m talking about. Finally getting his mind straight, Sarge managed to navigate south onto JFK without taking out any of the Kennedy School of Government’s student body. An adjustment of the COMAND volume brought the voice of his friend Neil Cavuto to life.

      “Markets closed flat today amid continued uncertainty about whether Greece, Italy and Spain would reach bailout agreements with Eurozone officials. After the markets closed, a rumor swirled that a tentative agreement had been reached, which sent DOW futures higher. However, conflicting reports out of Frankfurt made by Deutsche Bank officials said otherwise, driving futures back to a negative position.

      “To discuss all of this, I have as my guest Jon Wellington with Barclays UK in London, how are you, sir?” asked Cavuto.

      “I am chipper as usual, Neil, and glad to be on with you this evening,” said Wellington.

      “What do you make of this news, and how does it affect the markets?” asked Cavuto.

      “All day long it was like watching a classic Wimbledon tennis match of troubles, with investors volleying between radio silence from a closed-door meeting amongst Eurozone leaders on the Mediterranean members and the brightening outlook of a cease-fire agreement in Ukraine. Markets would push higher on the positive reports out of Ukraine and then fall lower on the uncertainty surrounding the Eurozone trio of trouble—Spain, Greece and Italy. Add to that a late-day press conference from the President regarding his use of executive powers and you had one bloody day of jittery stock trading,” said Wellington.

      “So what should investors consider as a plan of action?” asked Cavuto.

      “Neil, markets like stability. As we have seen over the last five to six years, despite relatively sluggish growth worldwide, markets have risen to tremendous heights. Unfortunately, we are one bad news story away from deflating this incredible run for stocks,” said Wellington.

      “I’m a ‘glass half full’ kinda guy, Jon. What would you suggest for those of us who espouse to the ‘glass half empty’ outlook on investing?” asked Cavuto.

      “In my experience, a ‘glass half empty’ investor is typically cautious and is likely to sell at the slightest hint of a market downturn. Then there are those few daredevil opportunists who fearlessly attack a potential downturn to turn a healthy profit. They short sell,” said Wellington.

      Sarge was travelling south on Soldiers Field Road along the River Charles, enthralled by this conversation. His job duties did not require managing investments. Those responsibilities fell on the shoulders of others. But it was important for him to understand the mechanisms of the markets and how it affected the geopolitical landscape. He passed Boston University, home of Rhett the Wet Noodle Terrier. Lame-ass mascot. He turned his attention back to the conversation.

      “Short selling,” continued Wellington, “is the sale of a stock the seller does not own, but has merely borrowed. It may sound like an odd practice, but it is actually done often by seasoned investors. Short selling is typically prompted by speculation or by a desire to hedge downside risk. It is a risky proposition for the average investor and is only recommended it be used by experienced traders who are familiar with the great financial risks.”

      “Is now a good time to short sell?” asked Cavuto.

      “Neil, no investor has a crystal ball. For the last several years, financial pundits have warned that the financial markets are overvalued and the central banks of the world, like the Federal Reserve, are out of bullets to deal with a financial crisis. Yet the markets keep rising. This meteoric rise is probably a function of all-time-low interest rates. Investors are willing to gamble their money in stocks rather than receive little or no interest in banking-related investments. But, to answer your question, in the absence of a ‘bad news story’ I referenced earlier, equities are still the way to go!” said Wellington.

      Sarge thought to himself—investing like a bunch of drunks. They have no idea.
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        December 15

        73 Tremont Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Donald crossed Tremont Street and walked purposefully up the sidewalk toward the Park Street intersection. Parking was available at 73 Tremont, but Donald made it a habit to park off-site on his rare visits to the Penthouse. Donald believed in maintaining some semblance of a gray-man strategy, especially when meeting with his benefactors. Better to blend in with other visitors to the building.

      Waiting on the traffic to clear the crosswalk, he admired the historic Park Street Church across the boulevard. Despite his lack of historic bloodline, which flowed through the veins of his benefactors, Donald was an avid Revolutionary-era historian. He and Susan had long ago graduated from the touristy Freedom Trail, which included well-known attractions like the Old North Church, the USS Constitution and the site of the Boston Massacre. They now explored a lesser known, but equally important layer of history that blanketed Boston.

      Crossing the street, Donald checked his watch, noting that he was early. I insist on punctuality—the words rang in Donald’s head. He insisted on a lot of things. Beyond the curb, a tour guide dressed in the cold-weather version of traditional eighteenth-century garb began his presentation. Donald took a moment to listen. Despite its distinction as one of the Freedom Trail’s most prominent features, the Park Street Church was a historic gem that never grew old.

      “Welcome, everyone, and thank you for daring the brisk weather to continue on the Freedom Trail tour. I see most of you stretching to look skyward at the magnificent steeple, which sits atop the historic Park Street Church here on Tremont Street. By the way, did you know Tremont is always pronounced trem-mont in Boston, not tree-mont?” asked the guide.

      Heads nodded affirmatively, although Donald suspected none of them knew this until now.

      “Rising toward the heavens, the two-hundred-seventeen-foot steeple, designed by architect Peter Banner, was once the first landmark travelers saw when approaching Boston. Today, the first landmark a traveler sees is a series of illuminated road signs reading ‘forty-five-minute delay on the Mass Turnpike.’ Things have changed, have they not, my friends?” asked the guide, to hearty laughter.

      “Built in 1809, the church took a prominent role in the abolishment of slavery. Speakers came from all over New England to advance their mission of human rights. On July 4th, 1831, the patriotic song ‘My Country, ’Tis of Thee,’ written by Samuel Francis Smith, was sung a capella during a children’s Independence Day celebration,” said the guide.

      Passing the tourists’ parked carriage—a red Hop-On, Hop-Off Trolley Bus—Donald continued up trem-mont, humming the words of the famous song.

      “My country, ’tis of thee, Sweet land of liberty, Of thee I sing; Land where my fathers died, Land of the pilgrims’ pride, From every mountainside, Let freedom ring.”

      If only that were still true. He somehow doubted the Founding Fathers would recognize the state of the republic they had left behind for the American people. Donald pushed his way through the impeccably polished, brass revolving door, pausing to wonder what would happen if he did a 360 and drove home. Nothing good.

      Entering the lobby, Donald was struck by the magnificence of la grande entrée of 73 Tremont. After a major renovation in 1988 added several stories to the existing neoclassical granite structure, the building took on a character of its own. From the Carrara marble inlay floors to the forty-foot-tall vaulted ceilings, the lobby was gracefully appointed with polished brass, mahogany wood and elegant soft lighting. Despite a level of grace and style that would rival the finest five-star hotel, the lobby was sparsely decorated to minimize the chance of an impromptu street gathering. Everything in 73 Tremont had been designed with a purpose.

      Replacing the historical bellhops of the former Tremont House were subtle reminders of the buildings twenty-four-hour armed security team. A careful look revealed numerous security cameras shrewdly incorporated into the architectural finishes—an odd feature for a building owned by a trust set up to benefit Suffolk University. Of course, Donald knew all too well that the building had little to do with the university.

      “Good morning, sir, how may we help you?” asked a well-dressed concierge behind the reception desk.

      Donald could feel the eyes studying him from above. I am not paranoid, just aware.

      “Yes, I have an appointment on the thirteenth floor,” said Donald.

      Two members of the building’s security team emerged from a shallow alcove to Donald’s right. Men in Black types. Definitely not your typical campus security arrangement.

      “Your name, please?” asked the concierge, picking up a phone receiver.

      Donald provided his name and waited several seconds. He wasn’t sure why they put him through this drill. They’d probably identified him a block away. The concierge listened to the phone and nodded, replacing the receiver. Two more men emerged from the alcove, bringing the total to five.

      “Before these gentlemen escort you upstairs, sir, we must ask if you are carrying any weapons—including sharp objects. If you have any weapons, please allow us to check them for you,” said the concierge.

      Donald had received his concealed-carry weapons permit shortly after his release from prison. He had never owned a gun prior to “going away,” but it soon became clear his new job duties would require personal protection. Within weeks of returning, he received correspondence from the Office of the Pardon Attorney in Washington, D.C., granting him a full Article II pardon and restoration of his civil rights, permitting gun ownership. An application to the Massachusetts Parole Board, marked APPROVED, arrived a few weeks later, completing the process. Everything had been prearranged on his behalf. He’d never seen the applications.

      “Yes, I do have a weapon to check,” said Donald.

      The concierge motioned for him to follow the men through a door, where he voluntarily surrendered his Springfield XD-S 9mm to the solemn gentlemen who hadn’t smiled—much less spoken. One of the security team members released the magazine and cleared the chamber before locking it away in a wall safe. After a brief search of his Hartmann signature tweed briefcase, they motioned for him to follow. Although Donald had been through this procedure a few times before, it never failed to reinforce the importance of the man he had come to see.

      Three members of the security crew entered the elevator; one of them inserting a key into an unnumbered slot on the brass elevator keypad. They rode to the thirteenth floor in awkward silence. When the elevator opened, Donald strode confidently to the reception desk, which was hosted by two attractive, professionally dressed women. On closer inspection, Donald could see how they trained their eyes on him—no doubt performing a threat assessment. He suspected their security training equaled, if not exceeded the men escorting him. Though it had been several months since Donald’s last visit to the top floor of 73 Tremont, he felt an increased security presence. One of the women broke eye contact to glance at one of his escorts, who simply nodded. Do they have mental telepathy too?

      “Just one moment, Mr. Quinn,” she said, never taking her eyes off him again.

      Pushing a button on her desk, she spoke softly into a wireless microphone attached to her jacket collar. “Mr. Quinn is here to see you, sir.”

      The male escorts stepped back to flank the elevator while one of the women circled the desk. She pointed to an intricately carved set of mahogany doors at the end of the reception hallway. This is new. He took in the details of the woodwork. Sheep and sheepdog on a hillside. Donald searched for the meaning, knowing these functional works of art had been purposely commissioned. The security guard opened the right door before he could form a theory.

      “This way, please,” she instructed, leading him past a wide bank of windows.

      Of the many incredible views of Boston from the city’s high-rise buildings, none matched the view west across Boston Common from the top floor of 73 Tremont. From the thirteenth floor’s unique vantage point, one could also observe the Charles River, Commonwealth Avenue and the Massachusetts State House on Beacon Hill. The State House was particularly spectacular in the late afternoon, with the setting sun reflecting off the State House’s twenty-three-karat gilded gold-leaf dome. The dull winter scene blazed to life, drawing the viewer’s attention away from the bare trees and naked sidewalks directly below.

      Opening another mahogany door, she motioned for him to enter his host’s office—the inner sanctum. With slight trepidation, Donald stepped into a world out of reach for most. Measuring more than forty feet wide, the office was bigger than most Americans’ homes. Gas fireplaces flanked both ends, rising through the two-story ceiling. The furnishings consisted of oriental carpets, dark chestnut furniture and overstuffed chairs, more resembling a gentlemen’s lounge than an office. On the broad leather inlay desk centered in the middle of the room, two crystal glasses sat beside an opened bottle of Perrier.

      Donald stood silently, waiting for the man standing in front of a set of velvet-clad French doors to acknowledge him. Appearing deep in thought, his benefactor finally spoke.

      “Hello, Mr. Quinn, thank you for coming,” he said, in the New England accent associated with people of aristocracy.

      “Yes, sir, it is a pleasure to see you again,” said Donald. Not that I had a choice.

      He didn’t expect the pleasantries to last for too long. The meeting had been hastily arranged. Something was brewing.

      “I trust you have everything you need for your various projects,” he said.

      “Yes, sir, and I hope my reports are satisfactory,” said Donald.

      Donald always remembered to choose his words deliberately and concisely.

      “Of course. Mr. Quinn, you will need to take care of something for me—immediately following the close of the markets today,” he said. “There are a number of transactions to be made, and you must use the highest levels of discretion.”

      I knew it; this couldn’t be trusted to a phone call. Donald retrieved a small Louis Vuitton notebook from his suit jacket pocket.

      “Immediately following this meeting, you are to execute the following transactions,” said Donald’s benefactor.

      Listening intently, Donald took meticulous notes. The instructions represented the largest series of transactions he had executed to date. Donald had established a complex network of international brokerage accounts, which enabled him to effect secretive transactions—but never anything of this magnitude. He knows something. Donald jotted down country names in the left margin—Cook Islands, Dominica, St. Kitts, Turks and Caicos Islands.

      The intricacy of the trades was significant, but not nearly as noteworthy as the sums of money involved—over one billion dollars. This would take days.

      “Mr. Quinn, this must be completed before the opening of the Asian markets,” he said, jarring Donald’s attention from the notebook.

      “Sir, I believe it is roughly five in the morning in Tokyo. Their markets open in about four hours. The New Zealand and Australian markets open an hour sooner, in roughly three hours,” said Donald.

      “Mr. Quinn,” he said sternly, “you are prepared for this, are you not?”

      Donald felt flush, taking a moment to respond carefully.

      “Yes, sir, I have the systems and procedures in place. It’s the scale of the transactions that concerns me,” said Donald. “Currency trades of this magnitude will have repercussions throughout the global financial system. Although I have total confidence in the structure I have established for you, there is also the possibility of enhanced scrutiny from the Commodity Futures Trading Commission. Taking a six-hundred-million-dollar short position in the euro, coupled with a six-hundred-million-dollar long position in the dollar, will wreak havoc in the equities markets as well.” And I’d rather not return to jail, regardless of how comfortable you can make my stay.

      His concerns rose above the scrutiny of the CFTC. The FOREX market was the largest foreign exchange market in the world, with currency changing hands continuously—but the size of these trades would rival the currency manipulations of George Soros. The potential upside was beyond contemplation—more than a billion dollars.

      “Mr. Quinn, I have thought through this request thoroughly, and I am fully aware of the potential for international examination. Nevertheless, you will move forward. In addition, you are to short sell all of my positions in the following equities,” he said, listing nearly a dozen U.S. and European companies. He said all. Donald quickly did the math—another four hundred million.

      “Yes, sir,” was all Donald could muster.

      “I will have you escorted to an office, where you can execute my directives. A secure line is available, and you will have the complete assistance of a member of my staff if needed. Do you have any questions, Mr. Quinn?”

      Yeah, what the hell do you know that nobody else does?

      “No, sir,” replied Donald.

      Donald rose to leave. He took one more glance at his surroundings. So this is how you pay for this stuff?

      As if reading Donald’s thoughts, his benefactor added, “I hope your wife and children are doing well.”

      Oh yes, very well, thanks to you, sir.

      “They are, sir. I thank you for the very generous gift on the birth of our daughter. She will benefit from a Harvard education,” said Donald.

      “You’re welcome, Mr. Quinn. There is no substitute,” he said, turning his attention to the view of Boston Common.

      That was it. He was dismissed. Donald let himself out without another word and was escorted by a young man to a conference room on the other side of the thirteenth floor. The room was well appointed, featuring a full bar and six wall-mounted televisions.

      “May I offer you anything to drink?” asked the young man.

      Donald smiled and nodded. With the delivery of the Evian, the young man closed the door and left him alone. He took a quick inventory of the tools at his disposal. Telephones. Old school, but no doubt filtered by the securest encryption technology available. He pulled a chair in front of the phones and thought about Susan and the girls for a moment. They were extremely happy together as a family. Did their happiness come with a heavy price tag? Currency trading was practiced every day, right? Not $1.2 billion at once, followed by another $400 million in stock manipulations. What did it matter? Forget the dollar amounts, make the trades and go home to your family.

      He pulled off his jacket and flung it into an empty chair. Unbuttoning and rolling up his sleeves, Donald executed the first in a series of steps that would make front-page news tomorrow morning.
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        December 15

        Newbury Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      After turning right on Clarendon Street, Sarge crossed Commonwealth Avenue and started looking for a parking space. He considered parking at home and walking—Newbury Street would no doubt bustle with Christmas shoppers. He passed the First Baptist Church and admired its architecture. The congregation’s history dated back to the mid-1600s and was commonly considered one of the oldest Baptist Churches in America. The current church, built in the late 1800s, was on the National Register of Historic Places. The Sargent families had been prominent members of this church since the Boston Baptists congregated in the North End. His grandfather, former Governor Francis Sargent—of “Put Sarge in Charge” fame—attended services regularly. The current-day “Sarge in Charge” had not attended since he was a boy.

      Easing his Mercedes SUV onto Newbury Street reminded him of the maze of one-way streets created in Back Bay. Tourists must think the street layout was designed as a sadistic game to keep them out. Clearly, the city’s nineteenth-century planners didn’t anticipate the population boom. The Newbury Street shopping district had an interesting history. Until the mid-nineteenth century, this area of Boston was under water—part of the Boston Harbor.

      A massive public works project was undertaken in 1857 to remove dirt fill from neighboring communities and their once substantially higher hilltops. Boston Harbor was slowly landfilled to create the affluent Back Bay section of the city. Completed in 1882, a majority of the original European-designed buildings were still standing today. By 1900, the prestige and exclusivity of Back Bay surpassed the renowned Beacon Hill. Today, Newbury Street was commonly known as the “Rodeo Drive of the East” and was home to a unique mix of shops, high-end fashion stores and stylish restaurants.

      Sarge, like most men, was not a shopper. He was a buyer. He ventured onto Newbury Street with a singular mission—buy a Christmas gift for a Harvard colleague who loved Tommy Bahama products. Sarge noticed the sidewalks were not bustling with happy shoppers. In fact, the bulk of the inhabitants were not carrying any packages. Is December 15th too early for Christmas shopping?

      Sarge spotted a parking space in front of Steve Madden shoes. He wondered if the customers of Steve Madden would care that Madden was a former bunkmate of my friend Donald Quinn at Fort Devens. Probably not, he surmised. What’s a little income tax evasion among friends, right? He maneuvered the G63 into the space, hitting the pavement with a mission as he strode towards Tommy Bahama. Hello, ladies, he thought as a group of female boutique shoppers marched up the sidewalk toward him. Give them plenty of room; you’re on their turf now. They looked expensive in a “how much would it cost to keep them satisfied” sort of way. Plenty of casual smiles were exchanged except for the one toting the most bags. I need to introduce her to my brother.

      His smartphone buzzed, stopping him long enough to avoid a speeding SUV in the Dartmouth Street crosswalk. Looking at the display, he grimaced.

      “Well, if it isn’t Julia of the Jungle,” answered Sarge.

      “Screw you, Sarge!” was the caller’s retort.

      “You don’t scare me, lady,” he replied.

      “Well, you should be scared. Is your phone broken? Did you not pay the bill? Lose my number, perhaps?” interrogated the caller. He was doomed.

      “No, no, no and no. I’ve been winding up the semester,” replied Sarge, knowing the lame-ass excuse would not be a sufficient justification for his lack of a call.

      He really didn’t know why he hadn’t called her.

      “Fine. I’m hungry and you should feed me proper. What’s your status?” she asked.

      “Lucky for you, I’m down by Tommy Bahama’s on Newbury Street, picking up a Christmas present. When can you meet me at Stephanie’s?” asked Sarge.

      “Are you buying something for your sailor-boy brother?” she asked as her innate seventh sense of shopping kicked in.

      “No, are you kidding? He’d tie me to a line and drop anchor if I bought him something from there. Besides, he’s working this month. This is for a Harvard buddy. So, are you on your way yet?” asked Sarge, trying to deflect attention from the previous interrogatory.

      “Yes, sir,” she stretched out her response. “Private Julia Hawthorne will report to Stephanie’s at eighteen hundred hours!”

      “Well done, Private—first class, out!” added Sarge with emphasis.

      This worked out well, thought Sarge. He had been meaning to call Julia and, in fact, missed her company. Sarge—the buyer—hopped up the stairs through the cast-iron rails with a new sense of purpose—besides the acquisition of a Tommy Bahama XXL Jungle Jingle camp shirt.
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        December 15

        Newbury Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Stepping out of Tommy Bahama’s, Sarge caught a last glimpse of the setting sun, watching as the gas lanterns took over the responsibility of illuminating Newbury Street. Ambling down the wide sidewalk, under a canopy of leafless trees, he safely stored Jungle Jingle and its signature marlin-emblazoned Tommy Bahama bag into the car.

      Briskly walking to Stephanie’s, his thoughts returned to Julia. Their relationship was complicated. Convoluted may be more descriptive. The two were close—in a friends with benefits sort of way—yet there had never been the slightest hint of taking it to the level of dating, much less marriage. In a sense, their side work cast a cloud of doubt over the possibility of a long-term relationship. The Quinns do it, Julia had whispered into his ear on more than one intimate occasion. That was true, but their roles were different, insulating their family from certain risks.

      It pained Sarge to keep her at a distance. Julia was an incredible woman. She’d attended the prestigious Boston University School of Journalism, which would have made their ancestors proud. The families of George Peabody and Nathaniel Hawthorne shared an ancestral background dating back to the Founding Fathers—a particular badge of honor in Boston. They also shared a sense that their destinies were predetermined. This unease didn’t prevent them from being intimate or working together, but it did give them reason to hold back from a more permanent union.

      Approaching Stephanie’s, he saw Julia’s town car pull up to the valet stand in front of the restaurant. Not waiting for the driver, Julia emerged from the car—one long leg after another. Julia was incredibly beautiful and impeccably appointed. Christian Louboutin shoes, Hermes Birkin JPG bag designed by Jean Paul Gaultier, Stella McCartney trench coat, and a variety of glistening baubles. She drew the instant attention of men and women alike wherever she appeared.

      “Yo, Adrian,” bellowed Sarge, in his best Rocky Balboa voice.

      “You are so full of it, Rocky, or Bullwinkle, whichever you choose,” said Julia laughingly, presenting her cheek to Sarge for a proper kiss.

      Sarge observed the driver, who seemed to enjoy the playful banter between the couple, smiling at them as he dutifully shut the back door. Maybe they should give it—the couple thing—a try.

      “C’mon, I’m powerful hungry,” said Sarge, befitting Stephanie’s reputation for offering sophisticated comfort food.

      During milder weather, the wrought-iron enclosed outdoor dining café was packed with locals and tourists alike. Located at the corner of Exeter and Newbury, Stephanie’s outdoor dining provided an idyllic setting to watch the hustle and bustle of the world go by. Once inside, you were surrounded by dark walnut, a fireplace in the bar, soft golden lighting and casual conversation over what Chef Stephanie Sidell called “love food.”

      “I have big news,” started Julia as they waited to be seated. “We earned a Marconi.”

      The Boston Herald was one of the oldest daily newspapers in the United States. Founded in 1846, it had been the proud recipient of eight Pulitzer Prizes. Julia’s rise at the Herald was meteoric. Following her graduation from Boston University, she was immediately assigned to cover Senator John Kerry’s 2004 campaign. Through some remarkable investigative reporting, she uncovered voting irregularities in Florida and Ohio, which stemmed from dual state registrations. Julia earned a Payne Award for ethics in journalism.

      Later, Julia was named the first political editor in the paper’s history, consistently delivering a libertarian viewpoint. The journalist community panned the move as risky, warning the shift would reduce the Herald to “tabloid status.” Their analysis couldn’t have been further off the mark. The Herald was rewarded with a tremendous surge in its circulation. By 2012, its readership increased at a time when most print media outlets had declined. Even The Old Gray Lady, as the New York Times was often referred to, had reduced its staff. Once again, the Herald was rewarded for its efforts by being named one of the 10 Newspapers That ‘Do It Right’ by the newspaper industry magazine—Editor & Publisher.

      Unfortunately, Julia’s stewardship of the Herald’s editorial content was not given the proper credit by her counterparts, since the Herald often contradicted the mainstream media’s left-leaning bias. Scorned by the establishment, she dug deeper into the numbers, motivated to prove them wrong. When the marketing department reported a surge in online readership of the Herald’s political content, she found what she needed. In 2013, Julia launched the Boston Herald Radio network, which broadcast locally on the AM band, but more importantly reached an audience of millions worldwide via their website. The overnight success of the venture sent the media pundits scurrying. Eighteen months later, Julia was ready to share more big news about her career.

      “Sargent, party of two?” asked the perky hostess.

      Sarge smiled and nodded affirmative.

      “Right this way,” she added.

      The wait staff at Stephanie’s was crisply attired with starched white button-down shirts, burgundy ties and waist-high aprons. Sarge always admired a professionally run restaurant operation, especially one with well-trained staff. A restauranteur may have found the best location, perfectly designed, with a fabulous chef, but if a guest was not greeted by a smiling face and the proper level of attentiveness, the restaurant was doomed to failure. Sarge and Julia were seated at a cozy table next to the window.

      “Angie and John will be your servers this evening. Enjoy,” said their hostess, handing a menu to each of them and a wine list to Sarge.

      Sarge settled in and admired Julia. He could get used to this.

      “Tell me more about your Macaroni,” said Sarge, knowing he was about to be abused for his intentional mistaken reference.

      The swift kick in the shin from her red-soled heels was his answer.

      “Ouch,” exclaimed Sarge.

      “Shut up or I’ll do it again,” said Julia. Sarge knew she meant it.

      “Good evening, I’m John,” said John the server.

      “And I’m Angie,” said Angie the server.

      “We’ll be happy to serve you this evening,” said John-Angie in unison. Shtick, I like it.

      “This evening we are featuring two of Stephanie’s favorite comfort foods—a pumpkin cider-brined pork chop served with a maple bourbon squash and a stuffed twice-baked potato, or you might prefer our fabulous Irish beef stew, served with mixed root vegetables,” said Angie.

      Sarge and Julia were noncommittal as they examined the menu. Sensing their need for additional time, John suggested an appetizer.

      “Perhaps we could start you out with the pan-sautéed crab cakes, or everyone’s favorite—baked macaroni and cheese balls.”

      “I think we’ve had enough talk about macaroni tonight,” said Sarge, trying to keep his composure.

      He made eye contact with Julia, and they both started laughing at the Marconi reference.

      “Sorry, guys, inside joke. We’ll both have a couple of single malts, make it Glenlivet, with a splash,” said Sarge, putting on his best “I’m sober, really I am” demeanor.

      “Yes, sir,” said John. “I take it no appetizers this evening?”

      “No, thank you. We’ll take a moment to look at the menu,” said Sarge, still avoiding eye contact with Julia.

      As John-Angie tucked tail and hustled off, Sarge thought it safe to look at Julia and found this to be in error. She had both cheeks puffed out like she just swallowed a mouthful of baked macaroni and cheese balls. Dammit.  It was on again, he thought as the both of them burst out in simultaneous laughter.

      “Now listen,” said Sarge, leaning back in his chair. “You are causing a disruption in this establishment, and we may get kicked out.”

      “Me,” defended Julia. “You started this whole macaroni thing. Are you going to let me tell you about the Marconi or not?”

      Angie delivered the eighteen-year-old Scotch whisky to the table.

      “Give us a little time before we order, Angie,” said Sarge, sharing a clink of the tumblers with Julia.

      His first sip of full-bodied Scotch went down smoothly, not that he expected any different from the Glenlivet distillery.

      “This is a big deal, Sarge,” began Julia.

      “I know, Julia. I’m well aware of the prestige associated with a Marconi. Congratulations.”

      The National Association of Broadcasters established this award in honor of Nobel Prize winner Guglielmo Marconi over twenty-five years ago. The Marconi Award recognized radio stations and broadcasters for their excellence in a variety of categories. The award had never been given to a predominantly Internet broadcasting medium, until now. In yet another first for Julia, and the Herald, the Marconi Award for News/Talk Station was granted to the Boston Herald Radio. It was a big deal.

      “We received the call today from the NAB announcing the decision. When we were included in the call for entries back in May, I didn’t think we had a chance,” said Julia, lifting her glass for a toast. “They’ve never granted a Marconi to an Internet broadcast. We’re the first.”

      “I am so proud of you,” said Sarge, clinking her glass and taking a sip.

      He could see his words warmed Julia, further recognizing the deep-seated effect on her. Her talents and accomplishments amazed him.

      “As you know, the concept of taking Internet radio to this level had less to do with winning awards and more to do with the dissemination of information worldwide. Our friends,” said Julia, with a nod of her head toward downtown Boston, “were very supportive of the project when we approached them in 2012.”

      There it was, the reminder—the aide-memoire. Their lives were dependent upon an association, known only to a few, that prevented a normal relationship. Sarge leaned forward to speak.

      “You and I have discussed this many times. I am proud of what we have accomplished with our side work,” said Sarge with a hushed voice. “But I get the sense our participation is going to escalate in a big way.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Julia, her inquisition interrupted by their servers.

      “So, what may we serve you for dinner tonight?” asked John.

      They both scrambled to take a last minute look at the menu.

      “I will have the Asian yellowfin tuna salad, please, and another cocktail,” said Julia, noticing Sarge’s smirk.

      Sarge ordered the Irish stew.

      “What?” asked Julia, after the servers disappeared.

      “Asian, imagine that. I could have taken you to Panda Express,” said Sarge, spreading his legs apart to avoid the expected kick—which he did.

      “Ha!” exclaimed Sarge proudly.

      “You’re adapting,” said Julia, bringing her heel down on his toes.

      “Hey!” squalled Sarge.

      “Do you think I only have one cannon to fire, Monsieur? Do you want a war? I will give you a war!” said Julia, switching to a French accent.

      “Je me rends,” said Sarge in French, raising his white cloth napkin in surrender.

      The two had a good heartfelt laugh. He really missed her and vowed to do something about that.

      “Speaking of the French,” said Julia, changing the subject slightly. “They seem to have brokered a peace in Ukraine.”

      “Maybe,” said Sarge. “It seems to me they gave the Russians everything Putin wanted, including the two French-built Mistral-class warships bought and paid for by Moscow. The price tag on those two battleships was one point six billion, but closing the deal was more symbolic than anything. The administration used words like ill-advised when criticizing the sale, but it came down to economics for the French. They need the euro.

      “The Eurozone’s finances are in shambles,” continued Sarge. “Spain, Italy and Greece are technically bankrupt. Their national debt to GDP ratio is approaching two hundred percent. It’s unsustainable, yet these three countries refuse to implement any form of austerity measures. Germany and France have coddled them for too long. They no longer fear any repercussions for their fiscal mismanagement.”

      “So the sale of the ships to the Russians was about economics?” asked Julia.

      “I think so,” replied Sarge. “Also, appeasement. The French are tired of fighting our battles, not that they do much anyway. As for the brokered peace you referenced, it’s a farce just like all of the other cease-fire accords reached the last few years. Every time a peace agreement is reached, Putin reloads and advances. This time is no different. Apparently, a deal has been reached allowing the Russians to bring ‘aid supplies’ along the northern coast of the Sea of Azov, effectively creating a much sought-after land bridge from Russia to the Crimean Peninsula.

      “Putin is a nationalist and he’s wildly popular in Russia right now. In fact, his popularity is widespread around the globe, except in Kiev and Washington, of course. And there’s good reason for this. Putin is principled. Everyone knows what his goals are, namely the restoration of the Soviet Union.”

      “I get that,” said Julia. “Standing on your principles is a rare trait these days. Why is this land bridge to Crimea so critical?”

      “Strategic geopolitical decisions are rarely made based on a single factor. Putin is an incredible strategist on the world stage, unlike our present leadership. The United States has been outmaneuvered at every turn, and Putin’s conquest of Crimea and eastern Ukraine is no exception. I believe initially, Putin thought he was losing Ukraine to NATO and the West. Perhaps Crimea, with its huge ethnic Russian population, was an easy and likely target to gain a foothold.

      “Think about it. The actual acquisition was rapid, bloodless and highly effective because Russia already had boots on the ground, and the pro-Russian populace welcomed them with open arms. Geographically, Crimea is easy to defend. At first, Putin may have underestimated the effect of the Western-imposed sanctions, especially the Saudi’s complicity in driving the price of oil way down. But in the end, it’s all about money, and the price of oil returned to one hundred dollars a barrel.”

      “That didn’t take long, did it?” added Julia.

      “No, which brings us back to the original premise,” said Sarge. “The premise that there is a peace accord in Ukraine is a joke. The pause in the conflict allowed Putin to regroup and advance his goals. In this case, he receives a land bridge to Crimea, which was one of his early military strategies. But more importantly, he now has direct access to the Black Sea via the port of Sevastopol, the traditional home of Russia’s Black Sea fleet. Russian naval power in the Mediterranean will grow exponentially.”

      John-Angie politely interrupted to deliver their meals. They were attentive but unobtrusive, like any upscale servers should be. Sarge surveyed his Irish stew. Stephanie’s self-described comfort food was very comfortable indeed. Julia seemed to be pleased as well because she dug into her salad. With food on their minds, they changed the subject, exchanging less serious talk about the world. Sarge melted into his surroundings, wishing with every smile and comment that he could have a real relationship with Julia. Before he realized it, John the server had deftly slipped the check onto their table in the customary American Express leather check presenter. Sarge stuffed it with twenties and sat back in his chair, noticing a group approach their table. He stood up to greet one of his students, Michelle Crepeau.

      “Hi, Professor Sargent,” said Crepeau. “I would like you to meet my parents. This is my daddy, Kenneth Crepeau, and my mom, Lou.”

      “Pleasure to meet you both,” said Sarge, returning Mr. Crepeau’s firm grip with a handshake.

      He introduced Julia, and handshakes were exchanged. “Did you folks enjoy your dinner?”

      “We did,” said Kenneth Crepeau. “My Michelle has spoken very highly of you, Professor. It appears you have a real fan.”

      “Well, let’s see how she feels after finals,” said Sarge to a round of smiles and giggles from Miss Crepeau.

      Sarge noticed Julia studying him.

      “It was very nice to meet you both. I’m sure your daughter will do fine,” said Sarge reassuringly.

      Sarge settled back in his chair as the Crepeau family left, turning his attention back to Julia. Death stare.

      “Is she one of yours?” asked Julia casually.

      “One of my what? Students?” replied Sarge.

      “You know,” pressed Julia. Oh boy.

      “No, I don’t know,” said Sarge. Buy time. Hide the legs.

      “A groupie student chick. I saw how she looked at you—Professor,” said Julia with her best schoolgirl voice.

      Every fiber of his being screamed, Run, Sarge, while you still can, before she breaks your legs.

      “Wait, what? No way. You don’t get your nookie where you get your cookies,” protested Sarge. She isn’t serious, right?

      “I’m just kidding you, Professor. Jeez, touchy. You can put your legs back in front of you now,” said Julia, laughing. It was over, fortunately.

      Pushing his chair back, Sarge helped Julia with her coat, and they walked toward the front door. Stephanie’s had a long wait list at this point. The entry and the bar overflowed with groups waiting to be seated.

      “Would you like to come up for a nightcap?” asked Sarge, as politely as he could muster.

      Julia locked her arm in his and leaned against him, reminding Sarge of what he had been missing.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” said Sarge, as the couple strode out into the cold night air.
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        December 16

        Mariupol, Ukraine

      

      

      Nomad lay shivering on the rusted steel decking of the northernmost blast furnace tower in the thirteen-hundred-acre Azovstal Iron and Steel Works facility. Rising more than one hundred feet over the industrial site, the multileveled access tower gave him a commanding view of the bridge over the Kalmius River, along with the span of Highway M14 running parallel to the steelworks. He felt exposed and trapped in the tower, but the terrain south of the river didn’t give him many choices for a less conspicuous observation post. He was getting paid a lot of money to ensure this operation met Colonel Biletsky’s expectations, and the view from the furnace stack gave him the situational awareness required to pull off a two-pronged attack.

      “Here they come,” said Nomad, tapping Anton Teresenko, Biletsky’s subcommander, on the arm.

      “Right on time for once,” said Teresenko in broken English, raising his binoculars to examine the approaching armor column.

      The two of them, along with three snipers from Azov Battalion, had climbed the towers in the middle of the night, concealing themselves in various locations among the steel girders before dawn. Nomad and Teresenko occupied the highest platform while the snipers nested one level below—scanning three hundred and sixty degrees for Russian or loyalist patrols. So far, all of the civilian ground activity in and around Mariupol had been restricted to the far side of the bridge, closest to the city’s central square. Few traveled outside of the heavily populated areas, for good reason.

      The loyalist-backed government in Mariupol was still leery of the cease-fire, which resulted in the unconditional withdrawal of Colonel Biletsky’s ultranationalist Azov Battalion. Despite multiple confirmed media reports and sightings of the battalion driving in Odessa, more than three hundred miles away, memories of Biletsky’s brutal siege of the city remained fresh in pro-Russian memories. The smart citizens stayed close to the seat of loyalist power near the city center. The wisest had left long ago. After today, anyone with a speck of common sense would abandon the strategically located city.

      “Can you estimate the lead vehicle’s speed?” asked Nomad.

      “Thirty kilometers per hour—very rough estimate. They’re moving at a normal road speed for armored vehicles,” said Teresenko.

      “Any heavies?” asked

      “Not yet. I’m seeing a long line of BTR-82s. No tracked vehicles,” said Teresenko.

      “They’d tear these crappy roads to pieces. Tracks and asphalt don’t mix. The T-90s and BMP-3s are probably sitting on railway cars inside Russia, waiting for the green light. This is a publicity run, just like my intelligence sources predicted,” said Nomad.

      “Let’s hope your sources are right. The unexpected arrival of a tank platoon would spell disaster for the battalion,” said Teresenko, lowering his binoculars.

      “Don’t worry, my friend. These sources have never been wrong,” said Nomad, grabbing his encrypted satellite phone. “I’m going to start the sequence. There’s no going back from here.”

      “There was no going back for any of us once the battalion abandoned Mariupol,” said Teresenko, moving one of his hands to activate his headset.

      “Biletsky will get exactly what I promised, and Mariupol will be back in Ukrainian hands by nightfall,” said Nomad.

      Teresenko stared at him for moment, absorbing his words before issuing several orders through his headset. Nomad pressed one of the saved numbers on his satellite phone, immediately connecting with a drone operator located somewhere in western Ukraine. High above, in the partially cloudy sky, a “company” co-opted MQ-9 Reaper watched over the bridge, ready to execute a highly unconventional mission.

      “Skyfall, this is Nomad. We’re launching the barge. The show is yours,” said the mercenary, nodding enthusiastically at Teresenko.

      “Copy that. Waiting for cast off,” said the voice on his phone.

      Teresenko gave him a thumbs-up and whispered, “The barge is clear of the dock.”

      “The barge is underway, Skyfall. Once your mission is complete, request a five-minute surveillance run east of Mariupol. I’d like to know what the Russians have in reserve,” said Nomad.

      “Understood. Skyfall will proceed accordingly before returning to base. Preliminary electronic intercepts and predawn thermals support original intelligence estimates. First Battalion, 35th Separate Motorized Rifle Brigade is travelling ahead of the brigade to secure Mariupol. The closest ground response will come from 2nd battalion—fifty plus kilometers away at the Ukrainian-Russian border,” said the drone operator.

      “Air assets?” asked Nomad.

      “Nothing detected. The land bridge deal didn’t include airspace concessions, but the Russians are free to operate in the Black Sea. We’ll let you know if the situation changes.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll let you concentrate on driving the barge. Looks like she’s responding,” said Nomad.

      “We have positive control of the barge. You’ll get your fireworks,” said the operator, disconnecting the call.

      “Everything is on track,” said Nomad, pointing toward the two lane concrete span.

      Teresenko crawled behind him to get a better view.

      “Keep an eye on the Russians for me.”

      “There’s nowhere to go on that road,” said Nomad.

      “Until there’s somewhere else to go,” said Teresenko.

      “Point taken,” replied Nomad, shifting his binoculars to the approaching vehicles.

      Russian soldiers protruded from the top and side hatches of the BTR-82s lining the M14 highway, preparing for a warm reception from the pro-loyalist factions lining the downtown streets on the other side of the Kalmius River. Instead of AK-74s, they carried short poles featuring the white, blue and red striped Russian Federation flag, ready to wave in celebration of the historic event. Ukraine’s withdrawal from the areas surrounding Mariupol tacitly approved the formation of a “land bridge” between the Russian-Ukrainian border and the pro-Russian Crimean Peninsula.

      “How are we doing over there?” asked Nomad.

      “The barge is moving swiftly upriver. Are you sure it can fit under the smaller bridge?” asked Teresenko.

      “People a lot smarter than either of us did the math. The flat-deck barge will clear the smaller bridge by three feet at high tide. They should have five feet of clearance right now,” said Nomad.

      “I’m more concerned with side-to-side clearance. The bridge supports are tightly spaced,” said Teresenko.

      “The drone will be directly overhead for this. They have it under control,” said Nomad.

      “I hope so,” said Teresenko.

      Nomad mentally added for your sake to Teresenko’s comment. He held no illusions about the price of failure on this mission. Teresenko and the three snipers stood one radio command away from trying to kill him. For all Nomad knew, the order had already been issued. He was ready at a moment’s notice to fight his way out of here. Separate transportation had been arranged in the event of a double cross, and Skyfall carried two Hellfire missiles as an insurance policy.

      His satellite radio LED screen displayed a text message. 30 seconds TOT.

      “Thirty seconds until the lead Russian vehicle reaches the bridge. Get your people set,” said Nomad.

      Teresenko warned the various commanders scattered among the buildings lining the northern and eastern edges of the Azovstal facility. From their concealed positions in the structures, they would launch a coordinated attack against the Russians travelling the M14 highway. Most importantly, a small team of Azov Battalion commandos would detonate an explosives-packed train car positioned underneath the M14 overpass at the very northeast corner of the industrial compound. The destruction of the overpass would effectively trap the vehicles traversing the three-kilometer stretch of highway running parallel to the steelworks factory and prevent reinforcements from directly supporting their beleaguered comrades.

      “Fifteen seconds,” said Nomad, watching the lead vehicle pass due north of their tower.

      The sound of automatic small-arms fire broke Nomad’s concentration on the barge passing under the smaller of the two side-by-side bridges crossing the Kalmius River. On the far side of the bridge, men dressed in loyalist paramilitary garb fired at the barge as it vanished under the bridge. They quickly scrambled to the other side, emptying their magazines into the metal beast lumbering through the water. The bullets had no effect on the steel contraption, sparking and ricocheting into the water and concrete bridge struts. A nearby rifle report competed with the automatic fire, one of the snipers attempting a fifteen-hundred-foot shot from the platform below him. Nomad focused on the group of loyalists, catching the bullet’s impact. One of the militia dropped into the river, disappearing behind the unmovable barge. Nomad held his breath as the rest of the barge emerged, headed straight for the second bridge less than a hundred feet upriver.

      They needed the smaller, local-traffic bridge to remain intact for Biletsky’s triumphant return to Mariupol. Reports of the battalion’s withdrawal to Odessa had been accurate in all aspects but one. Soon after the battalion’s arrival in the port city, a dozen Ukrainian-built BTR-94 armored vehicles had been secretly loaded onto a merchant vessel destined to return to Mariupol. Offloaded under the cover of darkness at the Azovstal Iron and Steel Works shipping terminal, they joined Billetsky’s recently arrived shock troops.

      Four hundred ultranationalist militia soldiers, backed by armored personnel carriers, stood poised to retake Mariupol. Only one thing stood in their way—an unsuspecting Russian battalion. Another militia soldier dropped from sniper fire as the top of the lead Russian vehicle came into view at the bottom of his binoculars’ field of vision.

      “Lead vehicle has crossed the eastern edge of the bridge,” said Nomad, squinting in anticipation of the blast.

      The first BTR-82, a long, eight-wheeled armored vehicle, continued one-third of the way across a flat bridge before stopping, the vehicle commander’s attention obviously drawn to the loyalist militia running toward his column from the western side. The barge passed under the center span as a military-style jeep screeched to a stop along the riverbank between the two bridges, its gunner firing a roof-mounted heavy machine gun toward the water.

      “Blow the bridge already,” whispered Nomad, watching the vehicle commander duck into the vehicle and close the hatch next to the driver’s station.

      “What’s happening?” asked Teresenko, his voice rising. “Why isn’t that bridge gone?”

      Before he could answer, the view through his binoculars disappeared, followed by a shockwave that rattled the platform.

      “Stay down,” said Nomad, pressing his body flat against the grated steel under him.

      A few seconds later, projectiles peppered the tower, sounding a cacophony of dissimilar metallic impacts. When the last of the zinging sounds whipped past them, Nomad risked a look at the bridge. Large pieces of metal and concrete rained down on both banks of the river, shredding trees and light fixtures lining the roads connected to the bridge. A geyser of water came down with it, obscuring most of his view of the span, but there was little doubt that the bridge was gone—along with four BTR-82s. A quick glance confirmed that the second bridge remained intact, though he had no intention of testing its structural integrity himself.

      A series of smaller explosions drew his attention north, toward the rest of the Russian armor column. Without the help of binoculars, he saw at least three vehicles tumbling through the air, victims of powerful improvised explosive devices (IEDs) planted last night by Biletsky’s soldiers. To the distant north, a rising column of smoke signified the likely destruction of the railway overpass. The bulk of 1st Battalion, 35th Separate Motorized Rifle Brigade was trapped on an exposed section of the M14 highway, sandwiched between Biletsky’s forces and the Kalmius River.

      A fierce gun battle erupted on the near side of the destroyed bridge as Azov Battalion vehicles engaged the confused Russians with their BTR-94s’ twin 23mm cannons, ripping through the thin turret and hull armor. A volley of smoke trails left the buildings below, thrusting rocket-propelled grenades toward the surviving BTR-80s, punching holes through the scrambling vehicles. Another series of explosions rocked the main stretch of highway beyond them, catapulting more vehicles into the air.

      “The ground attack is underway,” said Teresenko.

      Now for the moment of truth, Nomad thought to himself as he contemplated whether the mission was a success in the eyes of his employers.

      “Time for me to say goodbye,” said Nomad. “I have a plane to catch out of Volgograd International.”

      “I don’t think you’re going to have any luck crossing the Russian border, my friend. Not after this,” said Teresenko.

      “Who said anything about a road?” asked Nomad, nodding at the wide channel next to the mouth of the Kalmius River.

      The white plume of a fast-moving boat entered the channel, which abutted a series of massive piers used to supply the blast furnaces with raw materials directly from shipping vessels.

      “Sneaky devil. Good luck to you, Amerykans’kyy,” said Teresenko.

      “Amerykans’kyy? I didn’t see any Americans here,” said Nomad, as the tempo of fighting rose to a crescendo along the highway.
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        Mariupol, Ukraine

      

      

      A sharp pain creased Lieutenant Miroslav Lazarev’s right arm, causing him to reflexively drop the wooden flagpole he’d held propped against the vehicle’s hull. The blood-spackled flag momentarily draped across the open hatch in front of him before it slipped down the side of the BTR-82’s armor, pulled to the pavement by the weight of the pole. The sound of distant small-arms fire reached him, jerking his attention to the bridge. A snap passed in front of his face, barely drawing his attention away from the mayhem unfolding more than a kilometer away.

      A massive concussion rippled through the vehicles in front of him, immediately knocking him against the BTR’s remote-controlled turret. The armored personnel carrier screeched to a halt on the road, flinging him forward against the lip of the metal hatch. The lieutenant’s body-armor kit absorbed most of the impact against his chest, dropping him into the vehicle as metallic chunks pinged off the frontal armor.

      “You’re hit, sir,” said the driver, leaning over to pull the lieutenant’s hatch shut.

      Lazarev touched the bloodied rip in his camouflage-patterned, heavy-weather jacket.

      “I’m fine,” he muttered, listening to the discordance of panicked voices squawking on the company command frequency.

      “None of this makes any sense,” said Lazarev, straightening his helmet before peering through the small ballistic-glass windshield.

      Pieces of the bridge fell in the river, chasing a wall of water that raced up the Kalmius, swamping the tree-lined field between the riverbank and the highway. That was a big blast. Ukrainian attack aircraft? The battalion’s arrival in Mariupol was supposed to be unopposed.

      “Shut your blast screen, sir,” said the driver, pulling a latch that slammed a heavy metal shutter down over the ballistic glass in front of the driver’s seat.

      Without thinking, Lazarev did the same, catapulting the front compartment into darkness. He pulled the rotating viewport down and leaned into the binocular-style eyepiece, hoping to make some sense of the bridge’s destruction. With the cold metal pressed against his cheekbones, he searched for signs of the bridge, finding nothing but jagged concrete and twisted metal where M14 once crossed the river.

      “I hope we didn’t have any vehicles on the bridge. It’s gone,” said Lazarev, not sure if the battalion commander had reached the first span when the explosion occurred.

      “What’s gone?” asked the driver, hunched forward to peer through the semicircle of fixed viewports.

      “The bridge!” said Lazarev, twisting in his seat to switch the radio to the battalion command frequency.

      Confusion reigned on the battalion net, with multiple stations trying to contact the battalion commander. Lazarev raised his handset and gave it a try.

      “Liberator, this is Liberator Three One. Over.” No response.

      He wasn’t sure if his request had transmitted over the net. Too many voices competed over the single frequency.

      “Everyone has lost it—and we have zero situational awareness,” said Lazarev, kneeling on his seat and raising the commander’s hatch.

      “That’s not a good idea, sir!” protested the driver.

      Lazarev raised his helmet-protected head far enough to see beyond the lip of the hatch.

      “There’s nothing going on out—”

      The BTR-80 directly ahead of them disappeared in a blast of dirt, smoke and asphalt—emerging moments later in a midair spiral toward the riverbank. Dust and fragments pelted the front of Lazarev’s vehicle as the young lieutenant dropped into his seat.

      “Get us out of here!” screamed Lazarev.

      The vehicle lurched forward and turned left, stopping a few seconds later.

      “We don’t have anywhere to go!” yelled his driver.

      “Hold on!” said Lazarev, poking his head through the hatch against his better judgment.

      Bullets ricocheted off the turret and hull of his vehicle while he scanned the road ahead. Several vehicles lay shattered on both sides of the road, their hulls pouring thick black smoke. To his left, Lazarev spotted muzzle flashes in the upper floors of the rusty, four-story industrial buildings.

      “Gunner!” he screamed into the hatch. “Targets bearing left. Upper levels of the buildings. Engage!”

      As the turret traversed to find the targets in the buildings, two smoke trails launched from the ground floor of the building closest to the bridge, arcing skyward after clearing the windows. For a brief moment, the lieutenant didn’t understand what he’d witnessed, until the missiles reached the zenith of their flight paths a few hundred feet above the buildings—and dove into the vehicles on the highway. Only one type of guided antitank missile on the world market conducted a top-down attack—the FGM-148 Javelin, an American missile.

      Consecutive explosions gutted two BTRs a quarter of a kilometer down the road, showering the highway with smoking metal debris and burning fuel. Several smoke trails appeared simultaneously from the buildings running parallel to M14, leaping skyward to gain altitude. Any one of the missiles could be targeting his vehicle’s infrared signature. Once again, his training kicked in. He pressed the transmit button for the intravehicle communications net linked to his helmet.

      “Smoke screen! Smoke screen! Missiles inbound,” he said, keeping his eyes fixed on the arcing Javelins.

      Just above his head, the turret’s three starboard-side 81mm smoke grenade launchers fired a spread of grenades that exploded in midair twenty meters from the vehicle. Combined with the three grenades fired from the other side of the turret, they created an instantaneous, infrared-opaque smoke screen that rapidly drifted over the vehicle. As the noxious cloud enveloped him, the Javelins reached their targets—Liberator Three One was not one of them.

      The turret’s 30mm gun fired a short salvo through the thinning smoke, its high-explosive rounds tearing chunks out of the concrete next to one of the windows used to launch the missiles. Lazarev wasn’t sure what to do next. The grenades fired by the “Tucha” 902V system generated a chemical cloud capable of obscuring the infrared seeker used by the Javelin missile—but the smoke would clear his vehicle in several seconds.

      “Turn hard right and get us into the trees next to the river. We’re going back the way we came,” he said, feeling the fifteen-ton vehicle respond.

      “We’re too heavy for the riverbank!” said the driver.

      “This thing is amphibious! Just get me into the trees. We’ll run parallel to the highway with a little natural cover,” said Lazarev, bracing himself as the vehicle trampled the guardrail.

      Tracers and rocket-propelled grenades followed them into the sparse row of trees, exploding branches and kicking up the grayish-brown river water beyond the eastern bank. The 30mm turret continued to fire during the maneuver, the remote gunner seated behind him doing his best to keep the gun engaged against targets of opportunity. When they reached the trees, the vehicle turned sharply northeast, putting the thinly spaced tree trunks between the incoming fire and their half-inch-thick armor.

      Smoke screens floated off the highway, passing through the trees ahead of them, as more of the battalion’s vehicle commanders came to their senses. A quick glance at the road revealed five burning vehicles in his company of twelve, including the company commander’s vehicle, which had been flung into the air like a toy right in front of him. Before he finished the mental count, a retreating BTR exploded in flames; its rear wheels lifted several feet off the ground before bouncing against the frozen dirt next to the highway.

      “Enemy vehicles crossing the rail yard, bearing two o’clock. Engaging,” said the gunner through his headset.

      “How many vehicles?” asked Lazarev, peering through the smoke.

      “Two Ukrainian 94s. Where the did they come from?” asked the gunner.

      Lazarev didn’t have an answer for the sergeant. They had been assured safe passage by the Ukrainian government and the psychotic ultranationalists operating in the region. Obviously the cease-fire was a load of crap.

      The 30mm automatic cannon fired as they navigated the trees, its outbound projectiles shredding the barren trunks in a desperate attempt to reach the approaching BTR-94s first. Despite the fact that the 30mm cannon packed a more effective punch than the BTR-94s’ twin 23mm cannons, caliber effectiveness played little role at this range. Both calibers would tear right through each other’s thin armor, and the twin 23mm cannons could fire twice as many projectiles in the same time as Lazarev’s gun. Sergeant Bilikov’s skill as a gunner would decide their immediate fate.

      Lazarev spotted the first Ukrainian vehicle as one of Bilikov’s salvos connected with its turret. Sparks and metal pieces erupted, followed by a premature detonation of a turret-mounted smoke grenade. Mission kill. One more to go.

      Multiple supersonic cracks passed overhead, forcing Lazarev to duck inside the vehicle. He turned in his seat to address the gunner when jagged holes punctured the far right side of the vehicle’s hull—shearing limbs and exploding body-armor-encased torsos. Blood sprayed the tight compartment, covering the hull with a thick layer of crimson gore. A second burst of 23mm projectiles struck just behind the gunner’s station, dismembering a young soldier firing his AK-74 through the forwardmost gun port. A few explosive rounds struck the turret’s hydraulic mechanism, adding a fine mist of hydraulic fluid to the panicked interior.

      Lazarev pulled the shell-shocked gunner forward, anticipating another burst of 23mm cannon fire from the Ukrainians. The vehicle jolted and swerved for a few seconds, without taking more hits. Frantic moans filled the armored personnel carrier as the wounded survivors recovered from the initial shock of the attack. There was nothing he could do for them right now, besides get Liberator Three One to safety. He pushed the gunner back into his seat and squeezed next to him.

      “Is the turret down?” asked Lazarev.

      The gunner gripped the controls and checked the digital targeting display, which appeared undamaged. When he tried to move the turret with the thumb switch, the hydraulic spray intensified, and the turret gears failed to turn.

      “Down hard, sir!” said the gunner.

      “Crap!” said Lazarev, returning to the commander’s seat. They were out of the fight.

      He stuck his head out of the hatch and scanned for the Ukrainian BTR, finding it in flames on the highway between two of the battalion’s burning vehicles. Someone had saved them. But who? He didn’t see many surviving Russian BTRs. A quick count through the trees accounted for ten of his company’s vehicles; all destroyed. He needed to get them out of here. They were easy targets, even in the trees. He quickly assessed his options, coming to a grim realization. They had one option left, and it wasn’t a good one.

      “Hard left. We’re crossing the river,” said Lazarev, pulling his hatch shut.

      “What? We’re full of holes, sir?” asked the driver.

      Lazarev twisted the small wheel above his head, tightening the hatch’s seal.

      “Just do it,” said Lazarev, pressing the transmit switch. “Button up! We’re going into the water!”

      Bodies scrambled behind him, preparing the BTR for an unsure venture into the freezing waters of the Kalmius River. Lazarev examined the compartment, noting the location of the holes. Most of them would take water since the BTR rode extremely low in the water. All he could do was hope they didn’t take on enough water to capsize.

      “Submerging!” said the driver, moments before Lazarev was thrown against the metal dashboard.

      He felt a sudden drop when the BTR sank below the surface of the Kalmius. A bobbing motion quickly replaced the sensation as the vehicle settled on the surface and the rear-mounted propellers pushed them forward through the water. He said a small prayer for the engine, hoping that it didn’t choke on the backflow of water entering the topside exhaust vents.

      “We’re leaking!” screamed one of the soldiers behind him.

      Lazarev took a quick look, grimly noting several steady streams of water shooting across the compartment.

      “Sergeant, get back there and help them jam something in the holes. Anything!” he said, turning to the driver. “How fast are we going?”

      “Eight kilometers per hour. I think we’re fighting the current,” said the driver.

      The soldier was probably right. In addition to the bobbing motion, he felt the vehicle yaw left and right as the water rushed by. He didn’t remember if the river was ebbing or flowing, but he hoped it was flooding. He didn’t want to be pushed anywhere near the demolished bridge.

      Lazarev opened his hatch and checked on their progress. The vehicle drifted upriver, which meant it was a flood tide. Good news, even though it could take them more than a minute to ford the two-hundred-foot distance between riverbanks. Assuming they didn’t sink.

      He lifted himself out of the vehicle, taking a seat on the hatch’s lip. From his vantage point, he searched the trees for surviving BTRs. A smoke trail caught his attention, flying erratically over the barren trees and slamming into the water less than five meters from the left side of the vehicle. A cold spray blanketed the front of the BTR, dousing him with freezing water. Someone had fired one of the Javelins in direct-attack mode, which meant they couldn’t lock onto the vehicle’s mostly submerged infrared signature.

      Unguided rocket munitions poured out of the tree line, skipping off the water or detonating harmlessly under the surface. Lazarev checked again for Russian vehicles before shutting the hatch and sealing it. The river’s waterline had risen significantly against the BTR’s armor in the short period of time he’d been topside. He pushed the latch to open the front windshield’s blast screen, noting that a thin line of water covered the very bottom of the window. His driver glanced through the window, sharing a doubtful look.

      “It’s going to be close,” said Lazarev.

      “And wet,” added the driver. “Very wet.”

      “Let’s hope not,” said the lieutenant.

      They looked into the rear compartment at the same time, and Lazarev grimaced. Six inches of water sloshed around on the metal deck.

      “Get us to the other side. I don’t care if we lodge into the side like a torpedo. Tell me when the water is over the windshield,” said Lazarev.

      “Yes, sir,” said his driver.

      Lazarev planned to open at least one of the top hatches when the water climbed over the window, hoping to expedite the full flooding of the compartment. The concept went against all conventional logic, but the BTR’s hull was airtight when it wasn’t full of 23mm holes. Submerged with the hatches sealed, they wouldn’t be able to force the hatches open until water from the holes filled the compartment, equalizing the pressure. By that time, they’d be at the bottom of the Kalmius. He needed to get them as close as possible to the opposite side of the river before abandoning the BTR.

      He spent the next thirty seconds helping his soldiers plug the holes with wooden plugs supplied from the vehicle’s flooding kit. They sliced their hands on the jagged holes, struggling futilely to block the relentless flow of frigid water. Crouching in the rising bloodstained pool, Lazarev floated a headless body toward the front of the vehicle.

      “Lieutenant, the water’s over the window!” said his driver.

      He nodded at the driver before turning to the infantry sergeant next to him.

      “Tell your men to remove their body armor and helmets. We might have to swim ashore,” said Lazarev.

      The sergeant stared at him for a second before barking orders. Within moments, the five surviving soldiers started to rip the Velcro latches securing their body armor. Lazarev opened the centermost hatch, peering outside. They were less than sixty feet from the western bank, drifting rapidly upriver. He felt hopeful until he saw a thin film of water break over the top of the hull. We aren’t going to make it. They’d submerge too far from the river’s edge.

      “Sergeant, get your men topside! We’ll ride this thing as far as it takes us, then swim the rest of the way,” he said, wading through the water to get to his driver.

      “Dmitry,” said Lazarev, “open your hatch and gun the engine for the western shore. We’re going topside. I’ll pull you up when it’s time to jump.”

      “No. I can’t swim,” said the driver.

      “Dmitry, I’ll tow you to shore. Point this tub west and gun it. I’ll be right back,” said Lazarev, returning to the rear compartment area.

      After he pushed the last soldier through the hatch, he scanned the interior for any wounded soldiers that could be moved—finding nothing but partially submerged bodies. Water poured over his head, warning him that it was time to go. Lazarev squeezed through the hatch as a one-foot wave of water washed over the BTR. The muddy water rushed through the opening, creating a hissing vortex of water over the hatch.

      He climbed over the turret, splashing to the deck next to the driver’s hatch. Already submerged below the waterline, water poured violently through the oval hole, obscuring the driver’s head. Lazarev dropped to his knees and reached both hands into the vehicle, grabbing his driver by his tactical vest. Coughing and spitting, Corporal Dmitry Kaparov surfaced from the whirlpool, squinting in the bright light. The lieutenant quickly removed Kaparov’s tactical vest, discarding the heavy body armor over the side of the vehicle. By the time he finished, the water tugged at their thighs, as the driverless vehicle lost its direction and turned with the current. Time to go.

      When Lazarev hit the water, clutching his driver, the cold knocked his breath away like a gut punch. He submerged two feet below the surface, momentarily wondering if it was worth the effort to kick for the surface. The excruciating cold squeezed his exposed head and hands in a painful embrace, adding to the hesitation. Kaparov’s muffled underwater screams brought him back from the dead, and he started frog kicking. He broke the surface seconds later, taking a frozen breath before pulling for the shore. The sinking BTR scraped against them, headed wherever the tidal flow commanded it. Lazarev and his men were at the mercy of the river—and his weakening limbs.

      Lazarev’s feet scraped the riverbed after a momentous fight to keep Kaparov from drowning. Several times during the thirty-foot swim, he considered releasing him to the Kalmius River. Each time he cursed himself for the thought and pulled harder. When his feet found solid purchase under the water, he lurched toward the brown shoreline, dragging Kaparov until he could stand in the river. A quick count of his men confirmed that everyone had made it ashore. Six soldiers, including him. Five swallowed by the river.

      On shore, a few of the soldiers gasped for air, shaking uncontrollably from the swim in the icy water.

      “Keep moving,” uttered Lazarev. “They can still range us.”

      The soldiers, on the verge of hypothermia, hesitated for a few seconds—until bullets started to kick up dirt and water along the shoreline. The disheveled and exhausted group clumsily shuffled into the nearby tree line, lying flat behind thick tree trunks. Lazarev examined the far side of the river, disgusted by what he saw. A Ukrainian armored personnel carrier, trailed by militia fighters, drove up to a squad of Russians huddled near the riverbank—firing point blank into them with its 23mm cannons. Similar atrocities occurred up and down the eastern shore, as the last of the surviving Russians were corralled and murdered while trying to surrender.

      Lieutenant Lazarev’s anger grew until he started muttering. He had no idea what he was saying until Kaparov patted him on the shoulder.

      “Don’t worry, Lieutenant. Division will turn this whole place into a smoldering ruin by tomorrow.”

      “I hope so, Kaparov. I truly hope so,” said Lazarev. “These Ukrainians can’t be trusted. I hope Division destroys the whole place.”
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        January 5

        100 Beacon Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge stretched his chest on the way out of the bedroom, leaning into the doorway while grasping the doorframe with both arms. He’d pushed it a little too hard at the gym, but physical conditioning was important to him, and he never felt satisfied without adding more to each workout. He glanced through the spacious windows running the length of his residence, catching a glimpse of the snow-covered Charles River. The sidewalks lining Storrow Drive looked equally blanketed by the latest blizzard’s fury. Running is not an option today. I have enough on my plate anyway.

      Satisfied with his assessment of the outside conditions, Sarge visited his favorite coffee shop, the Keurig K-cup machine, for a freshly brewed Gevalia mocha latte. Sipping the frothy goodness, he turned to survey his loft. The apartment measured nearly 4,000 square feet, divided into two bedrooms, two and a half baths, his study and a 2,400-square-foot great room dubbed “The Great Hall Overlooking the River Charles.” Sarge’s residence on the top floor of the prestigious 100 Beacon address was opulent, one of the perks that came with the position of power and leadership bestowed upon him by his benefactors.

      As part of his daily routine, Sarge closely monitored the news. Getting a true picture of world events required monitoring several news networks at once. Each mainstream media source had an agenda, delivering tailored news content to those who patronized their advertisers, leaving bits and pieces of the real story to be reassembled. Sarge picked up his tablet and opened the uRule app. Centered in the room was a two-story, fourteen-foot-wide fireplace surrounded by six wall-mounted televisions—a decorator’s nightmare.

      One by one, Sarge powered up the fifty-five-inch LG flat-screens, featuring talking heads from CNN, Bloomberg, FoxNews, BBC, CNBC and Al Jazeera. MSNBC used to be included in this group, until its format was changed to all sports following the consistent decline in its news ratings. Sarge was fascinated at what news stories took precedent across the political spectrum of the various networks. FoxNews might spend a considerable amount of time on the latest administration scandal, which was barely mentioned on the other five networks. CNN might cover the latest scandal of a congressman with his hands caught in the cookie jar, but the story was barely given a mention on FoxNews because it involved a Republican. The news Sarge received from BBC and Al Jazeera always piqued his interest, because these networks focused on other parts of the world.

      He smiled. In the news business, there was an old saying—if it bleeds, it leads. At least they still had one thing in common, he mused. Images from Ukraine continued to dominate the twenty-four-hour news cycle. Sarge unmuted the BBC television to listen to News at One anchor Matthew Amroliwala report the latest from the war-torn region.

      “Fighting has intensified today between pro-Russian rebels and Ukrainian government forces in the strategic town of Volnovakha in Donetsk Oblast. This small town of twenty-four thousand is of particular significance because it serves as the capital of the Volnovakha District of Donetsk Oblast, and is a key transportation hub. If the pro-Russian separatists take control of the area, the town of Mariupol to the south will be cut off from Ukrainian reinforcements deploying out of Donetsk. The Russian stronghold in the east of Ukraine will be too much for the Ukrainian government to overcome, and Russian forces will advance unimpeded to their ultimate goal of the Crimean Peninsula.”

      Images of elderly Ukrainian civilians wandering through the streets of Volnovakha flashed across the screen, followed by a Reuters-supplied video of pro-Russian rebels launching short-range surface-to-air missiles from their 9K35 vehicle launch system. Jane Hill, Amroliwala’s co-anchor, broke in with a question.

      “Matthew, what prompted the flare-up in Ukraine after a negotiated cease-fire had been reached such a short time ago? It appears hostilities have been taken to a new level,” said Hill.

      “Jane, eastern Ukraine has returned to a full-scale conflict, and now the façade of Russia’s lack of state-sponsored intervention is completely removed. Ukraine and the separatists agreed upon a cease-fire, the latest of many, but it never held entirely. Both sides used the lull to rebuild and resupply their forces.

      “During the weeks following the cease-fire agreement, President Putin worked behind the scenes to secure a land route from Russia to Crimea. NATO and its members seemed to acquiesce to the route, allowing humanitarian aid to the Crimean people,” said Amroliwala.

      The BBC then flashed images of the destroyed bridge crossing the Kalmius River and numerous Russian BTR-82 armored personnel carriers smoldering along Highway M14 leading into Mariupol. Hill reported on the imagery.

      “Matthew, for the benefit of our viewers, we are providing images of the destruction wrought upon the Russian battalion on December 16 as they entered Mariupol. This attack caught the Russian Army off guard, to be sure,” said Hill.

      “It certainly did. The Russian battalion came under an unexpected, seemingly unprovoked attack by Ukrainian ultranationalists, who were clearly well-trained and armed with advanced weaponry. The Russian ambassador to the United Nations immediately cried foul and produced evidence that American-made Javelin missiles were an integral part of the attack. The ambassador further asserted the Ukrainian government conspired with the United States to deceive Russia, allowing for the ambush of their convoy of humanitarian aid to Crimea. As a result of these events in Mariupol, President Putin considers Russia to be formally at war with Ukraine. The question becomes—what will NATO do, if anything?” asked Amroliwala rhetorically.

      Indeed. The United States and its NATO allies conceded the land bridge to Putin, as a form of appeasement, obviously under the impression that a permanent cease-fire might result. The surprise attack on the Russian forces in Mariupol made little sense to Sarge. It reeked of CIA, and his employers, involvement.

      He turned his attention to all of the networks and hit the pause buttons. Al Jazeera proudly displayed another ISIS-related video. BBC conveyed images of the Ukraine war. Bloomberg and CNBC covered the continued sell-offs in the global equity markets—down fifteen percent in the last two weeks. CNN reported on its favorite topic—racial injustice in America and the Black Lives Matter movement. Finally, FoxNews covered, in depth, the trauma suffered by American children resulting from the new low-calorie school lunch programs. My fellow Americans, do you realize how fragile our way of life really is? Sarge, staring intently at his six wall-mounted televisions, took another sip of his latte. He pondered this question until the sound of his K-cup machine roaring to life once again snapped him back to reality.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” said Sarge, turning to the kitchen.

      “Best ever!” replied Steven.

      His brother, Steven, stood shirtless in front of the coffee maker, with his back to Sarge, waiting on a cup of his patented motor oil. Folger’s dark roast, on the strongest setting—times two per cup. Simple, but effective. He couldn’t help but notice Steven’s chiseled figure. The two brothers were similar in many ways, both staying in peak physical shape, but his brother took it to the next level. He didn’t really have a choice. His life frequently depended on it. Sarge understood one day his might as well, but there was a difference between understanding and knowing. Steven’s body differed from Sarge’s in more than one way—it had seen battle. Toned, tanned and covered in scars, Steven had skirted death and endured torture time and time again, always emerging victorious. He once bragged his seven quarts of blood had been recycled several times. Sarge worried about his brother, but knew a life of complacency would be the death of him. The world was a dangerous place, and Steven was the guy Sarge always wanted by his side. Apparently, his brother was the guy everyone wanted by his side, which explained his string of “absences.”

      “So, I gather you enjoyed your belated Christmas gift?” asked Sarge.

      His brother turned his head and smiled.

      “Whoa! Be sure to thank Santa for me,” exclaimed Steven.

      On cue, a leggy blonde emerged from the guest room, wearing nothing but one of Steven’s long-sleeve shirts. As she stood on her toes and reached around Steven’s waist to give him a kiss, Sarge caught a glimpse of what she revealed underneath the shirt. Whoa is right.

      “I need coffee,” said another woman, a well-endowed brunette strolling out of Steven’s lair, wearing nothing but a pair of boxers. The girls giggled as they tried to operate the Keurig.

      “Where did you find these two frog hogs?” asked Steven, using the slang terminology for Navy SEAL groupies.

      He took a sip of motor oil and admired his conquests.

      “They are on retainer by our friends,” replied Sarge, nodding toward the east and downtown Boston. “After your latest vacation, I thought you needed something to get the blood flowin’.”

      “No problem there, bro,” said Steven proudly. “The blood and all of the other parts checked out just fine, but thank you very much for your concern.”

      Sarge turned his attention back to the girls—although they never really lost his attention. I am such a boy.

      “Ladies, Steven and I have a busy day. Would you mind getting your coffee to go?” asked Sarge with a tone of dismissiveness.

      Christmas morning was over. The girls whined in protest, offering to hang around quiet as mice, woefully underdressed mice.

      “C’mon, Sarge, we’ll be good. Let us hang with you guys today,” said the leggy one. Tempting, but no.

      “I’m sorry, ladies, but not today,” said Sarge.

      Maybe I should be led into temptation, as they say. I’m not married. But something always held Sarge back from partaking of women. Was it his feelings for Julia?

      “Besides, I want to live to my fortieth birthday and somehow I feel you two could put me six feet under,” said Sarge.

      As the women returned to Steven’s bedroom, he found his brother staring at the paused images on the television. Sarge waited until Steven’s Christmas gifts had closed the door.

      “So, is this your handiwork?” asked Sarge, pointing toward the media wall with his latte glass.

      “Which one?” replied Steven.

      “Really? Do you think I’m referring to the fat parents and their equally fat kids complaining about eating healthy foods in school?” asked Sarge.

      “You know the drill, bro. I can neither admit nor deny my involvement in the blowing up of Russki military hardware,” said Steven with a grin.

      Sarge unpaused the televisions and the talking heads came back to life. He liked the still-life versions better. He often wondered what the world would be like if time stood still or, better yet, returned back a couple of hundred years to the nineteenth century. Would we be better off?

      “Here’s the thing,” began Steven. “I follow orders. I’m really good at what I do. A soldier does not question his orders, he executes them. I’ll leave it to smart guys like you to determine the best course of action on the political side.”

      Steven mussed Sarge’s hair playfully. Sarge was the older brother, but Steven took on the role of protector. They were perfect complements to each other, and the chemistry they enjoyed would prove useful in the coming years. Steven would never question Sarge’s plan, and Sarge would never question Steven’s execution of it. The women returned a few minutes later and said their goodbyes. Steven escorted them to the elevator with a final round of kisses and butt squeezes. Lucky hound dog. He returned to the kitchen and fixed himself another double cup of full-strength coffee upon Sarge’s request. They had more to discuss than the Ukraine.
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      Professor Andrew Lau navigated his Subaru Forester into a cramped parking space on Antrim Street. As was his custom, he made a point to avoid parking near the house. In America, the residents of quiet neighborhoods seemed to hustle into their garages or front doors, with the sole intent of avoiding eye contact with their neighbors. The discreet community of Mid-Cambridge was no different. Lau had rented the house several months earlier, furnishing it with rudimentary, professorial decor. The house itself was unobtrusive—beige with scalloped lap siding, two story, white trim and a chain-link fence—perfectly suiting Professor Lau’s needs.

      The neighbors would have described him as quiet, introverted and somewhat of a recluse. They also knew him as a professor at MIT, but Cambridge was full of professors, so the title drew little attention. He drove a Subaru, but what good liberal didn’t. Lau even dressed down, frequently seen in jeans, a Red Sox cap and his Koji Uehara Red Sox jersey. Uehara was Japanese and Lau was Korean, but his neighbors didn’t know the difference, and that was exactly what Lau wanted.

      Lau was a professor of computer science and engineering, and the associate director of the Microsystems Technology Laboratory at MIT. One of 750 students and staff who performed all types of research in electronic circuits and photonic devices, his team effectively created the technology that made corporate giants Xerox and IBM extremely wealthy. Lau was paid a salary commensurate with his position as a professor, but he was not paid for the results of his research, which was “generously” shared with some of the university’s wealthiest benefactors—behemoth technology companies.

      Pretending to check for mail that was never there, Lau unlocked the chain-link fence gate and nonchalantly strolled up the front steps of the house to the front door. Out of habit, he glanced quickly over his shoulder to scan for nosey neighbors that never appeared. Satisfied, he entered the cramped foyer. Hi, honey, I’m home.

      The 1,800-square-foot home was typical for the neighborhood. Built in 1905, it was solidly constructed with twelve-inch walls, featuring hardwood floors and vaulted ceilings. To a visitor, the foyer looked like any other home on Antrim Street, as did the sitting room immediately to the left. A beautiful oak staircase wound its way upstairs to a second level, also concealing a cellar door. Nothing to see here, typical home on a typical street, in a typical neighborhood, in the good old U.S. of A—land of opportunity.

      But if one listened carefully, blocking out all distractions, they might hear the sounds emanating from above—click, click, click. Professor Lau of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology was a professional hacker and this was his “hack house”—home of the Zero Day Gamers.
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      “So what’s the plan for today?” asked Steven. “Are we gonna work out? Go to the range? Chill here?”

      “The plan is…I have a full schedule in class today, and you are on your own,” replied Sarge.

      He’s such a man-child. Sarge explained today was the first day of classes, and he had after-class interviews with the students new to his lectures. It would be a full day at the school.

      “Okay, that’s cool. I’ll drop you off at Harvard Kennedy, then I want to run up to Marblehead to check on the Miss Behavin’,” said Steven. “She’s been winterized, but I really want to check on her and grab a few things.”

      Sarge sensed he really wanted to drive his new G-Wagen around.

      “Don’t wreck my new car,” scolded Sarge.

      “Why would I do that?” asked Steven with faux innocence.

      “You have a history of wrecking my cars. This is a company car. Don’t bust it up. Do you wanna take the FJ instead?” asked Sarge, hoping Steven would take him up on the offer.

      “It doesn’t have heated seats. The G-Wagen will keep my ass warm,” said Steven.

      “Listen, in case you haven’t noticed, there’s a lot of hostility out there,” said Sarge, gesturing toward the windows. “I’ve advised everyone to carry—including you, soldier.”

      In recent months, racial tensions had exploded across the country. The shooting of an unarmed black man in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014, ignited protests and riots throughout the country. Almost a year ago, tensions escalated to new levels when two police officers were shot by a black gunman during a Ferguson protest. The undeclared war on law enforcement officers fueled the racial divide. America was on edge. The thin veneer of civilization was being threatened by political agendas and the corresponding frenzy associated with biased media reporting.

      “You know that’s not a problem for me,” said Steven.

      Sarge led him down the hallway, where he stopped one-third of the way down and pressed an unobtrusive wainscot panel below the chair rail. The hinged panel popped open, revealing several shelves. A puck light automatically illuminated the treasure inside.

      “There is a great big world out there for you, son,” their father’s words during “the talk” to his sons long ago rolled through Sarge’s mind. “Always wear protection.”

      Sarge doubted his beloved Heckler & Koch HK45C was what Pop had in mind, but his father had lived in a different world. Sarge placed his hand on the biometric safe to reveal its contents. Together with the .45-caliber compact, a well-worn Galcon double time holster and a 5.11 Tactical belt finished out the ensemble. Sarge had been issued a concealed-carry permit in Boston for many years. Massachusetts had been a “may issue” state for a long time, although “may” had become more like “sorry, screw you and your second amendment rights.” Over the past few years, Sarge felt more and more comfortable carrying the pistol as his country edged closer to chaos. Carrying a firearm felt as natural as wearing pants in public. His peers at Harvard would probably faint at the thought of a weapon in their hallowed halls, not that he’d ever let them know. Firearms or weapons of any kind were strictly forbidden by university policy. He transferred the pistol to a secret compartment in his briefcase when he entered the campus—a gun-free and “safe” zone. A new world indeed.

      He removed the 5.11 belt and converted the Galcon to its tuck-in-the-waistband mode. The cold leather shocked his skin, but the feel of the weapon warmed his heart. He stood out of the way to let Steven make his selection. He chose the Glock G38 together with a paddle-style right-hand holster, tucking the combination in his jeans. No surprise there. Steven was also a .45 kind of guy. The brothers were protected.

      “Are you sure you don’t mind me crashing here until winter takes a hike?” asked Steven.

      He’d stayed on the boat last winter and complained to Sarge incessantly about it. Having him at 100 Beacon would avoid the complaining, and allow them to hang out.

      “Absolutely, but keep the wine, women and song to a minimum,” said Sarge, knowing full well Steven’s shore leave would be a challenge.

      Sarge led them into his study to gather his briefcase and lecture notes.

      “No prob, bro,” replied Steven, likely unmindful of the point Sarge was making.

      Sarge’s study, the professorial equivalent of a home office, was his pride and joy. Despite being single and not having to succumb to the decorating whims of a significant other, he always felt the need to have his own space. A retreat within a retreat. The two floors below the penthouse, which he also occupied, did not count. They fell under the category man cave. The study was a special place. Bookshelves adorned the entirety of the west and north walls. Sarge, embracing his lineage, was compelled to collect old works. The authors dated back to the turn of the eighteenth century and included the names Hawthorne, Peabody, Minot and his namesake, Sargent. This is history. History must be preserved.

      Sarge gathered the notes located on his pride and joy—a nineteenth-century partner’s desk crafted from oak, with tooled leather inserts and decorated with brass appointments. The desk was a gift to Winthrop Sargent Gilman when he opened the banking house of Gilman, Son & Co. in New York City around 1900. It had been passed down through the years to his father, and then to Sarge. He was honored to be a lineal descendant of 250 years of American history. It had its perks and great responsibilities.
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      Lau dropped his briefcase next to the oak foyer table and tossed his keys by the Tiffany lamp. Home sweet home. Pushing up the red sleeves under his jersey, he bounded up the stairs and opened the solid wood, double doors of the home’s master bedroom turned hacker’s heaven. The entire second floor of the Antrim Street house had been gutted and furnished with modular workstations, each housing a powerful computer and one of MIT’s finest student hackers—the Zero Day Gamers.

      “Good afternoon, class,” said Lau sarcastically.

      He was greeted with a few laughs, a couple of good afternoons and a paper wad that barely missed his head. The crew was handpicked by Lau and his graduate assistants, Anna Fakhri and Leonid Malvalaha, from the top computer coders and programmers at MIT. Lau was fluent in Korean. Fakhri spoke a variety of Arabic languages, and Malvalaha spoke fluent Russian. The three had unofficially worked together for more than a year, until last fall when they took their hacking enterprise to a new level. As with any business, in order to grow and prosper, you need more employees. There were now a dozen hackers rotating in and out of the Hack House daily.

      Lau’s business plan was relatively simple, unlike the strings of code typed on the screens in front of him. A zero-day threat is an attack on a computer operating system that uncovers a previously unknown vulnerability. Hackers conduct reconnaissance of the systems applications and look for openings known as vulnerability windows.

      The Zero Day Gamers, like seasonal hunters, might spend days or weeks searching for their prey, without meeting success. But once a hacker discovered an initial compromise opportunity, the entire team looked for a foothold in the computer network. Once a foothold was established, a hacker team consisting of a coder and a programmer escalated privileges within the network until they reached an administrator’s status or higher. Once in place, the hacker could navigate the entire system, making changes. Then the game began—the zero-day game.

      The term zero day was used because the system programmer had zero days to fix the flaw. A patch for the vulnerability was not readily available. Over the past several years, an underground gray market had arisen, where a hacker contacted the system administrator and made them an offer they couldn’t refuse—pay us to leave you alone, or we will sell our information about your vulnerabilities to the highest bidder. Buyers included Fortune 500 firms, foreign intelligence services, terrorists and even the United States government. Payment was non-negotiable, and the consequences of nonpayment were strictly enforced.

      Lau looked up at the chalkboard on the back wall of the Hack House. The end game, the mission statement of the Zero Day Gamers, was succinct:

      
        
        One man’s gain is another man’s loss; who gains and who loses is determined by who pays.

      

      

      Lau applied the same philosophy to his employees. The Gamers were paid handsomely for their efforts—and to buy their silence. The students came to Zero Day Gamers for a number of reasons. Some needed the money and were trying to monetize the in-class research they conducted for others. Some participated for the thrill and feeling of compromising another’s private world. Others simply enjoyed “sticking it to the man.” There were similar operations to the Hack House all over the world. Underemployed techies looking for lucrative paydays and a chance to have their talents recognized among their peers. They were located in Russia, Eastern Europe, the Middle East, North Korea and especially China. Hunting for software holes was grueling drudgery, but it was the most lucrative security job available to them. Symantec or McAfee might start a new technology graduate at eighty thousand dollars. At the Hack House, an employee could make that in a day, if they played the right “zero-day game.”

      “I’m in!” exclaimed one of the Gamers, holding his hands high over his head.

      Lau snapped to attention and turned his Red Sox cap backwards. Game on!

      “Talk to me,” said Lau.

      “I’ve been pen testing these guys on and off for days. My gut told me there was an opening, so I kept trying,” said Herm Walthaus, an MIT grad student.

      Lau had not been particularly impressed with Walthaus thus far. His best hack was entering the Applebee’s Restaurant servers. They were unable to secure any funding from Applebee’s, and eventually settled for scrambling their computerized register system known as Squirrel. Within an hour of being denied payment, and finding no interested buyer for the vulnerability, Lau settled for changing all of their menu items to some form of nut. Applebee’s Burgers became Walnut Burglars. Sizzlin’ Fajitas became Spoiled Veruca, paying homage to Willy Wonka. The restaurant chain was forced to close their doors for days. The economic impact to the company was reportedly in the millions and hammered their stock on the NASDAQ. They should have paid us something.

      Pen testing was just what it sounded like—a test to see whether you could penetrate a network. Pen tests had huge value when done correctly. Even if done incorrectly, pen testers enjoyed the thrill of the hunt. If thwarted, the hackers could disrupt a system using denial-of-service tools—DoS. These tools might simply fire off an attack on the system, causing internal reactions to seal network vulnerabilities, which resulted in the unintended consequence of destabilizing the entire network. At a minimum, a visitor to a website might receive a “Page Cannot Be Displayed” error message. At worst, the entire network misfired, requiring a reboot and repairs of possible network damage.

      “Okay, Walthaus, settle down,” reassured Lau.

      Walthaus was sweating, and his face was getting red from excitement. The extra weight crowding his waist didn’t complement the scene. The last thing Lau needed was a heart attack victim at the Hack House. He calmly placed his hands on the young man’s shoulders.

      “Tell us what you have going on. Slowly,” said Lau.

      “Professor, I have breached the firewall of TickStub,” said Walthaus.

      Lau leaned over and surveyed the screen. It appeared TickStub utilized a Windows-based RRaS server—routing and remote access server. This was not uncommon. Windows servers were the most widely used, a piece of cake for a novice hacker. Walthaus was well beyond the RRaS firewall, having penetrated the TickStub ordering system. Step one, the initial compromise was complete; now Lau needed to evaluate what was exposed. Once he gained a foothold in the system, he could expand his perusal of the network later.

      The screen read:

      
        
        Welcome to the TickStub ordering system.

        You must login to start.

        Username:

        Password:

      

      

      The room was deathly quiet. All keyboard activity had ceased, and full attention was upon Walthaus and Lau. Lau stood upright and adjusted his cap.

      “Listen up, everybody,” said Lau. “As you know, we have a limited time frame now. Once we start this process, it’s rock-and-roll, got it?”

      A few yes, sirs were audible over the tension.

      “I’m going to let Walthaus take the lead on this one. He’s done a good job so far. But everyone will play a role in the next critical steps. I will be giving a lot of direction, and the requests will come to you fast. Pay attention, do your jobs and, above all, learn. This is a classroom, remember,” said Lau.

      His subtle joke eased the tension, and he could feel himself exhale a little.

      “Malvalaha, I want you to coordinate the DDoS attacks on my go. Once we’re in, we need to confuse the network to think they’re receiving heavy volume,” said Lau. “Use the Russian handlers, they’ll get the blame. Sorry, Malvalaha.”

      “I don’t care, I was born in Brooklyn,” said Malvalaha with a shrug.

      DDoS, or distributed denial of service attacks, were used to temporarily or indefinitely interrupt a web server’s ability to connect to the Internet. The common method of attack saturated the target network with external communications requests to the point it could not respond to legitimate web traffic. The result was server overload and an excellent distraction while Lau conducted the rest of his “business.” A DoS, denial of service, attack generally involved one attacker. In order to truly overload a system, the DDoS attack was preferable. Lau had established multiple servers throughout the world to act as handlers. The handlers were accessed remotely by the computer systems located in the Hack House. Each computer station controlled multiple handlers, and each handler controlled multiple compromised private computers. On Lau’s signal, if necessary, the entire handler system would be activated to attack the targeted web server at TickStub.

      “Fakhri, have your group on standby for research,” said Lau. “As we begin to elevate our privileges, we may need to implement our password-cracker tools.”

      “On it,” said Fakhri. “I’ll have my guys searching the web to learn all we can about their IT people. We always find them on forums and techie blog sites. It doesn’t take long to put two and two together.”

      “Here we go,” said Lau. “First, now that we’re past the firewall, we’re going to bypass the web server and leave the domain alone. Our first stop will be the database—the SQL server.”

      “Walthaus, initiate an SQL injection. Let’s see how well their coding techniques are. Their DBMS, database management system, may reject the query, but it will return legitimate data in response.”

      Walthaus immediately began entering keystrokes and sat back in his chair to observe the results. Lau watched intently.

      “Now, let’s introduce some cross-site scripting to compromise the DBMS server. In the username field, enter foo’ OR 1=1;-- followed by admin in the password field,” said Lau. The screen changed and now read:

      
        
        Welcome to the TickStub ordering system foo’ OR 1=1;--

      

      

      “Excellent!” exclaimed Lau. “Now we can use an injection vulnerability to send commands to their back-end database server in order to elevate our privileges. This will allow the DBMS server to run commands for us. It’s time for the next step.”

      Lau knew the web-based server controlling the domain and its web traffic was fully secure and had its necessary patches in place. Most IT departments placed all of their focus on the web server because it was utilized by the public via the Internet.

      “Most likely the web server is secure. Why beat our heads against the wall trying to crack its code, when we can simply give ourselves administrative access by elevating our internal user privileges, right?” asked Lau, playing the role of professor.

      “Let’s pull out our toolbox and make our job easier, shall we?” asked Lau, clearly in his element. “Walthaus, upload Netcat to the DBMS server.”

      Walthaus dutifully complied.

      “Now enter Xp_cmdshell into the command field and we’ll see how complex their administrative system is,” said Lau. Lau watched as the screen changed, providing him the c-prompt he anticipated.

      “Okay, everyone, Netcat has enabled us to attain our first foothold, and we are well on our way to overtaking the network. We are no longer an anonymous user. We are now an insider,” said Lau.

      A few claps were heard from the team.

      “Class, we need a name; who am I?” asked Lau.

      “Whoami,” said Walthaus. “You know like the old Abbott & Costello routine—’Who’s on First?’ Our username should be whoami.”

      Lau laughed heartily. It was perfect.

      “Absolutely, Walthaus, whoami it is,” said Lau. “Okay, Mr. Whoami, run an ipconfig on the system so we can determine the lay of the land. Let’s see what our new system is made of.”

      Lau watched as the server IP addresses scrolled down the screen, including their internal Ethernet connections. He instructed Walthaus to screen-cap everything and print it for reference.

      “We now have effectively taken over the web server. From what I can see here, we have complete connectivity between the web server and the SQL server, which gives us total control over the domain—TickStub.com.

      “Before we go for the big prize, the database, let’s pull another tool out of the toolbox. Dump a Trojan in the web server so we can come back in the front door in the event an administrator busts us and we have to run out the backdoor,” said Lau.

      The Trojan would install a credential manager, which allowed the creation of usernames and access privileges at the highest levels.

      “Final step. Fakhri, how’d you do?” asked Lau.

      She approached him with a printout of potential user names and passwords derived from their Internet search. Lau handed the same to Walthaus and gestured to give them a try.

      “Bingo. I’m in the back-end data center, which contains all of the usernames, passwords and stored credit card information. I went ahead and tried this combo on the TickStub corporate server and succeeded there as well. We have full access to employee files, W-9s, retirement plans and health care records,” said Walthaus.

      Lau took a deep breath and looked around the room. He could feel what they were thinking—big potential payday. He studied the wall for a moment, once again reciting the words in his mind:

      
        
        One man’s gain is another man’s loss; who gains and who loses is determined by who pays.

      

      

      “Malvalaha, run this by Bogachev’s people in Russia. Fakhri, contact SEA, the Syrian Electronic Army. Discreetly put the word out. This company does nearly half a billion dollars a year in revenue. It’s time for Mr. Whoami to make the call.”
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      “We are coming to you live from the front steps of the Massachusetts State House in Boston, where we are waiting for first-term Senator Abigail Morgan to announce her bid for reelection to the United States Senate. The announcement comes as no surprise to anyone; however, it does come with its share of controversy. Senator Morgan ran as an independent six years ago, but has consistently caucused with the Republican majority since 2014. Some have accused her of hypocrisy, but as we know, in Washington, hypocrisy is in the eyes of the beholder. Massachusetts Democrats have made it clear; should Senator Morgan be tapped as a possible vice presidential nominee on the Republican ticket, which is a good possibility, then she will receive a stern challenge to her senatorial candidacy. Back to you, Chris,” said the CNN reporter.

      Abigail Morgan stood behind a backdrop featuring the United States and Massachusetts state flags, listening to the reporter’s introductions to her remarks. She was accustomed to this challenge and didn’t give it much thought. She had bigger plans than senate reelection. Why should she settle for number two on the ticket? The present occupant of the White House was a freshman senator when he ran for the job. Why couldn’t she do the same?

      Abbie, as she was called by family, friends and constituents, was a rock star within political circles. When she ran for senate six years ago, she chose to run as an independent, touting her libertarian leanings. Getting elected on a statewide ballot as a Republican had been extremely difficult in Massachusetts, even in an anti-incumbent year like 2010. She campaigned hard during her first election cycle, espousing her core beliefs centering on free markets, limited government, peace through strength and individual self-reliance. Her stunning appearance, strong ability to articulate the issues, and the support of a very wealthy donor base made Abbie a Tea Party darling and a viable alternative for the center left.

      The stagecraft surrounding her announcement had been calculated for maximum effect. The podium and the backdrop were placed on the second tier of steps entering the State House, above the street level. Commonwealth Avenue had been temporarily closed for the event, allowing a massive gathering of supporters to congregate. All of the media cameras and reporters stood on the brick sidewalk, at street level, allowing for camera angles to catch the gold-leaf dome of the State House as her backdrop. Abbie would look stately, as intended. When she was given the one-minute signal, she glanced down and noticed her friend Julia Hawthorne, who was present on behalf of the Herald. Beyond friendship, she and Julia shared common interests—and benefactors.

      “…and now I am pleased to present to you the present and future senator from the great state of Massachusetts, Senator Abigail Morgan!” introduced former Massachusetts Governor William Weld.

      With perfect timing, the loudspeakers erupted with a rendition of All Hail to Massachusetts sung by Boston Pops star and Tony Award winner Marin Mazzie. Abbie approached the microphone and soaked it in. She was born for this job. Like her friends, Abbie knew she would have an important role to play on the world stage. Everything in her life, including this moment, played a part in the intricate and nuanced script. Abbie cleared her throat and stepped forward to deliver one of the most important speeches of her career.

      “Thank you, thank you. Thank you so much, everyone—especially for braving this crisp January weather. Thank you as well, Marin Mazzie, for your beautiful rendition of All Hail to Massachusetts!” said Abbie with special emphasis at the end, drawing cheers from the crowd.

      Chants of Abbie, Abbie, Abbie filled Boston Common. She was comfortable speaking in front of sizable crowds, but she did notice the media presence was much larger than normal. She stole a glance up and to her left. Was he watching?

      “Six years ago, I ran for office, because like most Bay Staters, I was alarmed at the problems facing our great nation. The economy was stagnant and the so-called recovery was uneven. Federal spending was out of control, and our national debt approached nearly unrecoverable levels. A disastrous, unconstitutional nationalized health care plan was enacted. The foreign policy of this administration was naïve and misguided. Above all, our civil rights and liberties as American citizens were under assault!” Abbie soaked in the cheers and made eye contact whenever possible with her supporters.

      “I have drawn attention to these problems and others here in Massachusetts. I have sought to work with any and all who are eager to find solutions and promote reforms. As an independent senator, I have united with members of all parties to seek a balance in government, where we have worked together to avoid the gridlock which has plagued Washington for so many years!

      “Our country was founded upon principles we all hold true in our hearts today. The Constitution is our only protection against a heavy-handed government. If the Constitution is not followed and honored, then the power of the federal government goes unrestrained. Once the federal government gains a foothold, it is extremely difficult to reverse that trend. Freedom is the bedrock of our society. Freedom is what makes our great nation exceptional—and our freedoms are under attack, both here and abroad!

      “Prosperity is not created by rewarding those who do not earn it. Prosperity is achieved by hard work, effort, risk and the implementation of great ideas. Our Constitution guarantees all Americans the right to pursue happiness and achieve the outcome of their dreams. However, our Constitution does not guarantee equality of outcomes. Prosperity can only be achieved through effort. It cannot be achieved by exacting an unfair tax burden on those who are successful—on any level!

      “Success at home depends on stability worldwide, and it goes without saying, we have plenty of enemies beyond our borders. It is incumbent upon our government to protect us by securing those borders and gaining peace through strength. Of the limited powers enumerated to the federal government by our Constitution, security is the most important. Our security as a nation and as a people, from threats foreign and domestic, economic and weaponized, should be one of the top priorities of the federal government!

      “Finally, and most importantly, our Founding Fathers would be appalled at the state of legislative affairs in Washington. I am a direct descendant of John Adams and John Quincy Adams, and I believe they would call upon our nation to achieve unity as Americans. In 1789, John Adams, the second president of the United States, predicted today’s sad state of affairs in Washington. He said, ‘There is nothing which I dread so much as a division of the republic into two great parties, each arranged under its leader, and concerting measures in opposition to each other. This, in my humble apprehension, is to be dreaded as the greatest political evil under our Constitution.’ Wise words spoken by President Adams over two hundred years ago are frighteningly accurate.

      “If we could set aside our political differences and simply talk to each other, we might realize our distinctions aren’t as vast as we have been led to believe. I firmly believe our divisiveness comes not from our disagreements about policy, but from our attempts to force those beliefs on those who don’t agree. The pundits talk about the big tent—a coalition that accommodates people who have a wide range of beliefs. I submit to you, unless all of us find a way to live together under such a big tent, our country will continue to suffer.

      “I stand with all of you in this fight. I hope to continue together in the task of repairing and revitalizing our great nation. So, with the support of my family, my colleagues and the lovely people of the great state of Massachusetts, I proudly announce my reelection campaign to finish the work I began six years ago in the United States Senate!”

      Abbie stood back from the microphone and waved to the crowd, which was now larger than moments ago. The roar of Abbie, Abbie, Abbie intensified below her. She made direct eye contact with both the television cameras and also the press pool photographers. With the help of her staff, her announcement would become one of the most important media events of this twenty-four-hour news cycle. But as Abbie snuck one final glance at the penthouse of 73 Tremont, she knew bigger news could always be in the making.
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      John Morgan stood at one of the windows in his inner sanctum and surveyed the inhospitable winter landscape of the Common and Beacon Hill. As the years stretched on, his tolerance for the cold waned, but he would never join the ranks of those retreating to warmer climates during the winter months. Pink flamingos were not his cup of tea. Despite the bitter temperatures below, the scene was far from barren. Camera crews and media types scurried into position. Police barricades blocked Commonwealth Avenue, allowing onlookers to enjoy a rare opportunity to stand in the middle of a busy Boston thoroughfare and listen to one of his rising stars.

      Abigail had intended to delay her announcement until March, when the weather would be more tolerable. Morgan insisted the announcement take place early in the year. When she questioned him about the early announcement date, he simply smiled and told her it was for the better. Abigail was not that different from others Morgan controlled, outside of the fact that she was his only child. Not an insignificant fact by any measure. It is part of the blueprint for your success, my dear. A blueprint we must all follow.

      Morgan had followed the same blueprint, just like his father and his father’s father before him. For generations, the Adams and Morgan lineage defined American politics, banking and philanthropy. His great-grandfather was J.P. Morgan, cofounder of Morgan Stanley. His mother was Catherine Adams, a direct descendant of President John Adams. For centuries the two families formed the historic core of the East Coast establishment and the upper class of New England society.

      Following his graduation from Harvard Law, Morgan formed the Morgan-Holmes law firm with William Holmes, grandson of Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. Together, Morgan and Holmes built a practice of international notoriety, expanding their families’ sphere of influence well beyond U.S. shores. Morgan was tapped as Secretary of State, during the first two years of the Carter administration, finding himself at odds with the President on most policy issues. He used the time to expand his contacts around the world, remaining mostly a figurehead.

      After resigning his post as Secretary of State, Morgan, following in his great-grandfather’s footsteps, formed Morgan Global, an international banking and investment concern. With the law practice capably administered by Holmes, Morgan devoted his time to this ambitious project. Morgan Global was destined to be the banking house of choice for the world’s super wealthy. Morgan and others like him demanded secrecy, in addition to ample returns on their investment. Morgan Global provided both. By the mid-1980s, Morgan Global boasted over one billion dollars under management.

      In 1979, following his return to private life, Morgan had a very public wedding to Eleanor Sargent, the sister of his lifelong friend Henry Winthrop Sargent III. The marriage, while not prearranged, was expected. Families with historic lineage like the Morgans, Adams, Sargents and Holmes were expected to marry each other—within the family.

      Abigail, named in honor of Abigail Adams, was the only child of John and Eleanor Morgan. Complications during pregnancy prevented Eleanor from having more children. Complications of lineage prevented the Morgans from considering adoption. Now John Morgan stood watching his daughter, a fiercely intelligent, beautiful woman, take the podium to make her announcement. He turned up the volume on the television monitor.

      “…especially for braving this crisp January weather. Thank you as well, Marin Mazzie, for your beautiful rendition of ‘All Hail to Massachusetts’!” Morgan viewed the crowd cheering. Abigail had a flare for the dramatic and had a tendency to micromanage her campaigns. Thus far, her approach had worked, resulting in her becoming a media magnet. In politics, good exposure was everything. It was all about branding. With her success, Morgan tried not to interfere in her approach to campaigning—unless circumstances dictated modifications.

      “The foreign policy of this administration was naïve and misguided. Above all, our civil rights and liberties as American citizens were under assault!” Morgan knew her announcement would be her boilerplate stump speech. Abigail was an astute politician. She knew the political landscape of Massachusetts required her to run as an independent. At times, her libertarian leanings concerned him because they did not mesh with his interests. Thus far, that had not been a problem. Morgan knew the national political scene and how it related to geopolitical interests. If Abigail continued her rise to national prominence, securing a place on the presidential ticket, Morgan would have to “discuss” some of those libertarian policy positions with her.

      “So, with the support of my family, my colleagues and the lovely people of the great state of Massachusetts, I proudly announce my reelection campaign to finish the work I began six years ago in the United States Senate!”

      Morgan was pleased with the text of her speech. Well done, young lady. This year will have a profound effect on your political career. I will guide you all the way.
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      A tap at the door interrupted his thoughts.

      “Come in, please,” said Morgan.

      His longtime assistant Malcolm Lowe entered the room. Lowe was an undersecretary of state during Morgan’s tenure. Now in his mid-forties, Lowe could have advanced his career in any number of ways, but he remained loyal to Morgan and was paid handsomely for his loyalty. Morgan muted the television.

      “Mr. Morgan,” said Lowe, exercising the professional method of addressing his boss when guests were present in the penthouse. “Several of your guests would like to express their congratulations to you, sir, and for the benefit of your daughter.”

      Morgan had instructed Lowe to put together an impromptu gathering of his close associates for coffee and pastries. They were all astute individuals and were fully aware of Morgan’s intentions—kiss the ring of the kingmaker and make a deposit into Abigail’s campaign coffers.

      “By all means, Malcolm, bring them in one at a time. Please invite them to stick around for a brief private meeting with the senator,” said Morgan.

      Morgan adjusted his jacket and walked around his desk to greet his loyal friends informally. At six foot four, Morgan was an imposing figure. Standing behind his massive desk, he could be quite intimidating.

      “Hello, John,” said Lawrence Lowell, son of the former president of Harvard and a direct descendant of John Lowell, a federal judge in the first United States Continental Congress.

      “Welcome, Lawrence. Thank you for coming to join us today. This is a momentous occasion for Abigail, and she certainly appreciates your support,” said Morgan.

      Morgan didn’t emphasize the word support, but it should act as a reminder to his dear friend of the task at hand.

      “Of course, John, I wouldn’t miss Abbie’s announcement under any circumstances,” said Lowell.

      Lowell had known Abbie since she was a child, and referred to her by her nickname, despite Morgan’s consistent use of the more formal Abigail. Lowell reached into his jacket and retrieved a check.

      “Toward that end, this is for Abbie’s political action committee. It’s the least I could do,” said Lowell.

      Morgan accepted the check and continued eye contact with his friend. It would be rude to immediately hold up the check as if to scream how much support? Morgan would wait until Lowell turned to leave before glancing at the number.

      “Thank you so much, Lawrence, and thank your wife as well. This means a lot to us,” said Morgan.

      Morgan reached out to shake Lowell’s hand both in thanks and as a form of dismissal. There were several others waiting their turn—no time for small talk. “I hope that you can stay for Abigail’s appearance here.”

      “Yes, naturally,” said Lowell.

      As he turned to open the door, Morgan glanced at the Lowell family contribution—one million dollars. Good start. Placing the check in his jacket inner pocket, he turned his attention to the next “friend of the family.”

      “Good morning, John,” said Walter Cabot, heir to the Cabot shipping fortune and direct descendant of Captain John Cabot, founder of America’s first cotton mill and a revolutionary war hero. The Cabot name was synonymous with American aristocracy.

      “My dear friend Walter, how are you?” asked Morgan.

      He sincerely liked Walter Cabot and the two had transacted many successful business deals, including the acquisition of Huntington Ingalls Industries. HII, along with General Dynamics, dominated the shipbuilding contracts for the United States Navy. With Morgan Global securing the necessary financing, Cabot Corporation expanded its shipbuilding capabilities and greatly increased its stature with lucrative military contracts.

      “I am well, John, and very proud of your daughter,” said Cabot. “However, there is one minor issue of which I must raise objection.”

      Morgan became uneasy. What could have upset my longtime friend and business partner?

      “What is it, Walter? How can I help?” asked Morgan.

      He watched as Cabot pulled a check out of his jacket and then promptly wadded it up and stuck it in his pants. Morgan was deeply concerned.

      “We Cabots are not accustomed to following a Lowell. Lawrence was shown in before me and this needs to be rectified,” said Cabot.

      Morgan began to feel a sense of relief as a big smile crossed Cabot’s face. Cabot pulled out his checkbook and with a stroke of a pen, presented Morgan with a check for two million dollars.

      “I know Lawrence gave you a check for a million dollars, thinking that would place him ahead of the Cabots. He was sadly mistaken. Please accept our check on Abbie’s behalf for two million dollars,” said Cabot proudly. “Perhaps next campaign, I will be the first to see you with hearty congratulations!”

      The two old friends shared a sincere laugh. Morgan extended his hand and as the two men shook, he leaned in to whisper.

      “Fret not, old friend, we both know that the Cabots talk only to God,” said Morgan.

      At this, Walter Cabot roared with laughter.

      “Never a truer word spoken, my friend!” exclaimed Cabot, obviously pleased with himself.

      Morgan was pleased as well. In fact, he would remember Cabot’s reaction and use the talk-to-God phrase before it was time to write the next campaign check.

      One by one, the old, wealthy families of Boston paid their respects and good wishes to John Morgan. The names were synonymous with New England gentry and would be familiar to anyone who had studied American History in high school—Hancock, Tudor, Warren, Bradlee, Crowninshield, Winthrop, Endicott, Peabody, Sargent, Adams and Morgan. Morgan greeted them all heartily and with genuine respect. They were more than his wealthy, powerful friends. They were members of an exclusive group of patriotic Americans dating back to the War for Independence. The members of these families were lineal descendants of the Sons of Liberty—our Founding Fathers.

      They were the Boston Brahmin.
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      Sarge sat in silence as Steven navigated the G-Wagen onto Memorial Drive. He was deep in thought, weighing his personal life, career and “other” responsibilities. He envied Steven’s lifestyle, though it was consumed by excessive indulgences. Everyone has a way to relieve stress—blow off steam. Steven’s life put him in life-threatening situations. Why shouldn’t he play hard after returning from a mission?

      Sarge didn’t have any life-threatening stresses—yet. His instincts told him his talents and services would be called upon sooner rather than later. So what is preventing me from having a balanced personal life with my careers—both of them? Is that what’s holding me back from a relationship with Julia? Sarge hated deep thinking and turned up FoxNews on the G63’s COMAND system.

      “So, with the support of my family, my colleagues and the lovely people of the great state of Massachusetts, I proudly announce my reelection campaign to finish the work I began six years ago in the United States Senate!”

      Gee, thanks, universe. Your timing couldn’t have been better. Sarge physically rolled his eyes and shook his head at this thought. Is Abbie the reason I can’t move forward with Julia? The two had practically grown up together after Sarge’s father died. Her dad was Sarge and Steven’s godfather. Sarge and Abbie had a serious romantic tryst a little over ten years ago. Abbie was practicing law at her father’s firm, and Sarge had just received his offer from Harvard. The two were made for each other in many respects, but Sarge always got the impression that her father disapproved of the relationship. Rising careers pulled them apart, which had made things easier for everyone. In the past few years, their work on the project had put them in close contact. Sarge still felt an attraction, but the spark was gone. The spark, however, was there with Julia.

      “Here you go, Miss Daisy, your tips are greatly appreciated,” said Steven, pulling up to the curb of the Taubman Building. “Have you spoken to Abbie?”

      “No, I didn’t know she was coming to town,” replied Sarge.

      He found it odd that she didn’t touch base. Maybe this was a quick trip for purposes of the announcement. He really couldn’t think of a reason for her not calling.

      “We don’t have anything to discuss right now, but we all need to get together soon,” said Sarge, reaching into the backseat and grabbing his briefcase.

      “Have a nice day at school, young man. Did you remember to bring your Scooby Doo lunch pail?” teased Steven.

      Sarge half turned back to him, holding up his free hand to distinctly show five fingers. “Talk to the hand, my friend,” he said. “This also means to be back here at five!”

      Sarge jogged towards the entrance of the Taubman Building before Steven could volley another load of crap in Sarge’s direction. The tires squealed as Steven presumably took his beloved G-Wagen on a date from hell. He wondered if the living arrangement with his brother would survive until the spring thaw, when Steven would be back on the Miss Behavin’—where he belonged.
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      Sarge lived for the sense of excitement ushered in by each new semester, a sure sign that he loved his job. He brought up the first slide on the screen as his new students filed into their assigned seats.

      
        
        GLOBAL GOVERNANCE

        +

        ECONOMIC POLICY

      

      

      The course, similar to his last semester’s offering, focused on the interrelationship between global entities: nation states; international organizations such as the United Nations, the World Trade Organization, the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank; along with multinational corporations and civil activist organizations like Anonymous. Students would discuss the international economic impact these entities interplayed, ultimately focusing on their relationship to the United States economy.

      “Good morning, everyone, please find your seats,” said Sarge, finding a few familiar faces in the crowd—like the ever-present Miss Crepeau.

      Everyone settled in their seats, and as was his custom, he surveyed the faces to determine who was serious and who was simply following daddy’s orders to be there. They all look remarkably serious. Maybe they’re paying attention to the news.

      “I see many new faces this semester and look forward to meeting you. After class, I would like students new to my lectures to schedule an appointment so we can discuss my expectations, and yours,” said Sarge.

      “This class is the second in a series of lectures on the topic of global governance. Last semester, we narrowed the topic to the subject global governance in the context of new modalities of modern warfare. This semester we will focus on world economic policies. Let’s start with a recap of the concept of global governance. I’ll pick on some old hands first—Miss Crepeau,” said Sarge, already identifying the teacher’s favorite.

      Miss Crepeau had recorded a near perfect score on last semester’s final. Sarge had an inner debate about how to deal with a young female student who was clearly enamored with him. Most professors would push her away to deter any appearance of impropriety. Sarge decided to encourage her through classroom attention and avoid personal contact outside of class. She was a gifted student, and he did not want to discourage her. Gotta hide this one from my brother.

      “Yes, Professor Sargent,” said Miss Crepeau.

      “Provide a summary of the global governance movement,” said Sarge, adding, “in one hundred forty characters or less.”

      The Twitter reference brought muffled laughs. Imagine if all conversations required the speaker to maintain a strict 140-characters-or-less policy. People might engage in real dialogue.

      “Global governance refers to the complex conduct of international affairs. Without a global government, the concept relates to the different ways governments, organizations, institutions and businesses administer their affairs,” said Miss Crepeau. “The theory allows for consensus-forming among these various entities, which generate formal and informal guidelines affecting governments and multinational entities.”

      “Thank you, Miss Crepeau,” said Sarge. “We live in an interconnected world. Without a single government to establish the necessary laws governing this interaction, some level of cooperation must be achieved; otherwise every nation would build a wall around their borders, both real and virtual. Of course, politics plays a significant role.”

      There were a few mumbles exchanged between the members of the class. His students were well tuned to politics. Statistics suggested that half of his students would hold public office sometime in their careers.

      “On the left side of the political spectrum, global governance under a one-world government is appealing, because it helps protect the poorest nations, which often fall prey to stronger nations or international organizations.

      “Conservative thinkers argue that this neoliberal approach is a direct threat to the independence of the nation state, and thus its sovereignty. Therefore, a balance must be achieved, in our interrelated world, to satisfy the political objectives of nation-states while maintaining the sovereignty of those who wish to remain independent.”

      Sarge surveyed the room. Everyone looked interested, so he opened the discussion with questions.

      “For those of you who are new to my lectures only, who has a question?” asked Sarge, watching as over a dozen hands flew up in near unison.

      “Excellent. Let’s try it this way. I will point at each of you, and as I do, please provide your question concisely. Remember, one hundred forty characters or less. I know you can do it, tweeps.”

      Sarge wanted to determine if there was a consensus question, and this also enabled him to determine what each student’s political leanings were. The students, one by one, fired off their interrogatories. The issues were anticipated—fairness, wealth transfer, socialism, border protection, level of participation. One young man mentioned nation bullying, piquing Sarge’s interest. The issue of alliances and building of global powers across nation-state boundaries intrigued Sarge.

      “Mr. Ocampo, you are new to my lectures, right?” asked Sarge.

      The young man appeared unsure of himself. Sarge decided to give him some confidence.

      “Yes, sir. I am a first year law student and in the dual-degree program. I was approved to take this course as a first year elective,” said Ocampo.

      Sarge recognized the surname. Marcos Ocampo was the grandson of the former United Nations Under-Secretary of Economic and Social Affairs. At twenty, he was the youngest law student at Harvard, and probably the youngest student in Sarge’s tenure. This young man grew up in a household where these topics were regularly discussed. Sarge decided to test his mettle.

      “Mr. Ocampo, lawyer-in-training, what do you mean by nation bullying?” asked Sarge.

      “Well, Professor Sargent, most people might associate the word bullying with larger, wealthier nations asserting their will upon the smaller countries who don’t have the same leverage in international matters. I believe the concept of global governance allows for just the opposite. Smaller nations may band together to force the wealthier, more powerful nations to participate in global governance initiatives against their will,” said Ocampo.

      “For example,” interjected Sarge. He liked Ocampo already.

      “One example is global shaming,” stated Ocampo. “The United States is continuously accused of being the root cause of global environmental issues because of our reliance upon fossil fuels. Our country must react by enacting laws or promulgating regulations restricting the ability of our businesses to operate. Many times, these laws are not reciprocally enacted in other countries—like China, India and Russia—who are just as guilty of environmental abuses, if not more so. The increased regulatory apparatus in the United States places our businesses at an economic disadvantage on the world stage.”

      “To summarize, those organizations and nations active in global governance have used the power to shame the United States to gain an economic advantage,” said Sarge. “Any other examples?”

      “Yes, sir. Another example is the formation of major trade partners and alliances. For a long time the G20 and G8 dominated the world trade markets. In the last five years, the BRICS alliance has been formed between Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa. The first four countries represent nearly half of the world’s population and the most lucrative emerging market trade partners,” said Ocampo.

      Sarge could learn from young Ocampo. He observed the faces of the fellow classmates. Often, the egos of other students would get in the way of their learning from a student. Ocampo had captured their attention. This was why Sarge loved teaching.

      “You mentioned the first four countries as being the most lucrative trade partners in the emerging markets. I assume that would exclude the United States, because we are clearly the world leader in trade—therefore not considered an emerging market. Why is South Africa included in the BRICS alliance?” asked Sarge, already knowing the answer.

      “Gold,” replied Ocampo. “South Africa is the fifth largest producer of gold in the world and is the largest producer of many precious metals, including platinum and palladium. Not to mention the diamond mines. Their natural resources compliment the other four nations nicely. Plus, the acronym BRICS, instead of BRIC, sounds better.”

      This drew some laughs and you could see Ocampo was gaining confidence on this first day of class. Time to let him breathe.

      “Thank you, Mr. Ocampo,” said Sarge. “The BRICS alliance, as Mr. Ocampo points out, is having a significant impact on the world economy, and the United States in particular. Last semester, we discussed the changes in modern warfare. This semester, our focus on economic policy will also include another form of warfare—economic warfare. The BRICS alliance has the potential to cause substantial damage to the United States economy, if they so choose.”

      And there was little doubt that the BRICS countries would make that choice.
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        January 5

        The Hack House

        Antrim Street

        Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      Lau sat across the desk from his two trusted lieutenants, Fakhri and Malvalaha. It was time to make the call. Lau had several firewalls of his own in place to avoid detection. Using a program called VyprVPN, Lau established a virtual private network that could extend beyond a public network. Since he had administrative user status within their network, he decided to make a clear and convincing point by contacting the TickStub chief technology officer directly through their Antec internal communications system.

      The VyprVPN software would mask his location, and he utilized a Voxal voice changer to alter his voice. Voxal combined and stacked vocal effects like pitch, echo and volume to confound other listeners, like the FBI.

      Lau would keep it simple. He’d provide TickStub with verifiable information only an internal administrator with a high level of security and administrative privileges could access. He would demand payment, wired to various bank accounts around the world, followed by a promise to leave them alone. They’d get one hour to provide an answer and another hour to comply. Walthaus and company would monitor TickStub’s internal servers, looking for evidence of last minute anti-hacking activity. If TickStub tried to plug the leak during the two-hour window, Malvalaha would unleash a series of DDoS attacks on their server. If TickStub’s IT team persisted, the domain would be taken offline, leaving a message that read:

      
        
        We have your credit card information and it’s too late to do anything about it. Thank you for visiting the new TickStub.

      

      

      “Showtime,” said Lau, connecting to TickStub’s interoffice communications system. Wilson Bittermint, TickStub’s soon-to-be-former chief technology officer, appeared on the screen in front of him.

      “Hello, Wilson, we need to have a chat.”

      “Who…what’s the meaning of this?” demanded Bittermint. “Who gave you access to this network? Why are you wearing that bizarre mask?”

      Lau had donned the distinctive Guy Fawkes mask worn by members of the Anonymous group, adding a theatrical touch to the interaction. He also thought it might provide some misdirection for TickStub’s investigation.

      “You may call me Mr. Who-am-I,” said Lau. “I do the talking and you take notes. This won’t take long. First, you will take no action to notify the FBI or any other alphabet agencies of the oppressive American government. Second, you will take no action to modify, alter or otherwise patch your corporate servers. The system is under our control, and we’ll know if your IT minions attempt any damage control.”

      “This is outrageous. You’re out of your mind,” screamed Bittermint. “I’m done with this charade.”

      He attempted to end the call, but his keyboard was unresponsive.

      “Wilson, you need to calm down. Your keyboard will not work, and your administrative privileges have been suspended,” said Lau. “I suggest you allow me to finish. Now, do I need to repeat items one and two for you?”

      “No,” replied Bittermint.

      “Third, you will be asked to verify the authenticity of my statements. I will allow you the next hour to do so,” said Lau.

      Lau proceeded to provide Bittermint private information on the TickStub CEO, including the fact he had stage two cancer invading his lymph nodes. He provided a couple of TickStub usernames and corresponding credit card information. Finally, Lau provided Bittermint’s salary information and the social security numbers for several top-level employees.

      “What do you want?” asked Bittermint defiantly.

      “You’re going to convince your superiors to pay us what we ask to make this go away. Be sure to remind them the Super Bowl is less than two weeks away. They don’t want to screw this up!”

      “How much?” asked Bittermint.

      “You see, Wilson, this is a zero-sum game. In this game, one man’s gain is another man’s loss; who gains and who loses is solely determined by who pays. We have other bidders, but the Buy It Now bid for you is fifty million. You will be contacted in one hour. Get to work!” Lau disconnected the transmission.

      Now they wait.
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        January 5

        73 Tremont

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Abbie walked into the bookshelf-lined conference room, overwhelmed by raucous applause. As a public figure, she was accustomed to this type of reaction from her regular constituents, but this group was different. The faces greeting her inside 73 Tremont evoked long-standing memories. The people crowded into her father’s office had known Abbie since she was a child. Their children and grandchildren were neighbors on Beacon Hill. Forming the backbone of Boston’s historical elite, they were a tightly knit collection of families. The significance of bringing them together in one place was not lost on Abbie. Her father had orchestrated this event for a reason. John Morgan stepped forward to greet her with a hug.

      “Hello, Father, what did you think?” asked Abbie.

      Her relationship with her father was loving, but formal. He put on a tough, reserved exterior with everyone, including Abbie. Her mother, now deceased, always reminded Abbie of her father’s status, and that it was important to treat him with the utmost respect, in public and private. She scanned the faces again, searching briefly for Sarge. I should have called him.

      “You were splendid, young lady,” said Morgan. Splendid. Nobody else would describe her announcement as splendid.

      “Thank you, Father. I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen so many of your friends in one place,” said Abbie.

      “Our friends,” he whispered, stepping forward to address the room. “Everyone, may I have your attention?”

      Within moments, the cheering and applause ceased.

      “Abigail and I certainly appreciate your generosity and support as she embarks on her reelection campaign. I believe we all agree, Abigail has represented the interests of Massachusetts admirably—not to mention our interests.”

      Abbie winced inside. Opposition research in political campaigns had risen to new heights over the past decade. Restaurant waiters wore recording devices. Tiny cameras were hidden in decorations on dinner tables. Abbie didn’t need her campaign overtly associated with the special interests of the nation’s rich and powerful.

      “Before Abigail says a few words, I would like to add something,” said Morgan.

      Abbie sensed her father’s blueprint for her life was going to take an interesting turn.

      “I have this on good authority. My daughter is on every vice presidential short list, for the leading candidates on both sides of the aisle!”

      She felt light-headed as the applause crescendoed, forcing herself to smile. Her father wasn’t one to boast or make grandiose claims. John Morgan had struck a deal, sealed with promises of wealth and power. Was this part of her father’s plan? Is this what she wanted?
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        February 3

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      The UDT Chronosport’s persistent alarm drew Steven Sargent out of a deep sleep. Rummaging one of his hands over the cluttered nightstand, he located the offending hunk of precision metal and stabbed at the buttons—silencing it. His other hand ran down the sleeping beauty beside him—one Katherine O’Shea. Katie began to stir, which stirred Steven as well. No time for this, he thought, his body begging to differ. He swung his legs out of the sheets and onto the hardwood floor, squinting at the window.

      “That watch is pretty rude,” complained Katie, pushing herself up in bed. “Hey, you’re not taking that away from me, are you?”

      Steven pulled a pair of sweatpants over that and turned around.

      “We,” he said, looking at his sweatpants for emphasis, “have a Jet Blue shuttle to catch to D.C.—and Sarge is on NewsCenter5 this morning with that hottie, Emily Riemer.”

      “I’ll show you hot,” squalled Katie, throwing a pillow at his head.

      He ducked the shot and jumped into bed, kissing her through a tangle of fiery red hair before sliding off the bed.

      “Seriously, I have to roll. Duty calls, even when I’m stateside.”

      “You’re the one missing out,” she replied, gathering the blankets around her.

      “Believe me, I’m well aware of that,” he said, wishing there was a way to skip out on his trip to D.C.

      He’d love nothing more than to spend the rest of the day in the bedroom with Katie. It had been a while since they’d been together—long enough for him to forget how much fun they had together, in and out of the sheets. Steven and Katie met years ago as midshipmen at the United States Naval Academy. They both elected to pursue a bachelor’s degree in Cyber Operations, which put them in many of the same classes—and facilitated a steamy relationship that made his restrictive days at Annapolis more than tolerable.

      Following their graduation, Steven entered the Naval Special Warfare program, successfully completing Basic Underwater Demolition School (BUD/S) and reporting to SEAL Team 10, based out of Little Creek Naval Amphibious Base near Virginia Beach. During his tenure as a platoon-level officer, he deployed with SEAL Team 10 to Iraq and Afghanistan, developing a solid reputation within the Teams.

      Katie put her degree to work as a Naval Intelligence officer, eventually accepting a position with the CIA as a counterintelligence threat analyst within the National Clandestine Service. Steven’s and Katie’s paths crossed again at Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC), where she had been assigned to brief outgoing Special Operations commanders on the evolving al-Qaeda threat in Iraq. Then Lieutenant Commander Steven Sargent attended one of these briefings prior to assuming command of a platoon headed to Ramadi, Iraq. After the briefing, Katie and Steven found an empty office and got “reacquainted,” staying in touch ever since. Katie’s career in the CIA skyrocketed soon after, thanks to a well-placed suggestion by Steven’s benefactors.

      “Sarge is about to go on the show,” hollered Steven from the Great Hall.

      He’d managed to turn on Sarge’s wall of televisions, filling the screens with the show’s host, Emily Riemer. Katie emerged from the bedroom wearing a tee shirt which read Spooks Rock.

      “I see your hottie doesn’t have the same effect,” said Katie, nodding at the deflated front of Steven’s sweatpants.

      “Nobody has the same effect,” he said, grabbing his mug of motor oil from the kitchen counter. She swiped the mug from his hands and took a sip.

      “What the hell is this?” she said, grimacing.

      “Coffee,” said Steven. “For men. The foo-foo stuff is in the cabinet above the machine.”

      He retrieved his precious coffee from her outstretched hand and turned up the volume. His brother’s smiling I-am-a-published-author face appeared on the screen, next to the cover and the title of his book.

      
        
        CHOOSE FREEDOM OR CAPITULATION:

        AMERICA’S SOVEREIGNTY CRISIS

      

      

      The cover featured the American Flag split in half, with the stars and stripes on one side and the flag of the United Nations on the other half.

      “Great cover,” said Katie. “Do the bosses know about this?”

      Steven shrugged. All of them had free rein to pursue their careers, trusted to know when their career paths might conflict with other interests. Sarge had received a blessing of sorts.

      “Today we are pleased to have Harvard Professor Henry Winthrop Sargent the fourth, with his new book Choose Freedom or Capitulation: America’s Sovereignty Crisis. Now, you have pleasantly admonished me to call you ‘Sarge,’ so I will. Good morning, Sarge, and thank you for joining us,” said Riemer.

      Steven admired his brother and his accomplishments. Both of them wondered how much outside influence was exerted to help them advance their careers. They had spent many a night on the roof of 100 Beacon, in the hot tub, overlooking Stowers Avenue and the Charles River Esplanade. Fueled by Samuel Adams lagers, the two compared notes and wondered if their successes were earned or preordained. By the end of these conversations, the conclusion was always the same—who cares, it works for me.

      “Thank you for having me on, Emily, and congratulations on the birth of your new baby,” said Sarge.

      Nice touch, bro. When in the den of the media lions, a little opposition research might give you just the advantage you need to survive.

      “Why, thank you, Sarge. I’ve been blessed,” said Riemer. “Tell us a little about yourself. You are a native Bostonian, correct?”

      Steven listened with disinterest as Sarge fielded his host’s introductory questions, waiting for the substance of the interview. That’s when things sometimes got interesting.

      “What is the premise of Choose Freedom?” asked Riemer.

      Steven couldn’t discern whether Riemer had a particular political leaning. Her questions were open-ended and fair, thus far. Sarge appeared to be in his element.

      “Emily, our Founding Fathers gave us a highly decentralized, republic form of government. Their intentions were to vest the vast majority of the power in the states because state governments were closest to the people. Over time the federal government has shifted this ever so slowly to centralize power at the top. This power grab was anticipated by our Founding Fathers, so they wrote language into the Constitution to guard against this loss of sovereignty of the states,” said Sarge.

      Finally in his element, Sarge relaxed in his chair and looked directly toward the camera.

      “Over the last several decades, arguably against American public opinion, steps have been taken that have eroded our sovereignty globally. Globalization has become a political ideology as well as an economic fact. Technology, corporations and international organizations have become more involved in the level of interaction without historical precedent.

      “With this increased interaction comes the desire to dissolve national boundaries, blend all cultures and merge all nations into one big socioeconomic system. Years ago, the discussion of a New World Order, a single totalitarian government, would bring cries of conspiracy theories. Today, the conspiracies of several decades ago are part of a barely concealed global governance agenda,” said Sarge.

      “Hit ’em with it, Sarge. Tell them how the world is goin’ down the toilet!” yelled Steven at the six televisions.

      “My novel, Choose Freedom or Capitulation, is intended to make Americans think about the implications of global governance. Should America act as an independent, sovereign nation—participating in good faith as a citizen of the world? Or should America subjugate the Constitution and the freedoms it provides to the will of global rules and standards that might not necessarily comport with our own?”

      Steven watched Sarge sit back in his chair. This was why Sarge was in charge. None of us, including Abbie, can spell it out quite like Sarge.

      “Sarge, my producers tell me you have effectively blown up our Twitter account—@WCVB. We have nearly 130,000 followers and I think they all are weighing in on the subject matter of your book,” said Riemer. “Would you mind taking a couple of questions from Twitter?”

      “Of course,” said Sarge.

      “This first point comes from @JohnQPublica, who opines that America risks being labeled isolationist if it overreacts in its attempts to protect its sovereignty,” said Riemer. “Is protecting America’s sovereignty an isolationist policy?”

      “The policy of the United States doesn’t have to be isolationist. Let me use an analogy,” began Sarge. “After 9/11, our country became hyperaware of the potential for terrorist acts on our soil. Women pushing baby strollers into Disney World were frisked and asked to empty their child’s diaper bag in the name of national security. And they liked it! In the name of safety and security, for a time, Americans were willing to succumb to an arguably excessive intrusion upon their right to privacy. After that period of time, there were no further terrorist acts on American soil, and the public began to decry the continued actions of the government, like excessive airport screenings by the TSA.

      “My point is this. A balance must be struck between participating on the world stage in matters of security and economics with the intent of our Founding Fathers to protect America’s independence as a nation—its sovereignty,” said Sarge.

      “How do ordinary citizens have a realistic effect on an issue as important as this?” asked Riemer.

      “My first suggestion is for people to educate themselves on the topic,” said Sarge, holding up his book for the camera. “May I suggest my book as a start?”

      “That’s my boy,” said Steven.

      “Next, contact your elected officials and ask them where they stand on the issue,” added Sarge.

      “Professor Sargent, Sarge, this has been very enlightening for me and provocative for our viewers,” said Riemer. “Please let everyone know where they can find your book, the name of your website and your social media accounts.”

      “Thank you for having me on, Emily,” said Sarge. “You may purchase my book in eBook format on Amazon. It is also available in paperback via Amazon and on my website ChooseFreedomBook.com. There you will find excerpts of the book, blog posts and links to my social media pages, including Twitter, which is @Choose__Freedom.”

      Steven turned off the televisions and eyed Katie O’Shea. He had some time to kill before his flight.
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        February 4

        The Hack House

        Antrim Street

        East Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      Andrew Lau and his graduate assistants, Fakhri and Malvalaha, sat alone in the downstairs parlor of the Hack House. The Cambridge home was quiet as Lau confirmed their wire transfer for the TickStub payday. In the end, after speaking directly with the CEO of TickStub, Lau accepted $20 million on behalf of the Gamers. Lau kept half while Fakhri and Malvalaha received $2.5 million each. The rest was split between the students, who had been given the night off.

      “We’re getting better at this,” said Lau. “But as the old saying goes, pigs get fat and hogs get slaughtered. Let me give you an analogy.”

      Lau was about to remind his young associates that they were involved in a criminal enterprise, and their “game” came with very high, freedom-losing stakes. If the high payouts didn’t keep them loyal, the threat of going to jail would—Lau hoped.

      “In the drug business, a dealer can make a decent, albeit dangerous, living. The dealer can become more successful by becoming a distributor to many dealers. He can become a kingpin by becoming an importer or manufacturer feeding the distributors. In that respect, the drug business is no different than any legitimate multilevel marketing scheme,” said Lau.

      “The problem with the drug trade is the conspiracy law,” said Lau. “Benjamin Franklin once said three can keep a secret if two of them are dead.”

      Fakhri and Malvalaha furtively glanced at each other. Good. The concept of jail was a little too obscure for two Ivy League graduate students, and prison sentences could be avoided—by making a deal with the feds. Lau wouldn’t push this any further. Message received.

      “I’m not talking about killing anybody, especially you two.” Lau laughed, visibly easing their tension. “I’m simply making the point that in any criminal enterprise, the more people who know about it and the longer you do it, the more likely it is that you will be caught.”

      “We grabbed a nice payday with TickStub, not to mention a lot of street cred within the hacker community,” said Lau.

      Fakhri and Malvalaha started nodding, anticipating Lau’s words as the picture became clearer.

      “I don’t think it’s necessary for us to spend hours on end upstairs looking for vulnerabilities in networks,” said Lau. “I propose that the Zero Day Gamers become hackers for hire. We have the track record, now let’s build a brand. The Zero Day Gamers—at your service.”

      “I like it,” said Fakhri. “We can post to several open source lists until we land a regular client.”

      “I’m in,” said Malvalaha. “I read about HackersList on the Hackers for Hire Review blog. Companies hire hackers to conduct pen tests, just like we’re doing when we search out zero-day vulnerabilities.”

      Lau was glad the two were on board, though he wasn’t interested in doing the “legitimate” kind of work Malvalaha suggested. That’s not where they’d find the big money.

      “I’m glad to hear you’re on board with this change,” said Lau. “We stand to make a lot more money, doing a lot less work. Plus, this will reduce our overall exposure. We can hit seven figures just working with Russian oligarchs, don’t you think?”

      “Absolutely,” said Malvalaha. “The Russian hackers are just hacks compared to us. With the contacts we’ve established all over the world, we could build up a nice clientele. We have a nice setup here, but it might be in our best interest to relocate. If one of the kids talked, I don’t think any of us want to follow the advice of Ben Franklin. We could just go underground. I’d be willing to reinvest some of my money to upgrade our equipment and get a more secure location.”

      Fakhri nodded enthusiastically. “This will work. Count me in.”

      “Perfect. I suggest we retain a core group of students that we absolutely trust,” said Lau. “Walthaus paid his dues, so I would like him to come on board. Pick a couple more for consideration while I secure a new location. I’d like to be out of here sooner than later.”
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        February 5

        73 Tremont

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      John Morgan was surprised that Walter Cabot hadn’t asked for this meeting sooner. The Secretary of Defense had recently proposed an enormous reduction in the defense budget, extending well beyond the traditional cuts via troop-level attrition and new program spending. The newest round of budget reductions included a substantial hit to the Department of the Navy, which would slash deeply into the fleet’s operational budget—and Cabot’s wallet.

      “Mr. Cabot is here to see you, sir,” announced Lowe.

      Morgan chose to receive Cabot in the penthouse rotunda, capped on the outside by a green patina copper dome, and decorated on the inside with a mosaic replica of the United States Capitol rotunda. The irony of meeting Cabot under the rotunda did not escape Morgan.

      “Hello, Walter,” greeted Morgan. “Malcolm, pour us a glass of the sherry we just received from Luis María Linde, the chairman of the Spanish Central Bank. I believe you know Luis?”

      “Indeed. We met years ago when he was with the Inter-American Development Bank. I encouraged him to finance the Panama Canal expansion project, which opens next month, barring any unforeseen circumstances. The third set of locks deepens and widens the Atlantic Ocean entrance, allowing our aircraft carriers to pass. We’re finishing up modifications to the USS Washington in Newport News now,” said Cabot.

      “Sounds like a lucrative contract, with noble purposes,” said Morgan. “Can I tempt you with a Montecristo #2? I just received them from Cuba.”

      Morgan was trying to relax his friend so they could have a reasonable conversation. Cabot had a tendency to get worked up when money was involved, despite the fact his family was worth billions.

      “Thanks, John, I will have one,” said Cabot. “And if you don’t mind, I’d like to get right to the point. I have followed your advice and tolerated this administration for close to eight years. Heretofore, they have not affected my interests one way or the other, but the most recent defense cut proposals baffle me. The world is pretty dangerous, John, doesn’t he realize that?”

      Morgan didn’t sense that he was about to stop, which was fine. He’d let Cabot vent before interjecting his thoughts.

      “I’m a military man, John. My family, like yours, built this country on military preparedness and action,” said Cabot. “I’m having a real hard time sitting idle while our military is weakened.”

      “Walter, I agree with everything you just said,” said Morgan. “I have addressed this issue before, and the President will not budge in his approach. We knew that he would lead the country in this direction, and we have tolerated it to an extent. He is very much aware of how we feel, trust me.”

      “So what are we going to do about it?” asked Cabot.

      Morgan relaxed in a Natuzzi Italian leather chair and sipped his sherry. Taking a draw from his cigar, he watched as Cabot mimicked his actions. Relax, Walter.

      “Walter, sometimes the direct approach is neither feasible nor effective,” said Morgan. “We have been very successful in giving this President direction when necessary. Generally, he has been receptive. It requires give and take, does it not, my friend?”

      “I am fully aware of what it costs us, but most of the time, he seems to take,” said Cabot.

      “That’s right, Walter. There are costs when it comes to negotiations. You have always trusted my judgment in these matters, have you not?” asked Morgan.

      “Yes, John, without fail,” replied Cabot.

      “Good, Walter. I need you to trust me again. I have already addressed the issue in a way that will make you proud of your military heritage—not to mention make both of us a lot of money. Now let’s enjoy our sherry and these fine cigars. How’s your wife?”
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        February 8

        Lausanne, Switzerland

      

      

      Steven Sargent eased the Range Rover right on Avenue des Acacias, watching the dashboard-mounted GPS screen out of the corner of his eye. The orange-yellow-painted four-story building on the corner of Acacias and Mon Loisir matched the destination on the screen.

      “We’re in this puke-yellow building,” said Steven.

      “Are you kidding me?” asked Bugs.

      Bugs shifted uneasily in the front passenger seat, fingering the lock/unlock button. A former Army Special Forces medic, Bugs, aka Paul Hittle, left the Green Berets for the lucrative overseas contract security field. Quickly building a solid reputation as a discreet and dependable operator, he was taken off the market by Steven’s employer and put on a generous retainer. He had a sixth sense they had learned to trust over the years.

      “Take it easy, brother. The place has been vetted. Our gear’s waiting inside,” said Sargent.

      “Looks like a hippie youth hostel,” muttered Bugs.

      “It’ll be fine. The place comes with a private garage,” said Steven, examining the building’s exterior.

      He had to admit, it wasn’t exactly their usual digs for a job like this, but choices had been limited on short notice. With the peace talks kicking off tonight, the city was booked. A last minute Airbnb opening fit the bill, giving them two bedrooms in a quiet neighborhood. He booked the room and contacted his handlers, who verified the suitability of the location and delivered their gear.

      “I don’t see a garage,” grumbled Slash from the backseat.

      Slash, aka Drew Jackson, had been with the group as long as Steven, and was notorious for giving him a hard time when it warranted. He’d left the SEAL Teams around the same time, bouncing around outfits like Blackwater until Steven rescued him from Iraqi convoy-security details and Omani-apartment-complex guard shifts. He was particularly handy in close-quarters combat using a blade, hence the nickname.

      “It’s around back, where one usually finds a garage,” said Steven.

      “Screw you,” said Slash.

      “Hey, guys, sorry this isn’t the Ritz-Carlton. We can always dump the detail, and our paychecks.”

      “Just busting your balls, man,” said Bugs. “I’m still a little irritable about ditching the family in Nevis. I’m going to catch endless razzing from Claire when I get back.”

      “Take her to Tiffany’s,” mouthed Sharpie. “That’ll shut her trap.”

      “First time he talks since we picked him up, and he’s gotta dig on my wife,” said Bugs.

      “I’m not digging on her, Bugs. The light blue bag has a way of easing the pain of business trips,” said Sharpie.

      Sharpie was still a bit of an enigma. He’d left Delta Force a few years ago to pursue a private equity fund venture with a few of his Harvard buddies, all business school grads except for Raymond Bower. He consistently showed up for European operations, suggesting that his ties to the equity fund may still be intact. It didn’t matter to Steven. They all ran separate lives outside of Aegis Corps. As long as they all reported for duty when requested and performed their jobs flawlessly, he didn’t care if they ran a bakery back home.

      “Listen to Sharpie get all upscale and chi-chi,” said Bugs.

      “What can I say, I’m the crème brûlée of this team,” said Sharpie, slapping Bugs on the shoulder through a gap in the front seats.

      “Are you guys done?” asked Steven, pulling into the concrete alley behind the building.

      The garage doors lined the back of the building, looking questionably tight for their SUV.

      “Are you sure we’ll fit?” asked Bugs.

      “We’ll find out,” said Steven, pressing a black remote control.

      The third door from the start of the alley lifted on a track, rapidly disappearing. Steven edged the Range Rover forward, cringing as they passed under the top of the garage without scraping the roof.

      “Aegis is thorough with their assessments.”

      “You didn’t look so sure,” said Bugs, opening his door and hitting the side of the garage. “Good thing I went on a diet.”

      Steven shook his head and squeezed out of his side, joining the team at a locked door. He unlocked the deadbolt and the doorknob before testing the door—which wouldn’t budge.

      “Try the code,” said Steven, making room for Bugs.

      The lanky, fair-skinned operator punched a code into his smartphone and pressed send, shrugging his shoulders. He waited a few seconds before turning the knob and pushing the door inward.

      “Open sesame. Aegis added a cell-phone-triggered locking mechanism to this door, which will serve as our only authorized egress-ingress point. The less the neighbors see of us, the better,” said Steven, pressing the button to close the garage door.

      The foyer beyond the door led to a laundry room equipped with a matching set of stainless steel appliances and an empty closet. A stairwell rose above the closet space, taking them onto the second level, where he found a tasteful, yet inexpensively furnished common area and eat-in kitchen.

      Slash swiped a brochure from the kitchen table, thumbing through it, as Steven made sure the sliding door to the balcony was locked.

      “You weren’t kidding about this being a rental,” grumbled Slash, the stocky, Scandinavian-looking operative.

      “Air bed and breakfast. People around the world just rent rooms or their places to complete strangers, or in our case, government operatives,” said Steven.

      “Weird name,” said Slash, tossing the brochure onto the table. “Where’s our gear?”

      “Upstairs. Bedroom on the right.”

      They proceeded upstairs, taking a right at the top of the staircase. A quick search turned up a suitcase-sized, hardened-metal lockbox stuffed under the bed. Steven’s index finger triggered the biometric lock, giving them access to the tools of their trade.

      “Not a lot of gear,” stated Bugs.

      “We’re not officially here,” said Steven. “Aegis wants us to maintain a low profile. This package reflects that priority.”

      “Looks like we’re low priority. No ballistic vests?” asked Bugs.

      “You know the deal,” said Steven.

      “I know. Wishful thinking,” replied Bugs.

      They all knew the deal. The team was here to rapidly and discreetly neutralize any previously undiscovered threats to the peace conference. If activated, they would hit the identified target and immediately leave Switzerland by way of a luxury yacht docked in the harbor—leaving nothing behind besides their rental SUV. The kit came with them wherever they traveled in Lausanne, including the container, which is why Aegis had gone light on the gear.

      Sharpie reached into the opened case, removing an MP-7 submachine gun.

      “These’ll work,” he said, unstrapping a long cylindrical suppressor from the case.

      “They always do,” said Bugs.

      The MP-7 was their preferred primary weapon for these details. Compact and easily concealed, the MP-7 fired a unique 4.6X30mm hardened-steel bullet capable of penetrating soft body armor and some hardened vests at two hundred meters. In close combat on the streets or inside buildings, the bullets passed through car doors and walls, giving them a considerable edge over other compact weapons typically employed in tighter confines.

      “And so do these,” said Steven, patting a series of small gray explosive charges used for door or wall breaching.

      “Not very discreet,” said Sharpie.

      “Only to be used as a last resort.”

      “Second to last resort,” replied Sharpie, digging deeper into the case.

      He withdrew two plastic-wrapped bricks of orange-colored plastic explosives.

      “Semtex? That’s a first,” said Steven, glancing at Bugs.

      Without asking, he knew what Bugs was thinking. It was written all over his face. His spidey sense was tingling.
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        February 8

        Harvard Kennedy School of Government

        Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge was late for class. A massive pileup on the Mass Turnpike, near the Beacon Park rail yard, forced him to drive the long way, via Beacon Hill and East Cambridge. Ordinarily, he would enjoy the change of scenery, but he had already been running late. He and Julia had a sleepover—devoid of much sleep.

      He entered the classroom to a round of throat clearing, followed by sarcastic applause. He gathered his thoughts and brought up the first slide on the screen:

      
        
        ALL EMPIRES COLLAPSE EVENTUALLY

      

      

      He turned to the class and took a moment to gauge their reaction. Let’s see what they think about this topic.

      “Okay, guys, what do you think I mean by this?” asked Sarge.

      A few hands shot up. Sarge pointed at a meek student in the back of the room. Time to come out of your shell.

      “Mr. Lin, what say you?”

      “Professor Sargent, I believe that in the history of mankind, every civilization ever formed has eventually disappeared or been replaced,” said Lin.

      “How does this come about, Mr. Lin?” asked Sarge.

      “They either go broke or get their asses kicked,” said Lin.

      This elicited a round of laughter from his classmates. Sarge was also amused. So much for Mr. Lin’s shell.

      “Thank you, Mr. Lin, for that concise, articulate answer,” Sarge chuckled. “All empires collapse eventually when they are defeated by a more powerful enemy or when their funding runs out.”

      “Ladies and Gentlemen, there have been no exceptions in the history of mankind. Empires are not typically the result of conscious thought. Empires form when a group of people is large enough and powerful enough to impose its will on others—or kick their asses,” said Sarge with a nod and smile to Lin.

      “But empires are expensive,” continued Sarge. “Throughout history, how did the mighty empires of the world finance themselves?”

      Sarge saw the hands pop up. He chose Miss Crepeau.

      “To the victor go the spoils,” she replied.

      “Exactly. Thank you, Miss Crepeau,” said Sarge. “In the early 1800s, this phrase was coined by a New York politician, but we have President Andrew Jackson to thank for the modern-day patronage system, which is so prevalent in our government today. President Jackson believed it was healthy to clear out the prior administration’s workers and bring in fresh faces. This patronage policy resulted in many Jacksonian Democrats, his political supporters, being placed into important government positions.”

      Sarge allowed the playful banter between warring political factions in the class to settle down before interrupting.

      “Before the Republicans point fingers, I will remind you—the Southern Democrats of the early nineteenth century are the political equivalent of today’s Southern Republican base,” said Sarge.

      The class erupted in another round of political posturing.

      “So,” said Sarge, pausing to bring the class back to attention, “to Miss Crepeau’s point, empires have historically financed their governments through force and theft. The great empires conquer their lesser opponents, take everything they have, and extort protection money out of the conquered citizens. This is how all of the great empires of the world were formed.

      “Some might argue that the United States is different—and in some respects it is,” said Sarge. “America was not formed by conquering another, less powerful opponent, although the Native Americans might disagree. The Founding Fathers sought independence from what they considered oppressive rule from Great Britain. But the formation of the great American empire, if you will, is only part of the equation.”

      Sarge brought up a new screen.

      
        
        Who’s going to pay for this new empire?

      

      

      “Part two of the formation of a new empire involves financing its operations,” said Sarge. “America didn’t conquer another nation and plunder its wealth. The premise of the American Revolutionary War included a revolt against the implementation of taxes on the citizenry. Clearly, there wasn’t a stomach for that. What did they do to pay for this new government?”

      The young law student, Ocampo, eagerly raised his hand.

      “Mr. Ocampo,” said Sarge, “what do you think?”

      “They fired up the printing presses, sir,” said Ocampo.

      “That’s true to an extent,” said Sarge. “The Constitution provided in Article One that the federal government had the sole power to coin money and regulate the value thereof. But the Constitution was devoid of reference to paper money. You see, the Founding Fathers had some experience with paper money. The Continental Congress, as Ocampo suggested, fired up the printing presses and financed the American Revolution with a newly minted currency — continentals. Unfortunately, although I would argue predictably, the continentals became worthless by the end of the war—to the point they were never spoken of again.

      “It wasn’t until the Civil War when the National Banking Act was passed that the paper dollar became the fully accepted currency of the land,” said Sarge. “The United States adopted a gold standard, and its currency value became universally accepted. This leads us to one of the most important acts of participation by our country in global governance in its history—the Bretton Woods Conference.”

      Sarge changed the slide.

      “After the conclusion of World War II, delegates from the forty-four Allied nations participated in the UN Financial and Monetary Conference in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire. This conference produced the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank,” said Sarge. “At the time, the United States was the world’s greatest economic power and had a lot of influence on the agreements reached. Study the history and background of the Bretton Woods system. This is a prime example of the impact of global governance.” Sarge changed the slide again.

      
        
        The Nixon Shock

      

      

      “Welcome to the Nixon Shock, the mother of all government economic intervention,” said Sarge. “In essence, among other things, President Nixon abandoned the gold standard and the United States dollar became strictly a fiat currency. This is when we fired up the printing presses, Mr. Ocampo, and we haven’t stopped since.

      “You see, America never grasped the whole concept of being an empire. We conquered, but we did not take anything like our predecessors. In fact, history will show that we lose money on every conquest. Typically, after destroying another country in battle, we then move in and pay to fix it back. We lose money every time,” said Sarge, returning to a previous slide.

      
        
        Who’s going to pay for this?

      

      

      “So how does a nation that conquers without obtaining the spoils of victory sustain itself?” asked Sarge. “They do it with debt. No other empire has ever tried to finance itself by borrowing from others. No other nation has ever tried to borrow its own currency, which it prints any time it chooses. As we have seen in recent years, if the burden of repaying this debt is too high, the Federal Reserve simply prints more dollars to satisfy its creditors. They call this Ponzi scheme quantitative easing. The United States government is paying its prior debt obligations by issuance of new debt obligations or the printing of new money out of thin air. There are people sitting in Federal Prison for this exact type of scheme.

      “Today, our national debt, the amount we owe our creditors, is twenty trillion dollars. Every year, we add another one point two trillion to this total,” said Sarge. “Many argue that this trend is unsustainable, which leads us back to our original premise.” Sarge changed the slide back to the beginning. He had come full circle.

      
        
        ALL EMPIRES COLLAPSE EVENTUALLY

      

      

      “All empires collapse when they are defeated by a more vigorous empire, such as China, Russia or any of a number of rogue nations who possess nuclear capabilities,” said Sarge. “Or empires collapse when their financing runs out. America has built up a tremendous amount of debt that is owed to countries that do not like us very much—like China and Russia.

      “I want you to consider this. Should China and Russia elect to devalue our currency, resulting in our allies such as Germany and Japan becoming skittish about purchasing more of our debt, what would be the fate of the almighty dollar?” asked Sarge rhetorically. “If the United States cannot continue to finance itself via debt instruments, then it must tax its citizenry at an unprecedented rate. I submit to you that there isn’t enough income or wealth in this country to cover the bill.”

      Sarge pointed to the screen.

      “I will leave you with this. If all empires eventually collapse, does this premise also apply to the United States? If so, is this the beginning of the end?”
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        February 9

        Lausanne, Switzerland

      

      

      Steven disconnected the call and scrambled out of the master bedroom, poking his head into the room across the stairwell landing. Slash sat up in one of the beds, reading his Kindle. Steven didn’t have to say a word. The look on his face told Slash everything he needed to know.

      “How far away?” asked the operative.

      “Less than a kilometer. Bring everything with you,” said Steven.

      “This is all I brought in,” said Slash, following him down the stairs.

      “We’re on the move. Control has identified a recently arrived ISIS-backed terror cell less than a kilometer west of here. Intelligence suggests they will move against the Iranian delegation later tonight,” said Steven.

      The team rose from their seats without speaking and rapidly descended the stairs to the garage, taking their assigned positions inside the Range Rover. Each operative’s MP-7, suppressor and individual gear had been stowed in a dark brown nylon backpack in the passenger compartment, while the metal box rested in the SUV boot. Ammunition magazines for their concealed-carry pistols and the MP-7s were distributed between the backpacks and specially designed cargo pockets sewn into their pants. When they stepped out of the SUV near the target, they’d resemble well-dressed Europeans wearing backpacks. Four identical backpacks.

      Steven carefully backed the SUV out of the garage, onto the dark pavement, while the team screwed the suppressors to their submachine guns. They hoped to make as little noise as possible while taking down the terror cell. Once the SUV hit the street outside of the alley, he started to brief the team.

      “We’re headed to 4 Rue Voltaire. Sharpie, plug that into your phone and land us one block over,” said Steven. “Bugs, attach my suppressor before we arrive.”

      “I’m one step ahead of you,” said Bugs. “What are we looking at?”

      “Four, possibly five ISIS-trained European-zone-based jihadis holed up in a third-floor flat. Intel suggests they’re prepping for an attack later tonight, so we’ll either catch them off guard, praying for a good death, or we’ll meet them head-on ready to leave,” said Steven.

      “I’m hoping for the former,” said Sharpie. “ROE?”

      “Terminate with extreme prejudice. Control doesn’t want to deal with smuggling anyone out of Lausanne. Not with the conference underway less than a mile from here,” said Steven.

      “Jesus, the delegates are still at the hotel?” asked Sharpie.

      “Yes. Control wants to keep this as quiet as possible, for as long as possible,” said Steven.

      “What if that’s—not possible?” asked Bugs.

      “Highest priority is given to eliminating the threat,” said Steven. “Which way am I turning?”

      “After the Metro overpass, take a left onto Avenue Floreal and start looking for a parking spot. Voltaire will be the first east-west street after making the turn onto Floreal. We’re less than a minute out,” said Sharpie.

      “Got it,” said Steven, keeping the SUV’s speed under the posted limit.

      As he drove the SUV under the concrete Metro overpass, Steven slowed his breathing, hoping to slow his heart rate and calm his racing mind. Control usually provided a more detailed threat assessment, which added to his anxiety. They had an address and a rough number of targets, leaving a ton of variables unexplored and questions unanswered. Most of the answers lay on the other side of the door to apartment 3B, 4 Rue Voltaire.

      “Take a left up here,” said Sharpie.

      Bugs shifted the MP-7 from his right hand to his left and disengaged the safety, preparing to put the weapon into action covering the passenger side of the SUV. Two more clicks confirmed that the rest of the team was ready for an ambush approaching the target building.

      Steven turned the Range Rover onto Avenue Floreal, searching for a parking space on the cramped, one-way street. At 10:12 on a weekday evening, he’d be lucky to find a spot.

      “I’m not seeing a lot of parking options,” said Bugs.

      “Not any legal options. I’ll put us halfway on the sidewalk near the intersection,” said Steven, slowing down next to the last car on the street.

      “If a police car rolls down Voltaire, our illegally parked Range Rover will attract attention,” said Bugs.

      “Voltaire is a dead end to the left, and a one-way street to the right,” said Sharpie. “The chances of a police car passing by are slim to none. Most of the police will be busy with the Beau-Rivage Palace Hotel.”

      “We should be in and out of the target building quickly. Sharpie, you’ll stay street side and provide overwatch. If the police show up, they’ll most likely ticket the vehicle and leave,” said Steven.

      “What if they don’t?” asked Sharpie.

      “Call a cab and have it meet us a few streets away. Control can deal with the car,” said Steven, pulling the SUV onto the curb.

      They exited in unison, clipping the MP-7s to custom-stitched anchor points under their mid-waist-length jackets. The weapons’ suppressors were partially visible below the jackets, but wouldn’t attract attention from a distance. With their weapons and backpacks in place, they strode onto Rue Voltaire, scanning the doorways and windows for anything out of place. Sharpie crossed the street and headed toward a recessed stone porch that would give him a view of the intersection and the street in front of 4 Rue Voltaire.

      Steven led the rest of the team down the left sidewalk, passing a small neighborhood store with a red awning featuring “tabacs” and “journaux” in white letters. Some things are the same everywhere. He left the dark storefront behind, sliding next to a tightly manicured row of thick, leafless bushes. Streetlights suspended by electric lines between the apartment buildings cast an orangish glow on their approach.

      He read the building numbers as they passed several walkways cutting through the barren hedge wall, quickly surmising that the next five-story building on the left contained their targets.

      “Sharpie, this is Nomad. Radio check,” Steven whispered into the microphone hidden in his collar.

      “I read you Lima Charlie. Street level is quiet,” said Sharpie.

      “Copy. We’re making our approach to the outer door,” said Steven.

      “Understood. See you in a few minutes,” replied the former Delta Force officer.

      Steven turned onto the paver walkway leading to the building, peering into the shuttered windows above. Satisfied that they’d arrived undetected by anyone in the windows, he motioned for Bugs to take care of the door. The entry was a surprisingly unsecure, thick wooden door. Within thirty seconds, Bugs had picked the lock, holding the door open for Steven and Slash.

      Once inside, he rapidly paced the long foyer and assessed the building’s layout, determining that it consisted of a central hallway on each floor. Based on the number of balconies observed outside, he guessed that each side of the hallway contained four apartments. He had no idea if 3A faced the street or the back of the building. A stairwell entrance and a single elevator door were located in a small lobby in the middle of the foyer.

      “We’re inside. Everything is clear,” he said, getting a quick response from their lookout.

      He unclipped the MP-7 from the jacket’s interior hitch and extended the telescoping stock before opening the heavy, fireproof stairwell door. Electric wall sconces lighted the marble stairs, adding to the luxurious feel of the well-appointed Lausanne apartment building. Not the kind of place you’d expect to find ISIS extremists, but certainly the last place Swiss authorities would think to look. Fortunately for the Swiss, they weren’t the only ones looking.

      When they reached the third floor, Steven paused at the door.

      “If we can pick the lock quietly and breach, we’ll go with that option. If not, we’ll make some noise. I’ll make that assessment at the door. This is a no-flashbang, dynamic entry. I go first and peel right. Slash goes left. Bugs gets inside and follows whoever has to clear another room. We don’t know the layout. Clear?” he said.

      The two men nodded, and Steven opened the door, peeking into the warmly lit hallway. All clear. He turned left and walked swiftly to the first door on the street side of the hallway. 3E. He shook his head and pointed toward the other side of the elevator lobby, following Slash and Bugs down the long hallway to the last door on the opposing side. 3A.

      Slash crouched to the left of the door, covering the offset entry across the hallway, while Bugs scanned the door with a military-grade, handheld metal detector. He ran the black device up and down the crease of the door, trying to uncover any internal locking mechanisms, like a deadbolt or floor-mounted security jam. He stopped two-thirds of the way up the door, two feet above the deadbolt. Bugs shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. They’d have to make some noise. The question was how much?

      Steven leaned in and whispered in Bug’s ear. “Small charge on doorknob and slide bolt. We don’t have time to get hung up on the door.”

      Bugs nodded and started preparing small, pre-wired charges while Steven passed the information to Sharpie. The likelihood of a neighbor calling the police was about to climb exponentially. When Bugs finished planting the charges, they double-checked their weapons and edged away from the door before Steven counted down from three with his fingers. When the last finger disappeared, Bugs remote detonated the door poppers, initiating their attack.

      Steven pushed the scorched door open, immediately scanning for targets in a ninety-degree arc to the right. He was oblivious to anything that didn’t resemble a human being, his eyes lining up a head in the MP-7’s Zeiss reflex sight. A single trigger squeeze sprayed the wall dark red as he shifted the sight to a man seated at a table in front of a flat-screen computer monitor. His second bullet punctured the next man’s forehead, knocking his limp body off the chair. He never heard the two suppressed bullets fired by Slash into the targets he’d seen in his peripheral vision.

      “Clear,” Steven hissed, after walking past his two targets and searching the gourmet kitchen.

      “Bedrooms clear,” said Slash from somewhere in the apartment, as Bugs shut the damaged front door.

      Steven widened his focus, taking in the room. The two men he had killed had been working at computer stations, which seemed at odds with Control’s target details. Had they hit the wrong flat? No. This was obviously not a friendly gathering of Lausanne’s citizens. The computer gear was sophisticated, bordering intelligence grade. He counted four stations, plus two mobile servers and an uninterrupted power source. With his foot, he turned the closest man’s head to examine his face. Dark skin. Dark hair. Cropped beard. Looked Arab enough.

      “Nomad, you need to see this,” said Slash, poking his head out of the closest bedroom.

      “We don’t have time for show and tell. We’re out of here in five seconds,” said Steven.

      “This crew has all kinds of sophisticated surveillance gear. Wireless bugs, cameras, laser microphones, personal bug kits—this wasn’t an ISIS hit team,” said Slash.

      “Our work is done here. Bugs, lead us out,” he said, pausing to transmit to Sharpie. “Four targets terminated. The team is on the way out. Keep an eye out for the possible fifth.”

      Slash stood in front of the couch where his two targets sat, their lifeless eyes staring at the ceiling.

      “This guy looks about as ISIS as Bob Hope,” said Slash, nodding at a balding, grey-haired man wearing a navy blue suit and wire-rim glasses. “I think you should call this in.”

      “We don’t have time for that right now. For all we know, this guy might have been their contact in the city. Some kind of banker. Let’s go,” he said, emphasizing the last part.

      Slash followed him out without saying a word. When they reached the ground-level foyer, Sharpie called them over the radio.

      “Nomad, this is Sharpie. I have one Middle Eastern-looking gentleman holding two take-out bags walking toward the intersection of Floreal and Voltaire from the south. Hold in position.”

      “Copy that,” he said, taking up a hidden position in the foyer with his team.

      “He’s turning in your direction,” whispered Sharpie.

      “Can you take him out? I need you in the Range Rover, ready to pick us up at the intersection in ten seconds, or we’re going to be running from the police,” said Steven.

      “You want me to drop him on the street?” asked Sharpie.

      Slash started to protest, but Steven held out a finger, silencing him.

      “We’ll toss him in the bushes on the way out. Mission accomplished,” said Steven.

      “Don’t you want to know who these people are?” asked Slash.

      “Not really,” said Steven. “I’m not being paid to gather intelligence, and neither are you. Drop him, Sharpie.”

      After Sharpie reported “target eliminated,” they left the building and crossed the road, heaving the body over a waist-high hedge lining the sidewalk. Sirens wailed in the distance as they drove south on Avenue Frederic-Cesar-de-la-Harpe—toward their marina. Slash spoke up for the first time since they left the apartment building.

      “Did anyone check the Semtex for a buried detonator?” he said.

      “That was the first thing I did when we staged the gear in the SUV,” said Bugs.

      “Guys, I know this one stinks a little, but it doesn’t stink that bad,” said Steven.

      “This one reeks, brother. You just wait and see. I don’t know who we iced back there, but they sure weren’t preparing to attack the peace conference. Might have been spying on it, but that’s it,” said Slash. “One way or the other, Control got their intel wrong—or they purposely gave us the wrong information. Neither scenario works for me.”

      Bugs stared at Steven with a neutral face.

      “What do you think?” asked Steven.

      “I think I might have another look at that Semtex before the boat gets too far in the harbor,” said Bugs.
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        February 10

        73 Tremont

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      John Morgan sipped coffee as he glanced at the headlines scrolling across the television monitor in his office. His thoughts were interrupted by an intercom buzz from his assistant, Malcolm Lowe.

      “Yes, Malcolm,” said Morgan.

      “Sir, Miss O’Shea on the line for you,” replied  Lowe.

      Morgan pushed the phone’s speaker button without acknowledging Lowe and gruffly took the call.

      “Good morning, Miss O’Shea,” said Morgan.

      “Good morning, Mr. Morgan,” said Katie. “As requested, I have a synopsis of the Switzerland matter, which I will be providing to DNI Clapper this morning.”

      “Go ahead with your summary.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Katie. “Sir, the security team assigned to the Lausanne peace talks was notified of a potential ISIS terror cell. Active intelligence suggested this cell was prepared to initiate an attack on the Iranian delegation to the talks on the opening night of negotiations.”

      “Continue, Miss O’Shea.”

      “Sir, Langley notified the team through their customary channels of the imminent attack and the team responded accordingly. However, there was a problem,” said Katie.

      Morgan was stoic. “Get to the point, Miss O’Shea.”

      “Mr. Morgan, the information passed on by the CIA was flawed,” said Katie. “They did not encounter an ISIS operation, but rather eliminated a deep-cover Mossad surveillance team and a senior Israeli diplomat.”

      Morgan was not surprised by this revelation. The peace talks needed to fail with a resulting escalation of hostilities between the participants. The death of the Israeli diplomat was collateral damage but enhanced the effectiveness of the operation.

      “What else will your report reveal?” asked Morgan.

      “Swiss officials are incredulous, especially with the Israelis,” said Katie. “The entire European Union delegation has condemned the attack but has also sternly objected to the espionage activities of Mossad during a peace conference such as this one. Likewise, the Iranian delegation has rebuked the Mossad operation and returned to Tehran. Tensions have intensified after the Israelis formally accused Tehran of sponsoring the attack. I have just received word that a Sa’ar 5-class corvette has fired upon and destroyed a coastal radar site near Chabahar on the coast of the Gulf of Oman.”

      You see, Walter Cabot, this is why you should trust my judgment. The Sa’ar 5 fleet was built for the Israeli navy by Huntington Ingalls Industries, which Morgan helped Cabot purchase. Morgan would be sure to inform Walter Cabot of this ancillary benefit to the Lausanne operation. War had always been a lucrative business for the United States. Keeping the weapons factories and high-tech plants fully operational not only created jobs but generated valuable exports for the economy. War had little to do with one adversary versus another. War had everything to do with who got the biggest part of the Defense Department’s lucrative pie.
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        February 10

        The Hack House

        Binney Street

        East Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      Lau orchestrated the systematic and inconspicuous transfer of the Antrim Street Hack House to the Lofts at Kendall Square, a location far better suited to their needs. Situated within convenient walking distance to MIT, the Zero Day Gamers traffic would attract little attention. Besides location, the Lofts had been designed to serve as residences and workspaces. Open floor plans, private balconies and sound-insulated walls were just a few of the key amenities intended to attract engineering and technology professionals. Lau especially appreciated the lack of on-site security. The last thing he needed was a documented log of arrivals and departures. He designated one of the bedrooms as his crash pad and the other as his office. The open spaces had been optimized for the Gamers and their new business venture, which got off to a rocky start.

      Lau and company had received numerous offers via HackersList and two other prominent online services—NeighborhoodHacker.com and HackerForHire.com. Most of the requests were mundane privacy intrusions, with fees ranging from a few hundred to several thousand dollars. Lau and his coconspirators had started to lose hope, when an interesting request hit all of the boards at once.

      
        
        We need a raise.

        We need leverage.

        We need justice.

        We need your help.

      

      

      Lau stared at the post for hours, trying to decipher its meaning. The words held a particular significance to Lau, because they were his impetus for creating the Zero Day Gamers—raise, leverage, justice, and help. After careful consideration and a long meeting with his partners, Lau reached out to the anonymous poster. The specifics of the request required a meeting. There are criminals, and then there are criminals. The ethical implications of their new business had to be discussed.

      He leaned across the kitchen island, one of the few horizontal surfaces not occupied by electronics equipment, and nodded at his trusted associates.

      “We have a serious offer on the table—mid six figures most likely,” said Lau. “But the offer brings up an issue we haven’t discussed.”

      Lau had their attention. Malvalaha, a Red Bull addict, cracked another can and perked up in his chair.

      “We’ve been contacted by the Culinary Union in Las Vegas,” said Lau. “The CU Local 226 represents nearly sixty thousand casino and hotel workers in Vegas. They also have very strong political ties. For our purposes, they have extremely deep pockets, and I get the sense they will spare no expense to maintain their power over the industries they serve.”

      “Why don’t they just call on their politician friends?” asked Fakhri. “Lining pockets is their job.”

      “True, but in some states, their influence has been significantly diminished. Think Scott Walker in Wisconsin and Brian Sandoval in Nevada,” said Lau.

      “What do they propose?” asked Malvalaha.

      “Contract negotiations with the major casinos of Las Vegas are at a standstill,” said Lau. “Rank-and-file members are living paycheck to paycheck, so they don’t have the stomach for a prolonged strike. The casinos, bolstered by Governor Sandoval, have refused to come to the table. They need our help to gain some leverage over the negotiations, but first they want to send a message,” said Lau.

      “How big of a message?” asked Fakhri.

      “They want us to shut down the casinos,” replied Lau.

      “Shutting down a casino won’t be a problem,” said Malvalaha.

      Lau interlocked his fingers and cracked his knuckles before responding.

      “They want us to shut them all down.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        February 12

        The Hack House

        Binney Street

        East Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      Lau was deep in thought driving down Cambridge Street. The Zero Day Gamers’ first deadline rapidly approached, and they hadn’t identified a foolproof way to achieve the Culinary Union’s desired result—a coordinated takedown of the Las Vegas Strip’s power grid.

      Lau took a right on Fulkerson Street toward their new location on Binney. As he passed the Kennedy-Longfellow School for Children, he read their signage. Real-life curriculum through field experiences. Lau laughed out loud in the car, realizing that his role at the Hack House was similar to the teachers at Kennedy-Longfellow. He was leading his Gamers through some very real-life experiences—for a profit, of course. You better step up today and teach them something, Professor Lau.

      As he waited to turn left onto Binney, Metallica’s “Enter Sandman” blared through the Forester’s speakers. Before the light turned, he pounded the steering wheel with both hands. “That’s it, of course!”

      Lau squeezed his car into a tight parking space a block away, not wanting to waste the time searching for a rare spot closer to the Lofts. He jumped out of the car and jogged down the street, forgetting to take the keys out of the ignition. He composed himself near the lobby entrance to avoid attracting attention. Why didn’t I think of this before?

      When Lau entered the Hack House, he found everyone clicking away at the tools of their trade.

      “Listen up, everybody. Let’s recap what we know so far. Starting with the obvious. The big prize—the Hoover Dam—is out of reach, because it hasn’t presented us with any internet-connected vulnerabilities,” he started.

      “Our best option is to create a series of cascading failures. By taking down one major power plant, we can create cascading failures throughout the grid. The hell with the Hoover Dam, right?” Lau stopped to take another deep breath as the Gamers nodded their heads in agreement. This is a teachable moment.

      “Fakhri, we have a primary cascade target, right?” asked Lau.

      “Yes, the Clark Generating Station on the east side of the valley,” said Fakhri. “This is Nevada Energy’s primary power plant, generating one thousand one hundred megawatts from several sources. Electric, natural gas and solar. It’s the valley’s largest energy supplier.”

      “What happens when we take Clark Station offline?” asked Lau.

      “All of Nevada Energy is interconnected,” said Fakhri. “When Clark goes down, nearby grids take up the slack, including the generating stations like Chuck Lenzie in the northern part of Clark County. Our research shows that Lenzie can’t handle the entire load transfer from Clark Station. At a minimum, Las Vegas would experience temporary rolling blackouts. The worst-case scenario, or best case in our view, would be a total blackout—especially if we hit Clark Station at night.”

      “In a perfect world, we would be doing this in the middle of summer, to allow for the added power requirements of air-conditioning units in the one hundred ten degree desert heat,” said Malvalaha.

      “Walthaus, why haven’t you attempted a pen test on the Chuck Lenzie system?” asked Lau.

      “Lenzie has newer technology, and its firewall has proven to be impenetrable,” said Walthaus. “We believe the Lenzie Station primarily services the residential power grid of North Las Vegas. This is just a theory, but we don’t believe Nevada Energy will have the balls to create rolling blackouts along the Strip, on a Saturday night, in order to keep the lights on for North Las Vegas. They’ll drop the suburbs before they drop the Strip.”

      Lau was proud of his class—they have done their homework.

      “Malvalaha, what do we know about the Clark Station operating system?” asked Lau.

      “It appears they have a Trend Micro built system running Windows-based Server 2008 or newer,” said Malvalaha. “Our pen tests have allowed us to sneak a peek, but we didn’t want to prematurely alert them to vulnerability. Getting in is one thing, having fun is another.”

      “There’s an important issue regarding the Clark Station that we haven’t discussed,” said Lau. The room stared at him, not sure if he was asking them a question or if he’d answer it himself. “Didn’t we learn through a press release that Nevada Energy hired OSI Technology for its infrastructure communications network—the SCADA software?”

      “Yes,” replied Malvalaha. “OSI created SCADA, which is an acronym for supervisory control and data acquisition. SCADA is used by industrial utilities to provide interconnectivity across various platforms and networks throughout the utilities’ network. In ‘09, Nevada Energy announced an upgrade to its system by incorporating the SCADA network.”

      “How does SCADA work?” asked Lau.

      “The entire network is interconnected,” said Malvalaha. “For example, in the case of a water utility, SCADA interacts with multiple remote terminal units, or RTUs. These RTUs have programmable logic controllers, which process data via sensor signals and communicate the information back to SCADA. If there were a major 10-75 alarm fire, significant water resources would be required and a heavy demand would be placed upon the water provider in the region. The RTU in that sector would detect the increased flow requirement and communicate the information back to SCADA, which in turn would control pump speeds at other RTUs in the utilities’ system to accommodate the increased need.”

      “Exactly!” exclaimed Lau. The room listened in silence, awaiting the basis for their professor’s excitement. “It came to me on the way over here. I heard Enter Sandman by Metallica.”

      “Sandman, I’m not familiar with that. Is it a virus?” asked Fakhri.

      “No, no, no!” interrupted Walthaus.

      Lau watched as Walthaus searched furiously through his jacket pockets until he revealed a small spiral notebook that was barely held together. Walthaus frantically thumbed through the book, stopping on one of the stained, crumpled pages. “Yes, yes. Here it is—Sandworm!”

      “Congratulations, Walthaus, you go to the head of the class,” said Lau.

      The kid has potential. Lau turned his Red Sox cap backward and approached his computer station. Game on!
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        February 12

        Hotel del Coronado

        San Diego, California

      

      

      Julia and Sarge stepped out of the limousine onto the brick sidewalk of the Hotel del Coronado. Julia’s eyes immediately sought out the pristine white sands of Coronado Beach. The San Diego weather never failed to disappoint. The high temperatures rarely exceed the upper seventies, and the lows were usually above fifty. Mild temperatures coupled with less than a foot of rainfall each year earned San Diego the well-deserved slogan — 365 days of ahhh.

      “I could get used to this,” said Sarge as he reached for Julia’s hand to assist her out of the car.

      “We ain’t in Massachusetts anymore Toto,” laughed Julia. She hugged him as they admired the view. One could easily mistake them for being on their honeymoon, but this was a working trip for Sarge — with some pleasure mixed in. Two snazzy dressed bellmen in their khaki pants and signature red vests scurried to assist them with the luggage.

      “Good afternoon fine lady and sir, welcome to the Hotel del Coronado,” said the elder bellman with pride. “May we help you with your bags?” Sarge smiled at them approvingly and stepped back as the driver provided the bellmen access. Sarge quickly reached for his briefcase and a hard plastic case. This caught the bellman’s eye, but he shrugged it off.

      “Are you folks here for business or pleasure?” asked the bellman. The bellman was sizing up the couple, another friendly salesman trying to enhance his gratuity.

      “We’re only here for the night as part of the conference,” said Julia. Julia wasn’t planning on attending the Republican Governor’s Conference, allowing The Herald to pick up the high points from the Associated Press news wires. Like most daily newspapers, budget constraints did not lend themselves to flying reporters all over the country to cover purely political events. But when Sarge told her about his scheduled final day address to Governors, together with a two night stop in Las Vegas over Valentine’s Day, she invited herself and got busy booking their flights.

      Sarge’s new book was a rousing success. He quickly reached number one best seller status on Amazon for his genre, as well as the bestseller lists for the New York Times and USA Today. His publisher was already pushing him to sign up for another book, but Sarge was too busy enjoying the notoriety. She knew he was not fond of traveling but book promotion was a big part of the business, and at least he was scheduled for fabulous destinations. More than anything, the trip allowed the two of them time away from their normal duties — together.

      She was thrilled to learn that the conference was being held at The Del. The beautiful Victorian resort is one of the last surviving examples of the wooden beach resorts left in America. For 130 years, The Del hosted over a dozen United States Presidents, numerous Hollywood stars and even the incomparable former New York Yankee — Babe Ruth. Its lobby was a mind blowing combination of classic Victorian architecture and crystal chandeliers. Julia loved the romantic feel.

      After they had checked in, the bellmen promised to deliver their luggage upstairs for them. Julia noticed a small crowd in the lobby piano bar and tugged Sarge in that direction. Portly Governor Chris Christie of New Jersey was holding court with an audience that included fellow Republican Charlie Baker from Massachusetts. As Julia and Sarge approached, Governor Baker immediately pulled away from the group to greet Julia.

      “What a wonderful surprise Julia. Elizabeth didn’t tell me you would be here this weekend,” said Governor Baker. Julia knew the Governor’s press secretary Elizabeth Guyton fairly well from her days as an aide to former Senator Scott Brown. She hadn’t contacted Guyton because she had no intention of writing a story for the paper regarding the conference.

      “Hello Governor, it’s nice to see you,” said Julia. “This is strictly an off the record visit for me. I am here with my friend whom I would like you to meet. This is Professor Henry Sargent. He has just published his new book, Choose Freedom or Capitulation: America’s Sovereignty Crisis.” Julia stood back to allow the two men to greet each other.

      “Of course, I’ve met Sarge before,” said Governor Baker. “Our mutual friend, Governor Weld, introduced us when I explored running for Governor after Mitt decided not to seek re-election. I admired your grandfather when he was Governor of our fine state.”

      “Hi Governor, you’re correct and thank you,” said Sarge. “We met nearly ten years ago. Congratulations on what you have accomplished thus far in office.” Julia knew that Governor Baker was stymied in many of his initiatives by a Democrat-controlled state house. He chose to take on a bloated state budget immediately after his inauguration dragging members of both parties kicking and screaming into the world of government fiscal responsibility. With his budget passed, the era of cooperation was over. It was back to politics as usual.

      “I truly enjoyed your book, Sarge, as did many of my colleagues,” said Governor Baker motioning to some of the members of the conference standing behind them. Governor Mike Pence strolled over to them with a bottle of Perrier in hand. Governor Pence flirted with a presidential run but with a large field on the Republican side, his campaign never garnered sufficient traction to compete with the campaigns of Donald Trump, Senators Rand Paul, Marco Rubio and former Florida Governor Jeb Bush. Governor Baker paused as Governor Pence approached.

      “Mike, I’d like you to meet some folks,” said Governor Baker as he extended his hand to offer the Governor of Indiana to join the conversation. After some pleasantries, he turned and introduced Julia and Sarge to Governor Pence. “Professor Sargent is tomorrow’s first speaker. His new book is a New York Times bestseller.”

      “I saw your presentation on the program for tomorrow Professor. I look forward to hearing more on your examination of state sovereignty,” said Governor Pence. Julia saw this as an excellent opportunity for Sarge to discuss his book and meet some influential politicians on the national stage. She had forgotten that Sarge’s black plastic case contained two handguns. California was a zero tolerance state regarding the possession of weapons in a bar, and here they stood chatting with two of the most well-known Governors in America. However, it didn’t seem to adversely affect Sarge’s passion for the subject matter of his book.

      As Sarge spoke about the interrelationship between sovereign nations and the global institutions transcending their boundaries, Julia took turns admiring Sarge in his element and the casual interaction among the governors in the lobby. What would it take to reach this level of cordial cooperation across political boundaries?

      The conversation turned to the subject of cyber warfare as Governor Christie brought up the issue from the previous night’s televised debate.

      “The Chinese don’t take us seriously under this President,” Governor Christie said. “They have pushed us around economically, and now they perpetrate cyber attacks upon our government with impunity. If it were up to me, the next time they pull this crap, they’d see cyber warfare like they have never seen before.”

      “What are you suggesting Chris?” asked Governor Baker.

      “What I’m suggesting, Charlie, is sending them a clear message. Don’t screw with us!”

      “What do you do? Cyber attack them back?” asked Governor Pence.

      “Maybe, or more,” said Governor Christie. “What do you think Sarge? What’s an appropriate response to the constant barrage of cyber intrusions into our government, military, and the private sector?”

      A small crowd gathered at the bar around the group. Sarge had lectured on this subject before.

      “For many years, Washington has dismissed the need for international negotiations and cooperation on the issue, but now there is a push to develop rules for the virtual world,” replied Sarge. “The trend appears to be headed toward the creation of a cyber policy based upon the realization that our domestic efforts to secure America’s borders from cyber attacks are inadequate.”

      “If this administration is finally waking up to this reality, is it because of the impact on the economy, or the threat to our military secrets?” asked Governor Pence.

      “Both Governor,” replied Sarge. “For example, the Chinese use cyber warfare to obtain military and technological secrets. This enables them to keep up with us militarily, and surpass our private sector economically.”

      “What is the administration doing to combat this?” asked Governor Baker.

      “The interests of China and the United States are often fundamentally opposed when it comes to issues of cyber activity and its governance. The U.S. plan calls for transparency and freedom of information while China relies upon state control over information in cyberspace. So far, China and the U.S. have restricted their cyber activities to military and economic espionage, rather than other forms of cyber attacks that might give rise to an act of war.”

      “What about the Russians then?” asked Governor Christie. “They’re just as bad as the Chinese.”

      “The Russians are notorious for using criminal groups and other hackers with no clear links to the Russian Government,” replied Sarge, taking in a deep breath. “Russia is well known for its military mentality. Remember the cold war? It has taken nearly a decade for nations to realize the true threat of cyber warfare. Today we’re dependent on computers. Russia opened the eyes of the world to the looming threat of cyber warfare after their attacks on Estonia in’07. Now, Russia’s state-sponsored cyber forces have opened up a new front in cyber warfare. Cyber attacks and cyber weapons are now recognized as strategic arms and useful offensive weapons.”

      “Do you believe the Russians could use a cyber attack as a preemptive strike against us?” asked Governor Christie.

      “It wouldn’t be the first time the Russians used cyber warfare as a precursor to war.”
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        February 13

        The Hack House

        Binney Street

        East Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      The Zero Day Gamers had spent all night studying the technical aspects of the Sandworm malware. Sandworm had been utilized in a Russian cyber-espionage campaign against the European Union, NATO and a broad variety of utilities. Ironically, Sandworm wasn’t a true worm virus. A malware program by nature, it exploited a true zero-day vulnerability, instead of mindlessly copying itself and infecting multiple systems in the same network. Essentially, it was a targeted virus. Sandworm was especially effective in a Windows-based environment, often inserted via PowerPoint files—INF files in particular. INF files were text files that contained components used to install software updates and drivers on PC systems.

      Microsoft developed a patch that blocked applications like PowerPoint from sucking in and launching external files like an INF. The Sandworm malware circumvented the patch.

      “I think we’re ready, Professor,” said Malvalaha.

      Lau walked over to Malvalaha’s desk and motioned for the other Gamers to gather around.

      “Windows will block an attempt by a typical INF file to enter the operating system,” said Malvalaha. “So what we have done is create two files with innocent-looking names, in this case—slides.inf and slide1.gif. I say innocent-looking, because they are typical names and extensions used as part of the PowerPoint program itself.”

      Lau stood back to allow the students to inch closer to Malvalaha’s screen.

      “Slide1.gif has been created as an executable program file and slides.inf is designed as an installer file that will rename slide1.gif to slide1.gif.exe,” said Malvalaha. “Once inserted into the Clark Station server, slide1.gif.exe will create a registry entry that will allow activation of the Sandworm program. In this particular case, we will not be able to run the program directly, but the SCADA software will have ingested a yummy PowerPoint GIF-and-INF cocktail.”

      Malvalaha leaned back in his chair to catch his breath.

      “The malware itself is not embedded in our PowerPoint file. Rather, it is retrieved by a drive-by install—the download of updates to Java, Windows, ActiveX or Adobe will trigger the activation. We have obfuscated the malicious code in Sandworm to avoid detection by their antivirus software. When SCADA is used in any capacity today, the malware will activate, and the Clark Station will go offline.”

      “Were you able to use Sandworm to affect the outlying generation plants?” asked Lau.

      “We added an interesting twist to the GIF-and-INF cocktail,” said Fakhri. “We wrote the code to reject requests from the Chuck Lenzie Station as a potential DDoS attack. The normal operating functions of SCADA are compromised to the extent that Clark Station will deny SCADA access from the outlying stations.”

      “There’s one more thing,” interrupted Malvalaha. “All of the major casinos have standby power systems. I’ve done some research on the standby system at Caesars Palace and found it to be typical of the major hotels that have a backup in place.”

      “What is the standby system’s capability?” asked Lau.

      “Most of the buildings have the typical battery-powered security lights that will remain on for an hour or so,” said Malvalaha. “But the batteries will eventually lose their charge. The major casinos claim to be cognizant of guest safety, but they are really more interested in keeping the slots running. They employ a more sophisticated backup system called a paralleling system.”

      It figures.

      “How long will the paralleling system maintain power?” asked Lau, his voice showing obvious concern about this new twist.

      “Fear not, good sir,” said Malvalaha. “We’ve got this.”

      Lau relaxed—a little.

      “The consulting engineers who provided the Cummins Power paralleling system to Caesars Palace were very proud of their work,” said Malvalaha. “The engineers were so proud they detailed the entire project on their website. Here’s what I learned from their dot-com.”

      Malvalaha went on to detail how the paralleling system at Caesars consisted of nine sections of switchgear and two sections of low-voltage controls, including a digital master control.

      “Here is where they failed,” said Malvalaha. “The entire apparatus includes a DMC 300 digital master control, which employs a simple-to-use icon-based touchscreen interface. This simplifies their diagnostics and operation.”

      “So,” started Lau, motioning for him to get to the point.

      “Sooo,” interrupted Malvalaha, “they wired the DMC 300 control panel to the Nevada Energy SCADA system in order to receive instantaneous notice of an outage. Their client insisted that those slot machines never miss a beat.”

      “Hell yes!” exclaimed Lau. “Let me guess, you stirred in a little something for the DMC 300 in the cocktail. When the grid goes down, the backup system will fail as well.”

      “Yes, we did,” said Malvalaha proudly. “We’ve done the same for the rest of the hotels with similar systems.”

      “Let’s get started,” said Lau. “The program will execute at what time?”

      “I have it set for 8:00 p.m. Pacific Time,” said Malvalaha. “It will release the system in exactly forty-eight hours, as requested by the client. This should be an interesting Valentine’s Day weekend for Sin City.”

      “Walthaus, are you ready?” asked Lau.

      Walthaus had gained the respect of his peers and was allowed the honor of generating the keystrokes. He brought up his screen and was inside the Clark Station servers within moments.

      “We have identified the optimal zero-day vulnerability in Windows as the packager.dll file, which is part of OLE, a Windows Object—Linking—Embedding property. Our GIF-and-INF cocktail will be embedded in an OLE object and installed into SCADA. Kudos to Trend Micro for creating a solution to the INF intrusion. Unfortunately, they didn’t consider our workaround. Just like that, SCADA drank up our cocktail and is ready to belch one hot mess tonight at eight.”

      The group briefly exchanged high fives and settled back in their seats—like professionals ready to work on the next task. The Zero Day Gamers were becoming more proficient and expert at cyber espionage. How far can this take them? More importantly, how high, or how low, will they go? All important questions for later.
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        February 13

        Brae Burn Country Club

        West Newton, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Come on, girls, hurry up!” Susan Quinn hollered up the stairs for her daughters to pick up the pace. “Dr. Warren and his guest will be here shortly, and I don’t want you running around like wild Indians!”

      “Suze, it’ll be all right,” said Donald. “J.J. won’t care. He loves the girls like a grandfather would.”

      “He’s hardly old enough to be their grandfather,” replied Susan. She pulled a platter of meats and cheeses out of the Thermador refrigerator and placed them on the kitchen island. “I want the girls to learn some responsibility when it comes to being on time—especially when guests come over.”

      “Honey, they’re ten and seven. They’ve barely mastered the concept of cleaning their rooms,” said Donald. As if on cue, however, the girls hopped down the stairs in perfect bunny-rabbit unison until, with one final slap, they reached the marble floor with their feet. “Come here, my gorgeous girls, and let me hold you.”

      “No way, Daddy, we’re dressed and we’ve put our faces on,” said Penny, the Quinns’ oldest child.

      “You have?” asked Susan. “Just where did you get these fabulous faces to put on?” She reached out for both of their mushes and gave them a squeeze, causing the girls to squeal with delight.

      “Remember, Mommy, Uncle J.J. gave us each a make-up set for Christmas,” scolded Rebecca, age seven going on thirty.

      Donald was amazed at how fast they grew up. He knew there would be a time in the not-so-distant future when he would have to scare the bejesus out of their potential suitors. He would be ready for them when the time came.

      “Listen up, girls. We’re going to have some snacks for dinner tonight—meats, cheeses, shrimp and some raw veggies. Would you like to have some of that, or shall I fix you something else to eat?” asked Susan.

      Donald admired his wife as she treated the girls like young ladies. Susan was excellent at providing the kids real-world choices. The girls might prefer a plate of hors d’oeuvres tonight rather than shoving mac and cheese down their throats just because it came in the shape of some creep named SpongeBob. Donald watched as the girls pondered their options. They whispered back and forth. This was a high-level decision.

      “We’ll take mac and cheese, please,” they announced in unison. So much for your theory, Daddy-O. The girls ran off singing, “Easy peasy, mac and cheesy. Easy peasy, mac and cheesy.”

      “I’ll grab some wine,” said Donald. He made his way down the marble hallway to a built-in, climate-controlled, wine-storage nook. The McMansions of 2006 became the foreclosures of 2008. Nobody needed a 5,800-square-foot house with a built-in wine nook. But the Quinns were rewarded with this palatial home as a result of Donald’s agreement to spend a couple of years away. His vacation was now a distant memory. Their new life was filled with wine nooks, singing children and new friends, such as Dr. John Joseph Warren—J.J. to his friends.

      He and J.J. became close friends after they met during Donald’s stay at FMC Devens. J.J. was an accomplished Army Battalion Surgeon who was deployed to Joint Base Balad as part of the 310th Sustainment Command—located on the former Al-Bakr Air Force base north of Baghdad. J.J. rose to the rank of major during his decorated career with the Army. He spent time at FMC Devens monthly to visit with the handful of former military personnel who had run afoul of the law. J.J. offered them support and encouragement. Donald, who held the job of office custodian at the time, struck up a conversation with J.J. and the two became better acquainted.

      Upon his release from FMC Devens, Donald watched an interview J.J. gave to Boston’s Fox 25 about his service. The reporter asked him about his time at JBB and what were some of the highlights. J.J. was borderline incredulous. That’s a tough one to answer. It was either working on our brave men and women who lost parts of their bodies or Carrie Underwood visiting in ‘06. What do you think? Highlights, there were no highlights. The interview was over.

      J.J. carried a lot of anger with him following his retirement. He was disappointed in the lack of appreciation the veterans of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan received in the media and by politicians. J.J. was particularly irate over the political football the war had become. Donald became his friend, confidant and sounding board. In a way, Donald was J.J.’s PTSD shrink.

      As so many of the Army Medical Corps do, J.J. took a job with Veterans Affairs at the VA hospital in Jamaica Plain. The VA New England Healthcare System was headquartered in Bedford and the Jamaica Plain campus was where J.J. was assigned. Unlike many of his fellow members of the Medical Corps, J.J. wanted to make a real difference in the lives of the returning vets who were damaged. In addition to providing primary care for vets, VA Jamaica Plain was home to the National Center for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. He was having trouble coping with what he experienced in Iraq, so he wanted to help others with PTSD as well.

      Once again, J.J. became disillusioned and the anger set in. When the Veterans Health Administration scandal surfaced in 2014, J.J.’s response was simple: Where the hell have you media people been? J.J. had observed how hospital administrators manipulated records in order to receive their coveted bonuses. He heard the complaints of the soldiers who were ferried from one waiting list to another, but never received treatment. J.J. realized the practice was systemic throughout the VA. When the reports surfaced in ‘14 identifying thirty-five veterans who had died while waiting for care in the Phoenix VA system alone, he submitted his resignation.

      Donald recognized that his friend needed an outlet—a purpose in life. Donald and Susan introduced J.J. to prepping. The couple appreciated the importance of having a trained physician as part of their group. Just as important, J.J. was a real patriot. He proved that during his service as well as afterwards with his commitment to helping his fellow veterans. In addition, as if fate had waved her wand over the entire relationship, J.J. was a direct descendant of Dr. Joseph Warren, an original member of the Sons of Liberty who played an early, leading role in the War for Independence. J.J.’s bloodline was directly linked to our Founding Fathers. Members of his family were field surgeons at Bunker Hill. John, the younger brother of Dr. Joseph Warren, founded Harvard Medical School. J.J.’s familial roots ran deep into the soul of the United States.

      Donald and Susan discussed bringing J.J. into the group at length. They broached the subject with the other members. A consensus was reached after a little background research and the Quinns were tasked with approaching J.J. about the matter.

      Donald remembered the initial conversation well. It was a night in early August of 2012, soon after J.J.’s resignation from the VA. The Quinns invited him over for an afternoon of swimming and relaxation. Donald knew that J.J. enjoyed coming over to their home. He never married and did not have any children in his life. He simply adored the girls. Like any good uncle, J.J. would spoil the young ladies with age-appropriate gifts. On that day, the girls received mermaid swim fins. As the adults sat around the pool and talked, the little mermaids practiced their whale-tail splashes with their pink fins. J.J. had quipped, Maybe they’ll let women become Navy SEALs by the time these two grow up. Donald laughed to himself as Susan’s eyes got real big at the thought of her two precious pups becoming full-blown SEALs. Donald knew better. Not on her watch.

      Donald broached the subject carefully, tying the concept into the current state of world affairs. At the time, the media was covering events in India. On July 31, 2012, India had experienced the largest power outage in world history. Generally, India’s power grid was deemed unreliable at best. On the 30th, a circuit breaker tripped at one of its outlying power stations. Subsequently, this tripped the breakers of another transmission station nearby, and power failures cascaded down the grid until twenty-five percent of India’s population was in the dark—three hundred million people. India was in a drought due to the late arrival of their monsoon season. Extreme heat prevailed throughout the country, including in New Delhi. The twenty-three million residents of Delhi, packed in at a density of nearly thirteen thousand people per square mile, were without power for days. Bedlam emerged as the city remained in the throngs of a heat wave, and in the dark.

      Donald brought up the hypothetical to Susan and J.J. about the possibility of a similar occurrence in the United States and the ramifications of a widespread power outage. This conversation led to the threats of cyberattacks and electromagnetic pulse weapons. The Mayan Apocalypse was even thrown into the mix. By the time the trio had finished discussing the various threats we face as humans, J.J. was the one suggesting the need for a preparedness plan. Donald remembered thinking to himself: That’s how you introduce someone to prepping. You show them the real world threats and let them draw their own conclusions about the need to get prepared.

      By the end of the long day of swimming and conversations, the three agreed to meet again to discuss the concept in more detail. Donald provided J.J. with some homework consisting of the two preparedness books delivered to him by Susan while he was at FMC Devens. Donald and Susan agreed to discuss J.J.’s interest one more time with the group. They also wanted to put together a plan for J.J. as it related to the big picture.

      The Quinns knew survival medicine was one of the most important elements of a preparedness plan. After a catastrophic event, people would not have access to a doctor, much less a hospital. Available treatment would be scarce and required medications even scarcer. If someone became injured or sick, help would not be on the way. Today, injuries could vary from minor, such as a scratch, to major, like head or chest traumas. In a collapse scenario, a minor scratch could kill you. Drinking contaminated water could cause dysentery, dehydrate you and result in your death. Finally, safe disposal of the inevitable dead bodies was an important medical and hygiene issue.

      Tonight, the Quinns hosted this get-together not only as a social gathering, but as one of the many preparedness meetings the three had held since 2012. Dr. J.J. Warren was their Armageddon Medicine Man.
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      Susan Lowell Quinn instructed the girls to give Uncle J.J. and his lady friend a hug together with a good night kiss before she led them upstairs to bed. Susan knew how impressionable girls were at this age and she worked tirelessly to instill manners in them as well as feelings of self-worth and confidence. Penny, who was ten, was at an age where she would learn to make positive choices about her own life and for others. Susan and Donald both strived to raise their daughters as young adults while avoiding the external social ills prevalent in today’s society. Only a parent could appreciate the fears of their beloved children taking a wrong path.

      Susan was raised in a religious family, dedicated to the teachings of the Bible. Dating back to the 1700s, the Lowells were practicing Christians and active in their church. The Lowells were notoriously independent throughout their history, hence their active involvement in the War for Independence. This also held true in their religious beliefs. While the Catholic Church dominated the religious landscape of Boston for centuries, Protestant Christian churches were established as early as 1592. Known as separatists or independents, the Congregationalists distinguished themselves from the more in vogue Presbyterians and were considered more progressive in many social reform movements, including abolitionism, suffrage and temperance.

      By the time Susan’s great-great-grandfather Charles Russell Lowell became a Unitarian minister of the West Congregational Church in Boston, the Congregationalists were widely viewed as pioneers in allowing a laissez-faire approach to societal values in relation to the worship of God. Susan, while holding to these same Christian precepts, still feared that her children might be exposed to the unintended consequences of letting societal norms take their own course without interference or moral compass.

      Determined to raise the girls as Christians, yet providing them a well-rounded childhood, Susan chose to expose them to adults as much as possible within their home. This evening was an important opportunity to introduce them to the horrors of war without the shocking images, online or in the media, that have jaded so many young people.

      J.J.’s guest tonight was former Marine Second Lieutenant Sabina del Toro, who served in Iraq at the same time J.J. was stationed there. Sabs, as she preferred to be called, met J.J. at Joint Base Balad. She had been deployed to Iraq, and the thirty-two-member Marine platoon she commanded was assigned to the 6th Marine Regiment under the 2nd Marine Division based in Camp Lejeune. The 6th was primarily a peacekeeping force deployed throughout the Sunni Anbar province, which included Fallujah, just west of Baghdad.

      Political pressures in the United States had converted our soldiers to a neutered police force. The rules of engagement should have been renamed rules of disengagement. Yet Sabs and her platoon followed their orders and performed admirably. Sabs described Iraq and Fallujah in particular as a world where unidentified enemies lurked around every corner. It was impossible to determine a friendly from a hostile. After coalition forces advanced into Fallujah in ‘04, insurgents were either extinguished, fled or went into hiding in plain sight. It was important for the coalition forces to receive the assistance of the Iraqi people in flushing out hostiles. One of the methods employed was for the soldiers to endear themselves to the children by handing out candy, personal hygiene items and toys during their patrols. More and more, the children of Fallujah would walk away with smiles and pockets full of goodies, and their parents became more open to the United States-backed security forces. As the Sunni people turned against al-Qaeda, the insurgents became few and far between. Eventually, a more relaxed atmosphere prevailed in Fallujah. This proved to have deadly consequences.

      Sabs was on a routine patrol with her platoon through an open-air market near sundown. A young girl and boy were standing near a fruit and vegetable stand. Sabs approached them and reached into her pockets, providing the two adorable kids some Tootsie Pops. All of the kids preferred the chocolate-flavored ones.

      Sabs noticed a man park a car next to the produce stands and quickly walk across the street, looking nervously behind him. When he reached the other side, he ducked down behind a car and Sabs instantly knew the car was rigged with explosives. She shouted BOMB and hugged both children, falling to the dusty road on top of them.

      The explosion ripped through the market, killing a dozen people and wounding another twenty-three—including Sabs. Half of the market was destroyed, and Anbar province was shaken to its core by the senseless act of violence.

      Two days later, Sabs awoke in the level one trauma center at Joint Base Balad to the face of Dr. J.J. Warren, who had just amputated her left leg and left arm. J.J. leaned down to hear Sabs whisper the kids. J.J. was pleased to report her heroics saved the children’s lives.

      Susan gave each of her daughters a proper tuck in their respective beds. They no longer shared the same room, but leaning against the banister, she could see them both through their doorways. We live in perilous times. How can I protect our children from the evil that exists? Can’t I lock them in a room or wrap them in a bubble for the rest of their lives?

      Susan prayed for her safety and thanked God for brave soldiers like Sabina del Toro.
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      The banner hanging over the empty conference room read Changing Fifty Thousand Lives. Alberto DePetri remembered the early days of labor organization in Las Vegas—riddled with stories of organized crime. He studied the banner and contemplated its meaning. DePetri did not believe all of the sensationalist stories of the union’s rise to power here. He only cared about the results. If a union’s activities resulted in higher pay for its members, so be it.

      DePetri had just issued orders to members of the Culinary Union 226 and volunteers from the Progressive Leadership Alliance. DePetri was a longtime official from the Teamsters Union in Chicago. He understood brass-knuckles politics. He had participated many times in persuasive techniques to convince a politician to see things the Teamsters’ way. He was also an expert in work slowdowns and stoppages.

      DePetri received the call early that morning to fly to Las Vegas the same afternoon. He was instructed to take a jet chartered by their friends at the UAW, where he would be provided a package of materials explaining the nature of his trip. His job was simple—to coordinate chaos when the city lost power. In his forty-three years as a loyal member of the Teamsters, he had undertaken many tasks to advance the cause of their members. He rarely questioned his directives. This job was different. Exactly how did they plan to turn off the lights?

      A little over an hour ago, DePetri sent teams of trusted members of the CU 226 and handpicked partners from the other area community organizations throughout the city to high-profile hotels and casinos. Earlier in the day, with the assistance of CU 226 officials, all of the union reps in each of the major hotels were contacted and told to report to their on-site offices. They were told to watch for a signal—signs of trouble—and observe the activity within their location. If they determined that the business was maintaining an unsafe work environment, the union reps were instructed to notify all members on site to leave the premises immediately. Also, in the name of safety, the union members should encourage their fellow employees to immediately do the same. If any member of management attempted to intervene or protest, the union rep was to provide the business card of CU 226 president Ted Pappageorge.

      DePetri was tasked with this assignment because of his exceptional organizational skills, background in disruptive labor practices, and utter disregard for the consequences of his actions. With just twenty-four hours’ notice, DePetri orchestrated the largest work stoppage in the history of American labor.
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      “I was volunteering during a military job fair last month at Gillette Stadium, sponsored by the Wounded Warrior Project. The folks at MassVetsAdvisor wanted someone to advise our vets about medical benefits and services available to them outside the VA system,” said J.J. “They have an excellent newsletter—At Ease!—which provides the latest information for vets who may need additional medical and mental services.”

      Susan returned from tucking the girls into bed and joined the conversation. She gave Donald’s shoulders a squeeze. He reached up to her hand and they held each other for a moment. J.J. noticed the brief show of affection between the two and realized his life was empty without a Susan.

      J.J. was nearing fifty years old and found himself contemplating life and his future. The anger over the atrocities of war and the lack of respect for the soldiers who did their duty had subsided. The Quinns helped him find his way through their mutual dedication to preparedness planning and subsequent introduction to this new family. The Wounded Warrior Project provided him an outlet to help his fellow soldiers cope with a difficult return home. Now, Sabs had come into his life and he was beginning to feel again. He continued.

      “As Donald and Susan know, I have been pretty disheartened with the way our vets are treated both within the system and without,” said J.J. “I first became involved on a local level with the MassVets because I liked a one-stop-shopping outlet for soldiers who needed counseling and sought direction for resources to fill their needs.

      “We all have a bumper sticker. You know, my kid is smarter than your kid in math.” This drew laughs from the two parents in the room. J.J. teased Susan about this because she drove a car with the peel-off stick figures in the back window and a similar bumper sticker about honor students.

      “There’s nothing wrong with that; it’s human nature. My bumper sticker is helping my fellow vets,” said J.J.

      Sabs smiled at him, and then turned her attention to the Quinns. “I hadn’t seen J.J. since the brief moment I opened my eyes at JBB. But I could never forget his face and his comforting words,” said Sabs. “I have worked with Wounded Warriors for years because of my situation. MassVets contacted me a year or so ago about counseling wounded vets in the Boston area. I was glad to help.” She turned towards J.J. “We have become friends—close friends—since the Gillette event.”

      J.J. blushed slightly, recognizing that Sabs felt an emotional tie to him as well. They were having a moment. Being around a loving family like the Quinns could produce those same emotions in others around them. J.J. felt it, and apparently Sabs did as well.

      “Are you guys dating?” asked Susan.

      J.J. squirmed and Sabs began to laugh.

      “Susan, men can’t handle questions like that,” said Sabs. “Just look at him. Maybe I’ll give him a great big kiss right now!”

      Donald and Susan were laughing at him now. This was not supposed to be a coming-out party. Donald intervened on J.J.’s behalf.

      “Listen up, ladies, this is not The Dating Game,” came the buzzkill from Donald with the added effect of rescuing J.J. Turning to Sabs, Donald said, “J.J. tells me that you two have discussed his preparedness plans. He probably also told you we get together every month or so to get up to date.”

      “He did, Donald, and I appreciate the fact that you guys trust me, or him, enough to let me participate in all of this,” said Sabs. “I have obvious limitations. My prosthetic left leg is limiting in terms of running, but it carries my weight easily. My left arm was removed just above the elbow. It is mobile, to an extent, but it certainly does not make me the bionic woman.”

      J.J. admired how Sabs could discuss her limitations so frankly.

      “I do have serious concerns about our country and the state of society in general,” said Sabs. “I would be remiss if I didn’t consider my shortcomings in the event of some type of collapse. Being prepared for what life might throw your way is one thing. Living in a post-collapse world with only one arm and leg raises a whole new set of concerns.”

      J.J. understood her concerns, especially from a medical perspective. A post-collapse America would be extremely difficult for the elderly, children, and people with special needs—both physical and mental. There is no such thing as a one-size-fits-all preparedness plan.

      “But I will say this,” added Sabs. “I will always be a Marine. When it comes to defending America and her principles, I’ll fight side by side with you, albeit with one arm and one leg.”

      That’s the spirit. I really like this lady.

      “Well said, Sabs,” said Donald. “Being part of a preparedness group involves more than physical capability. Some might disagree with me, but prepping is ninety percent planning—which includes mental preparation. You can’t survive on being able to run a marathon alone. It takes a comprehensive set of protocols framed in an organized fashion that makes sense for you.”

      It was words like these from Donald after that summer evening in 2012 that convinced J.J. to become prepared. He was honored to become a part of the Quinns’ group, and as he became more involved, he marveled at the importance of their purpose.

      “Honey, where’s the remote?” asked Susan. “I think we need to turn this up.”

      Everyone’s attention was drawn to the FoxNews channel on the television. Arthel Neville filled the screen. Next to the FoxNews logo, the words LAS VEGAS IN THE DARK were prominent.

      “As we have been reporting in the last several moments—and the information is still coming in to us, as this is a fluid situation—it appears that the entire metro Las Vegas area is without power at this time. Fox News correspondent Dan Springer is in Seattle and is bringing us the latest—Dan,” said Neville. The screen switched to Springer standing in front of a background of the Seattle skyline, including the Space Needle.

      “Thank you, Arthel. As you mentioned moments ago, information on this event is increasingly difficult to obtain. Here is what we know so far. Around eight p.m. local time in Las Vegas, the entire valley comprising the city of Las Vegas began to go dark. I spoke with a friend by cell phone before he lost his signal. My friend lives in a high-rise condominium project overlooking the famous Las Vegas Strip, also known as Las Vegas Boulevard. The outage apparently happened suddenly, in less than a minute. At first, the lights dimmed and then they brightened. My friend described a wave of darkness sweeping across the valley from the north to the south towards Henderson. After the call dropped, I attempted to call my friend back, but I received an ‘all circuits are busy’ message.”

      The Quinns and their guests continued to watch the events as they unfolded for the next several hours. Despite the late hour, J.J. and Sabs stayed there and took in the reports. Susan provided ample coffee for the weary guests. By three a.m., midnight in Las Vegas, J.J. and Sabs agreed to bunk in a guest room. Reports were coming in to the twenty-four-hour news channels about out-of-control fires and gunshots being heard throughout the city.

      “This is one heck of a train wreck,” said Donald. “While I feel bad for anyone who is in the middle of this, I can’t seem to take my eyes off the screen. I can only imagine what we’ll learn when the lights come back on. The cell phone calls getting through to the news stations are eerie enough.”

      “I’m amazed at how quickly things fell apart,” said Sabs. “The power has been off for maybe four hours or so. There are now reports of buildings burning and shots fired. How could this situation deteriorate so quickly?”

      “I’ve always read in preparedness manuals the time frame for societal breakdown is at least seventy-two hours,” said J.J. “What could trigger this type of reaction?”

      “Opportunists,” replied Susan. “In a collapse, the bad people survive and take advantage of the chaos.”

      “This is why we take prepping seriously,” said Donald.
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      “Are we going out after dinner?” asked Sarge. Sarge was beat and would have settled for room service.

      “I don’t think so,” said Julia. “Let’s get plenty of rest. Tomorrow is Valentine’s Day and a full day of shopping at the Forum Shops.”

      Julia paused, trying to gauge his reaction, but he just smiled. This is what married life would be like. He watched her touch-up through the wide door separating the opulent marble bathroom from the spacious high-rollers’ suite. She was stunningly beautiful and exceptionally smart. Sexy, with a wicked sense of humor. They were meant for each other—compatible in so many ways. Extending his business trip to include a getaway for the two of them had been a stroke of genius.

      Sarge had insisted she come along to cover his keynote address and join him for a two-day stopover in Las Vegas—including Valentine’s Day. He knew it was the right call when Julia immediately cleared her schedule, accepting his offer. Sarge had spent the better part of February travelling to promote his new book, which kept the two of them apart far more than either of them liked. The trip gave them a chance to reconnect, in more ways than one, before his next long series of appearances. In fact, he was beginning to wonder if they’d ever leave the hotel room. He could get used to this on a more permanent basis.

      Sarge’s mind wandered to the Little White Chapel on the Strip. Wouldn’t that be something? Hey, we got hitched on Valentine’s Day in Vegas! Over eighty thousand people got married in Clark County every year—five percent of the weddings nationwide. Valentine’s Day was the busiest day of the year in the get hitched business. Am I ready to pop the question? Would Julia say yes?

      Julia caught him staring off in deep thought.

      “Hey, buddy, how’re you doin’ over there?” asked Julia. “If you’re tired, we can just order in.”

      Sarge considered this tempting offer but decided against it. She’d dropped everything to travel out west with him, and he wasn’t going to deny her a night on the town. Besides, she was incredibly gorgeous tonight, as always.

      “No way, Bobby Flay awaits,” said Sarge. “This city is wide open for business twenty-four seven. It never sleeps, nor shall I, my goddess.”

      Julia looked at him through the mirror as she put the final touches on her lipstick. She was studying him.

      Maybe she is a mind reader. Women are scary creatures.

      Sarge looked out the window of the twenty-eighth floor of the Palace Tower and wondered at the magnificence of Las Vegas. Whether you called it Sin City or the City of Lights, it was truly a wonder to behold. Sarge recalled an image taken by the International Space Station, which revealed Las Vegas as the brightest city in the world as seen from space. The accompanying article concluded if all the lights along the Las Vegas Strip were lined up, it would create a train of lights over fifteen thousand miles long. The lights had dimmed to honor Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin, performers comprising the acclaimed Rat Pack with Sammy Davis Jr. They were also dimmed in memory of the 9/11 terrorist attack and the death of Ronald Reagan. Las Vegas was incomparable.

      Julia joined his side. “What an unbelievable view. Could you live here?”

      Sarge thought about it for a brief moment.

      “Believe it or not, I would consider it because of the weather,” said Sarge. “Boston winters are getting old.”

      Sarge stared down at the magnificent Fountains of the Bellagio Hotel. The show was in progress and the lights flashed as seventeen thousand gallons of water shot into the air to a brilliantly choreographed light display. The water of the Bellagio’s manmade lake could fill two thousand swimming pools. This brought back the visual of Lake Mead and Hoover Dam.

      “You know what concerns me, though?” asked Sarge.

      “What?”

      “When we flew in this afternoon, did you notice the levels of Lake Mead upriver from the Hoover Dam?” asked Sarge.

      “Yeah, you could see how the banks of the river were a sandy brown color compared to the rest of the red clay walls of the canyon,” said Julia. “What are you thinking?”

      “I think they’re running out of water,” he said bluntly. “I guess time will tell.”

      Ten minutes later, they were waiting for the elevator. It was almost 8:00 p.m.

      “This is taking forever,” remarked Julia.

      “Yeah, it’s probably a busy weekend,” said Sarge. “The airport and the casino were packed today. I suppose between Valentine’s Day and the President’s Day weekend, Vegas is getting slammed with the turistas. Or, everyone heard I was in town.”

      “Then there’s that,” said Julia dryly as she began to pull on Sarge’s ear. Ding! Saved by the bell.

      The elevator started out empty, since Sarge and Julia were located on a floor requiring special card access. Systematically, the car descended to the lobby, picking up new passengers.

      Ding! Floor twenty-six—happy family of four, including a whiny six-year-old who should be in bed.

      Ding! Floor twenty-three—two little old ladies from Pasadena, wearing their finest Lilly Pulitzer spring fashion.

      Ding! Floor nineteen—presenting the young couple in love, because they have matching nose rings.

      Ding! Floor seventeen—introducing the high roller, clicking his leftover chips in his pockets.

      Sarge and Julia pressed against each other as Sarge assumed the role of elevator-car operator. He held the doors open as the new passengers, now numbering eleven, entered and squeezed into the brass and mirror compartment. He looked up and read the safety notice to determine the car’s rated capacity—sixteen, five to go.

      Ding! Floor fifteen—a smelly, intoxicated man entered and teetered in the remaining space.

      “Mommy, I have to pee,” squalled the six-year-old.

      “Johnny, why didn’t you pee before we left the room?” barked his father.

      “I didn’t have to go then,” replied Little Johnny.

      Ding! Floor fourteen—an elderly couple in their Sunday best joins the party.

      The head count stood at fourteen. As the elevator doors started to close, Sarge heard a shout from the hallway.

      “Hold the elevator, please,” said a young woman.

      The high roller, anxious to win big, barked in Sarge’s direction, “Hell no, we’re full. Shut that door, pal.”

      Julia squeezed Sarge’s hand, flashing him a quick look that told him to take it easy.

      “Mommy, I still have to pee,” cried Little Johnny.

      “I’ll never get to that Monopoly slot machine,” whined one of the Lilly Pulitzer twins.

      “C’mon, let’s go,” slurred the drunk.

      Sarge was determined to hold the doors for the woman now, especially in light of the protesters’ attitudes. The young woman smiled at Sarge and mouthed thank you. With the last passenger of the trip safely onboard, Sarge released the button holding the door open. Halfway closed, the lights inside the elevator flickered, and the door stopped. Sarge glanced at Julia, registering a look of concern before she disappeared. She quickly reappeared, bathed in the eerie glow of the hallway’s emergency lights, the look of concern replaced by sheer terror. The elevator car sat quiet for a moment, its passengers frozen in place. When the elevator mechanism rumbled, everyone gasped at once. When it shook again, the passengers screamed and surged toward the two-foot-wide exit.

      The drunk and the high roller hit the door first, thrashing at the rest of them with panicked limbs.

      “Calm down!” shouted Sarge. “We can all get out if we wait our turn.”

      High Roller ignored him and squeezed through the door, catching his toe in the space between the elevator and floor fourteen. He hit the carpet-covered concrete face first, bellowing a profanity-laced tirade at the empty hallway. The drunk tried to follow him into the hallway, but misgauged the distance between the doors, striking his left shoulder on the solid steel obstruction. He overcompensated for the sudden, unexpected lack of forward motion and careened backward into the elevator, tripping over his own feet. Before Sarge could react, the drunk tried to use Little Johnny as a crutch to lift himself up, pulling the kid on top of him in the process. Julia instinctively scooped the child into her arms, removing him from danger.

      With his child suddenly clear of the impact area, the enraged dad landed several hard kicks to the man’s stomach, causing him to projectile vomit on the elevator floor. Shrieks filled the elevator, along with the caustic smell of vomit and peach schnapps. With the elevator in pandemonium, the lights reenergized and the elevator door began to close. Sarge reacted by placing a hand in the door, preventing its closure and triggering the inner doors. The gap widened several inches before the power cycled, leaving the elevator car and the hallway illuminated by emergency lights.

      Screams and crying promptly filled the small space, joined by voices from the hallway as hotel guests streamed out of their rooms in search of answers. Put Sarge in charge. The motto from his father’s gubernatorial campaign rang true, giving him the clarity he needed to resolve their immediate problem.

      Ignoring the chaos behind him, he placed himself between the elevator doors to prevent them from closing if the power cycled again. Placing his back against one side and pushing with both hands on the other, Sarge opened the door another foot. He was rewarded with a stampede of selfish, unruly passengers, led by Little Johnny’s parents. Julia emerged last, covering her nose and muttering obscenities. He pulled her aside, away from the dispersing crowd of panicked passengers.

      “You okay?” he asked, hugging her tightly.

      “I’m fine. What about him?” Julia motioned toward the elevator.

      “I’ll take care of it,” he said, giving High Roller a wide berth.

      The self-important gambler hadn’t moved from where he fell, reaching out frantically to grab anyone that staggered into range.

      “I need help!” he said.

      “Then get off your butt and look for it,” said Sarge.

      “Screw you, buddy! I’m hurt here,” he groaned, grabbing at one of the older women’s legs before he passed out.

      The people from the elevator scrambled like bugs, eluding his grasp. Satisfied that High Roller wasn’t going to pull anyone into his clutches, Sarge entered the car and grabbed the unconscious drunk by the legs. He dragged the guy through his own vomit and deposited him on top of High Roller.

      He whispered to Julia as he took her hand and guided her down the hallway. “We need to get out of here.”

      “I think the stairs are in the middle of the floor, next to the ice machines,” she said.

      “I knew there was a reason I kept you around,” he said, squeezing her hand and kissing her forehead. “I wonder why the backup generators haven’t kicked in.”

      “EMP?”

      “Don’t say that word, Julia. Please don’t say that word. Do you know how much trouble we’d be in if that were the case?”

      “Based on what I just saw in the elevator? We’d be screwed,” she replied.

      “And stuck in a city dependent on electricity to run everything. Screwed might be a kinder-than-warranted assessment,” he said, spotting the stairwell door.

      A few feet in front of them, a male guest dressed in a white terrycloth bathrobe started kicking his door.

      “Dammit, I’m locked out of my room!” screamed the man.

      “Try your key,” said a female voice from behind Sarge and Julia.

      “Power’s out, key won’t work, you idiot,” said the man. Oh boy, here we go.

      “Don’t call my wife an idiot!” exclaimed a second voice.

      He pulled Julia past the robed door-kicker, barely escaping the inevitable fray. Sarge glanced over his shoulder in time to see a goateed man in jeans and a green Celtic T-shirt body-slam the guy against the door he was kicking, knocking it wide open. The man slid to the floor in a heap, half in and half out of the doorway. The Celtics fan cocked his foot back to deliver a kick, but stopped when the man’s terrycloth robe parted, exposing his private parts.

      “What happened?” hissed Julia, trying to look beyond Sarge.

      “Trust me, you don’t want to see. Keep going,” he said.

      They reached the fire exit door and opened it, staring into the darkness. Screams and the sound of trampling feet filled the stairwell.

      “No lights,” said Sarge as he squinted his eyes to make out any signs of activity.

      “Not a problem,” said Julia, illuminating the stairwell with her smartphone.

      “Clever lady.”

      “Another reason to keep me around?”

      “I can think of others, but this will do for now,” he said, kissing her neck. “Hey, do you have a signal?”

      She pulled the phone closer to their faces. Full reception.

      “The good news is that this wasn’t the result of an EMP,” he said.

      “What’s the bad news?”

      “We still have thirteen floors to go, followed by the lobby. If it’s like this on the guest floors, imagine what it will be like out there,” said Sarge.
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      Johnny Bagwell, aka J-Bags, checked the time—7:59 p.m. Almost showtime. He took one more glance around the casino to get his bearings. The plan was to allow the initial shock to settle, and then create a panic. Every union member had a different role throughout the casino floor. If the desired goal wasn’t reached, he had the authority to escalate the situation. J-Bags hoped this option wasn’t necessary. The place is filled with innocent people.

      J-Bags had compared notes earlier with the new guy, DePetri. Several of the rank-and-file members of the union provided input on what happened during power outages in the casinos.

      All of the major Las Vegas Strip hotels had massive diesel backup generators. A year ago, the Mirage, Stratosphere Casino and Circus Circus lost power when squirrels hit a Nevada Energy transformer, knocking out the substation. The power outage only lasted about an hour, but it exposed the procedures to be followed in the event of a power outage: Nevada Gaming Regulations require all gaming tables to stop operating, although the hand in play may be completed. Casino pit personnel immediately move into place to preserve the status quo and monitor the chips on the tables. Hotel security takes up positions near the exits in order to intercept anyone attempting to steal from the casino.

      For the first several minutes following the Circus Circus outage in 2015, gamblers held their positions and remained calm. Circus Circus did not have a backup generator system like the other major hotels. For planning purposes, the Circus Circus scenario was most illustrative of what to expect, because J-Bags and his associates were told the backup generator systems would fail. He had no idea how the union would pull that off, and he didn’t want to know. A strict “do as you’re told and don’t ask questions” policy had kept his career in the union on a steady, lucrative track. He had no intention of screwing that up tonight of all nights.

      A sudden darkness overcame the casino floor, resulting in a collective gasp from everyone in the building. Despite knowing the exact moment the power outage would occur, J-Bags felt the same way. Frightened. The battery-powered emergency lights lining the vast casino cast a feeble, shadowing illumination throughout the room. Once his eyes adjusted to the new lighting scheme, he observed the patrons and the employees. What will be their reaction? Will some type of primal instinct take over, causing the gamblers to make a desperate grab for the chips on the tables and run for the exits? Will opportunists take advantage of the weak by stealing their purses or wallets?

      A few screams penetrated the general chatter, but overall, the crowd remained surprisingly calm. The bulk of the noise came from casino managers and pit bosses passing sharp instructions to the table operators. Their crisp, staccato orders probably contributed to the illusion of control, delaying the inevitable panic. Unexpectedly, the lights brightened, producing a round of nervous applause. Several seconds into the jubilee, the lights went out again—this time to the sounds of annoyed gamblers.

      J-Bags leaned against a nearby slot machine and listened to the growing signs of chaos. It started with the slot machine players, their concerns revolving around the credits stored in the machine they were playing. Did the power outage wipe out the machines’ memories? Would they get their money back? The tide of irritation spread, resulting in raised voices and a few tense standoffs between angry, intoxicated gamblers and the casino staff.

      J-Bags glanced at his illuminated Casio watch again. He and the boys had agreed they would wait five minutes after the lights went out. It had been four minutes. Close enough. Maybe it was time to start the fireworks. He made eye contact with one of his associates and nodded.

      A few seconds later, shouts of stop, thief echoed through the darkened blackjack pits as a man ran through the casino, clutching a bag. Casino personnel ran after the man in vain.

      “I want my money!” screamed a man from the slot machines.

      A crashing sound accompanied his protest as security personnel rushed to the scene. J-Bags detected a noticeable shift in the general mood. In the dim light, from his vantage point next to a raised bank of slot machines, J-Bags could tell that the casino staff was nervous. They had expected the backup generators to kick in at this point. Time to escalate this party.

      He moved to a bank of unoccupied slot machines near a plate-glass window overlooking the massive circular entrance to the hotel and lit a pack of Black Cat firecrackers. Incredibly, the exploding fireworks didn’t have the intended effect on the gamblers. Most chose to stay with their money. Are you kidding me? Before J-Bags could put his nuclear option into action, he heard feedback noise from a bullhorn, followed by a familiar voice.

      “All members of the Culinary Union and the Service Employees International Union, please listen up,” shouted the man, silencing the room.

      “Pursuant to our contract, we have declared this facility to be an unsafe work environment. It is our opinion that you are in danger of serious injury or even death as a result of these present conditions. Accordingly, under the Occupational Safety and Health Act, we are declaring a work stoppage and ask that you leave the premises immediately.”

      J-Bags watched as hundreds of employees simultaneously walked through the darkness toward the exits. Management personnel looked back and forth between each other, then upward out of habit—toward the inoperable cameras. Despite the bizarre exodus, casino patrons held steady, waiting for the lights to come on or the casino to refund their money. For pete’s sake. Time for the nuclear option.

      J-Bags systematically walked through the casino floor, placing eight RIS Mark 4 electric smoke grenades (ESG) in concealed locations. Thumbing the wireless firing system in his coat pocket, he walked to the nearest exit and activated the grenades. This should do it. Smoke billowed from the devices, immediately grabbing the nearest casino guests’ attention. Shouts of “FIRE!” quickly followed, giving J-Bags an excuse to pull a fire alarm on the way out.

      “Nuclear, plus,” he muttered—unaware he had just killed or injured several dozen people with his unnecessary finale.
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        February 13

        Fourteenth Floor, Caesars Palace Hotel

        Las Vegas, Nevada

      

      

      Sarge and Julia stayed pressed against the wall inside the stairwell. Sarge needed to gather his thoughts before they stepped off on the long journey down. He wasn’t convinced heading toward the lower levels was the best course of action. The casino and Forum Shops concourse had been jammed with people when they checked into the hotel. They needed to weigh their options. Stay on the guest floors, where it was less crowded, or take their chances down below.

      “Something’s off. I don’t know this for a fact, but I have to assume that Caesars Palace would have a substantial backup generator. Power outages can’t be rare in a city that draws this much juice. Why hasn’t it kicked on?” asked Sarge.

      “Right,” said Julia. “But wouldn’t the backup system operate independently of the power grid. Do you think the entire grid might be down? Wait, we need a window.”

      “Good idea,” said Sarge, opening the door to assess the hallway situation. “Looks like things have calmed down out here.”

      Sarge and Julia eased into the hallway, slipping past a group of whispering guests. They headed toward the opposite side of the hotel floor, away from the elevator bank and the naked man sprawled halfway into the hallway, searching for a room with an open door. The sounds of a bickering couple drew them further toward a partially open doorway several rooms away.

      “Look inside the room, but keep walking. Never know,” said Sarge.

      He slowed their pace as they drew even with the door, searching inside for a glimpse of the windows. Total darkness, except for automobile lights in the distance. They stopped a few doors down to discuss what they saw.

      “I think we can safely rule out an EMP. I saw a ton of car lights. I’ve read conflicting opinions on the effect of an electromagnetic pulse on vehicles, but that’s too many for even the most liberal EMP assessment,” said Sarge.

      “Solar flare?” asked Julia.

      “I doubt it. I check solar activity forecasts every day. Today was no exception. There has been no significant solar activity and certainly no geomagnetic storm warnings.”

      “Then it had to be a deliberate attack on the grid,” she said.

      Sarge thought for a moment, deciding to reveal a secret he had kept from Julia.

      “I think you might be right. I find it very odd that the backup generator system didn’t take over. Those systems shouldn’t be susceptible to general power outages. This could be a cyberattack,” said Sarge. “A well-executed cyberattack could be more localized than an EMP. Hackers could have shut down the entire Las Vegas grid and the Caesars Palace network at the same time. Do you remember how the lights suddenly brightened and the elevator began to work again?”

      “Sure,” she said.

      “It’s possible the backup system attempted to fire, but was shut down,” said Sarge. “This has all of the earmarks of a cyberattack. The question is how long will it take for the power company and the hotel to bring things back online?”

      “We need to make a decision. Take our chances here, or take this show on the road?” asked Julia.

      “Or try to get back into our room,” suggested Sarge.

      “Even if we go upstairs, there’s no guarantee we can get in our room,” said Julia. “That guy was kicking his door pretty hard.”

      “Wait, I just thought of something. It’s not an option. The twenty-eighth floor requires a keycard. I assume that applies to the stairwell too,” said Sarge.

      “Then I guess we’re going down,” she said, starting for the stairwell exit.

      When Julia opened the door, the sound of a fire alarm filled the hallway.

      “Are you kidding me?” asked Sarge. “This changes everything.”

      Sarge took Julia by the hand and pulled her back into the hallway of the fourteenth floor.

      “Let’s wait here for a moment,” said Sarge. “I suspect there will be a mass migration of crazed hotel guests descending those stairs in the next few minutes.”

      “Do you really think there’s a fire?” asked Julia.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me,” said Sarge, nodding down the hallway.

      Soft, flickering light adorned a few of the doorframes, the rooms’ occupants likely using their cigarette lighters to see in the dark.

      “It’s only a matter of time before some fool catches the place on fire.”

      “This is miserable,” said Julia, shaking her head.

      He held her tight and gently stroked her hair. Julia had a tough exterior, but everybody had a breaking point. She needed a moment, and so did he. They’d wait until the stampede died down before descending into the unknown.
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        February 13

        Roman Plaza Grounds, Caesars Palace Hotel

        Las Vegas, Nevada

      

      

      Sarge and Julia escaped the building unharmed. Despite a few hotel guests pushing their way down the stairwell in sheer panic, the majority of guests calmly arrived in the lobby, which had been cleared by hotel staff by that point. Sarge looked for an open area to let Julia sit and rest. Her feet were raw from walking down the thirteen flights of concrete stairs without shoes. She’d wisely abandoned her Versace high heels on the fourteenth floor, or they might be dealing with a sprained ankle. Her feet didn’t require medical attention, but she needed to stay off them for now. He pulled off his jacket and wrapped her in it. Desert temperatures dipped significantly in the evening, especially in the winter. A comfortable seventy-degree day could rapidly turn into a cold, low-forties evening. They hobbled toward a display nestled between two boxed planters of flowers. No one had found this area, except for a few elderly people huddled on a bench next to the flowers.

      “Here’s a bench, darling,” said Sarge.

      She looked up at him and smiled.

      “Much better,” said Julia.

      Sarge took off his shoes and removed his socks, slipping them on her feet.

      “This is going to be a long, cold night,” said Sarge.

      “Chivalry is alive, even in the form of smelly socks,” she teased.

      He was glad to see she still had her patented sense of humor. Any different, and he’d be worried about the night ahead of them.

      “If we can stand the cold, it would be best to stay in one place. Hopefully, the fire department will check out the hotel and find there’s nothing wrong. If we get the all clear, at least we can go back inside until they let us back in our room.”

      Julia squeezed Sarge’s hand as they heard gunshots in the distance. The sounds of car horns honking permeated the darkness.

      “I’d like to stay right here for now,” she said.

      “Sounds like a plan,” he said, sitting on the bench next to her. “This is exactly how I pictured it, you know.”

      “Our Valentine’s weekend?” she said.

      “Ha! I knew I might see some action in Vegas,” he said, winking at her. “But this wasn’t what I had in mind.”

      “I wish we had stayed in our room for more of that action,” she said, taking his hand. “So, what did you picture?”

      “Societal collapse. From the moment the power went out, until right now, the reaction of people has been astonishing. There was no cooperation, much less any courtesy. There was a visceral reaction ranging from fear to panic. Every man and woman for his or herself. The level of selfishness was astounding.”

      “It’s like we’ve discussed before,” said Julia. “People appear to be agitated, on edge. It seems to be getting worse.”

      Julia kissed Sarge on the cheek, hugging him tightly. He glanced over their shoulders and gestured toward the statue behind them.

      “Besides, he’ll have our back.” Sarge laughed.

      “Who will?” asked Julia.

      “Him,” he said, standing to examine the display.

      “And who might that be,” she said.

      “I think I know, but let me read the placard,” said Sarge, squinting to read the words.

      He started laughing.

      “Come on, tell me,” insisted Julia.

      “Well, my dear, our protector is sitting in the middle of a replica of the Hindu Erawan Shrine,” said Sarge, shaking his head. “It appears that the original Erawan Shrine, located in Thailand, houses a similar gold statue.”

      “Who is it?” asked Julia.

      “Our protector here,” said Sarge, “is Phra Phrom, the four-faced representation of the Hindu God Brahma.”

      “No way, really?” Julia laughed.

      “It’s a small world, my darling,” said Sarge. “This is the original Brahmin.”
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        March 14

        The Boston Herald Editorial Conference Room

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Julia reviewed her notes, waiting to address the editorial board. Her eyes darted up when Joe Sciacca, the Herald’s chief editor, activated the room’s large-screen television. Images of Massachusetts Governor Charlie Baker filled the screen.

      “The budget I have submitted is fair and comprehensive. It will require sacrifices on the part of many state agencies. I believe Bay Staters have no appetite for new taxes in this current economic environment. They also agree that a two-billion-dollar shortfall in the state budget is unacceptable. We don’t have a revenue problem in Massachusetts, we have a spending problem.”

      Governor Baker stepped back from the podium while his Chief of Staff Elizabeth Guyton whispered something to him. He returned to the microphone.

      “I’m advised there’s time for a few questions. Bob Salsberg, Associated Press,” said Governor Baker.

      “Governor, thank you. For last year’s fiscal budget, you implemented a twenty percent increase in the funding for the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority. Now, you aim to reduce their new budget by the same amount, on the heels of a string of brutal winters,” said Salsberg.

      “Bob, is there a question on the horizon?” the governor interrupted, eliciting muffled laughter.

      “Governor, is this budget cut retaliation for the criticism you have received from union leaders representing MBTA workers over the new commission convened to examine MBTA operations?” asked Salsberg.

      Julia knew Bob Salsberg well and considered him to be a fair journalist. She also knew Elizabeth Guyton to be a very shrewd political operative. Governor Baker wanted this question, without appearing to welcome it.

      “First of all, the entire Massachusetts government will see some belt-tightening. In the context of the situation we face and the circumstances we’re dealing with, these are reasonable appropriations.

      “Second, I stood up for the MBTA in last year’s budget, by providing them a sixty-five million dollar increase in state subsidies. No other Massachusetts agency received such a generous increase. However, this additional funding was not used for its intended purpose—an upgrade of the T’s infrastructure to prevent the types of breakdowns and interruptions in service we have seen this winter,” said Governor Baker. “When the people’s money is mismanaged, there needs to be an accounting. As the highest elected official in this state, I’m willing to take ownership of the problems facing the T. But towards that end, I did empanel a committee of experts to examine the operations, which necessarily includes all of its contracts—including those with its unions.”

      Governor Baker called on another reporter.

      “Mac Daniel, Boston Globe,” said Governor Baker.

      “Thank you, Governor,” said Daniel. “James O’Brien, president of the Boston Carmen’s Union said, and I quote, ‘He’s no Scott Walker.’ He’s obviously referencing the Wisconsin governor’s success against the teachers’ union. Are you trying to break the unions at the MBTA?”

      “The Carmen’s Union is one of the oldest and largest in the city,” said Governor Baker. “But the T’s financial situation and past union contracts are more than problematic—they have made the T nearly insolvent. This cannot continue, and Mr. O’Brien knows this.”

      Sciacca muted the television. Julia looked at her notes and then immediately towards her editor.

      “Julia, what do you have on this?” asked Sciacca.

      “Joe, my sources tell me the governor has swatted a hornet’s nest,” said Julia. “Union leaders around the country are concerned about the campaign rhetoric of certain Republican presidential candidates. Governor Walker’s victories over the teachers’ union in Wisconsin had a devastating effect on union influence and power across the nation. I’m told by contacts within the union that Governor Baker’s action will have serious, potentially ugly repercussions.”

      “Did they expand on the meaning of repercussions?” asked Sciacca.

      “I asked the same question and the response I received was Vegas,” said Julia.

      Julia had been at ground zero during the Las Vegas incident. She and Sarge survived Saturday night unharmed, but the rest of the city didn’t fare so well. By the time power was restored on Monday evening, one hundred and eight citizens of Las Vegas had been killed by the power outage, with more than two thousand injured. Property damage from fires and vandalism was conservatively estimated to top five hundred million dollars.

      “Your source obviously alludes to the walkout of the CU 226 and the SEIU during the power outage,” said Sciacca. “Has there been any connection between the power outage and the work stoppage?”

      “Official statements from the FBI and Homeland are noncommittal. Based on anonymous statements by hotel management, the FBI believes an orchestrated walkout occurred. There has been no official word on the root cause of the blackout…” she said, trailing off.

      “But?” asked Sciacca.

      “You didn’t hear this from me, but hotel IT personnel suspect a cyberattack,” she said.

      “I don’t like the sound of this. Your union source knows more than he or she will admit—and they’re playing with fire,” said Sciacca.

      “Frankly, I’m surprised they would cite Vegas as a model for repercussions. It’s tantamount to murder,” she said.

      “Please don’t repeat that outside of this room,” said Sciacca. “All right, let’s hear from Sandra on the interest rate story.”

      Ordinarily, Julia would tune out at this point, but the Federal Reserve had just increased the rates by another half point—a move that had repercussions across all departments.

      “The fed funds rate—the rate at which one bank lends to another bank—has risen substantially over the last six months,” said Gottlieb. “It now stands at three percent. This is news, because the Federal Reserve chairman stated earlier that no additional rate hikes would be necessary in the near future. The Friday announcement came as a surprise, magnified by the size of the increase. This represents a three hundred percent increase over the last six months.”

      “Have your contacts at the Boston Fed weighed in on this?” asked Sciacca.

      “Unofficially, yes,” said Gottlieb. “The Fed appears to be concerned with inflation.”

      “We’ve experienced inflation in this country before,” said Sciacca. “What’s different?”

      “My sources tell me that Yellin waited too long to begin raising rates,” said Gottlieb. “In addition, economic growth is stagnant, hovering around two-tenths of one percent annualized. Of course, the velocity of money is increasing.”

      “Velocity of money?” asked Sciacca.

      “We are dangerously close to a hyperinflationary scenario,” said Gottlieb. “Despite a stagnant economy, inflation has increased dramatically. High velocity means banks, foreign governments and large institutional investors are dumping dollars and buying up hard assets like real estate. If this continues, coupled with the continued devaluation of the dollar, there could be a major meltdown in global financial markets.”

      And that was why Julia tended to listen when Sandra Gottlieb spoke about interest rates.
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        March 17

        St. Patrick’s Day

        South Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Marion La Rue had the perfect vantage point from his hotel room at the Renaissance Boston Waterfront Hotel. His unobstructed view of South Boston, across the Seaport District, allowed him to take in the afternoon festivities, without getting close. The St. Patrick’s Parade held in South Boston was the second largest parade in the country, viewed by nearly one million people and countless more on live television. The parade took a year of planning. La Rue’s plan comprised eight hours of phone calls. He reviewed the notes taken during the calls.

      MBTA South Station, the closest transit station to South Boston, was the largest railroad and intercity bus terminal in Boston. On this day, it typically moved a half-million passengers. The Red Line route was the busiest north-south transportation line, and the Gray Line serviced all of the downtown area before heading east to Logan International Airport. The two lines intersected at South Station, where hundreds of dedicated MBTA buses stood by to transport partygoers to Southie for the festivities.

      Like clockwork, the parade kicked off at 1:00 p.m. at the Broadway T Stop. The parade route meandered easterly along Broadway, which would be packed with green-clad revelers—regardless of the weather conditions. For the next two and a half hours, floats, bands and local dignitaries would brave the damp, chilly Boston afternoon, steadily heading east on Broadway, toward the end of the parade route at Marine Park.

      By 2:00, parade planners would instruct a parade of T buses to depart Gillette Park and take a northerly route to the back of Marine Park, to pick up parade-goers and return them to designated parking areas near South Station. Not today.

      At 1:55 p.m., transit police received an anonymous call reporting a suspicious package at the corner of East First Street and Summer Street. Within moments, a second suspicious package was reported at the intersection of A Street and Summer Street. While the Massachusetts Bay Transit Authority dispatch center descended into chaos, a third report surfaced, identifying an unattended backpack package on Summer Street—at the entrance to Marine Park. Transit police quickly determined that the suspicious packages were located along the return MBTA bus route and requested Boston PD’s Special Operations Unit. SWAT and EOD teams quickly descended on the packages. Before the specialized units arrived to assess the situation, Captain Richard Kavanaugh, South Boston district commander, ordered an evacuation of the route.

      A few minutes after Captain Kavanaugh issued his order, an MBTA Transit police officer reported smoke billowing out of the red line tunnels—at both entrances to the South Boston station. Amidst blaring fire alarms, MBTA personnel and transit police struggled to evacuate the complex, multilevel station, emptying buses and hustling passengers onto Atlantic Avenue.

      Within minutes of the ordered evacuations, the Boston Carmen’s Union ordered their employees to leave their jobs and seek safety at home, stranding several hundred thousand rowdy parade-goers—as snow began to fall.

      La Rue turned on the television and found WHDH, the local NBC affiliate. Adam Williams, one of WHDH’s evening anchors, stood next to an unruly crowd of young men gathered near the abandoned reviewing stand. Thick snowflakes pelted Williams as he nodded at the camera, waiting for the intoxicated group behind him to finish their drunken cheer.

      “I want to repeat this for our viewers. There have been multiple reports of suspicious packages left along the MBTA route between Gillette Stadium and the pickup point for parade participants and attendees. We’ve also received reports of an evacuation at the South Boston station due to a possible fire. At this time, we don’t know if the two events are connected. As you can see, the snow is falling heavily now, which is certain to complicate matters,” said Williams.

      La Rue’s cell phone rang. He answered and listened intently for a moment.

      “Thank you sir. Yes, sir, anytime you need me,” said La Rue.
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        March 17

        St. Patrick’s Day

        Gillette Stadium Parking

        South Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Elijah “Pumpsie” Jones had spent his entire life in Boston. His mom and dad were longtime Red Sox fans, naming their youngest son after the first black Red Sox player, Elijah “Pumpsie” Green. Few were surprised when he took a job as an MBTA bus driver, spending the next thirty plus years driving around the city he loved. Naturally, he joined the Boston Carmen’s Union when he was hired in 1982. Like today, union membership was the only way to “stay competitive” in the rank-and-file MBTA organization. Nonmembers tended to quit or get fired at two to three times the rate of union members. The decision was a no-brainer for Pumpsie, and despite the tense work strikes, he had few complaints about the organization that had kept his pay competitive year after year. He put two children through college and had a nice pension to show for his career—an uncommon accomplishment in the recent era of vanishing corporate pensions and annual downsizings.

      A year ago, he retired and accepted a part-time position as the transportation coordinator for the St. Patrick’s Day Parade—a perk that helped pay for two season tickets to Fenway Park. One for him and one for his grandson Levon. Pumpsie could barely afford the grandstand seats, but stretching his budget was worth it to spend time with Levon. Since Pumpsie’s wife, Leticia, had died from a stroke, Levon had become his life. Family had always meant everything to him. Levon and his grandpa sat in the outfield grandstand for fifty-six of eighty-one home games that summer with school being the only thing that kept Levon from making every game.

      With thoughts of family on his mind, he pulled a well-worn Little League baseball card of his grandson out of his shirt pocket—Levon Jones, Little League All Star. He replaced the card and scanned the cold families. He couldn’t let them stand around fighting for the few taxicabs that might straggle by South Station in all of the confusion. Especially given the circumstances.

      When Pumpsie received reports of suspicious packages along the St. Patrick’s Day pickup route and smoke billowing out of South Station, he prayed that the city hadn’t been targeted again. A terrorist attack against the overpacked station would be devastating. The illusion of an attack rapidly cleared when the drivers poured out of the terminal en masse. The “suspicious package” thing had been orchestrated to justify a union walkout. For the first time in thirty years, he felt ashamed to be an honorary member of the Boston Carmen’s Union. Playing on Boston’s fears of another terrorist attack was unforgiveable.

      Pumpsie surveyed the endless rows of MBTA Transit buses and patted his pocket.

      “C’mon, Levon, let’s go help some kids and their folks get home,” he mumbled.

      He reached the first bus in line pointing towards Summer Street and shook his head. The driver hadn’t bothered to shut the door. Out of habit, Pumpsie walked the seats, searching for unauthorized riders. Every now and then, a vagrant would slip inside a bus and try to ride all day. Anything to get out of the cold. If they didn’t smell too bad and looked generally presentable, he might turn a blind eye to the unpaid fare. Finding the bus empty, he slid his stout frame around the safety bar and settled into the ample driver’s seat. Pumpsie caressed the oversized steering wheel like a prized relic. Just like old times.

      He started the bus and let it run for a few minutes, pulling the lever to close the double doors when he was ready to roll. With his hands wrapped around the wheel, he eased forward and drove to the gated bus entry. Pumpsie activated the windshield wipers to combat the heavy snow melting against the massive front windows. It was going to be nasty out there!

      Pumpsie passed Drydock Avenue, the bus rumbling over the Reserve Channel Bridge as it approached the FedEx shipping center. The road was empty, still blocked off for the fleet of buses that would never arrive.

      Pumpsie wheeled the bus left onto East First Street, immediately slowing when he spotted a swarm of people headed in his direction. By the time he reached the first MBTA-designated St. Patrick’s Day pickup, less than a block away, his bus was swarmed by a sea of green-covered Bostonians. Pumpsie brought the bus to a halt, the air brakes squeaking, then exhaling air. He decided to offer seats to the elderly, children and one of their parents first. It was a start.

      He opened the door, expecting to be greeted by a relieved crowd of Bostonians, but was instead treated to angry accusations of MBTA incompetence, unspeakable vulgarities and racial-charged slurs. Instead of boarding the bus in an orderly manner, the green mob jammed into the doors. The women, kids and elderly he imagined would board first were nowhere to be seen; long ago discarded by the unruly jackals squeezing onto his bus. Within a minute, the bus had swallowed far more passengers than it was authorized to carry. Pumpsie shouted at the crowd trying to enter.

      “Please everyone, this is the only bus running. I can’t leave with this many people onboard!” pleaded Pumpsie.

      “That’s a bunch of bull!” yelled one man.

      “Why don’t you people do your job?” shouted another.

      Pumpsie stood to block the entrance, but was immediately pressed against the handrail as more people shoved their way into the bus. Shrieks filled the air as the people in the back of the bus were squeezed together in the aisle.

      “That’s it! No more! No more!” yelled Pumpsie, reaching for the door lever.

      “I’ll drive this thing myself,” screamed a man, who grabbed his arm and slung him into the people trying to push up the bus steps.

      The crowd ripped at him, pulling him through the tangled mass of people until he was out of the bus. Once on the sidewalk, he was shoved and punched by the drunken horde, his body bouncing back and forth like a pinball between angry, faceless hooligans. When the smell of stale beer and cigarette smoke mixed with the scent of blood, Pumpsie’s survival instinct kicked into high gear. He started swinging his arms wildly, punching in every direction. The mob reacted by grabbing all of his limbs and tossed him head first into the side of the red brick building.

      Barely able to move from the jarring impact, he painfully rose up on his hands and knees—only to be kicked in the stomach by a man passing by. Flattened on his stomach, he lowered his head into a widening pool of blood and stared blankly toward the Little League fields caddy-corner to the MBTA stop. Beyond the chain-link fence separating the street from the fields, he caught a glimpse of a little boy holding a green leprechaun balloon. Pumpsie’s hand dug between his chest and the cold cement, finding the Little League All Star card. He slid his hand next to his face and smiled at his beloved Levon as his vision faded.
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        March 18

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Steven stood and watched the continued coverage of the St. Patrick’s Day disaster on the televisions in Sarge’s living room.

      “Sarge, did you want to see this?” asked Steven.

      Governor Charlie Baker was about to make his first statement concerning the events from his press room at the State House.

      “Yeah, hold on,” replied Sarge.

      “Don’t tell me to hold on; it’s your boy Baker who’s about to speak,” said Steven.

      Steven left politics to Sarge and the others. He turned up the volume as Governor Baker spoke.

      “My fellow Bay Staters and Bostonians, I am speaking to you as more than just the governor of the great state of Massachusetts, but as a dejected, sorrowful human being. The senseless acts of violence in South Boston sadden me to my core. Nineteen people have died in the past twenty-four hours. Victims of the cold. Victims of violence. Victims of the Boston Carmen’s Union.

      “I have spoken to many of the families who lost loved ones, to express my condolences. To express our city’s condolences.

      “In particular, I spoke with young Levon Jones, the grandson of Elijah Jones, and assured him that his grandfather was a hero, and that the people responsible for his grandfather’s death would be brought to justice.”

      “It’s a shame what happened to that old man,” said Steven. “One good guy in a sea of cowards.”

      “After what we saw in Las Vegas, I’m convinced that the cowards far outnumber the good guys,” said Sarge.

      “I have patiently waited nearly twenty-four hours to make this statement because I wanted to have full reports from the Boston Police Department, the Massachusetts Bay Transit Authority Police—and from the special commission appointed to review the operations of the MBTA. While I recognize this investigation is still ongoing, certain facts have become abundantly clear.”

      Governor Baker leaned forward onto the podium and looked directly into the single State House-provided television camera.

      “I believe the walkout by the members of the Boston Carmen’s Union was orchestrated by their union representatives. Their subversive acts directly caused the events of yesterday, from the pointless death of Elijah Jones, to the resulting damage to property, and the ancillary deaths in the Roxbury and Dorchester riots.”

      As Governor Baker paused for effect, Sarge reacted to this bold statement.

      “Julia called it,” said Sarge. “Her source in the union said one word to her before this happened—Vegas.”

      The governor continued. “Today I have executed Massachusetts Executive Order Number 596, which provides in part that all members of the Boston Carmen’s Union and the Service Employees International Union members who abandoned their shifts operating the MBTA transportation buses for yesterday’s parade are terminated for cause. Further, the executive order bars any union officers directly under investigation from government property. Like the nearly identical walkout in Las Vegas, which killed more than a hundred people, yesterday’s walkout was taken straight out of the new union playbook. I will not tolerate it in our state, and I write the rules.”

      “Can he do that?” asked Steven.

      “I doubt it,” said Sarge. “The state and federal laws are very pro-union. He’ll have a fight, but it does send a message about his intentions.”

      Governor Baker continued. “I know this executive action will be unpopular with the government employee unions. But I ask all Bay Staters to keep an open mind as we go through this difficult time. Lives were lost yesterday because of a knee-jerk reaction to an ongoing and publicly supported look into MBTA operations.

      “I leave you with this thought. Organized labor has played an important role in the development of our nation. History has shown that organized labor was instrumental in protecting the rights of workers in private business. I want to emphasize the term private here. With respect to union activity in the operation of government, the public sector, I choose to follow the words of President Franklin Roosevelt, the patron saint of the American labor movement. FDR cautioned about the growing presence of public sector labor unions in 1937. He recognized the special relationship and obligations of public servants to the public itself and the government for which they work.

      “FDR explicitly issued this warning, and I quote, ‘Militant tactics have no place in the functions of any organization of governmental employees. A strike of public employees manifests nothing less than the intent to prevent or obstruct government.’ I believe that the actions undertaken yesterday by the public service unions who owe their service to you, the taxpayers of Massachusetts, was intolerable and beyond belief. I will work diligently to assure you no public employee will ever paralyze our government’s services again. Thank you.”

      “Wow,” said Sarge. “He just laid down the gauntlet. He effectively created a class war between the unions and the taxpayers. Also, he deflected blame for the deaths of the bus driver and the people during the riots squarely on the shoulders of the union management who ordered the walkout.”

      “Where it should be. Sounds like we just got thrown back to the days of baseball bats and busted kneecaps,” added Steven. “I think we need to get out of Boston for a few days.”

      “Why does it sound like I’d rather take my chances here?” asked Sarge.

      “Because you know me too well,” said Steven.
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        March 19

        The Mall at Chestnut Hill

        Newton, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Look at all of the beautiful coral, Mommy,” exclaimed her daughter Rebecca.

      She is definitely going to be a beach girl. Susan steered the seven-year-old girl toward the entrance to Vineyard Vines. The pink whale awaited. She watched Donald’s reaction, fully expecting him to protest. He was not a fan of the mega shopping malls or going out in public at all. Donald preferred online shopping and spending time at home. Today he appeared indifferent to the “forced” experience, almost nervous.

      “Yes, Becca, the coral is exquisite,” said Susan.

      “Ex-quit?” repeated Rebecca.

      “No, it’s exquisite, dopey,” chimed in Penny, her older sister. “C’mon, guys. I see lots of pink!”

      While Rebecca might grow up to be a seafarer like many of her Lowell ancestors, Penny would be the lady of the ship, awaiting another summer cocktail.

      “Don’t call me dopey, whale breath,” replied Rebecca. The girls scurried ahead with the wind at their sails.

      “Honey, are you okay?” she asked her husband. “We might find a few things in here for you as well. I’ll show the girls around. Why don’t you check out the golf stuff?” Susan picked up a dozen Titleist golf balls, which sold for sixty-two dollars. Isn’t five dollars per golf ball a little much?

      “Yes, I’m fine. Just thinking about stuff,” said Donald. “You girls shop ’til you drop, and I’ll see if I can force myself to buy a polo shirt with a pink whale on it.”

      The two shared a laugh, but Susan wasn’t convinced Donald was in a joking mood.

      “Okay, I love you. I need to catch up with the girls,” said Susan.

      Donald gave her a squeeze and said I love you back, but she could sense he was troubled.

      Susan caught up with the girls while she watched Donald wander over to the men’s side of the store. He stood staring at a large mural of a yacht making a sharp turn in choppy seas. Susan found the image ironic. We are sailing choppy seas, are we not?

      “Look at this gorgeous wave print on this dress, girls,” said Susan.

      She held up a pleated dress with blue waves rolling across it in all directions.

      “It doesn’t have any pink, Mom,” protested Penny. Of course it doesn’t.

      “I like it!” squealed Rebecca. Of course you do.

      “How about this one?” asked Susan.

      She held up a tunic-style dress covered in pink sailboats. Both girls squealed with delight. Compromise.

      “Good work, Mom,” said Penny. How old are you?

      “Now, girls, we need to find you something appropriate for Easter,” said Susan. “We can’t wear a sailboat dress to church.”

      “Why not, Mommy?” asked Rebecca. Legitimate question.

      “Well, honey,” started Susan, “you know how we like to put on our Sunday best for church?”

      “Yes,” replied Rebecca.

      “Okay. The sailboat dress is beautiful, but it’s really a little too casual. What do you think?” asked Susan.

      “She’s right, Becca. Let’s keep looking,” said Penny.

      The girls thumbed through the racks while Susan searched for Donald. He was still wandering through the men’s section—empty handed.

      “Mommy?” asked Penny, holding up a long white seersucker dress complete with a pink ribbon belt.

      “That’s much better, girls,” said Susan.

      “This is our Sunday much better dress,” said Rebecca.

      Susan heard a loud commotion from the mall concourse outside of the Vineyard Vines store and turned in Donald’s direction. She spotted him walking swiftly toward the front doors of the store. Her husband stopped next to the wide opening and peered into the mall concourse. As the voices grew louder, Donald gestured for her to stay back while the rest of the store’s customers walked toward the front of the store.

      “Black lives matter! Black lives matter!” she distinguished from the angry discordance of yelling.

      The girls dropped their dresses and grabbed Susan around the waist.

      “Mommy, what’s happening?” asked Penny.

      “I don’t know, my baby, but your daddy will find out.”

      The chanting seemed to get louder. She wrapped her arms around the girls and ushered them toward the front of the store, where they could be together as a family.

      “What’s going on, Donald?” Susan asked.

      “Protesters,” he replied, never taking his eye off the approaching mob. “I was afraid something like this might happen. I could feel it somehow.”

      Susan followed his gaze until she found the source of the noise. The lower level of the Chestnut Hill Mall was filled with black protestors wearing white tee shirts that featured a picture of Pumpsie Jones, the victim of the St. Patrick’s Day Parade killing. The protestors were rapidly climbing the escalators stairs, spilling onto the upper level—headed in their direction.

      “What do we do?” asked Susan, her voice trembling.

      “This has been happening all over the country,” said Donald. “The last two days have been volatile everywhere.”

      “Where are the mall police?”

      Donald laughed. “Moving quickly in the opposite direction, I would presume. They’re not equipped for something like this.”

      “Somebody has to do something,” said Susan.

      She craned her neck to look further into the mall. Protestors now outnumbered shoppers twenty to one on the concourse.

      “Do you remember a year or so ago when the Black Lives Matter protestors invaded the first floor of the Mall of America in Minneapolis?” asked Donald.

      Susan nodded.

      “They staged a similar demonstration, but the Minneapolis police were ready. They anticipated trouble and uniformed officers closed off the upper floors for the benefit of the mall shoppers. The protestors were confined to the lower floors. Eventually they left without incident. Let’s just wait it out and let the police get things under control.”

      “But look, they’re all running up the escalators now,” said Susan, pointing to the right of them. “I don’t see any security or police.”

      As soon as she finished her sentence, the mall’s public address system squawked.

      “Attention! Attention, please! This demonstration is not authorized and is in clear violation of the Mall at Chestnut Hill policy. We expect all participants to disperse at this time. Those who continue to demonstrate will be subject to arrest. I repeat, you are ordered to disperse. The mall is now closed.”

      Shouts immediately echoed off the walls and the ceiling of the mall.

      “This is our freedom of speech.”

      “We have a right to be here!”

      “Black lives matter!”

      “You will not silence us!”

      The panicked order to disperse repeated itself, now barely audible over the growing crowd of chanting protesters. A man holding two shopping bags slid into view in front of Vineyard Vines and started shouting at the protestors.

      “You people need to shut up!” he shouted. “We are sick and tired of this crap. Go back to Roxbury.”

      This brought a roar of profanities from the mob.

      “What do you mean by you people?” one protestor shouted.

      “You heard me! Shut up! This is getting old and we’re done with it,” the man shouted back.

      He looked around him as if to seek support or comrades-in-arms. There were no takers.

      “This isn’t helping,” said Donald, easing back from the edge of the opening.

      Susan looked beyond the man to the other side of the upper level. Three teenagers dumped their soda cups on the crowd below, igniting a fury of shouts. The protestors sprinted in their direction, tackling them to the ground. The protest had taken one of its final steps toward spiraling into a full-scale riot.

      “We need to shut these doors,” said Donald. He turned to look into the store. “Where are the employees?”

      “I don’t know,” said Susan.

      Earlier, Susan didn’t bother to look for any store employees. She and the girls could help themselves. Besides, on a Saturday night, the employees were probably young girls who wouldn’t understand the needs of a seven- and ten-year-old anyway. They sure wouldn’t be of any help in a situation like this.

      “You are hereby ordered to disperse,” announced a voice from a megaphone below. “This is unauthorized and you must disperse immediately!”

      “The cops must be here,” said Donald.

      Susan felt a sense of relief. I just want to get my babies home.

      “Hands up, don’t shoot! Hands up, don’t shoot!” shouted the protestors in unison.

      Susan saw Donald searching the faces in the store for its staff. She could not find any Vineyard Vines personnel either. The idiot in front of the store began shouting towards the police.

      “Hey, these savages are attacking three young boys up here! You have to help them,” shouted the man.

      Susan watched as mayhem erupted in front of her. The man was immediately swarmed by at least a dozen people.

      “Who are you callin’ savages?” shouted one woman.

      “Screw you, honky racist!” screamed another.

      Donald pulled Susan and the girls with him to the side.

      “I’m going to close the storefront grille gate,” said Donald. “Here’s the button. When I give you the signal, you push it here where it reads close. Okay?”

      Susan shook uncontrollably when she reached for the control mechanism. Both girls cried loudly, clinging to her.

      “Are you leaving us?” asked Susan. “Where are you going?”

      “It’s okay,” said Donald. “I have to make sure no one gets caught under the gate when it closes. I also want to make sure nobody gets in either.”

      When Donald started to walk away, the girls screamed.

      “Listen up, my big girls,” said Donald. “Daddy is going to work with Mommy to close the store’s gate. After everything calms down and the angry people go home, we’ll go home too. Okay?”

      The girls’ crying turned into wet sniffles, and they nodded their heads. Donald wiped away their tears and gave Susan a smile before heading toward the entrance. She watched as Donald advised the customers to either step in or step out. All of them chose the former. When everyone was clear, he gave her a thumbs-up. Susan pressed the close button, and the steel-reinforced security gate descended with a loud clanking noise. Susan watched for a reaction outside of the store, but the mob ignored the gate. When the door reached the halfway point, she heard Donald shout.

      “You can stay out there, buddy!”

      “Let me in. They’ll kill me! Please,” yelled the man who had challenged the crowd earlier.

      The other customers stood back as the bloodied man tried to slide under the rolling gate. Two protestors grabbed the man by his feet and tried to pull him back into the concourse. The man desperately pleaded with Donald.

      “Please! These savages will tear me apart!”

      Donald shook his head in disgust and grabbed the man’s wrists. Arms straining, he yanked the guy’s body out of the mob’s grasp and into the store, moments before the gate clanged to a stop against the tile floor. The crowd immediately slammed against the steel gate, ramming it with their shoulders and pounding it with their fists. The bloodied man pulled his wrists free from Donald and rose to his feet, pointing at the protesters through the steel grating.

      “Ha ha, you idiots,” said the man.

      Donald hit the man in the face, knocking him unconscious with a single punch. “Shut up.”
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        March 24

        Harvard Kennedy School of Government

        Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Good morning, everyone, let’s get started on our last lecture before spring break,” said Sarge.

      
        
        GLOBAL GOVERNANCE

        and

        ASYMMETRIC WARFARE

      

      

      Sarge had enjoyed the first half of the new semester with his students. The more unstable the world became geopolitically, the more interested his students became in the subject matter of his lectures, and it didn’t hurt that his book, Choose Freedom or Capitulation, remained a New York Times best seller. Demand for Sarge to speak on the subject of America’s sovereignty grew to the point his publisher thought he should start charging a fee. A candidate in the presidential campaign even referenced his book during a Republican debate at the University of South Florida in Tampa. Sarge had a hunger for knowledge and he thought it was incumbent to share what he knew with others. His position at Harvard Kennedy, coupled with his book, gave him a forum and—to an extent—a captive audience. Why shouldn’t I give people the ability to formulate their own opinions?

      “How many of you agree with this statement?” asked Sarge. “Wars can be both economic and militaristic.”

      Sarge planned on counting the hands, but the class was unanimous in its agreement.

      “How about this one?” asked Sarge. “A militaristic war can be fought over economic issues.”

      The show of hands reflected unanimity. Let’s get them involved.

      “Mr. Ocampo, what is a currency war?” asked Sarge.

      This young man continued to shine. He had also become friendly with Miss Crepeau. Now that would be a formidable duo someday.

      “A currency war is the battle between countries as they attempt to destroy the value of their own currency,” said Ocampo.

      “Are you telling the class that a country might deliberately try to devalue their own currency?” asked Sarge. “Why would they do that?”

      “Let me use the United States dollar as an example,” said Ocampo. “As the dollar goes down in value, the price of our exported goods follows suit. Other countries will increase their purchases of American goods, which in turn stimulate our economy. The net result is American business increases its production and hires more employees.”

      “Sounds like a good plan if you live in the United States, does it not, Miss Crepeau?” asked Sarge.

      “That’s true, but it also hurts our ability to purchase imported products when the dollar is weak,” said Crepeau. “For example, the bulk of the household goods purchased by Americans come from China. If our dollar is weak, the price of those goods can skyrocket, resulting in inflation.”

      “That’s a very good point, Miss Crepeau,” said Sarge. “During a currency war, a nation may take affirmative steps to reduce the value of its currency in order to stimulate its own lagging economy. But in the process, its citizens pay a price in the form of inflation.”

      Sarge observed the room. Let’s call on Mr. Mantega. Mantega’s grandfather was the former Brazilian Finance Minister.

      “Mr. Mantega, how does a nation devalue its own currency?” asked Sarge.

      “There are three ways to devalue your own currency,” said Mantega. “Using the U.S. dollar as an example, the Federal Reserve can sell dollars and purchase other currencies, like the Chinese renminbi. Technically, that wouldn’t happen, because the two countries no longer have an exchange rate cooperation agreement, but it’s just an example. Second, the Fed could print money. The term they like to use is quantitative easing. Really, it means they’re flooding the world economy with newly minted dollars. By creating a large supply of USD, the demand for the dollar goes down and so does the value. Third, a central bank can lower its interest rate to near zero. Finally, our government officials can discourage currency manipulators from speculating on the dollar by trash-talking our own dollar.”

      “Very good, Mantega,” said Sarge. “A government will purposefully devalue its currency in order to stimulate economic growth within its borders. It does so at the expense of other nations’ productivity and the risk of increased inflation, which places a burden on its own citizens. How does that make you feel?”

      “Sounds pretty sketchy to me,” said Mr. Lin. Sarge and the class laughed with Lin.

      “I agree with Mr. Lin; this activity sounds sketchy to me as well,” said Sarge. “Yet it happens every day on the world stage as governments compete with each other for that almighty dollar, or the renminbi, as the case may be.” Sarge switched the slide.

      
        
        BEGGAR THY NEIGHBOR

      

      

      “This phrase was coined by the famous political scientist and economist Adam Smith, whose classic treatise The Wealth of Nations earned him the title as the father of modern economics,” said Sarge. “Smith stood for free trade and laissez-faire economics—transactions should be between private parties thus free from government interference, such as regulations and taxes. Smith coined the phrase beggar thy neighbor as a policy through which one country attempts to remedy its economic problems, without regard to the economic problems created in another country.

      “In the context of global governance, can you see how the interaction between nations can be complicated by a currency war?” asked Sarge rhetorically.

      The students nodded their heads affirmatively.

      “Smith’s beggar thy neighbor theory can also be applied to international trade,” said Sarge. “In this presidential campaign, a significant amount of dialogue has centered around the trade deficit the United States has with China. One candidate in particular wants to levy an import tax on Chinese goods. His theory is that American goods would become more competitive, because the price of Chinese goods would be too expensive with the added import tax.”

      “Mr. Lin, does that sound sketchy to you?” asked Sarge.

      “If I were his boss, I would say you’re fired!” replied Lin to a round of laughter. “An import tax on Chinese goods would raise the price to Americans and result in inflation. Plus, the Chinese would not sit still and take it. I expect they would retaliate in kind.”

      “You’re right, Mr. Lin,” said Sarge. “In such a scenario, the United States would make the first move in a trade war and enjoy a modicum of success initially. But China would eventually react, leveling the playing field to protect the domestic and economic welfare of its country.”

      “What started as a run-of-the-mill currency war has now escalated into a trade war as well,” said Sarge. “What could happen next?”

      There were no volunteers to answer this question.

      “I will submit to you in this geopolitical climate, currency wars can lead to trade wars. Trade wars often lead to hot wars,” said Sarge. “When two opposing global powerhouses—bulls, if you will—butt heads repeatedly over currency manipulation and trade embargoes, the next step could be asymmetric warfare, which might include military action.”

      Sarge changed the slide.

      
        
        GEOPOLITICAL FOES

      

      

      “In the 2012 election, Mitt Romney famously said that America’s biggest geopolitical foe was Russia,” said Sarge. “He was widely criticized by the President and the media for making such a statement. I believe the President’s words were ‘the 1980s are now calling to ask for their foreign policy back because, you know, the Cold War’s been over for twenty years.’ How many of you believe we have entered a new cold war with the Russians?”

      Most of the class raised their hands.

      “Mr. Mann, tell me why you think a cold war exists with Putin,” said Sarge.

      “Once the Russians took control of Crimea and extended its military reach into Ukraine, the relationship between our two countries hit rock bottom,” said Mann. “The Russians have now threatened the Baltic States militarily, and even alluded to the use of nuclear weapons if another country interfered with their attempts to reunify the former Soviet Union.”

      “Mann has touched on just a few of the most noteworthy events,” said Sarge. “There have been sightings of Russian nuclear submarines throughout the waters surrounding Europe. Recently, Russian intelligence ships have docked in Havana, Cuba. Their long-range bombers are routinely observed in the Caribbean and within international waters of the Gulf of Mexico. Sounds a lot like the Cold War to me.

      “How many of you believe the Russian economy has been badly damaged by United States-led sanctions and the falling price of oil?” asked Sarge.

      The class was unanimous in agreement.

      “Should the economic conflicts between the United States and Russia continue to inflict damage on the Russian people, I believe tremendous political pressure will be placed on Putin to react,” said Sarge. “If Russia doesn’t have any economic bullets to fire at us, they will either enlist the assistance of their new ally—China—or they will consider other, more serious forms of retaliation.

      “This is how economic wars based upon currency and trade can escalate into a military conflict. Typically, belligerent nations will exercise restraint. However, the current geopolitical conflict between Russia and the United States could become an asymmetric war of epic proportions.”
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        March 25

        Senate Intelligence Briefing

        Washington, D.C.

      

      

      Abbie patiently awaited James Clapper, director of National Intelligence, and Admiral Mike Rogers, director of the National Security Agency, to appear in the secure briefing room on the lower level of the Capitol Visitor Center. It was almost 4:00 p.m. and nearly two-thirds of the chairs in the room were empty. Most of her colleagues on the Intelligence Committee had opted to catch flights home for the two-week Easter recess, instead of attending what they assumed was a routine briefing.

      “Hi, Senator,” whispered Katie O’Shea. “It’s so nice of you to join the other nine senators who care about what I’ve got to say. Nice bag, is that a Gucci Aviatrix?”

      The women laughed together. Abbie and Katie had become close friends since Abbie’s arrival in Washington. Although the two couldn’t socialize publicly, they shared many evenings in Abbie’s Georgetown townhouse, watching movies and sharing bottles of wine. Abbie loved Katie for her bluntness—and the stories of her sexual escapades. Abbie called her life The Fifty Shades of Katie O’Shea.

      “I expected you to skip this today,” said Katie. “Shouldn’t you be campaigning? I would have brought you up to speed.”

      “My campaign manager says I need to attend all Intelligence Committee meetings and functions,” said Abbie. “She doesn’t want me to get Kay Hagan’ed”

      Abbie was referring to former senator Kay Hagan of North Carolina, who was criticized during her failed senate reelection bid because she missed numerous Armed Services Committee hearings.

      “Yeah, makes sense,” said Katie.

      “What are you doing here?” asked Abbie.

      Katie was a rising star in the national intelligence community. Through some assistance, she was elevated to a high-level security clearance within the recently formed National Insider Threat Task Force. The NITTF was formed as a rapid-response agency to address high-profile incidents, such as the Fort Hood shooting, the Wikileaks debacle and the explosive Edward Snowden revelations. After years of focusing on outside threats to the nation’s security, the federal government had finally turned inward, utilizing a broad range of technologies and counterintelligence strategies to root out spies, terrorists or leakers. The NITTF was despised within the intelligence community, having dropped the see something, say something directive in every department’s lap.

      “Well, you get to watch me in action today,” said Katie. “Director Clapper wants me to brief the Senate Intelligence Committee on a matter that has come to our attention. This information was verified earlier in the day. Director Clapper and Admiral Rogers will declare this meeting classified, and the press will be removed so the senators may ask questions without fear of media spin or intrusion.”

      “About time,” said Abbie. “It should always be that way. Why did they delay the briefing until four?”

      “This is going to be a fairly big news story, which is why they waited until late Friday afternoon before the Easter recess, when most of D.C. has left town,” said Katie. “Plus, they wanted all major markets to be closed for the announcement.”

      “What’s going on?” asked Abbie.

      Director Clapper approached the microphone, and everyone scrambled to take their seats. Katie pulled away to take her seat at the front of the room, but leaned back quickly to whisper something to Abbie.

      “Your dad’s not going to be happy.”
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        March 25

        73 Tremont

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      John Morgan carefully reviewed the last of the reports provided to him by Donald Quinn. He made notations on the reports, which focused on the European financial situation. Political tensions had begun to boil over in the Eurozone, signaled by several new breaking points identified by direct sources and painstaking analysis. There were new rifts in an already broken alliance.

      Germany had reached a critical decision point. The nation had carried the Eurozone economically and politically since its inception. The anticipated European Central Bank (ECB) announcement of yet another round of quantitative easing could cause the euro to spiral downward and push Germany back to the deutsche mark.

      Germany’s strongly articulated position against QE put them at odds with the French. France’s left-leaning politicians had been extremely vocal in their support of more quantitative easing by the ECB. They considered a weak euro to be critical to their economic survival. The far-right Front National party, which made a resurgence in the wake of renewed French nationalism, vowed to take action to restore France’s independence from the Eurozone if the ECB devalued the currency to the point of an inflation nightmare. A break from the Eurozone was a long shot, but just the talk of it made the rest of Europe nervous. The more anxiety, the better.

      On the opposite side of the spectrum, Europe had its leeches, as Morgan liked to call them—Greece, Spain and Italy. Unwilling to adopt austerity measures, they were doomed to economic failure. It was only a matter of time. No level of International Monetary Fund intervention could prevent the inevitable. The IMF was a speed bump on the road to financial ruin for the leeches. An environment of low growth and high unemployment had bred support for radical political alternatives, few with any basis in rational, constructive nation building. Societal unrest in these three countries made the headlines daily, and would only get worse.

      Morgan contemplated the practical aspects of the Eurozone’s collapse. The demise of the euro would not resolve the problems associated with the U.S. government’s excessive national debt. The Eurozone was a major trading partner of the United States, so the implosion of the euro would undoubtedly produce a period of economic pain and instability. He projected five years—long enough for companies and governments to pick up the pieces. It was a small price to pay to liberate the European markets from the old-world European oligarchs whose fortunes and interests currently held Europe hostage. Serves them right.

      He recalled a statement Winston Churchill made prior to the start of the Second World War. The era of procrastination, half measures and delays is coming to a close. In its place we are entering a period of consequences. A collapsed Eurozone would have particular consequences for United States financial institutions that had financed European banks through low-interest money. Morgan scribbled a note on his pad, which read turn off the spigot. The intercom buzzed on John Morgan’s desk.

      “Yes, Malcolm.”

      “Mr. Morgan, Secretary Lew on the line for you,” said Malcom Lowe.

      Morgan pushed the button to activate the speakerphone. This is unexpected.

      “Hello, Jack, you’re on speakerphone, but we are alone,” said Morgan. “How are you?”

      “Very well, Mr. Morgan,” said Jack Lew, the Secretary of the Treasury. “I will get right to the point. I have some disturbing news for you.”

      Morgan sat back in his chair and rubbed his temples. “Go ahead, Jack.”

      “I’m sure you are familiar with the National Insider Threat Task Force—the NITTF,” said Lew without waiting for a response. “They just completed a briefing of the Senate Intelligence Committee. There’s a leak in the Treasury Department, affecting the Federal Reserve.”

      “Jack, what is it?” asked Morgan abruptly.

      “We believe someone within the Treasury is going to leak the details of the Federal Reserve System’s balance sheet,” said Lew. “It’s all going to come out, but we just don’t know how yet. There have been cryptic messages from the hacker group Anonymous. They claim to be acting on behalf of the audit the fed crowd.”

      “Is the good senator from Kentucky behind this?” asked Morgan.

      “We don’t know anything for sure at this point, Mr. Morgan. He stands to benefit the most, because he made this a major platform issue in his presidential campaign,” said Lew.

      “The balance sheet, huh? Break it down for me, Jack,” said Morgan.

      “The liabilities of the Federal Reserve are eight point seven trillion dollars,” said Lew. “This is nearly double the figure the public normally hears.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” said Morgan. “I assume you have worse news?”

      “The assets of the Fed are an even bigger issue,” said Lew. “Over half of the Fed’s assets are mortgage-backed securities acquired after the 2008 crisis. These securities are backed by distressed home loans, car loans and near worthless derivatives.”

      “What are the total assets?” asked Morgan.

      “Approximately forty-nine billion,” said Lew. “That’s about half of the commonly assumed estimates.”

      “Of course. So, the Federal Reserve is currently leveraged at a ratio of two hundred to one?” asked Morgan. “Half of those assets are worthless? Is that correct?”

      “Yes, sir,” said Lew.

      Morgan remained silent as he contemplated the revelation. The only way to increase the assets of the Fed was to print an inordinate amount of dollars and hold them on their balance sheet. They wouldn’t become Fed liabilities until they were put into circulation. If the Fed were to pump that much money into the money supply, inflation would skyrocket.

      “Are you going to issue more currency?” asked Morgan.

      “It’s our only option at this point,” said Lew. “There is one additional problem.”

      “I can’t wait to hear about it,” said Morgan with a tone of incredulity. How can these people be so incompetent?

      “It’s the gold number sir,” said Lew. “It is commonly assumed the Federal Reserve has slightly over two hundred billion dollars in gold reserves.”

      “What’s the real number,” asked Morgan.

      “Twenty-three billion,” said Lew.

      “Goodbye, Jack.” Morgan disconnected the call.

      “Malcolm,” he barked into the intercom, “get me Katie O’Shea immediately!”

      Morgan gripped the arms of his chair like a patient at the dentist’s office with no anesthesia. Disclosure of the truth regarding the Federal Reserve would devastate the markets worldwide, bringing an end to the secrecy enjoyed by the shadow bankers in this country—like Morgan and his associates. The buzz of the intercom interrupted his angst.

      “Sir, Miss O’Shea on the line as requested,” said Lowe.

      Morgan slapped the phone to accept the call.

      “Miss O’Shea, why did I have to hear about this from that do-nothing Lew?” asked Morgan brusquely.

      “I am sorry, sir, but I was in Director Clapper’s office during the entire briefing, and was unable to make any calls,” apologized Katie.

      “Tell me everything you know,” said Morgan.

      “First, let me summarize the facts,” said Katie.

      She explained the discovery of the leak and the details of the data obtained. She also assured him all law enforcement and intelligence agencies were working on this investigation around the clock.

      “Do you have a working theory, Miss O’Shea?” asked Morgan.

      “Sir, Director Clapper is of the opinion—” started Katie, before Morgan interrupted her.

      “No, Miss O’Shea, if I wanted Clapper’s opinion, I’d call him myself,” said Morgan. “Tell me what you think.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Katie. “I have not discussed my premise with anyone.”

      Morgan had been impressed with Katie’s astute analysis in the past. She had the ability to see situations differently than her counterparts, and was truly a valuable asset.

      “Although my primary responsibilities with the National Insider Threat Task Force deal with internal investigations of intelligence personnel, I have access to information gathered by other agencies within the intelligence apparatus,” said Katie. “This week, while coordinating on a matter with the Cyber Threat Intelligence Integration Center, I stumbled onto something that might be related. Certainly you are familiar with the hacker group Anonymous?”

      “Yes, of course,” said Morgan.

      “Recently, another group has emerged that appears equally skilled in cyber tactics,” said Katie. “They call themselves the Zero Day Gamers. The analysts at CTIIC believe this group was responsible for the cyberattack on the Nevada Energy power grid, resulting in the Las Vegas blackout last month.”

      “Has the Nevada incident been officially labeled a cyberattack?” asked Morgan.

      “No, sir, the official explanation is a group of squirrels infiltrated the transformers at their primary power generating station,” said Katie.

      “Why would anyone believe that?” asked Morgan.

      “Because the media told them so,” replied Katie dryly. “The White House and our office played an active role in controlling the narrative on that one. The White House does not want the world to know about the vulnerabilities of our power grid to a cyberattack. The United States is wholly unprepared for a coordinated attack on the grid.”

      “What is the relationship between Anonymous and this new group, the Zero Day Gamers?” asked Morgan.

      “Based upon my investigation and the information received by Cyber Threat Intelligence, the two groups operate independently of each other,” said Katie. “But that is about to change.”

      “How so?” asked Morgan.

      “A message was posted by Anonymous onto Internet websites frequented by hackers and cyber-security experts this week,” said Katie.

      “What does it say?”

      “It came in the form of a picture sir,” said Katie. “With a poem superimposed over the image of the Guy Fawkes mask. It will be easier if I email it to you.”

      “Aren’t your activities scrutinized?” asked Morgan.

      “No, sir. Ironic, isn’t it? This department was formed to monitor the movements of every government employee, yet nobody is assigned to watch us,” said Katie. “I’ll send you the image now.”

      Morgan checked his emails and the image finally came through. The text read

      

      Ode to the Zero Day Gamers,

      ‘tis a game you want to play.

      Our name comes with no disclaimer,

      we’ve no need to gameplay.

      Our countermove has been made,

      of this, the world will soon know.

      For us, our legion is on a crusade,

      for you, your name is apropos.

      

      WE ARE ANONYMOUS.

      

      “They’re taunting the other group, it seems,” said Morgan.

      “I believe so,” said Katie. “The Zero Day Gamers responded with an image of a white skull superimposed over a black and blue computer-generated image. I am sending it to you now.”

      Morgan received the email and examined the image. It read:

      

      ZERO DAY GAMERS

      One man’s gain is another man’s loss; who gains and who loses is determined by who pays.

      

      “Their name is a play on words,” said Morgan. “A zero-sum game is a situation in which one person’s gain is equivalent to another person’s loss. The net change is zero.”

      “That’s correct, sir,” said Katie. “The substitution of the word day in the place of sum reflects this group’s expertise in exploiting zero-day vulnerabilities in a computer network.”

      “If they took down the Las Vegas power grid, they’re playing a dangerous game,” said Morgan.

      “Yes, sir,” said Katie. “It was the act of shutting down the grid, coupled with the walkout of the unions immediately after the outage, which leads me to believe the hackers worked in concert with the unions. This puts them in a class by themselves—as cyber mercenaries.”

      Katie continued. “You asked for my working theory, so here it is. I believe the Zero Day Gamers have achieved some notoriety in the hacker world through their accomplishments. I believe the Anonymous group has become jealous or envious. As a result, Anonymous has issued a challenge to the Zero Day Gamers—a challenge in the form of hacking the Treasury Department’s network. They are now challenging the Zero Day Gamers, in a not-so-friendly game of one-upmanship, in the form of a virtual cyber war.”

      “When will you know more about this Zero Day group?” asked Morgan.

      “Technically, I am not involved in that investigation. The CTIIC will continue to maintain jurisdictional control over both Anonymous and the Zero Day Gamers.”

      Morgan thought for a moment.

      “Miss O’Shea,” started Morgan, “I am going to arrange a promotion for you. I am going to contact the President’s Chief of Staff immediately. David McDill, or one of his associates, will be in contact with you. You will become the liaison between the two agencies and will report directly to the President’s Intelligence Advisory Board. But Miss O’Shea—you will always report to me first, understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” said Katie.

      Morgan thanked her and hung up. If this situation could not be contained, then it must be profited from—now and in the future.
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        March 27

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge sat with his legs propped up on the coffee table in the Great Hall, watching the news networks with Julia. He held her head against his chest and stroked her hair, absorbed in the digital chaos. Neither had said a word in the last half hour. Riots continued throughout the United States. European economies continued to teeter on the edge of collapse, tanking the markets. Tensions were escalating in the Middle East. The collapse Sarge had always feared loomed closer than ever.

      “It’s happening, isn’t it?” asked Julia, breaking the silence.

      “I think so,” said Sarge. “Sometimes I wonder if my choice of reading material or news networks would provide me a different outlook on life.”

      “How so?” asked Julia. “Are you telling me you’re no longer going to read my column? Did you block me on Twitter?” They laughed.

      He took another sip of his Tanqueray and tonic.

      “Here’s what I mean,” said Sarge, pausing all six screens and setting down his drink. “Let’s examine the screens one at a time.”

      The first screen was the FoxNews channel, which showed a picture of retired General Bob Scales—military analyst. In the split screen was a map of Eastern Europe, showing the significant advances of pro-Russian forces into Europe.

      “Russia has advanced into Eastern Europe, virtually unchecked,” said Sarge. “They were deterred for a time in Mariupol, but all the Mariupol operation did was delay the inevitable. Putin’s been quoted as saying his forces could reach any western European city in a matter of a few days. Meanwhile, NATO is scrambling to bolster the land forces they’ve gutted over the past decade. It won’t be enough, and that’s only one front.

      “Putin sent a small taskforce of warships and troop carriers to occupy an abandoned NATO facility in the Arctic. The polar route for the Russian Navy to our Atlantic Seaboard is closer than most people realize. Combine that with the recently arrived intelligence vessels in Cuba, and I’d say he’s testing our mettle.”

      “The Russians are preparing for war,” said Julia.

      “Either that, or they’re positioning themselves for the power grab that will result from a Eurozone collapse. The current geopolitical climate doesn’t exactly favor a strong, coordinated response to Russian aggression.”

      “We’ve alienated most of the European countries,” replied Julia.

      “Exactly,” said Sarge. “I doubt the Germans or the French would join in the fray unless they were directly threatened. The English and Canadians will support us, but to what extent? The political climate in both countries won’t support a proactive, sustained military posture against Russian expansion. And let’s be honest, neither country has the military resources to make a significant difference. Their support will be symbolic at best. Russia, on the other hand, has maintained or bolstered their relationships with key agitator-states around the world. China, North Korea, Iran, Syria. And now, through the BRICS alliance—Russia has gained a foothold in South America and in South Africa. They’ve assembled a gang of psychotic ruffians while we’re losing our grip on key, historic allies. The balance will tip in their favor if this continues.”

      Sarge pointed to the television providing coverage by the BBC of the Eurozone debt crisis.

      “And even if Russia and the United States stop their chest-beating, the Ukrainian conflict has already devastated the euro,” said Sarge. “The European- and U.S.-sponsored sanctions against Russia have harmed the Europeans more than the Russians. Russia simply established new trade partners, like the Chinese and Iranians.”

      “For over a year, the Europeans stood steadfast in refusing to negotiate with the Russians on the trade and energy sanctions,” said Julia. “When Russia completely cut off the supply of gas to Ukraine late last year, they called Europe’s bluff.”

      “It didn’t help that our administration blocked shipments of gas from the United States due to environmental concerns,” said Sarge.

      Sarge shook his head. He hated to say these things out loud—the threats became more real.

      “Ukraine was in a desperate situation regarding its natural gas supplies. They began to tap the pipelines dedicated for European consumption, creating a shortage in Europe that further damaged the Eurozone economy. Between the energy war and the trade war, Europe is on the brink of collapse,” said Sarge. “It’s just a matter of time before Greece, Italy and Spain fold under the weight of their respective governments’ debt. When France and Germany decline to bail them out, guess where they’ll turn? The only solvent country still making friends in the world—the new USSR.”

      “That’s a scary thought,” said Julia.

      “Even scarier for the people of those countries. The old USSR patented the concept of austerity measures. Which brings us full circle to another organization that could benefit from the concept of austerity —The Federal Reserve.”

      “I was amazed that the information leaked didn’t have a bigger impact on markets,” said Julia.

      “The White House expertly blamed the leak on a disgruntled Edward Snowden type of employee, and the administration-controlled media did the rest. The timing of the announcement didn’t hurt, either. Late Friday before the start of Easter weekend? Well played. The story didn’t get the airtime it deserved. Momentum is the key to any news story, as you well know. This one will sputter along until it fades into obscurity.”

      “The Federal Reserve System lives to fight another day,” said Julia.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. They still have another opportunity to hang themselves. Interest rates have risen dramatically in the last several months. A year ago, the Congressional Budget Office projected interest rates would reach four percent by 2020. According to the CBO, every one percent increase in interest rates would raise our annual deficit by over two hundred billion.”

      “Two weeks ago, during an editorial meeting, we discussed the volatility of rates. At the time, rates had just been raised a half percent to three points,” said Julia. “Rates have risen in the last two weeks by another half point. Is four percent just wishful thinking?”

      “I hope not. The rapid interest rate increase has not reached the point of hyperinflation, but if the Fed continues to artificially inflate the money supply by printing it, we’re in for a rough ride,” said Sarge. “I think we already owe enough money to China.”

      “What would happen if China stopped buying our debt?” asked Julia.

      Sarge wanted to believe China had nothing to gain by collapsing the United States economy. They held large amounts of our debt, and we were the largest importer of their goods.

      “The Chinese have chastised us for our runaway deficits and overspending,” said Sarge. “And they’ve already begun to diversify their holdings—away from U.S.-dollar-dominated debt. My bet is that China has plans for a new world currency.”

      “I saw an image come across the AP wire the other day,” said Julia. “It was a picture of a billboard in Bangkok, purchased by the Bank of China. It read RMC: The Right Choice for the New World Currency. The Bank of China is owned by the PRC.”

      “That is significant,” said Sarge. “This means China is advertising the renminbi overseas at one of the busiest airports in the world.”

      “Why haven’t the Chinese dumped our dollar?” asked Julia.

      Sarge reached forward to finish his drink.

      “The U.S. would experience a tremendous amount of short-term pain,” said Sarge. “But the world markets would stabilize, and we would call on our allies in the emerging markets to pick up the slack. Simply put, we would replace the Chinese with new creditors. Believe it or not, there are many who believe that would be a good thing. It could certainly give the U.S. more leverage during trade negotiations. It’s difficult to negotiate with your bank when you owe them money—with no repayment in sight.”

      “Do you think we’re facing an imminent collapse?” asked Julia.

      “I don’t know. We live in a dangerous and complicated world,” said Sarge. “There have been times when I felt our preparations were unnecessary. This isn’t one of them.”
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        April 8

        Equinox Sports Club

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “So then I knocked him out,” said Donald.

      Sarge stared at him, smiling and shaking his head.

      “Well, aren’t you the badass?”

      His friend impressed him sometimes. Donald had relayed his experience at the Chestnut Hill Mall, with Susan and the girls. They had locked themselves in the store for hours, waiting for police to escort them to their car. The man Donald hit was arrested, leaving Sarge to wonder if any of the thousands of protestors who invaded the mall that night had been arrested.

      “Last set, buddy,” said Donald.

      “Let me do some negatives while I have you spotting me,” said Sarge. “Add a plate on each side and I’ll drop it down slow.”

      Sarge and Donald Quinn were finishing up a workout at the Equinox Sports Club downtown. The Equinox was an upscale exercise club featuring a basketball court, an indoor swimming pool, a boxing studio and an internationally renowned squash program. The location was convenient for Sarge, who lived less than a mile away, across Boston Common. For Donald, who had become a more frequent guest at 73 Tremont Street, the Equinox represented a chance to decompress after meeting with their benefactor, and spend time with other friends caught in 73 Tremont’s gravity.

      Sarge and Donald worked out together frequently. They tried to stay in good shape, although their aging bodies objected more often than not. In addition to the weight-lifting regimen favored by Sarge, Donald stressed the importance of cardiovascular health. You never know when you might have to bug out—on foot. The two friends complemented each other, pushing their limits and keeping them in shape for the inevitable.

      “Let’s walk the track and cool down,” said Sarge. “I need to run some things by you.”

      For the next thirty minutes, Sarge and Donald discussed the impact of current events on their work and lives. Donald brought Sarge up to speed on a few preparedness ideas he had recently implemented, and Sarge talked about his book and the surprising impact that it had on the presidential campaign. America’s sovereignty had become a hot-button issue for many, and attack ads against both the Republican and Democrat front-runners frequently featured a variation of the words or theme—Choose Freedom.

      “Let’s get everyone together soon,” said Sarge. “We’ll make it a social gathering of sorts. I was thinking about having a get-together on the eighteenth.”

      “The Boston Marathon is on that Monday. Are we all going to run around the Great Hall until we hit twenty-six point two miles?” asked Donald.

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I thought it would be a nice day to enjoy some good food and drink while watching the marathon on TV,” said Sarge. “That Monday is Patriots’ Day, so nobody should be tied up with business. I’ll coordinate with anyone out of town right now. You and Susan should come over with the girls the night before. It’ll be difficult to get around the city that morning. There’s plenty of room.”

      “I’ll talk to Susan about it,” said Donald. “She might like the idea of walking the Common early with the girls.”

      “Perfect,” said Sarge. “Let me make some calls and I’ll let you know. I have a feeling we may be getting together more frequently.”

      Sarge hoped he was wrong, but his gut instincts were usually dead-on. Donald checked his watch.

      “Hey, I better get a shower,” said Donald. “The boss insists upon punctuality.”

      “Indeed he does,” said Sarge.

      They shared a laugh as they made their way to the locker room. Sarge enjoyed the relationship he had developed with Donald. Sometimes unusual circumstances resulted in lifelong friendships.
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        April 8

        Boston Common

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge stepped into the crisp spring air with Donald. Office dwellers and business types scrambled in all directions on Avery Street. Too many people. With the domestic situation deteriorating, he’d started to give more and more thought to the high population density of his beloved city. Logically, putting a little space between him and the masses made a lot of sense, but he simply hadn’t reached the point where he could envision living in the country. Rural areas didn’t offer him the amenities of the city. Amenities he had grown accustomed to. But there is security in the country and clean air. Almost on cue, an MBTA bus roared past, leaving behind an invisible cloud of noxious fumes. Hadn’t they replaced all of the diesels with natural gas? Of course not. The money for the upgrades had been siphoned off somehow. He took a shallow breath and shook his head, meeting Donald’s glance.

      “Good luck up there,” said Sarge.

      He genuinely meant it. Accountants have been routinely referred to as pencil pushers. Donald’s duties fell more in line with the position of envelope pusher. He didn’t seem stressed about it. Maybe he held a Get Out of Jail Free Card.

      “Thanks, Sarge,” said Donald. “Are you walking home? Do we need to work out a little harder next time?”

      “Always on my case about the cardio,” said Sarge, grinning.

      “I consider keeping you healthy part of my job,” replied Donald, patting him on the shoulder.

      “It’s a nice day, and I could use a walk,” said Sarge. “I need to clear my head anyway.”

      “We can add a run along the river to our regimen if our Equinox routine isn’t hard enough,” pressed Donald.

      “You’re brutal.”

      “Catch you later, Sarge. Business awaits—impatiently.”

      “I don’t want to hold you up,” said Sarge, nodding as Donald turned away.

      The two men went in opposite directions. Sarge started down Avery and crossed Tremont Street onto Boston Common. He continued his casual walk deeper into the park. Boston Common, known as the Common by many Bostonians, was the oldest city park in the country. Dating back to the early 1600s, the Common was part of a series of parks that stretched through Jamaica Plain and ended in Roxbury. Originally, the land was used by the locals to graze their cattle. Over the years, its uses changed, but the city planners maintained the boundaries of all the parks. They became known as the Emerald Necklace and were a destination for people to escape the ever-expanding Boston skyline.

      Sarge walked past the tennis courts, eyeing a pair of spiffily dressed retirees volleying back and forth. As he passed the baseball field, the thought of Pumpsie Jones crossed his mind. Images of baseball would always remind him of Pumpsie’s pointless death. He carefully navigated the crosswalk at Charles Street, avoiding the traffic turning off Boylston Street. Toward the northwest, the top of his building at 100 Beacon appeared above the brown apartments on the corner of Arlington Street.

      At the statue of Wendell Phillips, he took a right on a sidewalk that weaved through the more heavily wooded side of the swan lake. Phillips, a native Bostonian and Harvard graduate, became known for his work in the early 1800s as a staunch abolitionist. He was so committed to the anti-slavery cause that he took great pains to avoid cane sugar and wore no cotton clothing—both having been produced primarily by Southern slaves. Phillips maintained that racial injustice was the source of the perceived social problems plaguing America at the time. Phillips had no idea how bad it could get.

      Sarge wound his way through the tree-covered sidewalks and crossed the walkway leading to the lagoon bridge. His peaceful stroll was interrupted by a sudden scream, followed by pleading. He glanced around to look for the source, finding no one else nearby. A female voice yelled, “Please, not my baby!” Sarge ran towards the lake, nearly tripping on a portion of broken asphalt in the sidewalk.

      An overturned red baby stroller lay beneath a large tree with twisted, exposed roots. Tiny hands waved from the stroller as a man rifled through the back pouches—throwing diapers, bottles and baby clothing onto the ground. Another man straddled a young woman, who thrashed desperately underneath him as he ripped at her clothing. Sarge stood momentarily paralyzed. Save the baby or the woman? No time to analyze the decision.

      Sarge rushed the man digging through the stroller, tackling him to the ground. They rolled over a bed of twisted, exposed tree roots and landed on the moist dirt near the pond. The man quickly recovered, rising to his feet in front of Sarge. As the man charged forward, Sarge pulled both knees towards his chest and mule-kicked the man in the ribs—knocking him several feet into the lake. A paddling of ducks flapped their wings when the man splashed into the water, skimming the surface and hiding under weeping willow branches along the water’s edge.

      The other man abandoned his prey and jumped on Sarge’s back, putting him in a chokehold. Sarge pulled desperately at his assailant’s arm, knowing he didn’t have much time before he blacked out. Realizing the futility of the move, his mind instinctively recalled a Krav Maga technique. Sarge quickly turned his chin towards the attacker’s hands—away from his elbow. This created a little space between the man’s muscular arms and Sarge’s windpipe. Before he could take advantage of the space, the man slammed Sarge’s head against a tree root, spilling blood down his face. Out of the corner of his right eye, he saw the other assailant crawling out of the lake. If he didn’t get loose in the next second or two, the situation would turn lethal for him. The man breathed into Sarge’s ear.

      “I’m gonna kill you!”

      I need a weapon. He felt around for a rock or a twig, but came up with nothing. Sarge was getting weaker—his breathing labored. He’d lose consciousness soon and would be lucky to wake up. The man shifted his weight, jamming Sarge’s chest harder against the ground—grinding against the weapon he had forgotten.

      Sarge reached into his shirt pocket and removed his Mont Blanc fountain pen, popping the cap with his thumb. Gripping the barrel and sharp nib tightly, he rammed the pen into the attacker’s forearm. The man screamed and released the pressure on his arm, giving Sarge the opportunity to escape the grip. With a primal scream Sarge rolled the man onto his side and stabbed him near the collarbone, just missing his target—the carotid artery. He retracted the pen and kicked the man in the solar plexus, crashing him against the tree trunk and dropping him to the ground.

      Through his blood-obscured vision, Sarge caught a glimpse of the other man charging toward him. Sarge stepped between the soaking assailant and the baby carriage, assuming a forward fighting stance. The man stopped momentarily before grabbing the other attacker and escaping south along the lake. Sarge stumbled backward, falling to one knee—still holding the bloodied broken pen like a knife. As his breathing slowed and eyes came into focus, the young mother approached him with her now calm baby on her hips. With her free hand she wiped the blood off Sarge’s face with a cloth diaper.

      “My God, thank you,” said the young woman. “You saved our lives, mister. Thank God you came to help us.”

      She gave him a kiss on the cheek and let her baby touch Sarge’s face. All lives matter.
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        April 11

        1st Battalion , 25th Marines HQ

        Fort Devens, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Colonel Bradlee, your visitors are here,” announced the headquarters sergeant. “May I show them in?”

      Lieutenant Colonel Francis Crowninshield Bradlee, Brad to his friends, was the consummate military man. In the early, pre-revolutionary war days, the Crowninshields were known for their seafaring adventures. But as the war for independence came to full fruition, as close friends of Thomas Jefferson, the prominent family became the backbone of the United States Military for years to come. A member of the Crowninshield family held the positions of Secretary of the Navy and Secretary of War under several presidential administrations.

      Like so many of the Founding Fathers, the Crowninshield lineage included the surnames Adams, Endicott, Hawthorne, DuPont and Bradlee. Brad’s father was the editor of the Washington Post before his death and his mother was a highly respected, influential journalist. While the Bradlee branch of the Crowninshield family tree generally abhorred the military, Brad lived for it. He attended the Naval Academy and during his second class year he chose Leatherneck for his summer training. He received praise from his mentors and surpassed all of the academic and physical standards required to graduate as one of a few dozen Marine Selects.

      His career was stellar and after three years as a major, he earned the rank of Lieutenant Colonel. Under his command were 750 infantry designated service members comprising the 25th Marine Regiment of 1st Battalion. At age forty, he had fast tracked his career to battalion commander.

      Brad met Steven Sargent at the Naval Academy and the two became good friends despite their several year age differences. Brad encouraged Steven to become a Marine but he was hell bent on becoming a SEAL via the Navy rather than through the BUDS training option offered by the Marines. Either way, Brad admired Steven for becoming one heck of a soldier and the two stayed close friends over the years. They also realized they have common interests, which they immediately pursued.

      He was in his fatigues and did not see the need to dress up for his uninvited guests from Homeland Security. Brad wouldn’t want to meet with them under normal circumstances, but he received a heads-up from Division Headquarters. These two were making the rounds, and it was best to play nice. He knew why they were there, but Brad had no intention of making their visit an easy one. Brad stood up from his chair to greet them.

      “Good afternoon, Colonel Bradlee,” said one of the gentlemen from Homeland Security. “My name is Joe Pearson and this is fellow agent David Nemechek. We are with the Federal Protective Services—a division of the Department of Homeland Security.” They say it so proudly.

      “Nice to meet you, gentlemen,” said Brad. “How can I help you fellows today?”

      Brad accepted their business cards, placing them on his desk without examining them.

      “Colonel, we have been dispatched by FPS to discuss your role in the event of an attack on our nation’s infrastructure or a related insurrection,” said Pearson. How do you define insurrection?

      “Have a seat, gentlemen,” said Brad. “I am more familiar with the customs and border protection arm of the DHS law enforcement function. Tell me a little bit about FPS.” These people love to talk about how important they are.

      Brad’s friends at the 4th Marine Division gave him the impression the FPS agents were interviewing base commanders to assess their attitude. When Brad pressed his friends about this, he was told they wanted to insure commanders would take orders when necessary. Brad knew what that meant.

      “The FPS provides security and law enforcement functions at federal government facilities,” said Nemechek. “There are ten thousand federal facilities nationwide, providing the backbone to our nation’s critical infrastructure. It is our job to ensure a safe and secure working environment for our federal workers who conduct the important business of the country.” Just fire half of them and your workload will be cut dramatically.

      “Of course,” said Brad.

      “At FPS, we conduct comprehensive security assessments of vulnerabilities at governmental facilities,” said Pearson. “This includes monitoring systems at all federal facilities for proper performance and security breaches. That is part of the reason David and I are here.” Snoops.

      Brad, like any other paid government employee, didn’t like another government employee looking over his shoulder.

      “The military has its own set of systems and procedures. We take great pride in maintaining compliance with our military’s standards,” said Brad. “Is DHS saying the military standards are inadequate?”

      Brad was warned not to challenge these two. He was advised to go along to get along, but he couldn’t help himself.

      “No, Colonel, not in the least,” said Nemechek. “DHS admires the role of our military and certainly respects the fact that all base commanders such as you run a tight ship. DHS is constantly developing and implementing new protective countermeasures based upon the latest risk assessments. As new threats emerge, both foreign and domestic, DHS will be there to assist all reserve units in the new roles assigned them.”

      Certain words rang alarm bells—threats, domestic, new roles. Brad sat up in his chair. He was not ready to play the game.

      “I see,” said Brad. “Well, that certainly makes sense. How can I help?”

      “Sometime in the next several months, either David or myself will bring an assessment and training team to Fort Devens,” said Pearson. “The purpose will be to provide you and key base personnel with orientation materials. Then we will work with you to conduct a facilities-wide assessment of any security vulnerabilities. As part of this assessment, we will determine your capabilities in the event of a crisis and to assess your readiness. Lastly, we will establish a joint monitoring system to ensure proper performance—pursuant to guidelines specifically tailored to Fort Devens.”

      Brad had heard enough. Screw this.

      “What happens if I say no?” asked Brad stoically.

      Pearson started to stammer a reply, when Brad laughed heartily.

      “I’m just kidding,” interjected Brad. “Of course, we will welcome you and your team to Fort Devens. We’re all in this together.”

      The two men hesitantly joined in the laughter.

      “We were told you were a kidder,” said Nemechek. You were?

      “There is one more thing,” said Pearson. “As DHS and various bases around the country become more enmeshed regarding security matters, we envision greater coordination between reserve units such as yours and typical FPS responsibilities.”

      “I have to admit I’m still a little in the dark about your division’s responsibilities,” said Brad.

      “We’re primarily tasked to coordinate a uniformed response to catastrophic events, providing critical security services and logistical support at high-profile public events, and coordinating a timely emergency response following any unforeseen national crisis.”

      “Isn’t that typically the function of local law enforcement or FEMA?” asked Brad.

      “In some cases, a coordinated response at all levels of government might be required,” said Pearson. “In those events, we will ensure that Fort Devens will be prepared to answer the call of duty.” I’ve had enough of these jackasses.

      “Of course,” said Brad, as he stood up to signal the meeting was over. “Well, gentlemen, speaking for New England and Niagara’s Own, we’ll be ready when that call comes.” What that call entails will dictate what we will do.

      Pearson and Nemechek shook his hand and exchanged goodbyes, forcing smiles as they left. When they closed the door to his office, Brad shook his head. Nothing good could come of FPS. He unconsciously reached out to touch the American flag, which flanked the credenza behind his desk, along with the Standard—the flag of the United States Marine Corps. Brad would never forget the oath he took when he accepted his commission.

      I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic.

      He’d long ago recognized that a time might come when his oath would conflict with the orders he received from his superiors. Brad and a loyal group of Marines had created a new oath, which didn’t conflict with his duties as an American.

      
        
        I will not obey orders to disarm Americans.

        I will not obey orders to conduct warrantless searches.

        I will not obey orders to detain Americans wrongfully labeled as enemy combatants.

        I will not obey orders to invade a state that asserts its sovereignty.

        I will not obey orders to force law-abiding American citizens into detention camps.

        I will not obey orders to assist foreign troops on United States soil to assert control over our citizens.

        I will not obey orders to confiscate the property of our citizens, including their food and belongings.

        I will not obey orders to impose martial law.

        I will not obey orders to infringe upon the freedoms afforded all Americans in the Bill of Rights.

      

      

      Brad was an Oathkeeper and one of the III%.
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        April 11

        The White House Situation Room

        Washington, D.C.

      

      

      Katie thumbed through the Morning Book as she waited for the White House Chief of Staff and National Security Advisor to join the rest of the briefing team in the Situation Room. Today marked Katie’s first day in her new role on the President’s Intelligence Advisory Board.

      The Morning Book was prepared through the cooperative effort of several intelligence agencies, which provided representatives to the Situation Room’s Watch Team. The Watch Team prepared the Morning Book by compiling the State Department’s National Morning Summary, the National Intelligence Daily report and various diplomatic cables. Prepared in the dark hours of the morning, the book accompanied the driver to pick up the National Security Advisor every morning, and was provided to the President, the Vice President and various senior members of the White House staff for their earliest perusal. The fact that she was likely reading it before the President didn’t escape her. Neither did the task that lay immediately ahead—an uphill battle for sure.

      She was warned she may be asked to explain her findings related to the Nevada Energy cyber attack—which squarely sat at odds with the administration’s politically slanted assessment. Her first foray into the highest levels of government was likely to be a rocky one. The National Security Advisor could be rude and overly blunt when provoked. Katie’s suspicions were confirmed when Susan Giles, the National Security Advisor, shot her a poisonous glare upon entering the room with David McDill, the White House Chief of Staff.

      “Let’s talk about the President’s schedule first,” said McDill. “At 9:30 a.m., the President and First Lady will depart the White House for Joint Base Andrews. From Andrews they will travel to Newark, where they will be greeted by the governor of New Jersey. After a noon luncheon, the President will participate in a roundtable discussion with the governor and members of the labor community. This roundtable will wind up at approximately 3:00 p.m., when the President and the First Lady will depart for Orlando, Florida. They will appear at a campaign event for Hillary Clinton at 7:00 p.m. There are no scheduled events for tomorrow. After a round of golf with Tiger Woods in the morning, the President will return to the White House. Questions?”

      McDill looked over his black-framed reading glasses to see if there were any takers. With none evident, he propped the glasses on his premature gray head and nodded at Susan Giles.

      “Who is this?” asked Giles, pointing to Katie. Not the start she had expected, but she’d roll with it.

      “My name is Katie O’Shea, ma’am. I am part of the executive staff. This is my first morning briefing.”

      “Miss O’Shea, have you been informed of my rules for the conduct of the President’s business during these briefings?” asked Giles.

      “Yes, ma’am. Nothing leaves these four walls. Not ever,” said Katie. The President’s business? Don’t you mean the business of the nation’s security?

      “Good,” said Giles. “Let’s get started.”

      Giles touched on the high points of the Morning Book, rarely engaging in more than a few minutes on any given topic. McDill was mostly silent, taking notes from time to time. Just as Katie thought the meeting was coming to a close, and that she might escape the National Security Advisor’s wrath, Giles thumbed back through the book—opening and flattening it on the table.

      “Finally, let’s address the matter of the Nevada Energy blackout,” said Giles. “Who is responsible for this report?”

      “I am, ma’am,” said Katie, scrambling to organize her meticulously prepared notes on the subject.

      With her head turned down toward the Morning Book, Giles looked over her glasses at Katie, staring at her for several excruciating seconds. She’s sizing me up. Katie didn’t break eye contact.

      “I have read your summation and glanced briefly at your analysis,” said Giles. “You have characterized the Las Vegas attack as terrorism. Further, you have tied this terrorism to a group of cyber hackers working on behalf of one of the oldest and most well-respected unions in America. How long have you been in this position?”

      “Two weeks today, ma’am,” said Katie. “I have been working on this investigation since it occurred.”

      “These are your conclusions?” asked Giles.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Does anyone else have an opinion on O’Shea’s analysis?” asked Giles.

      The room remained silent, everyone finding important documents or pencils to examine. Katie watched Giles survey the room before continuing.

      “Miss O’Shea, the conclusions you have reached are inconsistent with the initial reports and statements released by Nevada Energy,” said Giles. “A cyberattack is quite a leap from the findings reached by the engineers at Nevada Energy, who determined their power generation system was infiltrated by animals.”

      Katie remained silent, letting her continue.

      “You have defined this incident as terrorism,” said Giles. “That’s not a word we use around here unless absolutely necessary. It certainly is not a word the President would feel comfortable using in association with the Culinary Workers Union. I think you may have mischaracterized the nature of the event.”

      “Ma’am, I have conducted a detailed analysis of the events surrounding the blackout,” said Katie. “I feel my job is to provide a detailed, accurate analysis of a threat for your consideration, ma’am. My analysis of the facts accurately leads to the conclusion that the CU 226 acted in concert with a mercenary hacker group called the Zero Day Gamers. Whether the Zero Day Gamers acted as political activists, in the vein of Anonymous, or for hire as a form of cyber mercenary is still unknown,” she said, pausing to catch her breath before continuing.

      “The facts in my report are clear. Surveillance footage from the major casinos revealed numerous union personnel, some with ties to the Teamsters in Chicago, enter the building just prior to the blackout. At Caesars Palace, cell phone footage obtained from the Las Vegas Review Journal followed one of these men as he planted exploding smoke devices throughout the casino. The man has been identified as Johnny Bagwell of Chicago, a longtime enforcer of the Teamsters Union.

      “Not to mention the fact that Culinary Union management representatives appeared simultaneously on the floors of more than a dozen major casinos, advising their personnel to leave the premises. Surveillance footage shows that the work interruptions occurred between 8:05 and 8:10 p.m. at every location. I was unable to find a single example of union workers initiating a work stoppage during past power failures,” added Katie.

      Giles finally spoke. “Even if these allegations prove to be true,” said Giles. “How is this terrorism?”

      “CU 226 has been in heated contract negotiations with the major casinos in Nevada,” said Katie. “The negotiations are going poorly for the union. Governor Sandoval is running for the vacant senate seat this fall and he’s actively siding with the casinos in those negotiations.”

      “So?” asked Giles. She’s trying to throw me off.

      “There is both a political component and a social component,” said Katie, noticing that she had near complete command of the room—on day one.

      “The accepted definition of terrorism includes the use of force against persons or property with the intent to coerce another in furtherance of political or social objectives. The political and social objectives component of the definition has been used repeatedly in defining militia and so-called sovereign citizens in this country as threats to the internal security of the United States—as terrorists. I’m sure you are familiar with the report by DHS entitled National Threat Assessment for Domestic Extremism.”

      “I’m familiar with the report,” snapped Giles. “And I don’t disagree with its premise. What direct, substantiated evidence do you have that this hacker group was hired by any of the unions?”

      “The investigation is ongoing,” said Katie.

      Giles immediately exploited the only weakness in Katie’s analysis.

      “Until you do, this report stays out of the morning briefing, is that clear?” stated Giles.

      “Yes, ma’am,” said Katie.

      She felt defeated. The Las Vegas incident was an important topic for this briefing, because it revealed the vulnerability of the nation’s power grid to cyberattack—political factors aside. Katie gathered her notes and filtered out of the room with the other members of the briefing staff. A member of the secret service approached her just outside of the conference room, pulling her aside.

      “NSA Giles has requested to speak with you. Please come with me,” said the agent.

      Day one—and done.

      Katie walked next to the agent and turned into a small conference room, where Giles stood with her assistant. The agent backed out of the space and closed the door.

      “I know how you were appointed to this position,” said Giles. “I have known John Morgan since my days in the Clinton administration.”

      The National Security Advisor let the words sink in before continuing.

      “There is nothing wrong with your analysis—but the report could seriously damage the people who support the President.”

      “I understand that, ma’am, but—” Katie started.

      Giles held up her hand to stop her.

      “Katie, you can have a very bright future within this administration and others in the future,” said Giles. “But you must be cognizant of the political ramifications of your conclusions. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am, but I thought the contents of my report, as contained in the Morning Book and discussed within the morning briefings, would stay within the confines of the Situation Room.”

      “Are you kidding me?” laughed Giles, producing a business card from her suit jacket pocket. “More than half the people in that room dislike the President, and they loathe me even more, including McDill. Carol Stannard is my assistant, and this is her card. Contacting her is like contacting me. As this particular investigation progresses, you keep me abreast directly—via Carol.”

      Stannard, the tall, pixie-cut brown-haired woman standing behind Giles, nodded at her with a severe smile.

      “Katie, do you understand what the term plausible deniability means?” asked Giles.

      “What you don’t know can’t hurt you—or be tied to you,” said Katie O’Shea, Irishwoman.

      Giles and her assistant began laughing.

      “You are going to do very well in Washington, Katie O’Shea,” said Giles, lightly patting her on the shoulder. “Welcome to the team.”
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        April 18

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge and Julia huddled around the coffee bar, fixing a pair of mocha lattes. Patriots’ Day gave both of them a rare day off from their careers, and an opportunity to focus on their “other life.” A life shared by a close circle of friends. He suspected they would be called into action soon. The signs were obvious. America was on the edge of a dangerous cliff. Like all of the great civilizations before her, the United States was at risk of a sudden, rapid collapse.

      “Bringing everyone together was long overdue,” said Julia. “Besides, the Great Hall feels more like a home today.”

      “Julia, Julia,” shouted Penny Quinn, running up to her and giving her a hug. “You have on pink jammers with puppies all over!”

      After the attack inside the Boston Common, he vowed to gather the group as he’d discussed with Donald Quinn. While it represented an opportunity for everyone to review the state of world affairs and give an update on their preparations, it was first and foremost a social occasion. The group did not come together often enough, which seemed at odds with their common purpose. They were closely linked by powerful forces, entrusted with a greater purpose.

      Sarge turned his attention to the elevator doors, which had opened to discharge Donald and Susan Quinn and their daughters. They carried brown-paper-covered packages concealing artwork.

      “What are we looking at here?” asked Sarge, taking two of the parcels.

      “We felt the need to upgrade your décor, Sarge,” said Susan. “This room is in dire need of some artwork.” Great, the obligatory fox and hunt images.

      “When everyone arrives, you can open your gift,” said Donald.

      “What time do you expect Steven?” asked Donald.

      Before Sarge could answer, Steven and Katie appeared, appropriately dressed for once. Having Donald and Susan’s children present put them all on their best behavior.

      “Right here DQ—reporting for duty,” said Steven. “After coffee, of course.”

      Steven made his way to the Keurig machine, glancing at the brown packages. “What are those?”

      “We got Sarge a gift for the loft,” said Donald. “We’ll give it to him when the others get here. How’s the Miss Behavin’?”

      “I took her out two weeks ago,” said Steven. “Did Sarge tell you what I saw?”

      “Only the highlights,” said Donald. “Have you guys seen any news reports or other confirmations of the Russians’ activity?”

      “This sort of thing doesn’t find its way across the AP wires,” said Julia. “My contact at the Washington Free Beacon emailed me his piece on what he was able to learn from his contacts at the Pentagon. According to his sources, two intelligence-gathering vessels have entered the area. One, the Viktor Leonov, continued to Havana and has been detected in the Gulf of Mexico. The other ship, the Nikolay Chiker, has been seen on numerous occasions off the coast of Georgia and the Carolinas.”

      “The Beacon’s sources are correct,” said Katie. “The Leonov—one of eight Vishnya-class intelligence ships—is outfitted with a lot of high-tech electronics. It is the ultimate long-range spy ship. Based in Cuba, the Leonov can easily patrol the Gulf and snoop on CENTCOM in Tampa or intercept phone calls from soldiers in the Fort Hood area. The Chiker is a glorified tugboat that accompanies the Leonov in a support role. It has the capability to lift submarines out of the water for repair.”

      “Are the Russians attempting to reignite the Cold War?” asked Donald.

      “It could be a way of throwing their military capabilities in our face, similar to their repeated testing of our air defenses on the West Coast,” said Katie. “There is something interesting about the Leonov deployment. The CIA is convinced that the Vasiliy Tatishchev intelligence vessel was part of the Russian flotilla observed sailing south along the boundary of our coastal waters recently. The Tatishchev was recently retrofitted to be Russia’s most advanced electronic intercept ship. Based upon intelligence reports, the Tatishchev circles the waters from D.C. to our Naval Submarine Base at Kings Bay, Georgia.”

      “What’s your hunch?” asked Sarge.

      “The Tatishchev is stalking our nuclear subs,” said Katie.

      “Because they don’t want us to know their own subs are right in our backyard,” said Steven. “This explains the presence of the Chiker. There are some serious Russki sharks circling our waters.”

      “Mommy,” squealed the girls in unison. “It’s Steeeeeven.”

      They ran to Steven, who put his coffee down to absorb the full-on assault of little girl hugs.

      “He has this effect on women, big and small,” said Sarge.

      Katie nodded in agreement.

      “Ladies, today is Patriots’ Day. Why are you wearing pink and not the good old red, white and blue?” asked Steven, holding each of their arms over their heads as they pirouetted.

      “Because we are pretty in pink,” said Rebecca.

      “Hello, Suzie Q,” said Steven, releasing Susan’s daughters.

      “Good morning, Steven,” said Susan. “Nice to see that you dressed appropriately. Sarge was worried.”

      “For good reason,” said Steven.

      The digital keypad next to the elevator doors flashed. Only eight other people had the necessary security code to access the three upper floors of 100 Beacon, and six of them were inside his residence. He waited for his final two guests to step out of the elevator.

      “Look at this homeless guy I found on the sidewalk.” Brad laughed. “I think he might be working undercover for Homeland.”

      Brad hugged J.J. around the shoulders as the two men entered the Great Hall.

      “Hi, guys,” said Julia as she greeted them both with a hug. “J.J., have you lost some weight? You look great.”

      “He’s got a new girlfriend,” said Susan. “Right, J.J.?”

      J.J. turned noticeably red from embarrassment. Sarge knew it was hard for him to be the center of attention when it came to personal matters.

      “We’re just good friends,” said J.J. “Her name is Sabina. I first met her in the hospital at JBB. We ran into each other recently and hit it off.”

      Brad slapped J.J. on the back and grinned. “Another one bites the dust, which leaves just me and Steven in the single category.”

      On cue, Steven and Katie stepped into the open.

      “You spoke too soon, my friend,” said J.J. “It appears your counterpart has met his match.”

      “Do I need to find Brad a special friend?” asked Katie. “Maybe a nice girl out of the counterintelligence corps.”

      “Forget it, I hear Brad has trust issues,” said Sarge. “Right, Brad? You wanna tell everyone about your visit from DHS?”

      “First things first,” started Brad. “My love life is fine, thank you very much. Second, no spies, please. My motto is question everything; trust no one—but you guys, of course. I don’t need a spy in my bed or my head.”

      “Okay,” said Susan. “No more coffee for Brad. It’s good to see you.”

      “Are we all here?” asked J.J.

      He glanced around the room and waved at Penny and Rebecca, who were stationed in front of the televisions.

      “Not yet,” replied Susan. “Abbie had a campaign appearance at the annual Patriots’ Day breakfast in Lexington. After her speech, she was going to head this way ahead of the marathon traffic.”

      “How did her campaign staff clear her schedule for the day?” asked Julia.

      “Abbie told her staff she would be holding an all-day private fundraiser,” said Sarge. “I forgot to mention it to everyone. Let’s break out the checkbooks and bribe her campaign manager to leave us alone for the day.”

      “I knew it,” said Steven. “Subterfuge.”

      “C’mon, you cheap bum,” said Katie, smacking Steven hard in the chest. “You never spend any money on me. At least help Abbie get reelected.”

      “I spend money on you when we go out,” said Steven.

      “No, you don’t, because we never go out,” replied Katie. “You just sweet-talk me into the sack.”

      “Katie!” exclaimed Susan, pointing in the direction of the girls.

      “No more diversions,” said Sarge. “Checks, please, but keep them below twenty seven hundred.”

      Sarge gathered up the checks. The contributions were largely symbolic as both a show of loyalty and an excuse to commandeer Abbie for the day. Sarge’s phone buzzed, notifying him of a text message.

      “I just received a text from Abbie,” said Sarge. “She’ll be here shortly. Her security team insists on escorting her up the elevator, but then they’ll ride down and wait outside. Unavoidable at her level. Why don’t we all gather in the study until I can send them back downstairs? How does that sound?”

      “Okay by us,” said Penny.

      Everyone laughed at the unhampered audacity of a child.

      “No, girls,” said Donald. “You guys stay here. We have some adult things to discuss. Sound good?”

      “Okay, Daddy,” said their daughters.

      Sarge politely herded everyone towards the study, watching curiously as the Quinns gathered up the brown-wrapped packages. Julia stayed with Sarge to greet Abbie. Was she playing hostess or guarding her turf?

      The elevator opened, and one of the dark-suited members of her security team entered, followed by Abbie and the female member of the detachment. While in Washington, Abbie was provided around-the-clock security. When members returned to their home districts, they were on their own. Her father had arranged twenty-four-hour security—most likely the best in the business from Aegis.

      “Hey, guys,” said Abbie. She reached out to hug Julia before embracing Sarge. “Where is everybody?”

      “We locked them in a closet with Steven,” said Julia. “May the strongest survive.”

      “Abbie,” Rebecca squealed.

      “It’s Senator Abbie, goofy,” corrected Penny. “Hi, Senator Abbie. Becca doesn’t understand politics like I do.”

      “Well, Penny, you probably understand politics better than most people,” whispered Abbie, kneeling down to hug Penny.

      She stood up and politely dismissed the security team. Sarge showed them to the elevator and sent them to the ground floor.

      “Abbie, would you like coffee or juice?” asked Sarge.

      “I’m fine, thank you,” said Abbie. “I’m excited about catching up with everyone. I imagine we have a lot to cover.”

      Sarge knew their meetings would have to become more frequent. The world had changed significantly since their last gathering. In another five or six months, it might be unrecognizable. As the day progressed, he would explain the dire necessity for making serious changes to their lives. A heightened sense of awareness was required moving forward. He motioned them towards the study, eavesdropping on the ladies. I hope they don’t compare notes. His brother shook his head as Sarge closed the door behind the women.

      “You’re screwed, dude,” said Steven. “There will be no place to hide when those two are finished with you.”

      “No doubt,” said Sarge.

      Julia gave him a wink.

      “Greetings, Senator,” said Donald. “Polls seem to be strong.”

      “Thank you, Donald,” said Abbie. “When I ran six years ago, the campaign was very intense at this point. There was a lot of hostility among the electorate, especially against the rising voices of the Tea Party. We’re not seeing that yet. Everything seems to be on track for November.”

      “What are your chances of being selected by one of the presidential candidates as a running mate?” asked Susan.

      The question was bold, but they were a family and a team. Everyone spoke freely and honestly, without fear that their words might surface in public.

      “It’s difficult to predict this early,” said Abbie. “The big government Republicans are starting to ease up on us, but we may still be a few election cycles away from an alliance outside of the traditional Republican mold.”

      “I suspect you’re closer than you think,” said Julia. “I don’t see the Republican Party pulling off a presidential victory without a shakeup. Grabbing the libertarian base might be their only hope.”

      “I can tell you guys this, if my father wants me on either ticket as Vice President, it would happen. I honestly don’t know if I want that yet. Hyper-partisanship is still out of control. The Founding Fathers tried to warn us against the creation of a two-party system. One of my ancestors, John Adams, said he dreaded the division of the republic into strong parties. He predicted it would become the greatest political evil under our Constitution. He was right, and the polls show that a majority of Americans agree. The constant bickering and gridlock has poisoned the country.”

      “The two-party system has fostered an environment of division between Americans,” said Sarge. “I have never seen people so polarized.”

      “I agree,” said Donald. “Lincoln said America would never be destroyed from the outside. If we lose our freedom, it will be because we destroyed ourselves.”

      Donald reached for one of the parcels labeled number one. He handed it to Sarge. “For you, my friend — a gift honoring the great success of your new book.”

      Sarge removed the brown-paper wrap, taking in the first of the marvelous paintings. He remained speechless while Donald explained their significance.

      “You’re looking at hand-painted reproductions of a five-part series of paintings created by Thomas Cole, an English artist that reached his pinnacle in the 1830s. The series is called The Course of Empire. They depict the rise and fall of an imaginary city.”

      Donald and Susan quickly unwrapped the rest of the paintings and gave them to the others to hold for viewing.

      “Imagine an ideal world in its natural state, untouched by mankind,” said Donald. “This first canvas is called The Savage State. It‘s symbolic of our planet in its pristine, unblemished condition. It features a beautiful valley, wildlife, a pristine river and only primitive people.

      “The second painting is called Arcadian,” continued Donald. “This painting reveals the development of the land, but with a slow, controlled approach. Notice the structures are very primitive, and the scene is sparsely populated.”

      He took the third painting from Steven.

      “Next in the series is the Consummation of Empire. Obviously, ancient Rome is the subject of this work. This painting exudes luxurious self-indulgence, much like the Roman Empire at its peak in around 100 A.D. Notice the ornate architecture and the elaborately dressed inhabitants. The harbor is bustling with ships and the marketplace is full of activity.

      “The fourth painting is called Destruction. Art historians believe this painting suggests the fall of the Roman Empire around 400 A.D., at the hands of the Vandals. The dark storm clouds envelop the city as the seas rage, rocking the ships back and forth. The towers have fallen, and the city is generally war ravaged. Notice the dead and injured who have fallen as a result of the destruction.”

      Donald handed this painting to Julia and then lifted up the last canvas—turning it for everyone to see its detail.

      “Finally, the artist referred to this painting as Desolation, which represents the empire years after its destruction. The city is in ruins, and natural vegetation has taken over the majestic structures. The imaginary city depicted in Cole’s artistic works has come full circle.”

      Sarge surveyed the room as everyone hung on Donald’s last words.

      “I prefer to call it TEOTWAWKI—The End of the World as We Know It.”

      “All empires collapse eventually—there have been no exceptions,” said Sarge.

      “That’s why we are all here,” added Donald.
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        April 18

        Top of the Hub Restaurant

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Welcome to the Top of the Hub Restaurant, gentlemen, and may I wish you a splendid Patriots’ Day,” said the tuxedo-clad maître d’.

      Morgan nodded as he entered the restaurant with Walter Cabot. The Top of the Hub occupied the upper floors of the Prudential Tower and offered breathtaking views of Boston’s skyline and beyond. On clear days, the Atlantic Ocean glistened in the distance beyond the inner harbor. Closer below, the Charles River dominated the cityscape, giving upscale diners unobstructed lines of sight to many of Boston’s iconic landmarks. Foremost among them, the ornately constructed Longfellow Bridge stared up at the most connected or lucky patrons seated near a window in the northeast corner. Inspired by European design, the bridge opened in 1906, featuring eleven steel arch spans supported by ten concrete piers. Four ornamental stone towers flanked the central span, providing the bridge’s most notable feature. Today, the splendor of the Boston landmarks would take a backseat to the Boston Marathon, which was unfolding just below them along Boylston Street.

      Morgan was in good spirits. His choice of the Skywalk Observatory for this private meeting was a change of pace from the usual venue at 73 Tremont. Lofty goals require a lofty locale. Without exaggeration, he knew that today’s discussions would shape world events. The maître d’ led Morgan and Cabot into a private room with seating for nine. A long rectangular table had been positioned next to the window—elegantly adorned with white tablecloths, candles, crystal glassware and fine china. In addition to sparing no expense for their endeavor, he had insisted on total privacy for the meeting. The restaurant’s management understood that once lunch was served, they were to remain outside the private dining room until summoned.

      They were greeted upon entry by Lawrence Lowell, who was seated closest to the door. He set his cocktail on the table—after finishing it with a long swallow. Never too early for a cocktail, right, Lawrence?

      “John, it’s good to see you,” said Lowell. “Cabot old man, you are looking well.”

      Lowell was heartily shaking Cabot’s hand. The Lowells and Cabots were the epitome of New England aristocracy—New England First Families.

      “Thank you, Lawrence, and you look well also—for an old man,” said Cabot with a deep-throated chuckle.

      Morgan surveyed the room over the two men, each of whom stood several inches shorter. He was pleased to see that everyone was present. Tardiness was a sign of personal weakness, a trait that could not be tolerated in this circle. Especially today. The attendees, in addition to Morgan, included the eight members of the executive council—all descendants of America’s Founding Fathers. Endicott, Tudor, Winthrop, Bradlee, Peabody, Adams, Cabot and Lowell. Morgan wanted to have a brief chat with each of them before delving into official business.

      “Hello, Henry,” Morgan said to the great grandson of former Secretary of War William Crowninshield Endicott. “I hope all is well.”

      “Yes, John, of course it is,” said Endicott.

      He leaned in to whisper in Morgan’s ear. “Thank you for arranging the meeting with the Saudi prince. We have formed an excellent working relationship. They have quite an appetite for our advanced weaponry. Perhaps they will use it on the Iranians since our commander-in-chief won’t.”

      The Endicott family name was synonymous with warfare throughout the world.

      “I was glad to help you, Henry,” said Morgan. “Please give my regards to your blushing bride.”

      The men laughed at Morgan’s reference. Endicott was on his third wife. The new Mrs. Endicott was younger than most of his children. He approached Samuel Bradlee, who had just retrieved another cocktail from one of the waiters.

      “Samuel, you old codger, how’s your golf game,” greeted Morgan.

      Samuel Bradlee was a former Secretary of Defense and a direct descendant of Nathaniel Bradlee—one of the key participants in the Boston Tea Party. He was very well regarded among the group and had taken on the unofficial role of social coordinator.

      “Still hittin’ ’em straight, John,” said Bradlee. “I nearly got a hole in one the other day. I guess if one plays enough golf, he’ll get lucky. Even a blind squirrel will find an acorn once in a while, right, old friend?”

      “And a broken clock is right twice a day, Samuel. Glad to hear all is well,” said Morgan.

      “Listen, John, I want to thank you for everything you’ve done for my nephew,” said Samuel. “He’s thoroughly enjoyed his tour as 1st Battalion, 25th Marine Regiment’s commander, but the Marine Corps has a tendency to move its personnel around—and Brad is due for a reassignment. My brother likes having him close by, and I think you will agree his position could be advantageous at some point.” I know, Samuel, who do you think put him there in the first place?

      “Do not concern yourself with this, Samuel,” said Morgan, patting his friend on the shoulder. “I’m sure he’d make a fine commanding officer for the 25th Marine Regiment, located right at Fort Devens. Brad will have a long tenure there.”

      “John, it goes without saying, but I’ll say it anyway. Thank you,” said Bradlee.

      The catering manager approached and stood inconspicuously to the side, waiting courteously for them to finish their conversation.

      “Give me a moment, Samuel,” said Morgan, acknowledging the manager’s presence.

      “Sir, is there a particular time you would like lunch to be served?” asked the manager.

      Morgan looked at his watch, noting that it was 11:40.

      “Begin your preparations now, and have all courses except dessert delivered before noon,” said Morgan.

      “Very well, sir. We will commence immediately,” said the manager.

      Morgan wanted to speak with one more guest before lunch was served. He found Paul Winthrop stuck in a conversation with Lawrence Lowell.

      “Lawrence, may I borrow Paul for just a moment?” asked Morgan. “Lunch will be served shortly.”

      “Yes, absolutely, John. It is so good to see you again, Paul,” said Lowell before he flagged down the waiter for another cocktail.

      Morgan turned his attention to the descendant of one of Massachusetts Bay Colony’s earliest settlers, and its first acting governor.

      “Paul, thank you for coming,” said Morgan.

      Winthrop’s cousin, Henry Winthrop Sargent III, was Morgan’s best friend, and father to Morgan’s godsons, Sarge and Steven. Morgan felt a special kinship with the Winthrops and Sargents.

      “I want to apologize for not keeping you in the loop regarding the matter in Switzerland last month. You do understand why the course of action was necessary?” Morgan examined Winthrop carefully while he answered.

      “Of course I do, John,” said Winthrop. “I would prefer to keep abreast of these matters, but I understand the need for secrecy.”

      “The direction of the talks had taken an unexpected turn, and I needed to take immediate action,” said Morgan. “This will benefit us all, despite the ruffled feathers.”

      “Absolutely, John,” said Winthrop. “Ah, it appears our lunch is on its way.”

      In a room full of men accustomed to occupying the power seat in board meetings, diplomatic talks and other high-level functions, John Morgan strode unopposed to the head of the table as their de facto leader—a title none of them had ever disputed. He waited patiently for everyone to gather around the table.

      The business ahead of them was nothing short of monumental. By the time they emerged from the room, the next President of the United States would be decided. These nine men, representing the wealthiest and most powerful families since the country’s founding, would once again shape the nation for years to come.

      In reality, Morgan knew today’s luncheon was a mere formality. Their course of action had already been decided, but tradition demanded the formal meeting, which had taken place since 1860. The group’s presidential nominee had won every election for the last 156 years, except for one. 1992. Ross Perot represented the one case in history where no amount of money or promise of power could sway the result. They had briefly considered other, more nefarious, methods, but the group decided that either incumbent would favor their interests. As it turned out, the Clinton years represented one of the group’s most prosperous eras—money and power held great sway in that administration.

      A small cadre of waiters simultaneously placed their lunches on the table, making final adjustments before withdrawing from the room. Morgan looked to Malcolm Lowe and nodded for him to secure the doors. They were ready to begin.

      “Gentlemen, as is customary—a toast,” said Morgan.

      Everyone stood, raising their glasses.

      “To Boston,” said Morgan. The room echoed his words—To Boston.

      “To our forefathers,” said Morgan. To our forefathers.

      “To God and Country,” said Morgan. To God and Country.

      “To the Boston Brahmin,” said Morgan, raising his glass high. To the Boston Brahmin came the reply.

      “Now, let’s get down to business,” said Morgan.

      For the next forty-five minutes, the executive committee of the Boston Brahmin discussed the fate of the presumed nominees for President. Hillary Clinton was the front-runner for the Democratic nomination, and it was widely anticipated Mrs. Clinton would effectively secure the nomination next week during the “winner-takes-all” primaries in her adopted home state of New York, and in Pennsylvania, Connecticut and Rhode Island. Morgan had to reassure them that she could be controlled. She’d focus on domestic issues and allow them to advance their geopolitical goals when the need arose.

      On the Republican side, the nomination was undecided based on early opinion polls. Primaries in the northeast favored the underdog, Senator Rand Paul, while most of the contested states favored Jeb Bush. None of the executive committee members favored these two candidates. While their politics favored Jeb Bush, the committee did not see him as a viable candidate against the powerful Clinton campaign. Senator Paul was a candidate the average American could understand, but his position on auditing the Federal Reserve, combined with his dove-like approach to the military, excluded him from consideration—immediately.

      Donald Trump was discussed at length but it was generally agreed he could not be controlled. Further his populist, nationalist leanings ran contrary to what made the Boston Brahmin the most powerful geopolitical players on the planet. Like Ross Perot over two decades ago, Trump represented a wild card that didn’t fit within the confines of their version of a shadow government.

      So it was settled, Hillary Clinton was the choice of the Boston Brahmin for President. Status quo—effectively a third term for the present occupant.  She fit their needs perfectly. She could be manipulated and controlled, just like her husband.

      Once they agreed and everyone pushed away from the table, the waiters were allowed back in to refresh drinks. Bradlee pressed his face against the window and recoiled, pointing toward the streets below.

      “My God, what’s happening down there?” exclaimed Bradlee.

      Morgan checked his watch—12:45 p.m.

      “It’s a riot or something. Look below,” said Winthrop.

      From the Skywalk Observatory, fifty-two floors above Boylston Street, they saw throngs of people scattered in all directions in Copley Square.

      This is what mayhem looks like.
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      “Black lives matter! Black lives matter!” shouted the group marching westbound on Beacon Street.

      Jarvis Rockwell—J-Rock to his boys—held his hands high over his head. He knew this was a waste of time, but when the good Reverend Al asked folks to come out and make their voices heard, he felt obligated to stand with his brothers from Mattapan, Roxbury and Dorchester. Protesting was not his thing, but he agreed to lend his support. The time for talk was over.

      The crowd marched arm-in-arm past the fancy clothing stores on Boylston Street. More than a thousand men, women and children approached the Clarendon Street interchange, where they collided with the orange and white barriers blocking the entrance to Copley Square. J-Rock’s instructions were clear—march through and do not stop; let your voices be heard.

      J-Rock was the leader of the Academy Homes gang located in Roxbury, one of several Boston gangs heavily invested in drug dealing, gunrunning and human trafficking. The gangs of Boston were divided by ethnicity—Asian, Hispanic and black. The Asian gangs were united by their leader, the White Devil, and ruled the area south of downtown Boston—Chinatown. The Hispanic gangs were controlled by the Central American cartel widely known as Mara Salvatrucha—MS-13. They predominantly operated in the East Boston ghettos, though they had recently started to spread wings and appear all over the city. The black gangs of Boston outnumbered both of these rival ethnicities, but they lacked unity.

      They were divided along geographic turf lines. The Academy Homes gang, representing a large territory in central Roxbury near Martin Luther King Boulevard, boasted five hundred members. J-Rock rose up the ranks starting as a runner, and graduated to enforcer by age sixteen, when he committed a double murder against an encroaching gang. At age twenty-three, he was the undisputed leader of the Academy Homes gang. Of course, anyone in Roxbury that disputed his reign didn’t last very long.

      “Baby, are you ready for this?” asked J-Rock, squeezing his pregnant girlfriend’s hand. Monique Perez had been his girl for almost a year and had become known as the first lady. With Perez six months pregnant, the two were considered Academy Homes royalty.

      “I am, Jarvis,” said Perez, holding her stomach. “We need to stand up for ourselves. This is our time.”

      J-Rock looked back and forth along the front line of the marchers. The gangs of South Boston stood together in solidarity—for the first time ever. He nodded to the two brothers who led the Castlegate Road Gang, grinning when they both flashed their gang sign and nodded back. Turning his head left, J-Rock gave a quick nod to the Franklin Field Boyz. We may be shooting at each other next week, but today we’re brothers.

      “Move those, now!” said J-Rock. Two of his enforcers jogged ahead of the protest line, kicking down the barricades. Other members of the procession followed suit, quickly clearing the road of any obstructions. People within the barricades scattered to make room for the protesters, who picked up speed as they crossed St. James Avenue.

      “Black lives matter! Black lives matter!” chanted the crowd.

      The bodies pressed forward, and J-Rock started to feel the sheer power the group possessed. They were getting the attention they deserved. The reverend was right!

      Loud, shrill whistles filled the air, followed by a dozen or so Boston Police officers dressed in full riot gear with shields. They poured out of Copley Park, forming a tight skirmish line that blocked the protestors’ access to the Boston Marathon finish line. J-Rock hesitated, slowing just enough to be pushed forward by the crowd surging behind him. The two groups would collide if he didn’t slow down the procession, and he hated to think what might happen to Monique in the chaos that would unfold.

      “We’ve got to slow down, baby,” said J-Rock. “Everybody slow down!”

      J-Rock turned toward the advancing protestors with both hands raised high in the air. The group responded by raising their hands over their heads and shouting, “Hands up, don’t shoot!”

      “No, no, stop! Everybody stop!” screamed J-Rock, his desperate plea cancelled by the frenzy pushing against him.

      The incensed mob pushed into the stiff line of police shields, which retreated several feet to give the protesters a chance to slow down. Bullhorns ordered the crowd to stop as dozens of additional police officers joined the newly formed line. J-Rock ran ahead of the group and turned to address the crowd. He was knocked into the advancing mob by one of the riot shields, where he was swallowed by the masses. No longer in control of the protesters, he furiously pushed his way toward Monique, who had been shoved into the police line.

      Before J-Rock reached her, he was struck in the face with an expandable baton, which dropped him to his knees. He watched helplessly as a police officer slammed his shield into Perez, knocking her to the pavement, where another officer hit her over the head with his baton. J-Rock tried to crawl to her, but was swept to his feet by the people rushing toward the police.

      When the police line broke moments later, several hundred infuriated protesters charged into Copley Park, hell-bent on tearing the finish line apart. In the process, they killed Monique’s baby and injured several protesters caught on the ground during the stampede. J-Rock never saw it happen. He was too busy fighting for his life by the time the crowd stopped.
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      “Mommy, the protestors are back,” said Penny, poking her head into the room.

      Susan left ahead of everyone to see what Penny was talking about. She and Donald had spent days trying to calm their daughters following the incident at the Chestnut Hill Mall. She found the girls standing in front of the bank of television screens, as “breaking news from Boston” filled her vision. Within moments, the rest of the room had joined them. Sarge raised the volume on the CNN-designated monitor.

      “Moments ago, we received reports that several dozen people were hurt in a melee near the finish line of this year’s Boston Marathon. The information we received from our reporters on the ground in Boston indicate a peaceful protest of the Black Lives Matter group was in the vicinity of Copley Square when fighting broke out with Boston police.

      “To provide our viewers some context, the Boston Marathon is a twenty-six-mile race that stretches through Boston to its finish line on Boylston Street in front of the Boston Public Library. Race contestants finish the race throughout the afternoon from noon until 3:00 p.m. Today at approximately 12:45, a large group of activists with the Black Lives Matter movement were raising awareness of the senseless killing of former Boston Transit worker Pumpsie Jones. Reports indicate the march was proceeding peacefully from Boston Commons for several blocks until the group approached Copley Square. We have video provided by our CNN affiliate in Boston—WCVB.”

      Donald looked to Susan, who nodded her head.

      “Girls, why don’t you come with me to see the beautiful paintings that Uncle Sarge received today,” said Susan.

      “Mommy, are those the same protestors from the mall?” asked Penny.

      “I don’t know, honey. Come with me, girls.”

      Susan took the girls and hustled them out of the room.

      “At approximately 12:45 p.m. today, all appeared to be normal at this year’s Boston Marathon event. Police have maintained a heightened alert level since the 2013 bombing,” said the reporter.

      “What caused today’s disruption?” asked the CNN newscaster.

      “According to reports, police in full riot gear began to advance upon the Black Lives Matter protestors and pushed them backwards up Boylston Street away from the finish line. We are told the protestors in the front were squeezed between the police skirmish line and the advancing protestors, causing a panic. From what we have been told, police in the skirmish line struck several of the protestors, resulting in an escalation between Boston PD and unarmed protestors. At that point, the situation spiraled out of control.”

      “Have there been any injuries?” the newscaster asked.

      “Reports are still coming in to the studio, but it appears there have been several dozen injuries, including a pregnant woman who was part of the protest group. There have been no reports of injuries to law enforcement personnel. Back to you, Don.”

      “This is part of the news every day, isn’t it, Julia?” asked J.J. “It’s not just in Boston, it’s become a national epidemic of sorts.”

      “These types of clashes are inevitable,” said Donald. “We saw it firsthand in the mall. When large mobs of people gather and try to force themselves into a place that is inappropriate, violence is likely to occur. There has to be a better way to get your point across without endangering others.”

      “We’re collapsing from within, just like Lincoln wrote,” said Katie. “We are destroying ourselves.”

      “After World War II, some declared the next one hundred years to be the American Century,” said Sarge. “That designation could, in fact, be a bad omen. History has shown that within a century of an empire’s peak, or shortly thereafter, things begin to deteriorate.

      “Arguably, we are looking at the early stages of collapse. Economically, as a nation, we are declining as a world power. Our credit rating has suffered, and the dollar is systematically being replaced as the world’s reserve currency. Militarily, we are being surpassed in technology and strength. A new Cold War was ushered in several years ago, and we have been remiss to react. Rogue nations have the ability to bring us to our knees by cyberattack or EMP without notice.”

      “Even if none of those events occur, society is coming apart at the seams,” said Abbie. “We are more polarized than at any time in our history. Political rhetoric aside, I don’t have a clue as to how to bring us together as a nation at this point.”

      “As a society, politicians and the media have divided us by class and race. Some would argue our societies values and morals have never been lower,” added Donald. “I didn’t mean for that to include you, Abbie. We all know you’re fighting the good fight.”

      “I know, Donald,” said Abbie.

      “Well, I don’t plan on going down with the ship,” said Steven. “We have a good plan to ride out the storm. We may not be able to fight a war against the Russians, but we can make sure we stay alive until things are sorted out. Right?”

      “Absolutely,” said Donald.

      Susan returned from Sarge’s study, snapping the group out of its morose mood.

      “I’ve got the girls settled in, if it’s okay, Sarge?” asked Susan.

      “Whatever makes them comfortable,” replied Sarge.

      “They’ll probably draw for a while and then fall asleep on your sofa. I made some food for everyone. Why don’t we grab something to eat before we get started?” asked Susan. “We can’t save the world or ourselves on an empty stomach.”
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      Donald had long ago earned the unofficial title of Director of Procurement for the group. Since returning from prison, he had committed his life to the concept of preparedness. Shortly after his return from FMC Devens, Donald was called to a meeting with John Morgan at 73 Tremont. At the meeting, he met Steven and Sarge. Morgan surprised Donald with his first words: Gentlemen, we need to be prepared for a collapse event. Donald recalled looking around the room to measure the reaction of the Sargents, who appeared unfazed. The four men spent several hours discussing the various threats they faced, and the preparedness steps necessary to survive each collapse event.

      At the end of the day, Donald was tasked with putting together a comprehensive preparedness plan. He suggested that a like-minded team needed to be assembled—a group of connected, capable and, most importantly, loyal associates.

      Over those next few months, Steven introduced Katie and Brad to Donald. In addition to their military training, both of them occupied positions of power and influence within the government. Donald introduced J.J. to the group, where he was warmly welcomed for his medical expertise and military perspective. Sarge suggested Julia join the group because of her international political contacts, and her dedication to unbiased media.

      Donald stressed the importance of awareness related to global affairs, and the potential they might have to precipitate a collapse event. The contacts Julia, Brad and Katie had cultivated were invaluable to the assessment of a potential collapse. J.J. was in charge of survival medicine. Donald and Susan took on the roles of gathering information, organizing the basic necessities and planning for the collapse. Steven handled the security and tactics aspect of the group readiness training, while Sarge coordinated the group as their leader.

      The final member of the group had been the most obvious, but unexpected addition. During one of Donald’s periodic meetings at 73 Tremont, Morgan informed him that Abbie would be the ninth member. Donald immediately recognized the significance of her presence among them. Morgan would spare no expense funding the plans Donald was required to develop—for the nine of them and the Boston Brahmin.

      “So we all agree the world is going to hell,” said Steven. “Let’s see how we’re going to survive it.”

      “Very well. Let’s start on the ninth floor, which includes the residences,” said Donald.

      “Here?” asked Abbie.

      “For some of you, this will be new,” said Donald. “We’ve made a few changes in the last six months.”

      Donald led them to the private stairwell connecting the three floors occupied by the Sargents—the eighth floor and the two penthouse floors above it totaled twelve thousand square feet. When Morgan commented about sparing no expense, 100 Beacon was the first indication that he’d meant it. The top floor, known as Penthouse I, consisted of Sarge’s master suite, the guest room suite occupied by Steven, a study and the Great Hall. Penthouse II, located on the ninth floor, had a similar floor plan except there were more bedrooms. A centrally located great room included a media wall similar to Sarge’s, next to a series of desks and computer stations.

      “The floor plan is similar to upstairs,” said Donald. “The master suite is capable of housing Susan and me with the girls. J.J. and Brad share a bedroom, as do Abbie and Katie. There is also a fourth bedroom which holds eight bunks—for trusted guests.

      “We’ve done a lot of work in here since we got together last summer,” said Donald. “We have always stressed the importance of having information at our disposal in order to make informed decisions. Katie, this is our situation room.”

      Katie walked around and turned on some of the computer monitors. Julia activated the televisions, which were tuned to the same news networks as the screens upstairs.

      “How are you going to keep it powered in the event of an outage?” asked Brad. “If we get nuked with an EMP, the grid will be fried.”

      “Even a cyberattack could take us offline for a long time,” said Sarge. “Donald has thought about these issues.”

      “I have,” started Donald. “None of the electronics on our three floors are tied to the grid. We have installed standby generators on the roof to service all of our needs. We have disconnected solar panels, which can be easily connected after an EMP, along with shielded and transient protected auxiliary solar equipment. The equipment takes up much of the roof, as you will see later. Most residential users tie their solar array to the electric grid in order to defray costs by selling excess power to the local utility. We have remained independent of the power grid in order to avoid voltage spikes and EMP-induced surges.”

      “What about solar storms?” asked Katie. “They have the same effect as nukes.”

      “That’s true,” said Donald. “The good news is that we’ll have advance warning. All of us have space weather apps installed on our computers and smartphones. We will have at least twenty-four to forty-eight hours advanced notice of an incoming coronal mass ejection. The biggest potential disruption to the grid comes in the form of voltage spikes. Again, we operate independently from the NStar grid, so we won’t be affected.”

      “We also take precautions and have backups,” said Susan. “Everything is fully operational today for you guys to review. Tomorrow, Donald and I will disconnect everything and store the electronics in Faraday cages on the eighth floor below us. This will include all electronics and their backup components, like modules, circuit boards and batteries.”

      “What good will the televisions or computers be if we get nuked?” asked Brad. “The news networks won’t be functioning.”

      “That’s true, but you may have international alternatives,” said Donald. “Also stored downstairs in Faraday cages is a complete HughesNet Gen 5 satellite Internet system and a DirecTV satellite television package. After we determine the threat to be over, we can quickly replace the fried units on the roof with the shielded backups. We’ll have full access to the web and media in just an hour.”

      “Communications also,” added Susan. “We have provided you BaoFeng portable radios and satellite telephones in the Faraday cages at your homes, with corresponding backups here. We also have a base unit stored here. You have to keep that equipment in the cages. After a collapse event, as you military guys know, comms will be critical.”

      “What we have on this floor is unique to civilians and probably similar to the hardened facilities within the government,” said Sarge. “Kudos to Donald and Susan for working tirelessly to put this part of the plan into effect. We have also thought of something else, which in a way led Julia to win a Marconi Award. Julia, would you like to fill in the blanks?”

      “We have all discussed at length the scenarios and threats,” said Julia. “Our advanced preparations also include the possibility we may have to help rebuild our country. After the initial chaos passes, people will be starved for information. In addition, during a rebuilding process, whether localized or on a national level, there must be a way to disseminate information. Before you can create a connection with people, you must have a mechanism to share and exchange ideas. To rebuild our nation, you would have to be able to identify compatible qualities and find common ground with people throughout the country. I believe our country would not have been founded had it not been for the printing press. What we have here is the ability to gather facts and then distribute the information throughout the world by Internet, ham radio and even paper. Everything we need is secured in this building. I call it the Digital Carrier Pigeon.”

      “This is incredible Julia,” interjected Abbie. “Very impressive.”

      “Someone likes to read,” said Katie, noting the bookshelves that lined the hallways and nearly every available inch of wall space.

      “I hate to be cliché,” said Sarge. “But it is appropriate here—knowledge is power. Ironically, in today’s wired world, life without electrical power would be life without knowledge. Think about it. Do you know anyone who owns an encyclopedia set? How about a dictionary? When was the last time you read a book—a real book?”

      “That’s old school, Sarge, just like you.” Steven laughed.

      “Yeah, I know, I’m a throwback,” said Sarge. “What you see around you is knowledge. We have gathered the most recent encyclopedia, common reference books and most importantly—manuals. DIY electrical, plumbing, carpentry and repair books complete with photographs are on these shelves. Survival and preparedness guides covering a vast array of topics are here. Important works of fiction are here, and old volumes are in my study.”

      “I have accumulated the best medical journals and illustrative guides available for our use in case of an emergency,” said J.J. “I hope nothing happens to me. If it does, you will have reference materials at your disposal. You will know how to conduct field triage, administer basic first aid and how to set broken bones. Sadly, there are tutorials for dealing with dead bodies. The dead create significant health hazards.”

      “You have all cooperated and provided me your used iPads and tablets,” said Donald. “I have downloaded hundreds of pdf files from the Internet, including checklists, military manuals on civil disturbances, survival guides and specific information on various government facilities. Every imaginable reference book has been included in the downloaded files. These are all safely secured in Faraday cages for our use in a grid down scenario.”

      Abbie and Brad made their way to a set of double doors to the right of the fireplace.

      “What’s in here?” asked Brad.

      “Don’t be shy, Brad, every good soldier appreciates a well-stocked mess hall,” said Susan. “This is the prepper pantry.”

      She walked over and opened the doors to a six-hundred-square-foot storage room. With the double doors opened, everyone could see steel shelves lined with foods, spices and condiments. Donald was proud of the time and effort Susan put into the planning of their food storage. He decided to let her take over.

      “The most important aspect of our food storage plan is to provide a balanced, high-caloric daily menu,” said Susan. “This shelf is dedicated to vitamins, minerals and supplements. After the event, America may be sent back a couple of hundred years with respect to every aspect of daily life.”

      “During a collapse event, food will become scarce or nonexistent,” added J.J. “Malnutrition will become an issue. Poor sanitation and lack of clean water can lead to dysentery. We have stored enough vitamins and tubs of protein powder to last all of us two years, with more downstairs.”

      “The remaining shelves contain boxed and canned foods with long shelf lives,” Susan continued. “We have placed a particular emphasis on whole grains like rice and oatmeal, more bean varieties than you knew existed, and canned vegetables with a high nutrient content. Because we are such a large group, we used fifty-pound bags for the dry goods and number ten cans for the vegetables.”

      “We have developed a spreadsheet, which we review every Monday,” said Donald. “If something goes out of date, then we donate it to a local homeless shelter and purchase a replacement.”

      “Where’s the chocolate?” asked Katie. “Sometimes a girl needs comfort foods.”

      She and Abbie locked arms in solidarity.

      “We’ve got you covered, ladies,” said Susan. “I had Penny and Rebecca in mind as well. Snacks include peanut butter, crackers, nuts, hard candies, chocolate pudding, Jell-O and Jiffy Pop popcorn—you know the kind that puffs up the aluminum foil.”

      “Coffee?” asked Steven. “I can’t function without it.”

      “No problem,” said Donald. “We have canned coffee and a ceramic campfire pot to brew it in. We also have a big variety of hot and cold tea. These are a great source of antioxidants.”

      Everyone laughed at the last reference. Sarge picked up on the irony of insuring their survival by stockpiling tea bags full of antioxidants. J.J. did as well.

      “Here’s the thing,” said J.J. “Depending upon the collapse scenario, life will be very dangerous. It would be a shame to survive bullets flying around our heads only to die from being malnourished.”

      “Yeah, let’s talk about bullets,” said Steven. “When do we get to the toys?”

      “I prefer to call them tools,” said Donald. “Let’s go down to the eighth floor.”

      Sarge watched as everyone talked among themselves. They seemed impressed with the preparations so far. The eighth floor was a shadow of its former self, as was the entire building. Morgan first approached Sarge in 2009 about the concept of preparedness when Morgan was considering the purchase of 100 Beacon Street. The building was in need of renovation, but one of the conditions of the Board of Zoning Appeals was that it be architecturally restored in a manner consistent with its original construction—dating back nearly one hundred years. Morgan retained ownership of the top three floors, with the intent to create an inner-city safe house during times of societal unrest. He wanted Sarge to oversee the renovations on his behalf, and occupy the top floor Penthouse. Morgan had a vision, and the group was seeing the result—in many ways.

      Everyone gathered at the bottom of the stairs. The eighth floor resembled a large commercial warehouse broken up into many smaller rooms. Each space had a distinct purpose and was separated by sound-insulated walls.

      “Steven, they’re all yours,” said Donald. Sarge stood to the side to allow Steven access to the gun vault.

      “Here’s where we keep the goodies,” said Steven.

      He placed his hand on the biometric scanner and then punched in an additional four-digit code. The door popped open and he pulled the handle.

      “We’ll make sure that everyone’s prints get scanned and give you the four-digit code. The dual system prevents someone from entering the vault if the code gets compromised—or if your hand does.” Steven paused for effect.

      “I’m just kidding, you guys, relax.” Steven laughed.

      Sarge knew he wasn’t kidding.

      “Come on,” said Steven.

      Brad and Katie entered first.

      “Holy crap!” exclaimed Brad. “My armory isn’t this impressive. The BATF would drop a load in their pants over this, buddy.”

      As Brad circled the room, he ran his fingers along the myriad of weapons. Sarge was pleased with Brad’s reaction.

      “Here’s the bottom line,” said Steven. “If you can’t defend it, it isn’t yours. These weapons are the tools we need to defend ourselves. After a collapse event, we won’t be able to run down to Boston Firearms and pick up a gun and some ammo. We have to arm ourselves, and possibly recruits, for battle. I have focused on weapons suitable to urban tactics. But I have also planned for other scenarios—such as abandoning the city.”

      “Just like our food stores and other supplies,” added Donald, “our weapons cache needs to be thorough.”

      “Correct,” said Steven. “Each of you, with the exceptions of Abbie and Brad, has versions of these weapons at home already. In case of a bug-out scenario requiring you to get here on short notice without returning home, we have one of each weapon, plus a backup, in this vault. Additionally, we have six of each type of weapon for any additional group members we take on board. Altogether, there are a minimum of twenty-four of each type of weapon, along with a humidity-controlled ammunition vault.” Nearly two hundred guns.

      “All of this brings to light a certain reality,” said Donald. “One of us might get shot or seriously injured. We’re lucky to have J.J. on board with his experience as a field trauma surgeon. You’ve seen it all, haven’t you, Doc?”

      “Follow me,” said J.J., who turned and started down the hallway.

      “After TEOTWAWKI, medical supplies will be scarce, and functioning hospitals even scarcer. Medications we take for granted will be gone. I’m a good doctor, but I’m only as good as my equipment.”

      “J.J. and I have joked that the first place to get looted after the collapse will be the drug store,” said Susan. “The addicts will be looking for painkillers, and the preppers will be looking for antibiotics.”

      “Very true, which is why we keep this place a well-kept secret,” said J.J. “With Donald’s assistance, I have created a fully functional field trauma facility. We have equipment for resuscitation and life support, including a ventilator, a cardiac monitor combined with a defibrillator, and IV administration devices. We even have a portable ultrasound machine. Your father has supported us all the way, Abbie.”

      “He has a lot of respect for you, J.J., and your family,” said Abbie.

      Sarge knew Abbie was making a point. J.J. was estranged from his father. His mother had passed away years ago, and the elder Dr. Warren never forgave J.J. for joining the military. The Warrens were the founders of Harvard Medical, descendants of field surgeons at the battle of Bunker Hill. J.J.’s father was one of the Boston Brahmin, but the two didn’t speak. Sarge was certain John Morgan wanted to remedy the situation at some point.

      “Thanks, Abbie,” said J.J.

      “Are those for us?” asked Katie, pointing to a rack of olive drab medical packs.

      “Yes, each of you will have an extensive first aid kit to supplement what I have provided you already. I suggest you stow this with your other gear, but be prepared to grab it on a moment’s notice. Brad and Abbie, as we know, have access to medical facilities unavailable to the rest of us after a collapse event. While Katie is in D.C., post-collapse medical treatment is undetermined, so I have prepared a bag for her,” said JJ.

      “All of your get-home bags are current based upon our last meeting,” said Donald. “This medical kit will supplement what you already have in them. Also, before I forget, Sarge and I agree we should conceal-carry anytime we leave the house—no exceptions. After recent incidents, we need to protect ourselves at all times. Please do not leave home without a concealed weapon.”

      “Hey, I want one of those Mont Blanc fountain pens, Sarge,” said Brad. “Steven told me you broke the tip off in the guy’s neck. That’s how the police apprehended him at the hospital.”

      “Yeah, Boston CSI had fun matching up the nib to what was left of the pen’s barrel,” said Sarge. “I tell you what, Brad, I’ll buy you a pen if you’ll trade me some of your artillery.”

      “Deal,” replied Brad.

      Donald led them out of J.J.’s infirmary.

      “This entire side of the building is storage,” said Donald. “We have long-term food storage for up to five years. There are duplicate supplies related to medical, safety and sanitation.”

      “Yeah, we have tons of toilet paper,” said Steven.

      Sarge kicked him in the ass.

      “One room has several thousand gallons of stored bottled water,” said Susan. “Sarge also had a rain catchment cistern installed on the roof. We will have to purify the water for drinking or cooking. We’ve tried to think of everything.”

      “As you guys know, along with the girls, prepping is my life,” said Donald. “Abbie’s dad has charged me—us, with a great responsibility. We will have quite a few lives in our hands should we experience a significant collapse event. Every morning when I wake up I ask myself—if the world fell apart while I was asleep, what prep do I wish I had—and then I go get it.”

      “What did you wish for this morning, buddy?” asked J.J.

      “I hoped we would never have to put all of this stuff to use. After today, my hope is fading further.”
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        April 18

        100 Beacon, Rooftop Terrace

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge topped off his champagne glass. This evening was not originally planned to last this long, but widespread reports of rioting and runaway fires throughout Boston caused his guests to reconsider his offer to stay another night. Abbie convinced her security detail she was safer at 100 Beacon than any place they might want to take her. The group was as relaxed as they could be given the circumstances. Sipping champagne felt awkward, but they had every reason to rejoice in their success. They were committed to protecting each other and their extended families—the Boston Brahmin. In times of unrest, history must be preserved, and like the Boston Brahmin, most of them were the direct descendants of the Founding Fathers. They had a vested interest in preserving the work of their forefathers, and the right to celebrate their initial accomplishment.

      “The news reports of unrest are not exaggerated this time,” said Susan. “It appears most of the southern part of the city is ablaze.”

      The group observed at least a dozen large blazes in the southern areas of Boston, likely enveloping Roxbury, Dorchester and Mattapan. Boston lay in the prevailing westerlies, so smoke could be seen blowing across South Boston towards the Atlantic. The sounds of sirens filled the air as first responders from all over the city rushed to assist. According to news reports, there were currently six 9-alarm fires on the south side.

      “These events are becoming all too common across the nation,” said Abbie. “When I talk to my colleagues in the Senate, from all political persuasions, they agree there is a feeling of malaise and hopelessness spreading across their home states. The polls provided to me the other day reveal the nation’s low morale. What we’re beginning to witness is a nation that has lost hope. This has turned to anger for many.”

      “Whether by design or by chance, the American people have turned to their government, looking for answers,” said Julia. “Reliance on government support has overwhelmed the system. People in despair don’t realize the government is doomed to fail them. Our system of government was not designed to be the cradle-to-grave provider its citizens have come to expect. They will demand more of the government, and with all due respect, Abbie, politicians will try to provide for their constituents. How long will it be before taxes will have to be significantly raised and the taxpayers pitch a fit?”

      “Exactly,” said Katie. “It’s just a matter of time before class warfare becomes the headline of the day—the makers versus the takers.”

      “History can repeat itself, right, Donald?” asked Sarge.

      “It’s ironic that the nine of us are having this conversation on one of the most important dates in American history,” said Donald. “On this night in 1775, Paul Revere and William Dawes left on horseback to warn their patriot comrades about the British advance on Concord and Lexington. Revere left from the Old North Church.”

      Donald directed everyone’s attention up the Charles River toward the north side of Boston.

      “Historically, Dawes was lesser known, though he was equally important as a patriot,” said Donald. “Dawes was directed by Dr. Warren, J.J.’s ancestor, to travel a southerly route through Roxbury and Brookline. He crossed the river near the site of the Cambridge Bridge.”

      Donald drew the circuitous route in the air and walked to the edge of the roof, where he pointed towards Harvard.

      “Both of the men evaded detection and capture until their mission was nearly complete,” said Donald. “Revere was captured by a British patrol, and Dawes lost his horse, walking the rest of the way to Lexington. A third rider, young Samuel Prescott, rode on to Concord with Revere’s message.

      “On the morning of April nineteenth, tomorrow, seven hundred British troops arrived at Lexington,” continued Donald. “Captain John Parker and his seventy-seven-man militia were waiting on Lexington’s common. They were greatly outnumbered. Without warning, an unknown musket fired the shot heard around the world. Eight of Captain Parker’s men died to only one British soldier. Arguably, the patriots lost the Battle of Lexington. But the American Revolution, our fight for freedom, had begun—and we won against all odds.”

      Everyone stood in silence, taking in the moment.

      “The nine of us are a family,” said Sarge. “Our ideals and goals are no different than the patriots who banded together in the 1760s against an oppressive, tyrannical government that did not consider the best interests of its citizens. I believe our nation has become what our forefathers fought so bravely to resist. Tyranny and anarchy are never far apart. Thomas Jefferson recognized this when he said even under the best forms of government those entrusted with power have perverted it into tyranny.

      “We will protect each other until our dying day. I think we all know that in our hearts. We also have roots dating back to the founding of our nation. Like you, I love this country and I hate seeing what is happening to it. I believe it is destined for collapse. I don’t believe the nine of us alone have the power to save it, but we’re no different than the nine patriots that stood up for freedom nearly two hundred and fifty years ago. Like those nine Bostonians, we will face challenges, and like our Founding Fathers, when faced with the choice between compromising our principles or choosing freedom—we will choose freedom.”

      “I have something to give everyone,” interjected Brad. “We wear uniforms in the military to honor traditions and mark our branch of service. The nine of us may not wear a uniform as we fight this battle—in whatever form it takes—but we should have a symbol of our loyalty to each other and the noble purpose to which we’ve devoted our lives.”

      Brad handed out embroidered patches of a flag featuring five red and four white alternating stripes.

      “This is the rebellious stripes flag,” said Brad. “This became a symbol of freedom to the patriots who founded our nation. When Bostonians gathered at the Liberty Tree near Boston Common in 1765 to protest burdensome taxation, a clear message was sent to the British government. In 1767, a flagpole was erected next to the Liberty Tree, and the Rebellious Flag was raised. The Rebellious Flag and the Liberty Tree witnessed historic meetings, fiery speeches and celebrations for the early patriots who became known as the Sons of Liberty. This is our past. This is also our future.”

      “We are a modern-day Knights Templar,” said Sarge. “Our mission should be to protect America and its republic from those who would inflict tyranny upon her. This group of nine Americans is loyal to our country and each other. I suggest a tribute to the original nine members of the Sons of Liberty, who had the vision and strength to persevere against all odds to give us the freedoms we enjoy. I propose a toast to us—the Loyal Nine.”

      The Loyal Nine!

      “Like our forefathers before us, the Loyal Nine grew from a few voices into a legion of patriots throughout America. There will be many who join us in the challenge to preserve freedom. To all of those who will join us in the fight against tyranny and for the preservation of our freedoms, I propose a toast they be included with us as—the Mechanics.”

      The Mechanics!

      “Finally,” said Sarge, “when faced with the tough choices necessary to preserve our nation’s ideals, I say we choose freedom!”

      The group toasted together. Choose Freedom!
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        There are risks and costs to action. But they are far less than the long-range risks of comfortable inaction.

        ~ John F. Kennedy
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Experience hath shewn that even under the best forms of government, those entrusted with power have, in time, and by slow operations, perverted it into tyranny.

        ~ Thomas Jefferson
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Civilization is like a thin layer of ice upon a deep ocean of chaos and darkness.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Timeo Danaos et dona ferentis ~ Beware of Greeks bearing gifts.

        ~ Vergil’s words for the voice of Laocoon in the Aeneid
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        * * *

      

      
        
        By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail.

        ~ Benjamin Franklin
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        * * *

      

      
        
        What the world needs now is a do over.

        ~ Anonymous
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        May 8

        3:07 p.m.

        American Airlines Flight 129

        33,000 Feet

        Near St. Louis, Missouri

      

      

      “Good afternoon from the flight deck. This is Captain Randy Gray, and it is my honor to pilot our American Airlines Boeing 757 into Washington Dulles this afternoon. We have reached our cruising altitude of thirty-three thousand feet, after averting the initial turbulence caused by the area of weather north of the Dallas–Fort Worth metro area. With a little help from a tailwind, we should arrive on time at Washington Dulles International by two o’clock local time,” said Gray. “I will be turning off the Fasten Seat Belt signs to allow you free access to our newly enhanced cabin. Our flight attendants will begin cabin service shortly. As always, we thank you for flying American Airlines.”

      Gray began his career as a pilot in 1989 with Command Airways, a small regional carrier based in upstate New York. Initially checked out on the ATR 42, a Czech-made plane, Gray continued his training and became a highly respected pilot within the American Airlines ranks. The flight to Washington Dulles was routine. He shared the cockpit with First Officer William Applegate and his longtime friend Stacy Bird, a Frontier Air captain riding in the jump seat to D.C. after a hunting trip in West Texas.

      “Bill, Stacy and I would like to say hello to a friend in first class. Would you mind taking over for a bit?” asked Gray.

      Applegate had flown right seat with Gray in the past and had earned Gray’s confidence.

      “Absolutely, fellows, go ahead. She’s flyin’ herself anyway,” said Applegate.

      Gray and Bird unbuckled their harnesses and took a quick glance at the controls to confirm everything was in order. He and Bird slipped into the galley through the secured cockpit door, which automatically locked behind them.

      “Hi, guys,” said Karen Mosely, the chief flight attendant. “May I get you boys anything?”

      “I don’t think so, Karen, but thanks,” said Gray. “We’re gonna holler at 3B for a minute before we descend into Dulles.”

      Captains Gray and Bird strolled down the aisle behind her to greet a former Air Force buddy—when the aircraft took a sudden lurch upward. Gray grabbed the headrests of the seats on both sides of the aisle and ducked to look out the windows for a cause—clear blue skies. The plane quickly corrected, steadying for a moment before nosing downward into a steep descent. Gasps and screams erupted throughout the cabin.

      “Is your FO okay?” asked Bird.

      Gray knew what he meant by this question. Since the mysterious disappearance of Malaysia Flight 370 and the deliberate crash of Germanwings Flight 9525, every pilot looked at the members of their crew with a different set of eyes. He locked eyes with Bird, both of them sharing the same thought. If they’d hit turbulence, why didn’t Applegate activate the Fasten Seat Belt signs?

      “Back to the cockpit,” he said, edging brusquely by Captain Bird.

      Gray reached the intercom console next to the cockpit access door and pressed the pound key, praying for Applegate to respond.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        May 8

        3:07 p.m.

        The Hack House

        Binney Street

        East Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      Andrew Lau stared intently at the iMac monitor array as Leonid Malvalaha deftly navigated the mouse. Malvalaha and Lau’s other longtime graduate assistant, Anna Fakhri, had continued in their new endeavor, despite the potential risk of criminal prosecution.

      Through the process of pen testing, Lau identified zero-day vulnerabilities in a computer network and took advantage of the security holes before the network’s IT department could find a solution. Once the vulnerability window was identified, the zero-day attack inserted malware into the system. The Game, as Lau called it, required the attacked entity to pay a ransom in exchange for a patch to their security. Prior to today, their hacks didn’t directly risk lives, though their February hack on behalf of the Las Vegas service employees union resulted in many unforeseen deaths. They were more selective in their project after Las Vegas, until now.

      “Malvalaha, run us through the hack,” said Lau, patting his trusted associate on the shoulder as he walked by.

      Lau’s core group consisted of Malvalaha, Fakhri and newcomer Herm Walthaus, who had proven himself by creating a cascading blackout of the Las Vegas power grid—no small feat. In a way, this was a team of misfits—although talented ones. They came from diverse backgrounds but shared a common goal of advancing their personal wealth.

      “We’re monitoring American Airlines Flight 129, which departed Dallas around forty-five minutes ago,” stated Malvalaha.

      His desk resembled the cockpit of a sophisticated aircraft, with six flat-panel monitors at his disposal. He pointed to the screen that displayed FlightAware, an online tool providing up-to-the-second statistics on any airline flight.

      “Flight 129 is currently over St. Louis and has adjusted its flight path directly to Washington Dulles airport. The aircraft is a Boeing 757-200, flying at approximately four hundred eighty knots, or five hundred and fifty miles per hour. Altitude thirty-three thousand feet.”

      “Tell us what your research has shown,” said Lau.

      Fakhri addressed her former professor, now hacking partner. “Since 9/11, there have been conspiracy theories surrounding the commandeering of the four aircraft by the terrorists,” said Fakhri. “One such theory is the aircraft was part of a false-flag attack initiated by the government. As the theory goes, based upon 2001 technology, NORAD—the North American Aerospace Defense Command—took control of the planes and purposefully crashed them into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. The most prevalent reason cited for the false-flag operation is that the government wanted to justify initiating a war in the Middle East.”

      “For our purposes, we’re not interested in the false-flag theories,” said Malvalaha. “We focused on the concept of the remote takeover of a commercial aircraft. The technology exists, and it has, in fact, been used by the military in the past. Today, we will hack the aircraft via the flight management system, and make ourselves known.”

      “My father is a pilot for the 757-200 airframe,” said Walthaus. “We always had sophisticated flight simulators in our home growing up, and naturally they provided more entertainment for me than a PlayStation. I’ve never physically flown an aircraft, but I am an expert on the flight sim.”

      “I thought the FAA disproved the theories surrounding remote access of the onboard computers,” said Lau.

      “True to an extent,” said Fakhri. “A security consultant from Germany claimed to have hacked an aircraft using an Android telephone application. Later, one of his peers accessed the aircraft’s network by connecting through the in-flight entertainment system. He then used a modified version of Vortex software to compromise the cockpit’s system.”

      “When pressed for a response, the FAA was selective in its choice of words,” said Malvalaha. “They equivocated using the phrases described technique and using the technology the consultant has claimed.”

      Lau laughed after this statement.

      “The government has a lot of experience with misdirection,” said Lau. “Our most sophisticated operations were panned as impossible by the experts and their friends in the media—even after we successfully accomplished them!”

      “When researching this online, we discovered that American Airlines and Boeing launched a Bug Bounty program, offering a million free air-miles to the good guys—the white-hat hackers,” said Walthaus. “These ethical and conscientious hackers shared their findings online. We took their findings as a starting point and found the vulnerability window we were looking for.”

      “Continue,” said Lau.

      If Lau could publish his work, he would surely win the Carnegie Foundation award as Professor of the Year. Then again, he might be teaching second-grade math to his fellow inmates.

      “We’re going to use the government’s safeguard technology against them in two steps,” said Malvalaha.

      Lau turned his Red Sox cap backward—an unconscious signal that it was time to go to work.

      “First, we access the Boeing Uninterruptible Autopilot system,” said Fakhri. “The patent for the system was granted to Boeing in 2006, as a method of taking control of a commercial aircraft away from the pilot or flight crew in the event of a hijacking. The uninterruptible autopilot can be initiated by the pilots via onboard sensors or remotely through government satellite links.”

      “As far as the public knows, no Boeing aircraft has been retrofitted to include this technology, although rumors abound to the contrary,” said Walthaus. “After the disappearance of Malaysia Flight 370, the Prime Minister of Malaysia claimed Boeing or certain government agencies utilized the uninterruptible autopilot to down the aircraft. I’m sure he alluded to the CIA.”

      “An online search supported his theory,” said Fakhri. “We researched the rules issued by the FAA on the Federal Register website and found a Special Condition granted to Boeing for the Model 777 aircraft, allowing the installation of the uninterruptible autopilot software.”

      “But we’re tracking a 757,” said Lau.

      “Yes, we are,” said Walthaus. “The FAA, in its action, authorized Boeing to conduct tests of the new system in six of its 757 aircraft, plus the system was initially designed for the 757. We researched all of the top contractors who work under Boeing’s Defense division. Typically, new technology ends up in the hands of our Defense Department.”

      “We found the company hired to install the system—Alion Science and Technology,” said Fakhri. “Their technology solutions sector manager, Robert Hurt, gave a presentation at a Raytheon trade show last year, which was published online. After some digging, we have the details on the six 757 aircraft participating in the program.”

      “American Airlines Flight 129 is one of them,” said Malvalaha.
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        May 8

        3:12 p.m.

        American Airlines Flight 129

        33,000 Feet

        Near Evansville, Indiana

      

      

      Gray exhaled deeply when the green light on the keypad illuminated. He and Bird quickly entered the cockpit and slammed the door shut.

      “What the hell is going on, Bill!” exclaimed Gray as he climbed into his seat and strapped in. Bird positioned himself in the jump seat. Gray quickly examined the onboard computer monitor and activated the Fasten Seat Belt sign.

      “Talk to me, Billy!”

      “The controls are unresponsive,” muttered Applegate. “We are in a rapid descent, and the controls will not respond to any of my commands.”

      “You have to call a Mayday, Randy,” said Bird.

      Gray looked at the altitude control indicator. They were in a descent, but not an insurmountable one—yet. The altimeter read twenty-four thousand feet.

      “Billy, are you with me?” asked Gray.

      Applegate barely muttered a response.

      “Billy, why don’t you trade seats with Captain Bird,” said Gray. “You need a break, and Stacy is an experienced captain. Come on now, let Stacy swap with you.”

      Applegate slowly removed his seat harness and traded seats with Bird, who immediately leaned across the center console.

      “Should I escort him off the flight deck?” asked Bird.

      “He’s just shook up,” said Gray. “Call in the Mayday, and let me figure this out.”

      Bird’s attempt to access the onboard computer proved fruitless. The keyboard was unresponsive.

      “We’re one hundred miles east of St. Louis,” said Gray. “Try SDF. Wait, not Louisville. We’ll need Indianapolis Center.”

      “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday, Indianapolis Center. American Airlines one-two-niner heavy declaring an emergency,” said Bird. “I say again. Mayday, Mayday, Mayday, Indianapolis ZID. American Airlines one-two-niner heavy declaring an emergency.”

      “American one-two-niner, this is Indianapolis Center. We copy your Mayday,” said a representative of the Indianapolis Air Route Traffic Control Center. The primary responsibility of Indianapolis Center was to monitor and separate flights within the seventy-three thousand square miles it covered in the Midwest. Today, a new task presented itself. “What is the nature of your emergency?”

      “Indianapolis Center, onboard controls are unresponsive. We are under power and in a steady descent now passing twenty-two thousand feet,” said Bird. “All other flight deck functions appear normal.”

      “Roger, American one-two-niner. All stations. All stations. Indianapolis Center. Mayday situation in progress. Stop transmitting. Repeat. Mayday situation in progress. Stop all transmissions.”

      Gray sat back in the pilot’s seat and looked around the Orbiter flight deck, searching for clues—and answers. Nothing made sense. The entire console appeared normal. The monitors functioned properly, displaying their current flight parameters; however, the keyboard for the onboard computer continued to be unresponsive.

      “We’re leveling off,” said Bird, pointing at the altitude control indicator. “Son of a gun, we’re holding steady at twenty K. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

      Neither had Gray.

      “American one-two-niner, this is Indianapolis Center. Boeing technical team is en route, and Homeland Security has been notified.”

      “Roger, Indianapolis Center,” said Bird. “Be advised, altitude has leveled off at twenty thousand feet. Steady on original course.”

      “American one-two-niner. Indianapolis Center. Roger.”

      “Homeland Security?” asked Bird.

      Gray understood the gravity of their situation. If he couldn’t demonstrate positive control of the aircraft, it would not be allowed to reach Washington.
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        May 8

        3:13 p.m.

        The Hack House

        Binney Street

        East Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Now that we’ve entered the plane’s Wi-Fi system, it’s necessary to hack through the firewall of the aircraft communications addressing and reporting system, or ACARS,” said Malvalaha. “This will give us access to the plane’s onboard computer system and the uploaded flight management system data.”

      Lau watched intently as his protégé navigated through the plane’s servers.

      “You’re in!” exclaimed Walthaus. “My turn, Leo.”

      Malvalaha relinquished his chair to Walthaus, whose only experience with an airplane was playing on his father’s computer as a teen.

      “The aircraft is flying on autopilot,” said Fakhri. “That’s good. Right about now, the pilots are relaxed and completely unaware of our presence.”

      “First, I will initiate the uninterruptible autopilot system, which will prevent the flight crew from interfering with us,” said Walthaus. “These controls are considered fly-by-wire, which have replaced the conventional manual controls of the aircraft with an electronic interface. The yokes that control the aircraft may provide certain inputs into a flight-control system, but with the uninterruptible autopilot system initiated, the crew can flail around all they want, and their actions will not be recognized.

      “First, we’ll adjust the altitude to twenty-six thousand feet—just to let them know we’re flying their plane,” he continued. “Watch here.”

      Walthaus pointed to FlightAware, and Lau turned his attention to the screen. When Walthaus refreshed the screen, the airspeed had declined, along with the aircraft’s altitude.

      “Whoa!” exclaimed Walthaus. “Sorry about that! It’s hard to adjust the controls using a mouse and its cursor. I just took the plane into a dive and probably scared the crap out of everybody on board. Let me level this off at twenty thousand feet.”

      “Is that too low?” asked Lau.

      “No, eighteen thousand feet is considered the upper end of an air traffic’s transitional level, where the most activity takes place,” said Walthaus. “We’ll maintain this altitude and course for a few minutes, to give everyone on board an opportunity to catch their breath. Then we’ll climb back to thirty-three thousand feet.”

      Ordinarily, the Zero Day Gamers had a profit motive. The hijack by hacking of the American Airlines flight was a test. Today, they would determine whether the hack could be achieved, in addition to gauging the government’s response.

      “At this point, the pilots have probably reported a Mayday to the nearest air traffic control tower—either St. Louis or Louisville,” said Malvalaha. “Their flight training would dictate a simple procedure of turning off the autopilot and resuming control of the aircraft manually. Unfortunately for them, the Boeing Uninterruptible Autopilot system has built-in safeguards that prevent the pilots from overriding our controls.”

      “What prevents NORAD or the FAA from taking over the operation of the plane via its satellite controls?” asked Lau.

      “We’ve installed a version of the TeslaCrypt Ransomware onto the plane’s servers,” said Malvalaha. “This malware blocks access to the aircraft’s onboard computers by everybody until released by us. In the future, we’ll provide them a message with a monetary demand. Today, we’re just sending a message.”
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        May 8

        3:17 p.m.

        NORAD—Air Defense Operations Center

        Cheyenne Mountain Air Force Station, Colorado

      

      

      “Sir, Wright Patterson has been notified of the situation,” said the technical sergeant who was manning the console tracking American Airlines Flight 129. “I have Lieutenant Colonel Darren Reynolds on the line, sir.”

      Colonel Arnold pressed the remote transmit button for his headset. “Colonel Reynolds, this is Colonel James Arnold. Please stay on the line as we assess the situation.”

      “Colonel Arnold, we have scrambled two F-16s. Time is running out. Once ADOC was notified, we ceased communications with the Indianapolis Air Traffic Control Center and turned comms over to you.”

      “Thank you, Colonel,” said Arnold. “Sergeant, contact the aircraft.”

      “American Airlines one-two-niner, United States Air Force Air Defense Operations Center. Over,” said the airman.

      After a moment, the response came through the overhead speakers.

      “Air Defense, this is Captain Randy Gray.”

      “Captain Gray, this is Colonel Arnold. What steps have you taken to gain control of your aircraft?” asked Colonel Arnold.

      “The most logical step is to turn off the plane’s autopilot,” said Gray. “But the autopilot is unresponsive. In fact, all of our controls are unresponsive. We’ve had no flight control for nearly seventeen minutes now.”

      “Stand by, Captain Gray,” said Colonel Arnold.

      He pointed to the sergeant to mute the conversation, waiting several seconds before addressing his team.

      “If this 757 is outfitted with Boeing’s new autopilot system, why haven’t we simply taken control of the aircraft?”

      “Malware has been inserted into the aircraft’s onboard server network, preventing any type of outside access,” said another airman. “Boeing technical support is working on a solution, but so far they have been unsuccessful.”

      “Colonel Reynolds, what is the ETA on your F-16s?” asked Colonel Arnold.

      Arnold took a deep breath during the pause and studied the global positioning of Flight 129. The plane would be over a desolate area of Eastern Kentucky in roughly ten minutes. He had to escalate this to USNorthCom. He was not going to sentence 237 passengers and crew to their death without further orders.
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        May 8

        3:23 p.m.

        F-16 “Fighting Falcons”

        180th Fighter Wing

        24,000 Feet

        Near Lexington, Kentucky

      

      

      “Roger, Giant Killer, awaiting orders,” said Smash Seven, the lead F-16 pilot dispatched to intercept Flight 129. “We will maintain two four thousand at the four o’clock and eight o’clock positions.”

      “Copy, Smash Seven,” said Smash Eleven, maintaining his position above the left rear of the 757 aircraft. “Smash Seven, switch to alternate frequency Charlie. Repeat, switch to alternate frequency Charlie.”

      “Go ahead, Smash Eleven.”

      “Are we going to shoot down a commercial airliner?” asked Smash Eleven.

      “Certainly not what I had in mind when I woke up this morning,” said Smash Seven. “It must be hijacked.

      “Look, they’re climbing. Return to primary frequency.”

      “Switching,” said Smash Eleven.

      “Giant Killer, Smash Seven. Aircraft appears to be in ascent. Repeat, aircraft is ascending. Now climbing to two four thousand,” said Smash Seven. “Now two eight thousand. Please advise.”

      “Roger that, Smash Seven,” said Giant Killer. “Maintain present heading and adjust altitude to three six thousand.”

      The F-16s rose in altitude to maintain a height advantage over the 757.

      “Aircraft has leveled off at three three thousand. Heading has not changed,” said Smash Seven. “We have bull’s-eye on one-two-nine at three six thousand now. We are a half mile in trail.”
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        May 8

        3:23 p.m.

        American Airlines Flight 129

        20,000 Feet

        Near Lexington, Kentucky

      

      

      “Those are F-16s,” said Bird. “They’ve remained just behind us since they checked us out a few minutes ago.”

      Gray was aware the military would not hesitate to shoot them down if the plane was hijacked. Although their altitude had leveled, no one knew whether the plane would fly directly into the Atlantic or nose-dive into Washington. The government would not take that chance. He suddenly felt the urge to call his wife.

      “I’m going to call Betty,” said Gray.

      At lower altitude, he might reach a cell tower. A second after pressing send on his phone, the plane began to climb. He initiated communications once again with the Indianapolis ZID.

      “Indianapolis Center. American Airlines Flight one-two-niner. Aircraft has begun uncontrolled ascent,” said Gray.

      Bird called out the altimeter readings. “Twenty-three thousand. Twenty-six thousand. Thirty thousand.”

      “American Airlines one-two-niner, roger that. Are you able to gain control of your aircraft?”

      “Negative.” Gray was sweating profusely.

      They were running out of time.

      “Where are the F-16s, Stacy?”

      “I don’t have a visual. My guess is they’re a thousand feet above and behind us,” replied Bird.

      “Captain Gray,” interrupted the voice of the Air Force colonel, “I’m not going to sugarcoat this. You have about two minutes to gain control of your aircraft before you enter populated areas and D.C. airspace. Homeland Security has established certain protocols in this type of situation.”

      Gray and Bird exchanged glances. How could this be happening? I really want to talk to my wife.

      “Colonel, I assure you that we have nothing to do with this,” pleaded Gray. “There has to be a solution. This airplane is acting normally, except for the controls. It must be a malfunction. You can’t shoot us down!”

      “Randy, look!” exclaimed Bird, tapping the monitors for the onboard computer.

      Gray immediately grabbed the controls, remembering that the autopilot was activated. He flipped the switch, and the plane responded to his touch. Flight 129 was his again!

      “All stations, this is American Airlines one-two-niner. We have positive control of the flight. I say again, we have positive control of the flight!” said Gray.

      As he and Captain Bird exchanged relieved looks, the monitor display changed:

      Thank you for flying with Zero Day Gamers Airways.
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        May 13

        5:51 p.m.

        Senate Chamber

        North Wing of the United States Capitol

        Washington, D.C.

      

      

      Senator Abigail Morgan stopped to catch her breath and take a sip of water from an Aquafina bottle provided by Sen. Rand Paul. The Senate had been called the world’s greatest deliberative body since the mid-nineteenth century, but this marathon filibuster orchestrated by Abbie and her libertarian comrades in the Senate was more rumination than deliberation. As she gathered her thoughts, she soaked in the grandeur of the Senate chamber. For over one hundred and fifty years, great American orators made their case to the American people and their fellow senators in this hall. Flanked by the red Levanto pilasters and facing a large marble rostrum, the senator who had the floor was granted the opportunity to speak unimpeded. Abbie had the floor and the National Defense Authorization Act was the topic du jour.

      “Our objection to Section 1021 of the NDAA goes beyond the ability of the military to detain American citizens without the right to a civilian trial,” said Abbie. “We believe the House amendment, if adopted, specifically states that the NDAA will not deny the writ of habeas corpus or any other constitutional rights afforded any citizen of the United States.”

      Abbie, along with Senators Paul, Cruz and Lee, had commandeered the Senate floor to lambaste the NDAA provisions on domestic surveillance, the militarization of police departments and, most importantly, the attempts of the act to gut the Second Amendment. It was not a filibuster, per se, by Abbie and her fellow senators. The Gang of Four, as these Senate libertarians had become known, were trying to draw attention to the provisions slipped into the act at the eleventh hour by Senate leadership with full support of the Minority and the President. The overreaching by the National Security Agency into domestic surveillance had been debated for years. This act took the assault on Americans’ civil liberties to new heights. Abbie continued.

      “However, the proposed Senate amendments are being sold to the American people as a way to deal with insurrection within the United States,” said Abbie. “We all recognize that social unrest is on an unprecedented rise across the nation. Americans are distraught and rightly so. But the solution is not to pass draconian laws which take away our citizens’ civil liberties. Americans will not stand for being placed upon a domestic terror watch list simply because they stated an opinion on social media or perhaps purchased too many rounds of ammunition for their legally owned firearms.”

      Cable news networks were enjoying the spectacle provided by Abbie and especially Senator Paul, who was the front runner for the Republican nomination for President. Most accused Senator Paul of claiming the spotlight to draw attention to himself and raise funds for his presidential candidacy. Abbie was accused of similar political grandstanding—seizing the opportunity to show her vice presidential bona fides. At best, their filibuster was self-aggrandizing. At worst, some critics said, it was an act of pure cynicism.

      These criticisms were not without merit, but their objections reflected the abilities of those who’d mastered parliamentary arcana for a living. Senator Paul learned political maneuverings from his father—longtime Texas Congressman Ron Paul. Abbie learned from the master manipulator, her father—John Adams Morgan.

      “The defense of the country requires that we have adequate intelligence to detect and to counter threats to domestic security,” said Abbie. “But this requirement must not take priority over maintaining the civil liberties of our citizens. Our Constitution and the Bill of Rights should not be suspended even during a time of war, much less during a difficult period of social unrest. Intelligence agencies that legitimately seek to preserve the security of our nation must be subject to transparency and oversight. Thus, we oppose our government’s use of secret classifications to create a so-called domestic terror watch list—an enemies list—based upon one’s free speech, political beliefs or purchases of firearm-related merchandise.”

      Shortly after her election in 2010, Abbie learned senators had very powerful levers at their fingertips. At any moment, like this one, a senator could grind the chamber to a halt without any real accountability other than an admonishment from their leadership. Were this a real filibuster, the Gang of Four could have stopped the legislation dead in its tracks, but that would have a devastating impact on the nation’s security. Everyone knew that, including the Gang of Four. By occupying the Senate floor and speaking for hours on end with great political fanfare and the world watching via the cable news networks, attention could be drawn to these objectionable provisions with the hope that a public outcry might develop. It was an inherently attention-seeking tactic that had unsurprisingly effective results.

      “I am an unapologetic supporter of the Second Amendment,” continued Abbie. “I accept the premise that the only legitimate use of force is in defense against aggression of one’s individual rights—life, liberty and justly owned property. While this right resides permanently with the individual, our First Amendment right of association allows us to be aided by any other individual or group without fear of being labeled an enemy combatant of our government.”

      Abbie looked around the Senate floor and realized that she was virtually alone except for her comrades and a few tired, disinterested Senate staffers. But the cameras were always on and her words held profound meaning. This was not just about political posturing, although it was an ancillary benefit. Abbie spoke from the heart and was principled in her beliefs. For that reason, the words flowed easily.

      “We affirm the individual right recognized by the Second Amendment to keep and bear arms and oppose the persecution of American citizens for exercising this right,” said Abbie. “The American people should be free to establish their own conditions regarding the ownership and use of firearms without fear of confiscation as this Act allows. We will continue to vehemently oppose all laws at any level of government restricting the ownership, manufacture and transfer of firearms or ammunition for any lawful purpose.”

      From her right, Abbie saw Senator Cruz approach. Abbie admired Cruz for his shrewd initiative and spirited resourcefulness. He had the gumption to stand up for his principles and oppose even the most popular of Republican proposals. Over the last couple of years, Cruz grew more alienated within the GOP conference than ever, earning him the well-deserved designation firebrand.

      “Well done, Abbie. Take a breather and let this long-winded Texan have a go at it,” said Senator Cruz, whispering to Abbie as he placed his hand over the microphone. “Just be aware, our sellout of a Senate Majority Leader is headed your way.”

      Abbie knew the pontificating was coming to an end and the presence of the Senate Majority Leader on the Senate floor was evidence of the gavel from the bully pulpit being dropped on their Libertarian party of four.

      “May I speak with you, Senator?” asked Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell from Kentucky. He gently led Abbie away from the prying eyes and ears of others. Like a protective sheepdog, Abbie’s chief of staff remained close by.

      “Of course, sir,” said Abbie.

      “Senator,” started McConnell, “I’m aware Senator Paul has a vested interest in ennobling Rand Paul just as high as his goal of thwarting the ability of our government to use lawful surveillance measures to protect the homeland. I am quite surprised, however, that you would join in this mockery of doing the people’s business.”

      “Sir, I am very committed to the defeat of these objectionable provisions and late added amendments by the Senate Armed Services Committee,” said Abbie. “I objected when they were proposed in committee and I am continuing to object now. They are overreaching.”

      “I admire your commitment to your cause,” said McConnell. “When I gave you high-valued assignments on the Emerging Threats and Capabilities subcommittee and on the Senate Intelligence Committee, I knew that you would bring a unique perspective. However, I need not remind you of the criticism I received from my caucus for placing a political independent such as yourself in these prized assignments.”

      “Sir, I mean you no disrespect by advancing my arguments on the floor today,” said Abbie. “I feel strongly about these issues.”

      “Well, no matter,” said McConnell. “I have reached an agreement with Senator Paul to bring this charade to an end. He will be allowed to bring a few amendments to the Senate floor for consideration together with a limited amount of time for more eloquent speeches. But then we will vote. The members of both houses are interested in winding this up in order to hit the campaign trail for summer recess. I am sure you have some campaigning to do as well, Senator.”

      “Yes, sir, of course,” said Abbie. She could sense something was about to blindside her.

      “Senator, I have spoken with your father,” said McConnell. He turned to Abbie’s chief of staff. “Young lady, I imagine you have a phone message for the senator.”

      Abbie was handed a transcribed message from her father. She looked at her chief of staff, who nodded her head affirmatively. The note read—take the deal, see you Sunday. Senator McConnell was smiling at her. Abbie did not like her vote being sold.

      “Senator, after the vote authorizing the NDAA, the President will be signing an Executive Order,” said McConnell. “In the interest of making the new Act budget-neutral, the President will be divesting certain lands determined to be a cost burden upon the taxpayers. The Department of the Interior has already made the arrangements. One such parcel is located in Massachusetts.”

      “I am sorry, sir,” said Abbie, beginning to get the picture. “Which parcel are you referring to?”

      “Senator, your father will explain the details to you,” said McConnell. “This will be a magnificent feather in your political cap. Use it wisely.”

      “But, sir—” said Abbie.

      “We’re done here,” said McConnell. Abbie was dismissed as she watched the Senate Majority Leader approach Senator Mike Lee from Utah. Abbie wondered what other feathers were being doled out to caps of the Gang of Four today.
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        John Morgan Residence

        39 Sears Road

        Brookline, Massachusetts

      

      

      Morgan milled around and cordially engaged in conversation with his guests. The executive committee of the Boston Brahmin met monthly, usually at his 73 Tremont office. After last month’s excitement as viewed from the Top of the Hub restaurant, Morgan thought a more relaxed atmosphere was appropriate. It was doubtful a race riot would break out on his pristine four-acre front lawn.

      “The rise in interest rates is unprecedented,” said Lawrence Lowell, a wealthy philanthropist and direct descendant of John Lowell, a federal judge in the first United States Continental Congress. “I’m told the Federal Reserve will raise rates to five percent on Thursday.”

      “It is untenable,” said Morgan. “As you know, we turned off the lending spigot to our European interests several months ago. As these rates rise, they will not be able to afford the payments. I am not in the business of collections, are you?”

      Lowell’s stout frame shook as he laughed. “No, our borrowers do not appreciate our collection efforts, do they?” Lowell asked rhetorically. “My concern is for the American economy. The nation’s debt is unsustainable. Logically, as rates rise, the deficit will grow exponentially. This takes money out of the hands of businesses and squanders it down the drain of interest payments to Japan, China and others. A government that borrows a lot will have to pay the piper—or hope for some form of a reset.”

      “A day of reckoning is coming, Lawrence,” said Morgan. “Rest assured we will be well positioned when the time comes.” Morgan slapped his old friend on the back as Walter Cabot approached them. Cabot, heir to the Cabot shipping fortune, was a direct descendant of Captain John Cabot, a Revolutionary War hero.

      “I sense a conspiracy is brewing over here.” Cabot laughed as he shook hands with his fellow Boston Brahmin. “You two are either solving the world’s problems or creating a few—for someone else, of course.”

      “Walter, our astute friend Lawrence and I were simply envisioning a world without water,” said Morgan. “What would all those Cabot ships do if they were high and dry?”

      “Blasphemy, gentlemen,” replied Cabot. “We would simply turn them into high-dollar condos with great ocean-front potential!” The powerful men shared a laugh and a clink of the glass. Morgan knew their resources would always enable them to prosper—in good times and bad.

      “John, we love what you’ve done with the place,” said Cabot as he turned to survey the grand entry. Morgan’s home was a fifteen-thousand-square-foot, 1929 Georgian Revival manor located in the heart of prestigious Brookline. The nine-bedroom, fourteen-bath mansion was adorned with gold-leaf ceilings and intricate architectural millwork. After recent renovations, Morgan added a billiards room, a state-of-the-art home theater and even an elaborate tree house in the event Abigail rewarded him with grandchildren.

      Morgan thought often of Abigail and her lack of serious relationships in the past—except for Henry Sargent years ago. Morgan clearly discouraged the relationship with Sarge because of the plan he had for both of their lives. As his only child, Abigail had many shoes to fill. As the Sargent boys’ godfather, Morgan had a special bond with Henry and Steven, but he also needed them for important roles that Morgan knew were inevitable. With every passing week, Morgan knew the time was near for the Sargent brothers to prove their mettle. He had seen it coming for many decades.

      “Thank you, Walter,” said Morgan. “I must say the tree house in the woods is my favorite addition. Hopefully, I will be a grandfather someday. Abigail’s career takes precedence at this time.”

      “I’ve seen the polls,” said Lowell. “Her path to victory looks strong. I’ve also seen her rise to national prominence. She seems to be spending a lot of time with Senator Paul.” Morgan perceived Lowell was making a point about her association with the GOP frontrunner.

      “If you are referring to their marathon session on the Senate floor, I am aware,” said Morgan. “She and Senator Paul have shared this opinion of so-called governmental intrusion into people’s lives since they both ran for the Senate six years ago. Senator Paul may have been politically motivated by Friday’s grandstanding, but I believe Abigail was principled in her rhetoric. In any event, her actions have benefitted us tremendously, as you will soon learn.”

      One of Morgan’s butlers approached them without intruding. Morgan, acknowledging his presence, spoke first. “Yes, Robert.”

      “As you requested, sir. Abigail is here.”

      “Excuse me, gentlemen,” said Morgan as he went to find Abbie. She deserved an explanation about the mysterious change of events in the Senate chamber Friday. As Morgan passed through the ornate columns guarded by large Chinese fan palm trees, he paused to admire his daughter. Abigail never failed him. She shared a passion for the law and followed his educational path through Harvard. She gradually gained an inclination for politics. His wealth and power allowed her to avoid the normal path of local politics to the national stage. She enjoyed the benefit of his prominence and powerful friends, enabling her to become a powerful junior senator with even greater ambitions. There were times decisions would be made on her behalf. Friday’s wrangling with the Senate Majority Leader was one of those times. He did not like to shut her out, but as a sitting senator, plausible deniability was necessary.

      “May I borrow my lovely daughter?” asked Morgan to a handful of well-wishers surrounding Abigail. “This will only take a moment.” Morgan leaned down to kiss her cheek, which was slightly out of character for him. Her cold response told him she was still unhappy. He led her into the billiards room and shut the door behind them.

      “Abigail, I need to explain,” said Morgan, but she interrupted him.

      “Father, you know I don’t like to sell my vote,” said Abbie. “We agreed I would always look after your interest, and theirs.” Abbie gestured through the door, obviously making reference to the Boston Brahmin.

      “Yes, dear, we did agree,” said Morgan. “You have always performed admirably.”

      “I am not one of your employees who expects a pat on the back,” said Abbie. “Those provisions of the NDAA are onerous and need to be removed.” She walked away from him and mindlessly rolled the cue ball down the red felt of the full-size, modern billiards table. He hoped his explanation would make this right.

      “Before I provide you the details of my arrangement with Senator McConnell, please know that I will never put you in a position to compromise your principles, even if they conflict with my own needs,” said Morgan. “I will not be at cross-purposes with my daughter. I would simply find another way.” Morgan discerned his daughter was still raw with emotion.

      “The objectionable provisions of the NDAA will be struck from the final draft prior to passage,” said Morgan.

      Abigail looked up at him, probing his eyes for subterfuge. She knew him well.

      He continued. “Politics is about give and take, as you have learned. We take far more than we give. I have worked with Senators McConnell and Reid their entire careers. I helped Harry rise to his leadership position. The two are interchangeable. The fight between political parties is less about ideology than it is about who controls the purse strings. Republicans and Democrats rotate in and out of political power, but they conduct the same political business while there—control the flow of money to their benefactors. Abigail, we are the benefactors to both sides of the aisle.” He could see her relax. Morgan had taught her over time that his methods might appear objectionable at first, but the results typically improved a given situation.

      “What kind of deal did you make? What land was McConnell talking about?”

      “Abigail, we have established a charitable trust and will be acquiring Prescott Peninsula,” replied Morgan.

      “What part of it—the old town of Prescott? For what purpose?” asked Abigail. She leaned on a barstool next to a mounted eight-point buck.

      “No, dear, all of it, including the Quabbin Reservoir.” Morgan allowed this to sink in for a moment. The Quabbin Reservoir was the largest body of water in the State of Massachusetts. Located in the central part of the state, it was formed by the creation of dams and dikes in the 1930s, and became federal government owned and was largely undeveloped. Prescott Peninsula was completely surrounded by the reservoir and was largely unimproved except for an abandoned radio astronomy observatory where the old town of Prescott Center once stood. The entire acquisition encompassed nearly forty square miles.

      “Father, the media will have a field day with this,” objected Abbie. “Every Executive Order the President signs receives heavy scrutiny. If my vote is tied to this, my political career is over.”

      “It is for this reason Senator McConnell agreed to drop the provisions of the NDAA you find objectionable. The President has ascertained another way to achieve his goals. You—we, will reap the benefits.”

      “How will we benefit?” asked Abbie.

      “Politically, you will have a very public ribbon-cutting ceremony on a new facility for abused families,” said Morgan. “The facility, owned by a charitable trust with many layers of anonymity, will be portrayed as a shelter for victims of domestic violence and abuse. For that reason, the media and local residents will be asked to respect the privacy of the developers before and after its completion. It would be unsafe to the families to be exposed to their abusers.”

      “On paper, this is a very noble cause,” said Abbie. “I could take credit for bringing this type of facility to our state.” Morgan saw she was warming to the concept.

      “Yes, Abigail,” said Morgan. “You will not be required to compromise your vote and you will gain political capital in the process.”

      “But this will still be picked apart by the media,” said Abbie.

      “We have orchestrated these events to fall on this particular weekend. The media will be preoccupied for days to come.”

      “How?” asked Abbie, only to be interrupted by a knock at the door.

      “Come in, please,” said Morgan.

      Malcolm Lowe, his longtime assistant and former Undersecretary of State, entered the room. He was carrying a phone.

      “Sir, an urgent call for you,” said Lowe, handing the phone to Morgan. “Hello, Abbie.”

      “Yes,” said Morgan into the receiver.
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        The White House Situation Room

        Washington, D.C.

      

      

      Katie O’Shea knew something of vital national importance was brewing. Weekend briefings in the White House Situation Room were not completely out of the norm. The world, after all, didn’t take weekends off. What made this particular briefing extraordinary was the presence of Victoria Blanchett, the senior most advisor to the President. Officially, her title was Assistant to the President for Public Engagement and Intergovernmental Affairs. Unofficially, she was much more.

      Born in Iran, Blanchett wielded unprecedented power in the White House. She was rumored to be the closest confidant of the President, surpassing even the voice of his wife. Her presence in today’s emergency briefing told Katie the White House was circling the wagons and had a serious incident on its hands that required the narrative to be closely monitored.

      In addition, Secretary of the Treasury Jack Lew was present. To her knowledge, matters of State and National Defense did not ordinarily involve Treasury. Katie was still new in her position as a member of the President’s Intelligence Advisory Board, but she had earned the other members’ respect with her excellent analysis of the Las Vegas cyberattack on the downtown casinos. At first, both David McDill, White House Chief of Staff, and Susan Giles, the National Security Advisor, were skeptical of Katie’s role on the board. They were aware of John Morgan’s influence in placing Katie in her position. NSA Giles instantly warmed to Katie’s blunt manner and candid analysis of intelligence matters while being mindful of the political impact of reports. Most importantly to Katie, however, was pleasing her real boss—John Morgan.

      “Let’s get started,” said Lew, breaking the whispered conversations in the room. “We have been contacted via official channels by my counterparts in Spain, Greece and Italy today. The decision by Greece was somewhat expected. They began issuing a form of IOU, which was used as payment to government employees and retirees. In addition, six new drachma banknotes were designed and printed. When their banks reopen, the new drachma will become the country’s official currency.” Secretary Lew sat back in his chair, which prompted Chief of Staff McDill to interject.

      “The President will be returning from a fund-raiser in San Francisco this evening,” said McDill. “He will be in contact with Chancellor Merkel and French President Hollande in the next several hours to assess their reactions.”

      “The International Monetary Fund is working with national authorities in Europe on contingency plans,” said Secretary Lew. “The Greek banks are big players in some of its neighbors’ financial systems. In Bulgaria, for example, subsidiaries of the National Bank of Greece own a quarter of the country’s banking assets. The situation is similar in Romania, Albania and Serbia.”

      Katie followed the collapse of the Eurozone for several years. Before Abbie’s senatorial reelection campaign ramped up, the two would enjoy movie nights at Katie’s apartment. Abbie likened the Eurozone collapse to watching a bad B-movie that you just can’t turn off. Everyone knew Greece would exit the Eurozone—Grexit as the process was termed. What was surprising about today’s news was the complicity of Spain and Italy. While both nations had their financial difficulties, their withdrawal from the Eurozone would catch everyone by surprise. Secretary Lew continued.

      “Several scenarios have been advanced regarding the departure of Greece from the Eurozone,” said Secretary Lew. “It was our opinion that the biggest threat to the continuance of the euro is not that Greece might leave, but that it might exit and then thrive with a clean financial slate. The Italians would question whether it made sense for them to continue its financial pain when it could simply bring back the lira. I don’t want to get into the weeds here, but Italy is running a government surplus that is constantly strained by the low growth and deflation caused by the euro. The Grexit is simply an excuse for Italy to advance their already laid plans.”

      Katie’s mind raced as she thought about the national-security issues surrounding this train wreck. This would cause substantial unrest throughout Europe and could potentially spill over into the United States. Terrorists never sleep and typically took advantage of distractions to conduct their attacks. NSA Giles was studying her. Has the NSA developed a mind-reading app—which is implanted in Susan Giles brain? Wouldn’t surprise me.

      “What happens next?” asked the President’s Chief of Staff.

      “The government did not put up a default notice, but it did advise several key officials in the Greek trade unions and a run on the banks began,” said Secretary Lew. “As word spread and the lines at the banks grew, the decision was made over the weekend to close the banks indefinitely. The IMF has requested national banking supervisors to ensure all subsidiaries of Greek banks throughout the Eurozone have enough assets to allow exchanges of emergency financing at their own central banks in case financing from the Greek parent institutions is suddenly cut off.”

      “We expect President Pavlopoulos to address the Greek people and ask for calm,” said NSA Giles. “As President, he is a figurehead, but he is respected. Prime Minister Tsipras is the driving force behind the default—together with his allies, Prime Minister Rajoy in Spain and Italian Prime Minister Renzi.”

      “We expect Portugal to join their Southern Europe neighbors by the end of today,” added Secretary Lew.

      “Europe is America’s largest trading partner,” said McDill. “The most common currency for transactions between the United States and European businesses is the dollar. But the euro is a close second, which will leave American businesses that deal with Europe exposed to devastating losses.”

      “The value of the euro had already dropped below the one-to-one ratio with the dollar,” added Secretary Lew. “Many of our businesses began writing their contracts with European companies in dollars, but a few of the larger institutions hedged and used forward contracts—betting on the additional loss of value.”

      Katie absorbed as much of this information as possible because she would have to relay these details to Morgan. However, she was hesitant to take notes. Victoria Blanchett continued to study the faces seated around the table in the Situation Room. What is she looking for? Does the White House suspect a leak?

      “How does all of this affect our national security?” asked McDill.

      “There are a lot of possible scenarios, none of them are very good,” said NSA Rice.

      “Give us the best-case scenario, Jack,” said McDill.

      “We expect the breakup to destroy twenty-five percent to sixty percent of the gross domestic product in the stronger countries who choose to remain with the euro—namely France and Germany,” said Lew. “Banks throughout Europe and to some extent elsewhere will suffer catastrophic losses and need to be nationalized. There will be massive wealth destruction in the private sector. European export markets will practically disappear because devaluation will make those products expensive and uncompetitive. On a societal level, unemployment, uncertainty and shortages of basic necessities will result in large-scale unrest across Europe.”

      “I asked for the best-case scenario.”

      “That is the best-case scenario, Dave,” replied Lew. “The worst-case scenario is a total collapse. Such a collapse would lead to a multiyear depression in Europe and several years of recession here. The collapse of the euro would have a more damaging impact on the American economy than the events of ’07 and ’08.”

      “What do you mean?” asked McDill.

      “A rush of financial assets out of the Eurozone would wreak havoc with currencies and the price of oil, for starters,” replied Secretary Lew. “Even worse, interbank lending will be destroyed worldwide. Should there be a run on banks worldwide as a result of the Eurozone collapse, credit markets will freeze, making it near impossible to borrow money.”

      “We pulled ourselves out of the ’08 debacle through Federal Reserve activity,” said McDill. “Can’t you coordinate with the Fed and the IMF to formulate stopgap measures?”

      “Ordinarily, the answer is yes,” replied Secretary Lew. “The crisis in 2008 originated in the United States and was manageable by the Fed. There is no single global entity that wields as much power internationally as the Federal Reserve. The Fed has its hands full with the rapid rise in inflation in the United States. A reduction in rates for the purposes of bailing out Europe would make our inflation look like Zimbabwe of ten years ago.”

      In 1998, the President of Zimbabwe, Robert Mugabe, instituted a series of government programs to elevate his country’s poor population. The programs included land grabs from multinational corporations who allegedly took the properties from the poor during the early years of colonialization. Because the lands were primarily used for farming and food production, the economy of Zimbabwe was devastated. Exports came to a halt, tax revenues dried up, and the government’s operating expenses skyrocketed. The Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe produced more currency in higher denominations. Hyperinflation destroyed the value of the currency. Inflation rose to an unprecedented six hundred percent in 2004. By 2008, hyperinflation rose to two million percent. Katie knew Zimbabwe was not an isolated occurrence, although it was considered the worst example. In the last one hundred years, major countries, including Germany, Mexico, Argentina, Iraq and Romania, had experienced hyperinflationary periods.

      Secretary Lew paused and a tense silence filled the room. Blanchett broke the silence, speaking for the first time.

      “The President is very concerned about the impact all of this will have on the American people,” said Blanchett. “Whatever one might think of the euro, the possibility of its total collapse, or even rampant speculation about its collapse, is going to devastate economic growth in Europe and will negatively impact our own economy. If this news creates market volatility with no feasible solutions, then U.S. consumers will be hesitant to spend money in the face of the economic uncertainty.”

      “Each of you has a unique role and contribution to the President’s Intelligence Advisory Board,” added NSA Giles. “I want a full assessment of these events from your perspective to be presented in tomorrow morning’s briefing. Ordinarily, I believe there is little that time and money can’t solve. We are short on both, people.”
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        John Morgan Residence

        39 Sears Road

        Brookline, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Sir, this is Katie O’Shea. I have just left the Situation Room at the White House.” Morgan gestured for Lowe to leave the billiards room and close the door behind him. He looked at Abigail before responding.

      “Yes, Miss O’Shea,” said Morgan. “What do you have for me?”

      “I was called to an emergency meeting in the Situation Room conducted by Secretary Lew,” said Katie. “The Eurozone will collapse tomorrow. Greece, Spain and Italy are all intentionally defaulting on their payments to the IMF. Portugal is expected to follow suit. Banks across Europe will be closed indefinitely as the Germans and French sort things out.”

      “Anything else?” asked Morgan. He looked at Abigail to assess her mood.

      “Yes, sir,” said Katie. “Victoria Blanchett was also present throughout the meeting. Her primary concern was market volatility and the lack of a feasible solution.”

      “Interesting. Who will be running point on behalf of the administration with the media?”

      “Secretary Lew,” responded Katie.

      “Thank you, Miss O’Shea. Keep me informed.” Morgan ended the call. He turned his attention to Abigail.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked.

      “Tomorrow the house of cards formerly known as the Eurozone will come to an end,” said Morgan. “Greece, Spain and Italy are willfully defaulting on their obligations to the International Monetary Fund. All banks across Europe will be closed until further notice. This will have global repercussions on the markets.” Morgan saw Abigail look at him with skepticism.

      “Did you know this was going to happen?”

      “I did.”

      “For how long?” she asked.

      “I’ve known for several weeks, Abigail,” replied Morgan, who was growing weary of his daughter’s tone. There is work to be done.

      “So you knew the compromise on the NDAA reached Friday night would be buried by the financial catastrophe in Europe?”

      “Yes, I did—for several weeks now,” replied Morgan. Both of them stood silently for a long moment.

      “I understand, Father. Thank you.” Perhaps his daughter was beginning to understand the burdens he carried. She came to hug him—a rare, brief moment of affection between them.

      “You’re welcome, Abigail,” said Morgan. Morgan opened the doors and spoke to Lowe, who was dutifully waiting outside.

      “Malcolm, discreetly advise the others to meet me in the study to discuss a serious matter.” He walked across the hallway towards his study. He turned to Abigail, who followed him.

      “It is best that you are not present in this meeting, Abigail,” said Morgan. He noticed the look of hurt on her face. “You do understand the reasons?”

      “Of course, Father, plausible deniability.”
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        * * *

      

      Morgan walked to the bar and poured himself a Macallan. Not bad, but certainly not his beloved Scotch whisky—Glenlivet, which was in short supply. As he took a moment to gather his thoughts, he admired the renovations to his study. Intricate walnut carvings adorned the walls, filling the room with the colors of chocolate brown and smoky swirls of honey. This was a man’s room, and the gold-leaf ceiling capped off its opulence. Morgan studied his original painting of John Adams—his most prized possession and one of only three known to be in existence. Silently, he toasted his glass to his ancestor.

      Paul Winthrop, a descendant of Massachusetts’ first governor, and Samuel Bradlee, a direct descendant of Nathaniel Bradlee, one of the organizers of the Boston Tea Party, entered the room first.

      “Is everything all right, John?” asked Winthrop.

      “Is this about Secretary Kerry?” asked Bradlee as he approached the bar.

      “What about Kerry?” asked Morgan, pouring his friend a glass of scotch.

      “The fool broke his leg falling off his bicycle.” Winthrop laughed.

      “This is very true, John,” added Bradlee. “He bounced off a curb and crashed, breaking his leg. His helmet and knee pads couldn’t save him.” Despite the seriousness of the circumstances, Morgan couldn’t resist a little humor of his own.

      “Let me guess, all the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put the flip-flopper back together again.” Morgan laughed.

      “Cheers to that!” announced Henry Endicott as he entered the study. Endicott, whose grandfather was one of the first Secretaries of War, despised John Kerry for what he deemed traitorous statements in front of Congress during the Vietnam War.

      Morgan greeted Cabot and Lowell as they entered the room and closed the door behind them.

      “Gentlemen, refresh your drinks and get comfortable. There is much to discuss.”
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        John Morgan Residence

        39 Sears Road

        Brookline, Massachusetts

      

      

      “I have received information regarding the Eurozone,” started Morgan. The idle chat amongst the executive committee of the Boston Brahmin died down as he spoke. Morgan was the titular head of the committee and was granted the utmost respect as a result. Over the years, no member had questioned his authority or judgment. During that time, he had increased their wealth and power exponentially.

      “As expected, the countries of Spain, Italy, Greece and now Portugal will officially declare themselves in default on their debts to the Troika—the Eurozone Central Bank, the IMF, and the Eurozone countries that helped bail them out.”

      “John, I assume this has not made the news,” asked Winthrop.

      “That’s correct, although a formal announcement is expected within hours,” replied Morgan. “This should be a lesson learned by all governments in the world. High structural deficits and unsustainable debt-to-GDP levels will ultimately lead to a sovereign debt crisis. If this leads to a crisis in confidence in the markets, both Europe and the United States could face a 1929 scenario.” Morgan watched as expressions of concern came over the faces of his fellow Brahmin.

      “Do not be concerned, gentlemen. As always, I have our finances in order.” Morgan had met with each of the men over the last several weeks to prepare them for the inevitable collapse of the Eurozone. They were all heartily invested in physical gold and precious metals. Soon, he would disclose his plan for profiting from the inevitable economic collapse.

      “To quote our friends in the White House,” started Morgan, “One must never let a good crisis go to waste. The primary repercussion of this failed experiment will be the tightening of credit. Business in Europe will be looking for willing lenders outside the European banking system. I have spoken with K. V. Kamath, president of the BRICS bank. They have no interest in lending to European concerns. They are singularly focused on advancing the economies of their member states. That leaves only one group other than us capable of filling the lending void.”

      “The Bilderbergs,” offered Cabot.

      “Yes, Walter, but more specifically, the leading financial members of the Steering Committee representing the largest European banking houses—Credit Suisse, BNP Paribas and Deutsche Bank. I have identified four individuals who have opposed our activities in Europe’s finances in the past. Some are persuadable, others are not.”

      “John, will you be in contact with these four?” asked Lowell.

      “Most definitely, Lawrence,” said Morgan. “We have several weeks before we host the conference at The Liberty Hotel. I will have all possible contingencies addressed prior to then. Our resources, under the umbrella of Morgan Global, will become the lender of first and last resort for Europe. It is time to come out of the shadows, gentlemen—pardon the pun.”

      Morgan toasted his fellow Brahmin, who laughed. Shadow banking, as the term was first used, referred to nontraditional, nonbank methods of lending. The term received a derogatory connotation after the 2008 banking crisis. The use of hedge funds and credit derivatives to finance the growth of America’s real estate market was not illegal. There would not have been a problem if people had simply paid their loans as they were contractually obligated to do. Morgan considered the insinuation of malfeasance unfair. He preferred to refer to his methods as the facilitation of credit.

      “The collapse of the euro will have a profound effect on the markets and our own currency,” said Bradlee. “I have no confidence in this administration’s ability to handle the fallout.”

      Morgan had considered this as well. This was also an opportunity to gain favor with the President and reap financial gain.

      “I have thought of this, my friends,” said Morgan. “This administration’s appetite for quantitative easing—the printing of money to buy up our own debt—has to cease. At this point, the Fed now owns nearly one hundred percent of all ten-year Treasury Bonds. When this tool was initiated in 2009, the administration’s goal was to divest its bond holdings and normalize its balance sheet once the economy fully recovered. The recovery never happened. Now, inflation is forcing rates higher, which in turn are creating a staggering debt. Gentlemen, our nation is not that far behind the Eurozone. As one of our protégés likes to say—all empires collapse eventually.” Morgan allowed reality to settle in for a moment. All of these men were descendants of the Founding Fathers. They were freedom-loving, patriotic Americans who would spend their fortunes to protect America from failure. They knew tough decisions had to be made.

      Morgan continued. “Gentlemen, our Founding Fathers worked just as tirelessly building our fledgling nation as they did in their fight for our independence from Great Britain. As fighters for the freedoms we enjoy, their causes for seeking independence followed a common theme—ensuring the freedoms and the rights of its citizens. Why should our fight for the protection of American freedoms be any different today?

      “We are a nation in decline, politically, economically and socially. I, along with many of you, believe drastic measures are necessary to put America back on sound footing. I don’t think our country’s best days are behind her. But I do believe a reset is in order. Some of you have discussed this concept with me in the past. I do not know what a reset entails, but I do know it will be painful for some. As our forefathers knew, revolutions are nasty business, but necessary at times.”
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        The Boston Herald Editorial Board

        Conference Room

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Julia Hawthorne reluctantly accepted the praise being heaped upon her by Joe Sciacca, the chief editor of the Boston Herald. Julia just received another nomination for a prestigious award. Earlier in the year, Julia was awarded the Marconi Radio Award for the paper’s newly launched Boston Herald Radio—a first for an Internet radio station.

      Now, the Society of American Business Editors and Writers granted Julia the Distinguished Achievement Award. Established in 1993, the SABEW singled out individuals who made a significant impact on the field of business journalism. It was another honor bestowed upon Julia that was sure to vault her to the top of every journalism headhunter in the county. For now, she was happy in her job, and her relationship with Sarge.

      After their dinner together in December, she and Sarge became inseparable. Trips to the West Coast and getaways to Martha’s Vineyard gave them the opportunity to step away from their lives and focus on each other. Julia wanted to marry Sarge and she was certain he felt the same way. The time didn’t seem right yet.

      “Julia, would you like to say a few words before we get started?” asked Sciacca.

      Julia composed herself. Today was a busy day at the paper. The news of the day could fill a morning and evening edition.

      “Thanks, Joe,” replied Julia. “It would be cliché to say this was a team effort, but I’ll say it anyway. Everyone in this room contributes to the publication of our paper. For one hundred and seventy years, journalists have taken great pride in producing the news and excellent editorial content for our fellow Bostonians. Our work on Herald Radio got us noticed again and I believe the SABEW award is just the beginning for this group. I say we step it up and show those guys at The Globe they better watch their backs.”

      The other members of the editorial board provided Julia a brief moment of applause, but the serious looks on their faces indicated the accolades were short lived.

      “Thank you, Julia, and despite your humble nature, the praise is well deserved,” said Sciacca. “Now, where the hell do we start?” Sciacca paused and then he answered his own query.

      “I’ve been in the newspaper business my entire adult life. This is my thirty-third year at the Herald, covering everything from the crime beat, to Massachusetts politics and now as editor-in-chief. I will be honest with you. I’ve never been more concerned about the stability of the world from an economic or societal standpoint than right now. As journalists, it is our duty to convey the news to our readers without bias or hyperbole. The reader shouldn’t have to discern between reporting and editorializing. I am proud of this group for your ability to keep the two separate. Most news organizations fail at this task—often intentionally. We are now presented with a number of news stories across the globe, all of which could be front-page headlines. This is now the norm, rather than the exception. Our challenge is to bring the news to our readership, and listenership, in a way that doesn’t diminish the importance of the story.”

      Julia became a little emotional listening to this iconic journalist pour his heart out. These were troubling times and her associates in the room were responsible for informing the public of every crisis. The media’s reputation had been tarnished and she hoped to do her part to restore integrity to the journalistic process.

      “Okay, enough already. Let’s start with the European situation,” said Sciacca. “Sandra, what’s the latest?”

      Sandra Gottlieb was the highly respected business editor of the Herald and was providing excellent reporting on the continuous increase in interest rates by the Federal Reserve. She had warned the other editors of the Herald about a potential exit by Greece from the Eurozone.

      I bet she didn’t expect this.

      “In a word—chaos,” said Gottlieb. “We’ve discussed the potential default by Greece for some time, but as I pointed out in December, the attack by Ukrainian Special Forces on the Russian convoy at Mariupol seemed to accelerate the demise of the Eurozone. The relationship between European governments and Moscow was tenuous at best. After the attack, which smacked of CIA involvement, by the way, the delicate balance has fractured. The countries with the least to lose by the Eurozone collapse are Spain, Portugal, Italy and Greece. They have planned for the default and orchestrated the pullout over the weekend.”

      “How have these four countries prepared?” asked Sciacca.

      “First, they have all adopted their pre-Eurozone currencies,” replied Gottlieb. “Second, as a condition of their banks reopening, the governments have uniformly instituted capital controls. The anticipated reaction of depositors is to make a run on the banks. Closing them for several days was a good decision. This will allow the heads of state to issue appeals for calm.”

      “Julia, from a political perspective, how do you anticipate the various governments responding?” asked Sciacca.

      Julia wasn’t prepared to jump into the Eurozone collapse situation, but she and Sarge had discussed this subject over dinner the night before.

      “Governments and their politicians have a common goal—remain in power,” said Julia. “I’d expect them to strike a nationalistic tone and separate their particular country from the others in the Eurozone. I foresee large political demonstrations orchestrated by the predominantly left-leaning governments of these four southern European nations. They will portray the wealthier nations of France and Germany as the bad guys. If they are successful, the people will rally around the decision and the new currencies.”

      “Julia is spot on,” added Gottlieb. “I have seen the proposed currency notes issued by the central banks of the four nations. They are very patriotic, featuring symbols and leaders of their historic past.”

      “What will be the effect on the United States economy?” asked Sciacca.

      “Obligations to official creditors like the IMF, the European Central Bank and the other European governments account for the vast majority of the three trillion dollars of indebtedness,” replied Gottlieb. “These global financiers will bear the brunt of the foreign losses resulting from the default. The foreign bank exposure, including those of the United States, totals around eighty billion dollars, which is widely dispersed around the world. The direct effects on these banks should be manageable. However, this action will plunge the former Eurozone into recession. Europe is America’s largest trading partner and its demise will probably have an immediate impact on our floundering economy.”

      Instinctively, Julia looked at her watch as the opening of the stock market approached. “Markets don’t like volatility,” said Julia. “How bad can it get?”

      “The markets in France are our best indicator,” replied Gottlieb. “Like most cash and derivative markets, mitigation strategies are in place to prevent mass hysteria from collapsing an entire stock market. History has shown that crashes are driven by panic as much as by underlying economic factors. They are truly social phenomena where certain external economic events combine with crowd behavior, creating panic selling.”

      It was human nature to follow crowd behavior. Julia had observed this at sporting events. During a football game, a fan might suddenly turn around and look at the sky. Suddenly, fifty thousand individuals began to act as a single unit, almost a single brain, focused intently on what was happening off the field. Sociologists claimed crowd behavior was partly responsible for the market crash of 1929.

      “What happened in France?” asked Sciacca.

      “The French equivalent of our Dow Jones Industrial Average of thirty benchmark stocks is known as the CAC40,” replied Gottlieb. “Their mitigation strategy is fairly complex, but transactions are suspended for one hour when certain levels are met and the markets close completely when twenty-five percent of the value of the CAC40 has been reached.”

      “What happened after the markets in France opened?” asked Sciacca.

      “After a series of suspensions of trading and corresponding resumptions, the markets closed. The CAC40 bottomed out at twenty-five percent of value within three hours,” replied Gottlieb.

      The room became deathly silent as the magnitude of the crash in French equities soaked in. More than one person in the room checked their watches.

      “Do our markets have similar mitigation strategies?” asked Sciacca.

      “We do,” replied Gottlieb. “There are three thresholds, each of which represents different levels of decline in terms of points in the Dow. These are computed at the beginning of each calendar quarter to establish a point value based upon the market’s present value. They are known as circuit breakers.”

      “I remember this,” said Sciacca. “During the market crash of ’08, trading was halted after drops in ten percent increments.”

      “That’s correct, Joe,” said Gottlieb. “The SEC and the New York Stock Exchange have since amended Rule 80, which deals with the benchmark index to seven percent, thirteen percent and twenty percent. At twenty percent, trading will be halted.”

      “What are we talking about here?” asked Sciacca.

      “If trading is halted, indicating a twenty percent loss, the market capitalization of the United States will have decreased by nearly seven trillion dollars,” replied Gottlieb. “That’s half of the entire Gross Domestic Product of the Eurozone. Our investors have the most to lose by this.”

      Julia checked her watch again. It was 9:30. This was going to be a newsworthy day.
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        73 Tremont

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “You know, I just realized something,” said Donald as he rode up the elevator with Steven and Sarge, while ignoring the two bulky security personnel standing to their rear.

      “What’s that, DQ?” asked Steven.

      “In all the years we’ve known each other, we have never been here together,” replied Donald.

      Steven nodded and Sarge thought for a moment.

      “You’re right, Donald, and other than recent events, I have no clue as to why we’re here today,” added Sarge.

      Yesterday’s news of the Eurozone collapse was dominating the major networks, not just cable news. When it was announced the European banks would be closed indefinitely, panic turned to anger throughout Europe. Rioters opened the doors of banks on their own, and cell phone videos began to show the destruction. By day’s end, nearly one hundred bank locations across Europe were destroyed by outraged citizens. As financial markets opened on day two, stocks crashed as investors sought the safe-haven investments of precious metals.

      The elevator doors opened and Sarge led his companions to the reception desk. Despite attempting to exchange pleasantries with the ladies manning their posts, Sarge noticed a constant darting of the eyes in Steven’s direction. Animal magnetism, mesmerism and hypnosis were all at work when Steven encountered beautiful women.

      “Gentlemen, Mr. Morgan requests you wait for him in the studio,” said a stunning blonde who could just as easily peel off your toenails as curl your toes. The boys dutifully followed her into the media room of Morgan’s offices, which comprised the entire top floor of the 73 Tremont building. Originally built in 1829 as the Tremont Hotel, the neoclassical building was known for its innovations of the time such as indoor plumbing, locking guest rooms and free toiletries. Some of the Tremont Hotel’s early guests included Davy Crockett and Charles Dickens, who would marvel at the modern alterations incorporated into Morgan’s studio. Decorative shelving and built-in television monitors gave the room a distinctive library feel. The titles included the works of Dickens, Hawthorne and Faulkner. You could choose a classic book or a classic movie, all in one place.

      “Thank you, Danielle,” said Morgan as he entered the room with the ever-present Lowe. “Gentlemen, thank you for being prompt. We have a number of issues to address.” Morgan was getting right down to business.

      Sarge nudged Steven to pay attention to Morgan and not the young lady’s departure.

      “Malcolm, bring up the video on Prescott Peninsula,” said Morgan.

      Lowe interacted with a tablet computer and two screens came to life. One showed a continuous video of the entire Quabbin Reservoir by helicopter and the monitor showed an overall map of the area. Morgan approached the screen. “As you know, the Quabbin Reservoir is the largest inland body of water in the state. This area is known as the Prescott Peninsula. A charitable trust has been formed to take ownership of the area outlined here.” Morgan pointed along a boundary surrounding the entire area, which included the former town of Prescott and the entire peninsula on which it sits.

      “Mr. Quinn, Malcolm will provide you a packet of materials on the acquisition together with the legal documents. For public purposes, the charitable trust is owned anonymously and has been established for families fleeing domestic abuse. For our purposes, I want you gentlemen to plan a private community to be used in the event a catastrophic occurrence requires the city to be abandoned.”

      “You want a bug-out location,” said Donald.

      Sarge and Steven couldn’t conceal their looks of curiosity. Morgan always had a plan, which was based upon an event foreseeable only to him. His methods never came into question.

      “That’s correct, Donald,” said Morgan.

      “What’s that dome-shaped building?” asked Steven.

      “This is the former Five College Radio Observatory built in 1969 by the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, Hampshire, Mount Holyhoke and Smith colleges,” replied Lowe. “Its purpose was the training of astronomy students and to conduct research. At the time, it contained state-of-the-art technology.”

      “Next screen, please, Malcolm,” instructed Morgan. The next screen was produced, showing the exact same aerial vantage point, but the domed building was no longer there. “In 2011, the observatory was decommissioned, requiring the government removal of the building and astronomy equipment. However, there is something else about this facility that cannot be seen by these aerial photographs. Run the next sequence, Malcolm.”

      “Looks like a giant golf ball,” said Steven. A series of images flashed across the screen, revealing the before and after images of the facility. The final image revealed a small lake and a large grassy area devoid of trees.

      “Most ground-based observatories consist of an optical telescope like the one shown in these images, surrounded by a dome-like structure—Steven’s giant golf ball,” said Lowe. “As you can see in these images, the structure and the telescopic apparatus were removed. What you cannot see is what is underground.”

      “At the time of the design and construction of the observatory, the Cuban Missile Crisis was still very much on people’s minds,” said Morgan. “Senator Ted Kennedy insisted the facility include an underground, nuclear-proof shelter. In addition, following the successful testing of an electromagnetic pulse weapon, the good senator required the shelter be protected from an EMP as well. Despite a series of nuclear disarmament treaties being executed in ’69, the Quabbin Observatory was designed as a state-of-the-art nuclear fallout shelter.”

      “In 1962, the government was testing a number of EMP weapons,” said Donald. “One of the tests known as Starfish Prime exploded an EMP thirty miles above the Earth about thirteen hundred miles west of Honolulu. Electronics from Hawaii to New Zealand were damaged by the electromagnetic pulse.”

      “Is the shelter still present?” asked Sarge.

      “It is,” replied Morgan. “When the facility was decommissioned and dismantled, the contractor hired for the demolition worked for one of my associates. He removed the visible portions of the facility but left the subterranean compound intact.”

      “What is still underground?” asked Sarge.

      “Malcolm, if you please,” said Morgan. A series of images crossed the screen, which included blueprint drawings and images of the interior, including bunk rooms and storage lockers. “There is roughly five thousand square feet in the bunker, allowing for thirty occupants and several years of provisions.”

      “Wow, this is incredible,” said Donald. “This is a prepper’s paradise.”

      “I’m glad you feel this way, Mr. Quinn, because you will be busy over the next few months,” said Morgan. “First, you will orchestrate a charade for the media. I want this entire project to have the appearance of a home for wayward families. My daughter will be conducting a high-profile political event there on June 7th, primary day. Afterwards, you will proceed quickly to ready the facility. My thoughts for the construction and use are detailed in the packet of materials Malcolm has provided you.”

      “When is the facility to be ready?” asked Donald.

      “End of August,” Morgan replied flatly.

      Sarge sat back in his chair and once again glanced in the direction of Steven. Something’s afoot.

      “Mr. Quinn, of utmost importance is secrecy. Use all of the tools available to insure your activities go undetected. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” said Donald.

      “Now, let’s discuss our hosting of the Bilderberg conference next month,” said Morgan, addressing Steven and Sarge. “I want the two of you to coordinate security and logistics for The Liberty Hotel and our guests. There will be a few guests who will require special attention. Further, there will be a couple of guests who will be unable to attend.” Morgan allowed the words to soak in. Looks like Steven will be going out of town for a few days.

      “Steven, expect a call from your employer within twenty-four hours. Henry, I need you to coordinate the hotel logistics with Aegis in his absence. I will rely heavily upon you both during the conference and be aware that plans can change on a moment’s notice. We will meet here weekly until the conference. Do any of you have questions?”

      “No, sir,” replied Sarge on behalf of the group.

      “There is one more thing,” said Morgan. “Abigail is doing very well in the polls, and barring unforeseen circumstances, she should be reelected in November. Henry, have you discussed the campaign with my daughter?” He’s snooping.

      “Only briefly last month, sir,” replied Sarge. “We had an impromptu fund-raiser on her behalf at 100 Beacon the day of the Boston Marathon. She also indicated the campaign was on track.”

      “There are occasions when my political viewpoints conflict with Abigail’s,” said Morgan. “I do not publicly state my political positions, but this doesn’t mean I am devoid of opinion. I have established a nonprofit organization for the purposes of a political think tank. I want you to assemble a team, produce the necessary policy statements, coordinate a research arm and develop the necessary means of disseminating information.”

      Sarge was caught off guard by this request. Mr. Morgan never alluded to a project of this type and it was completely out of character for him. Further, Sarge could talk about politics and its impact on world affairs. But becoming involved in the process was never on his career-advancement radar.

      “Sir, naturally I am flattered you chose me for this project, but aren’t there more politically inclined people at your disposal?” asked Sarge.

      Morgan’s reaction was annoyance.

      Fatal Error. Don’t question the boss.

      “Henry, I give every decision a thorough analysis before I implement it,” said Morgan. “I’ve read your book and your flawless analysis of America’s standing in the world comports with mine. Because of my position, I am unable to advance my views publicly. You, on the other hand, have become a recognized expert on the importance of America’s sovereignty. There is no better spokesman for the preservation of this concept. Further, this will advance your stature as a defender of the Constitution.”

      Sarge exchanged glances with Steven and Donald. He has a plan for me. This is just the beginning. “Thank you for the confidence you have placed in me,” said Sarge. “I look forward to the challenge and appreciate the opportunity to raise awareness of the importance of protecting America from global intercession.”

      “Gentlemen, we are entering troubling times for America,” said Morgan. “The key to the survival of our nation will depend upon the outcome of certain events in the next few months. I believe in preparation for all contingencies and I expect perfection in the implementation of my directives. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” was the response, in unison.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        May 20

        Harvard Kennedy School

        Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge was in his eleventh year as a professor for the prestigious Harvard Kennedy School. As a teen, he enjoyed reading and research. Every topic caught his attention, but his family’s political roots put him on this career path. His father, now deceased, was the former governor of Massachusetts and the Sargent lineage was filled with Revolutionary War heroes.

      Unlike many of his friends in college, Sarge was not idealistic. He was not interested in political activism—neither party seemed to get it right. His dedication to studies and hunger for knowledge led him to the top of his class throughout his years in college, culminating with a doctorate in political economy and government from Harvard. He was honored when he received the offer to teach at his alma mater.

      As a junior, untenured professor, Sarge focused on building a record through research papers and articles written for relevant journals. Journals were nothing more than the primary product of professorial research. He wrote between four to six articles a year with the help of his research assistants. Sarge supplemented his journal submissions with travel. Being single, he was not constrained by family commitments. He traveled throughout the world, giving lectures and workshop presentations. Although it took time to develop a concise, entertaining presentation, he eventually became adept at public speaking. He became known internationally and rapidly built a respected reputation abroad and amongst his peers at Harvard.

      When a professor was offered tenure, it was an up or down decision. If you accepted the offer, you had a job for life. If you received the offer and turned it down, you needed to look for another job because you would soon be fired. Upper-crust universities didn’t like rejection from their faculty. Harvard’s tenure process was rigorous and invasive. Twenty or more unsolicited letters were sent to senior members of your community. There were background checks, interviews of associates and in-depth reviews of your lectures. Sarge’s bona fides were never in question. His lineage dating back to the Revolutionary War helped. Being John Morgan’s godson sealed his future as a tenured professor at Harvard.

      Once tenured, Sarge was able to pursue his craft without fear of dismissal. Many professors used this Teflon status as an opportunity to advance their political agendas without fear of reprisal. Sarge simply enjoyed the job security and the ability to teach what he was passionate about—global governance.

      After receiving his offer of tenure, Sarge had the time, and staff, to write a full-length book on the topic of global governance. Sarge’s best-selling book, Choose Freedom or Capitulation: America’s Sovereignty Crisis, became a regular topic on the presidential campaign trail. In the book, as well as lectures, Sarge warned against the overreach of globalists. He frequently opined that the Founding Fathers anticipated a power grab by a strong federal government, so autonomy of state governments became a central premise of the Constitution.

      As the world advanced technologically, nation states, corporations and international organizations were required to coexist without a set of defined rules. This resulted in a blurring of national boundaries and ideologies. Proponents of global governance had a hidden agenda leaning toward a single totalitarian government. This would lead to the destruction of America, in Sarge’s view, and his goal, as a patriot, was to lead people to respect America’s sovereignty and oppose the globalist agenda.

      Sarge’s methods were subtle and his classroom lectures reflected his tact. These young minds had been influenced by so many—family, the mainstream media, Jon Stewart, Stephen Colbert. Sarge provided them an alternative view, without being blatantly obvious. Some minds were changed; others were reinforced. But all of his students respected his point of view.

      “Okay, everyone, here we are,” said Sarge. “It’s the end of another riveting semester taught by your all-knowing professor.”

      Happy to hear the news, the class allowed themselves some cheeky applause. As always, Sarge enjoyed the response as the realization of another semester was checked off the list for these future public administrators, think-tank contributors, politicians and world leaders.

      “Lest we forget, dear students, finals will be on Tuesday,” said Sarge to the usual groans and protestations. “Yeah, I know. Boom, boom—out go the lights.” Sarge loved the response and grinned as he brought up the screen. This would be his last lecture—for a while.

      
        
        WHO IS RUNNING THINGS?

      

      

      Naturally, the comedians throughout the classroom had their opinions. Muffled voices volunteered answers ranging from a shadow government to wealthy elitists to ancient aliens. Sarge suspected all of the above had a role in the world’s affairs.

      “Miss Crepeau, we started with you this semester and we will allow you the first opinion on this topic,” said Sarge.

      “Professor, follow the money,” said Michelle Crepeau, a veteran of Sarge’s lectures. “Wealth provides a tool to improve your bargaining position in any negotiation, at any level. Money represents power and control.”

      “This is quite the pessimistic view of the world’s wealthy,” said Sarge. “Aren’t there wealthy individuals who are philanthropic—therefore doing noble deeds with their excesses?”

      “That is true,” replied Miss Crepeau. “But everyone has an agenda and the ultra-wealthy are in a better position to shape opinions.”

      Sarge saw a number of heads nod throughout the room. Over the past year, Miss Crepeau, articulate and attractive, had gained a tremendous amount of respect in the Kennedy School of Government. Sarge looked forward to following her career path.

      “Miss Crepeau makes an interesting point, and if you were paying attention, she added some nuance to her response,” said Sarge. “Did you notice she used the qualifier ultra-wealthy? Miss Crepeau, why did you add this to your statement?”

      “Professor, there are many millionaires in the world,” said Miss Crepeau. “I don’t believe they have the ability to shape opinion on a national scale, much less international agendas. The ultra-wealthy have the ability to buy the equivalent of most nations’ gross domestic product. They have the resources to pay off our national debt. Someone with that much money either uses it to gain more, or to wield power and exert control over others.”

      “The world’s ultra-wealthy use their resources in many ways,” said Sarge. “They participate in a vast network of secret societies, think tanks and charitable organizations to advance their agendas. They have the ability to control public perception through their ownership of the media and their dominance over a nation’s education system. They are able to influence the affairs of nations via their funding of political campaigns.” Sarge paused to catch his breath and to command their attention for the main point.

      “Finally, this control ultimately provides them the ability to impact the operations of the leaders in global governance—the United Nations, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organization. When you consider the big picture, global governance is a people business and the power of money controls the agenda.” Let’s identify the evil ultra-wealthy and see if any familiar names pop up.

      “Who are the ultra-wealthy?” asked Sarge. He pointed to Mr. Lin, who was originally identified as shy by Sarge but broke out of his shell on the second question of day one.

      “The tech giants lead the way, sir,” responded Lin. “The names Bill Gates, Larry Ellison, Jeff Bezos of Amazon, and the nouveau riche Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook.”

      “Do you believe these individuals are part of the world’s power brokers?” asked Sarge.

      “Not really. I believe they are too high profile to get involved in behind-the-scenes policy-making,” replied Lin.

      “Not shadowy enough for you, Mr. Lin?” asked Sarge. “I’m guessing only the cloak-and-dagger ultra-wealthy stick their noses in global affairs. Does anyone else believe this?” Sarge saw a few hands pop up, but he chose Nikolas Dukakis, son of the former governor and presidential candidate Michael Dukakis.

      “I don’t know about the cloak-and-dagger aspect, sir,” said Dukakis. “Wealthy individuals have plenty of minions to distribute their resources. They may use their banking or investment houses. They may enlist their subordinates in their multinational corporations to advance their goals.” The answer to this question should be enlightening.

      “Mr. Dukakis, you heard Lin’s list,” said Sarge. “Do you have a list illustrative of your theory?”

      “I do. I’d include, based on the most recent Forbes richest people list, the Walton family of Walmart fame, the casino mogul Sheldon Adelson, and the Koch brothers.”

      “All republicans,” said Sarge.

      “Naturally,” responded Dukakis. The room filled with laughter. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.

      “Without arguing which of the ultra-wealthy individuals in the world use their resources for good, or evil, as Mr. Dukakis seems to imply, I believe we can all agree their influence on world organizations is far greater than ours,” said Sarge. Let’s see who has been paying attention.

      “Mr. Ocampo,” began Sarge, “earlier this semester we discussed the Bretton Woods Conference in 1944. We identified the participation of the United States as an important step in the advancement of global governance. Who were the driving forces behind the conference and what did they hope to accomplish?”

      “John Maynard Keynes and Harry Dexter White were considered the founding fathers of the World Bank and the International Monetary fund,” said Marcos Ocampo, the grandson of a former high-ranking United Nations official. “The stated purpose of the World Bank and the IMF was the reduction of world poverty.”

      “Hard to argue with such a lofty goal,” said Sarge sarcastically.

      “True, and consistent with the beliefs of Keynes and White,” continued Mr. Ocampo. “Keynes was a believer in government intervention in the economy to maintain a proper balance between the needs of consumers and goods produced. Mr. White was accused of disclosing military secrets to the Soviet Union during World War II. I believe their world view translated into the working apparatus of the IMF and the World Bank.”

      “So you believe politics plays a role in the two most important financial institutions on the world stage?” asked Sarge.

      “Undoubtedly,” replied Ocampo. “In addition, both institutions are dominated by a small number of powerful countries who choose the leadership through a largely political process.”

      “It seems Ocampo and Dukakis have a difference of opinion on who is running things, in part based upon politics,” said Sarge. “Perhaps the statement my rich and powerful guy is better than your rich and powerful guy is apropos—right, gentlemen?”

      “He has more on his bench than I do,” replied Dukakis.

      Sarge laughed. You’d be surprised.

      “What about the United Nations?” asked Sarge. “Although established in Europe as part of the post-World War reconstruction effort, it was quickly moved to New York City on land owned by the Rockefeller family. David Rockefeller wrote in his memoirs the Rockefeller family stands guilty of conspiring with others around the world to build a more integrated global political and economic structure—one world, if you will.”

      Sarge walked through the classroom and looked intently at his students. Who among you will lead?

      He changed the slide.

      
        
        WHO IS RUNNING THINGS?

        NOVUS ORDO SECLORUM

      

      

      “The reverse side of the Great Seal of the United States features the Eye of Providence and this Latin phrase—novus ordo seclorum,” said Sarge. “This is translated literally as new order of the ages. Some historians believe the phrase signifies the beginning of the new American era as of the date of the Declaration of Independence in 1776. Others, through a mistranslation, read the phrase as new world order. When David Rockefeller proposed a one-world, integrated global structure, led by the UN, IMF and the World Bank, do you think he envisioned a new American era envisioned by our Founding Fathers or a new world order that controls the institutions dominating global governance today?

      “One thing I believe we will all agree upon,” said Sarge. “The rich and powerful are big believers in the ends justify the means. The power brokers in the world have an agenda and will not hesitate to use their wealth to accomplish their purposes.”

      Ahh, conspiracy. It’s good to be a tenured professor for life. They can’t fire me.
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        The Aegis Team

        ICE High Speed Train

        Between Zurich, Switzerland and Frankfurt, Germany

      

      

      Steven was surprised Control would send the team into Switzerland so soon after their very public gunfight in Lausanne last February. Following the shooting, his team cautiously abandoned their Range Rover across from the Hotel Lausanne and found their high-speed ride waiting for them at the Ouchy Marina. Afterwards, the guys were quiet, as is often the case when a mission required the loss of life. Then again, it might have been their concern the mission would be disavowed by blowing his team out of the water with the Semtex provided in their backpacks.

      A few days after the Lausanne debacle, he spoke with Drew Jackson, code name Slash, about the incident. Slash was pretty vocal about the mission’s intent, but like every good soldier, he accomplished his mission and came home alive—rules number one and two. His instincts were impeccable, and after the kills, he was the first to voice concern about the targets being spies rather than terrorists as represented by Control. Steven and Slash talked it through and agreed to put it behind them.

      Slash had been a part of the Aegis Team as long as Steven. It was Slash who suggested Steven adopt the code name Nomad. Steven’s first inclination was the accepted definition, which included a person who doesn’t stay in the same place for long, such as a wanderer or traveler. While it was true Steven hadn’t been married and spent most of his time between Sarge’s place and the Miss Behavin’ docked at Marblehead, he told Slash the tag name Nomad just didn’t seem to fit.

      Slash had a different definition, which fit Steven perfectly. Slash explained NOMAD was an acronym—None Of My Actions Detected. During his years with SEAL Team Ten, Steven was described as catlike, silent and moves like a ghost. Despite his muscular frame, he was adept at moving through any structure without detection by his prey. He was a flawless assassin.

      It was just before five local time when Steven settled into the plush leather seating of the first-class compartment. The Deutsche Bahn Intercity Express, or ICE, was a high-speed train connecting major cities across Germany with other major European destinations. The trip to Frankfurt would take about four hours, giving him time to spend some rare personal time with his team.

      Slash was the first to find him. The men shook hands and sat down. Typically, these two longtime friends would chest bump in a hearty bro-mance sort of way, but it would be out of place for Europe.

      “Hey, buddy,” said Steven. “Switzerland is our new home away from home.”

      “It appears so, although the terrain isn’t that different from our place in Tennessee,” said Slash. “I see lots of fishin’ and huntin’ opportunities out there.” Slash grew up on his parents’ farm atop the Cumberland Plateau of Tennessee about halfway between Nashville and Knoxville. His parents were retired and spent their days farming while raising ducks, rabbits and some livestock. While other kids spent their free time on PlayStation, Slash grew up in the woods, learning survival skills. During his time with the SEAL Teams, he earned a reputation as an expert in close-quarters combat, especially using a variety of knives—hence the nickname Slash.

      “Beats the heck out of the desert, doesn’t it?” asked Steven. After his service ended, Slash tried a few different security outfits like Blackwater, protecting the Saudi royal family or standing guard outside some safe house in Oman. “I’m not saying the desert won’t call us back someday, but I’ll take the Swiss cheese and German chocolate over shawarma and falafel every friggin’ day!”

      “Hell yeah,” said Slash. “When are you comin’ down for some ham and beans, along with some butter-soaked cornbread? My folks really wanna meet you.”

      “I need to, buddy,” replied Steven. “This summer will be nuts for me. Hey, when does deer hunting season open?”

      “Late September for crossbow and around Thanksgiving otherwise,” replied Slash. Before the guys could set a date, their partners Paul Hittle and Raymond Bower approached their seats.

      Hittle, code name Bugs, was a former medic with Army Special Forces who left the Green Berets for a well-paying job with DynCorp. DynCorp was a private military contractor headquartered in McLean, Virginia, which provided most of the security detail for former Afghan President Hamid Karzai. Aegis signed him to a lucrative contract, which included ownership of a remote farm in East Texas.

      Bower did not fit the black ops mold. Dubbed Sharpie, he was a Harvard grad that hit it big with a private equity firm on Wall Street. He loved Europe and was always on Steven’s team when operations brought them to this part of the world. Steven admired Bower for keeping his skills honed despite the coat-and-tie lifestyle required in New York City.

      “Hello, gentlemen,” said Bower. “Fancy meeting you losers here!” The guys enjoyed a few laughs and back slaps.

      Steven knew this four-hour ride through the Alps would pass quickly. Their mission would not be discussed on the train for fear of prying eyes and ears. Let the team relax. Only Steven would know the two high-value targets were handpicked by John Morgan, and their deaths would have to be staged prominently for maximum public exposure. The Aegis Team faced a tremendous risk of exposure in Frankfurt.

      A message is being sent. My team won’t be happy.
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        Deutsche Bank Twin Towers

        Debit Tower

        Frankfurt, Germany

      

      

      “I’m thinkin’ about gettin’ out.” Slash’s words broke the silence.

      “What for? Now?” asked Steven. Steven glanced around the panel of monitors contained in their state-of-the-art surveillance truck, searching for a reason for Slash’s plan.

      “No, I’m talking about finishing up my contract this fall and moving back to Tennessee,” replied Slash.

      “Oh, okay. Why?”

      “I’ve been thinkin’ on it for a while now. My folks are getting older, my twin brother and my sister started college and could use their big brother around for guidance. I don’t know. Let’s just say I need to get settled.”

      Steven listened to his friend as he continued to watch the monitors. Bugs and Sharpie were on time and were trailing their mark as planned.

      “Listen, I know these last few jobs were questionable,” said Steven. “We talked about this and it’s something I plan to address when we get stateside. But the money is incredible and I am sure I could get you something on the security side of Aegis.”

      “Yeah, that is an option. But, there is something else I can’t seem to wrap my brain around.”

      “C’mon, dude, spill it,” said Steven.

      “I mean, look at these monitors,” started Slash. “The world’s fallin’ apart. You see what it’s like back home. Europe’s no different.” Slash pointed towards the monitors, which portrayed a picture of collapse.

      From their vantage point atop a parking garage, the men had a perfect view of the Deutsche Bank Twin Towers, nicknamed Soll und Haben—Debit and Credit. Today, hundreds of their customers lined up outside the entrances to both towers, intending to debit their accounts. The crowd became hostile when the bank refused entry and the ATMs ran out of money. The largest bank in Germany, Deutsche Bank, had recently instituted capital controls on their customers’ accounts after the collapse of the Eurozone. The cash reserves of banks were at record lows and their customers’ fears created a crisis. Deutsche Bank and HSBC led the way by instituting a largely debit-card economy in Europe. Initially, their stated purpose was to avoid the hefty fines levied upon them by governments for alleged duplicity in money-laundering schemes. In actuality, the central banks and governments used this as a justification for preventing an economic collapse and bank runs. The crisis of confidence this created was playing out on the monitors before them.

      “This happened the other day in Boston,” said Steven. “People are freakin’ out and I can’t blame them. My brother talks about this all the time.”

      “My folks and most of my friends back home are preppers,” said Slash. “You know, some of them are more into it than others. Everyone up our way has a garden and some livestock. It’s just a way of life. Over the last several years, I watched as they started stockpiling foods, canning and stuff like that. My dad has a bunker under his house, for pete’s sake.”

      If you only knew what my friends have.

      “Are you worried about your family?” asked Steven. “Is that why you want out?”

      “No, they worry about me, if you can believe that. They can take care of themselves as it relates to food, water and medical needs. I’m worried about those who might try to take what my parents have—whether its bands of thieves or the government. My experience would make a difference.”

      “Bands of thieves or the government.” Steven laughed. “Sounds like the same thing to me. Let’s talk about this some more, but we need to get down to business.” The communications system interrupted their conversation.

      “You boys awake up there?” The voice of Sharpie came across the comms.

      “Hell yeah, it’s almost showtime,” replied Steven. Steven watched as the operatives closed in on Johan Fuersberg, a senior trader of collateralized debt obligations, CDOs, for Deutsche Bank. “Good ole Johan crapped in the wrong mess kit. Time to pay the piper. Let’s call in some air support, shall we?”

      “Air support? So dramatic,” said Slash.

      Steven laughed. “Control, you copy?” asked Steven.

      “Naturlich,” replied the Frankfurt-based Aegis Team in their native German.

      “Let’s liven up this party and provide some cover for my friends,” said Steven, now immersed in his role as Nomad. “Watch here.” Steven tapped on a monitor providing an aerial view of the Debit and Credit towers.

      Aegis, via its contacts at DHL—Germany’s express-delivery company, developed a drone that was initially designed to carry urgently needed packages such as medicines to remote locations. The white and sky blue octocopter, known as the Paketkopter, carried a payload compartment as well as several cameras, allowing surveillance of the targeted area.

      Steven and Slash watched the drone wind its way through downtown Frankfurt as it approached Deutsche Bank. Keeping a careful eye on his team, Steven provided them a countdown as the Paketkopter approached. Bugs and Sharpie closed on the mark. Bugs would make the hit as Sharpie covered him.

      “Drop the payload,” said Steven. “Gentlemen, on your ready. See you at the rally point. Control, we’ll need an image uploaded upon completion.”

      “Verstanden.”

      Approximately two hundred feet above the crowd, the payload doors of the drone opened and thousands of newly minted Deutsche Marks filled the air like confetti. As chaos ensued, Bugs deftly moved in on the German banker and inserted the knife in the base of his skull. An instant kill, and symbolic, as instructed. The printer inside the van came to life within seconds, revealing Fuersberg’s lifeless body in a pool of blood. As the worthless money fell from the sky, none of the frenzied customers of Deutsche Bank noticed the assassination.
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        Der Junge Haus

        Frankfurt, Germany

      

      

      “This disgusting piece of crap needs to die!” exclaimed Slash as he thumbed through the dossier provided by Aegis. “We should just go inside and take them all out!”

      “Calm down, buddy, you’ll get your chance,” said Steven. “We have some info to gather first. Orders, remember?”

      Bugs drove the van across the Main at the Baseler Strasse Bridge. “Five minutes, boys.”

      “All right, listen up,” said Steven. “This place is in a residential area, high density. Regardless of our feelings, there are kids in this house.”

      “Young boys!” exclaimed Slash. “Sick fools!”

      “I’m with you, Slash, but you gotta keep your head on straight,” said Steven. “We’re in and out. Grab and go. I’ll fire two rounds in the floor to scare the piss out of ’em. We’ll get our guy and then do our jobs. Questions?” The van was silent, but the tension was deafening. Steven hoped Slash wouldn’t massacre every adult in this whorehouse for pedophiles—Der Junge Haus.

      Bugs navigated onto Rheinstrasse and then left onto Savignystrasse. Curb appearances would never reveal the horrors inside this stately European home. The wrought-iron fence contained a gate with cherubs adorning the posts.

      “This is the place. Guards are in front. Silencers for them,” said Steven.

      Sharpie hopped out of the front seat and casually approached the two guards. They were dead in seconds. Steven and Slash exited through the rear and hopped over the short fence next to an overgrown rhododendron tree. They approached the entrance.

      “Casually, Slash. Let’s clear the first floor before we go bustin’ into rooms,” said Steven. They climbed the concrete steps and entered through the double doors. The interior was filled with red velvet furnishings and a variety of patrons, young and old, but all male. Music was playing to a festive crowd—Elton John, of course.

      Steven’s eyes darted around the room, assessing any threats and looking for Karl Ferdl, head of Global Transaction Banking for Deutsche Bank. More importantly for the client’s purposes, he was the Chairman of the Bilderberg Steering Committee. The Aegis team was dispatched to this cesspool to abduct Herr Ferdl and extract the sought-after information. The overall purpose was to deliver a clear message—don’t mess with John Morgan.

      “Upstairs,” whispered Steven. The two men made their way back to the foyer and up the winding staircase. “I’ll take left, you go right. If anyone raises hell, fire off a round to get everyone’s attention.”

      Door by door, Slash and Steven made their way through Der Junge Haus. Steven found it interesting none of the doors were locked. Was that for the protection of the boys in the event the staff required access? We should burn this place down on the way out!

      Let’s see what’s behind door number three. Steven carefully entered and was momentarily sickened by what he saw. “Keep your pants on!” exclaimed Steven. Steven heard Slash running down the hallway in his direction.

      “Was hat das zu bedeuten?” asked Ferdl.

      “Shut up and put on your pants!”

      “I’ve got this,” said Slash, pushing past Steven, and then he immediately bloodied Herr Ferdl’s nose with the butt of his pistol. “Hose auf!”

      The naked, young boy was curled up in the bed, attempting to hide his nude body. Steven threw a blanket over the boy and pointed a gun at Ferdl’s head.

      “Macht schnell, Adolf!” said Steven.

      “Nice,” said Slash. “Where did you learn that?”

      “The Dirty Dozen.” Steven pushed Ferdl through the doorway towards the stairs. A few heads poked out of the rooms, but Slash stared them down with his weapon and that scared off any witnesses.

      As they led their captive down the stairs, Slash shouted instructions in German. His mother, born in Berlin prior to World War II, taught Slash her native language when he was a child. He retained a pretty large vocabulary but rarely had an opportunity to use it. Steven was glad Slash had the ability to communicate with the crowd forming below.

      “Blieb zuruck!” exclaimed Slash. “Stand back! Schnell!”

      They made their way out of the house with their overweight patron. Sharpie waited for them with the front gate open.

      “Thanks,” said Steven. “How’d you get the gate open?”

      “Our friends helped,” said Slash, kicking the legs of the dead guard further under the bushes. He turned his attention to Ferdl. Slash withdrew a syringe from his pocket and injected Ferdl with phenobarbital to insure his cooperation during the ride to the Aegis interrogation house. “Guten Abend, idiot!”
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        AEGIS warehouse

        Frankfurt, Germany

      

      

      The ride north to Eckenheim took only fifteen minutes by design. After the high-profile assassination of Fuersberg earlier in the day, and the very loud abduction of Ferdl, the Aegis team wanted to get what they came for and get out of Germany.

      Bugs and Sharpie remained outside of the building to stand watch. Sharpie was comfortable they weren’t followed because he utilized several driving techniques for escape and evasion. Their primary concern was the amount of noise their guest would make during questioning.

      “Wake up!” said Steven as he poured water over the face of the German banker. Ferdl was strapped to a large pallet and tilted against a bench. As he awoke, he struggled against the harnesses holding him tightly in place.

      “Lass mich gehen!”

      “Nope, not gonna happen,” said Slash. “You aren’t goin’ anywhere.” Slash threw another bucket of water on his face, causing Ferdl to cough and spit out the excess. Steven and Slash towered over Ferdl, whose frightened eyes searched the men for an explanation. In broken English, he spoke.

      “What want sie from me?”

      Steven took the lead. “You’ve upset my employers,” said Steven. “We need information.”

      “Ich verstehe nicht,” said Ferdl.

      Steven looked at Slash.

      “He says he doesn’t understand,” said Slash. “Let’s see if he understands this!” Slash brought both fists down hard on Ferdl’s belly, causing him to gasp for air. Slash followed this with another bucket of water to Ferdl’s face.

      “Nein, nein!”

      Steven gestured for Slash to hold off. He needed Ferdl to stay alive long enough to get two things. The first was a commitment. Steven retrieved a resignation letter to be signed by Ferdl.

      “Translate for me, Slash,” said Steven.

      Slash nodded his head while staring intently at Ferdl.

      “Herr Ferdl, you must resign your post as chairman of the Bilderberg Steering Committee,” said Steven. “If you do not, we will be back. Understand?”

      Ferdl looked to Slash, who repeated the statement.

      “Warum?” asked Ferdl, earning another bucket of water in his face from Slash.

      “Because he said so, verstehen!”

      “It’s gonna get wet in here,” said Steven.

      “I’m just gettin’ started,” replied Slash.

      Steven continued. Over the next several minutes, Steven and Slash interrogated Ferdl about a series of financial transactions he conducted in February prior to the collapse of the Eurozone. Without the knowledge and consent of John Morgan, Ferdl siphoned off millions of dollars into investment instruments held in Bilderberg accounts at Societe Generale, a French multinational banking group based in Paris. They were a primary conduit for Bilderberg financial activities. Ferdl, using trust powers granted to him by the Boston Brahmin, invested heavily in Bilderberg-sponsored CDOs. After the collapse of the Eurozone, the account was supposedly lost. Morgan learned the funds were actually transferred into cash accounts and the money was used to increase the cash reserves of Societe Generale. Morgan wanted their money returned and demanded to know who instructed Ferdl to take the action.

      “Sie werden mich töten,” pleaded Ferdl.

      “I will kill you right now if you don’t tell me!” replied Slash. Turning to Steven, Slash was clearly tired of waiting. “He won’t talk unless we make him.”

      “I agree. Let’s get on with it.”

      The two men abruptly grabbed the pallet to which Ferdl was bound and dropped it to the floor. Then they elevated it slightly so his feet were above his head. Ferdl’s eyes stared wildly and he thrashed his head back and forth.

      Steven grabbed a small towel and soaked it in a bucket of water. He looked up at Slash and nodded. Steven looked into Ferdl’s eyes while covering his nose and mouth with the soaked towel. Slash began slowly pouring water over the towel from about twelve inches away. This continuous application of water lasted for about twenty seconds until Steven removed the towel.

      Ferdl gasped for air and flailed uncontrollably.

      “Nein, nein! Bitte!”

      Steven reapplied the towel and the process continued. Waterboarding was first used during the fifteenth century. The Spanish Inquisition, instituted by Catholic Monarchs in Spain, was intended to ensure converts to the faith of Christianity from Judaism and Islam remained true to their new Christian faith. A similar technique to waterboarding was just one of the many tools used by the Monarchy. Simply burning heretics at the stake was a more favored option.

      After the fifth round lasting nearly forty seconds, it appeared Herr Ferdl was ready to provide some answers. Steven turned on the voice recorder of his iPhone to insure accuracy. He uploaded the recording to Control and awaited further instructions. He and Slash walked out of earshot of Ferdl.

      “I don’t care what they say,” said Sharpie. “Waterboarding works.”

      “Yeah. The fear of getting killed is a terrifying experience,” said Steven. “They used to train the SEALs on how to survive waterboarding. They had to stop because the SEALs couldn’t pass it. And that was in a controlled environment. Make no mistake, waterboarding isn’t simulated drowning—it is drowning.”

      “Let’s get out of here,” said Sharpie. As the men walked back to Ferdl, he appeared to have passed out.

      “Let’s go, Ferdl. Party’s over,” said Steven. Ferdl was unresponsive. Steven leaned down and felt for a pulse. “Crap. He’s dead. Heart attack maybe.”

      “Good, pedophile deserves it!” said Slash. “What are we gonna do with the fat dirtbag?”

      Steven called Control with the sitrep. The intel they received from Ferdl was accurate. Good news. They wanted his body taken back to Der Junge Haus. Bad news.

      “That cesspool will be crawling with Stadtpolizei,” said Slash. “Let’s just take him to his car. Dump his dumb ass there.”

      “Too risky,” said Steven. Steven summoned Bugs and Sharpie from outside.

      “What happened to him?” asked Bugs.

      “Too much bockwurst,” replied Slash.

      “Wasn’t there a park not too far back?” asked Steven.

      “Yeah, about halfway,” replied Bugs.

      “Let’s dump him on a park bench with his pants around his ankles,” said Slash. “He deserves it.”

      “With his pecker hangin’ out?” asked Sharpie.

      “Why the hell not? He won’t need it anymore.”
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      Sarge rode up the elevator with a sense of relief after an extremely hectic semester. He posted grades today and was pleased with everyone’s performance. He was coming into his own as an educator, both within the Harvard confines as well as on the speaking circuit. His book, Choose Freedom or Capitulation, America’s Sovereignty Crisis, was a New York Times best seller for four consecutive months and Sarge was in high demand for speaking engagements. His publicist was now earning him a lucrative fee as well as high-quality travel arrangements. He scheduled a few trips with Julia in mind and he hoped she could accompany him.

      He hated being apart from her. Over the last six months, since that fun evening at Stephanie’s in December, they were inseparable. She moved in with Sarge—but not just in a this is your dresser drawer sort of way. He loved her very much and needed her even more. He wanted to make this permanent and contemplated marriage all the time. I guess it will happen when the time is right.

      As the doors opened to the Great Hall, he was immediately struck with the smell of braised beef and George Gershwin’s An American in Paris. Julia was pulling out all of the stops tonight, including the stunning black cocktail dress. What did I forget?

      “Hi, honey, I’m home,” announced Sarge. “Sargent, party of two?”

      “Come here and kiss me, smartass,” said Julia. She wrapped her arms around him while he struggled to hold the bags of produce she requested from Whole Foods. “I missed you today.”

      “I see that. I love you and missed you too. School’s out for the summer and I’m all yours. Well, mostly.”

      “How ’bout some wine?” asked Julia. “I popped open a bottle of Beaujolais.”

      Sarge nodded as Julia poured the glass. He set the grocery bags on the island.

      “Listen, I am a boy and forgetful about certain things,” said Sarge.

      “Like what things?” asked Julia teasingly.

      Oh no, what did I forget? “You know, couple things that men tend to forget but women always remember.”

      “Relax, Sarge, I knew you wouldn’t remember what today is, but I did. I won’t hold that against you as long as you hold me against you.”

      “Deal! What did I forget?” he asked.

      “Ten years ago today, we had our first date. Do you remember now?” asked Julia.

      “Of course I do, darling. John Morgan invited us to the Garden of Flags event on Boston Common and he sat us next to each other for dinner in his home that night.”

      Every Memorial Day weekend, the Massachusetts Military Heroes organization planted a garden of thirty-seven thousand flags in front of the Soldiers and Sailors Monument on Boston Common to commemorate the service members from Massachusetts who gave their lives to defend the United States. Morgan had a private dinner at his home that evening. Sarge and Julia were seated next to each other at the table. This event came towards the end of Sarge’s relationship with Abbie and it was obvious Morgan was nudging Sarge in Julia’s direction.

      Sarge continued. “That seems like a long time ago. I always wondered if Morgan had an ulterior motive.”

      “He always has an ulterior motive, as do I, Henry,” said Julia, using his given name. She bowed and handed him his glass of wine.

      “I love it when you talk dirty to me, Lady Hawthorne.”

      Julia emptied the contents of the Whole Foods bag and looked perplexed.

      “Whole Foods wasn’t able to confiscate your whole paycheck this time?”

      “No. In fact, it was eerie,” replied Sarge. “The shelves were bare and the produce department was decimated. One of the employees told me their produce trucks were not running on a regular schedule.”

      “I’ll call DeLuca’s on Newbury Street and have them deliver what I need,” said Julia.

      “Don’t bother. I drove by DeLuca’s, but they closed early.”

      “Who is buying up all the food, Sarge?”

      “I think it’s a matter of why aren’t they producing more food,” he replied.

      “We discussed this in the editorial meeting today. Listen to this. The drought conditions in California are beyond severe, especially around Sacramento. Governor Brown ordered the national guard to raid a family farming operation in the San Joaquin Valley.”

      “Why?” asked Sarge.

      “The farmer was accused of using well water for his crops in violation of the governor’s mandated water restrictions,” replied Julia. “According to the governor’s directive, farmers are prohibited from over-pumping the wells for irrigation purposes. Based upon an EPA study, the value of the crops produced is insignificant to the damage caused to the environment by over-pumping. Before the EPA could issue its own regulations, California acted quickly to create its own mandated restrictions.”

      “What happened?”

      “These reports are being suppressed by the media, but the man stood his ground and refused the National Guard access to his land. He was holding a flag and stated he was a patriot. His family stood behind him, shouting at the guardsmen. According to reports, a guardsman ordered the farmer to get on the ground because he was under arrest. When the farmer began waving his flag instead, they shot him.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “No. It gets worse. The National Guard, with the assistance of the Bureau of Land Management, confiscated the crops, arrested the remaining family members, and seized the land under federal forfeiture provisions.”

      As Julia fixed them a small salad, Sarge made his way to the windows overlooking the Charles River. This story was troubling on many levels. The government was halting food production in favor of saving the environment? Moreover, the full force of the military was used to arrest a farmer, confiscate his crops and seize his land because he used the water under his land to irrigate his crops. If this isn’t tyranny, what is?

      “Sarge?”

      “Okay,” replied Sarge. “Let’s not talk about the rest of the world. I like ours right here, right now, just fine.”

      Julia used her best French hostess voice. “Monsieur, this will be an enchanting evening featuring a refreshing salad, braised beef and a dessert that will be, shall I say, breathtaking.”

      “I like anniversaries.”
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      “What are they building in the fire escape?” asked Steven as he exited the elevator.

      Sarge was intently watching the television monitors as Steven spoke. “I have them reinforcing the access doors to our floors and putting bars on the inside of the fire escape windows,” replied Sarge as he studied the various news reports. Sarge felt Steven staring at him.

      “Are you expecting zombies, bro?” asked Steven.

      “No, but have you noticed the way people are acting?”

      “Yeah, they’re going nuts,” replied Steven. “I guess it makes sense. What about the windows on the street level?”

      “The Boston Historical Society wouldn’t approve it,” replied Sarge. “It wasn’t consistent with the period. They’re sheep.”

      “What’s the latest?” asked Steven. Sarge wished his brother would pay more attention to the news, but then Steven’s job was more executioner than planner.

      “It’s hard to find any good news,” replied Sarge. “The economy’s tanking. The recession numbers are far worse than the sugarcoated version Washington feeds us. Farmers can’t afford to produce crops and grocers can’t stock their shelves. Food distribution channels are totally disrupted due to the cost of fuel. Our economy is built on consumption. Americans have lost their consumer confidence and retail is suffering for it.”

      “I saw some of the same in Europe last month,” said Steven. “It’s more than confidence. People are angry, on edge.”

      “World governments have lost the ability to control their economies. After the Eurozone collapsed, the bond market sank with it. Believe it or not, the Greek default is exactly what they wanted. What they did not want is Spain and Italy to default at the same time. Now there is a void in southern Europe and Russia is ready to fill in the financial gaps. They have already bailed out Greece by reaching a natural gas distribution agreement, which further destroys Ukraine’s economy.”

      “What does all of this mean for the United States?”

      “The world’s economies are interrelated,” replied Sarge. “It’s sort of like a codependent relationship. The world has tolerated our deficit spending while we tolerate bad actors getting away with agendas contrary to our national security. Every nation is circling the wagons around their own self-interests and the global house of cards could collapse at any time.”

      “When does it hit the fan?” asked Steven.

      “I don’t know. We’re one catastrophic event away from a collapse,” said Sarge.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Have you seen the huge increases in cyber attacks?” asked Sarge.

      “Yeah. They’re increasing in frequency and magnitude.”

      “They’re testing the fences, like the velociraptors in the first Jurassic Park movie,” said Sarge. “State-sponsored hackers are rifling through our government files. They are manipulating financial transactions. There have been rolling blackouts of the power grid. They have successfully hijacked airplanes. There is no limit. So far there has not been a coordinated attack, but it could come without warning.”

      “I agree,” said Steven. “So what are we doing about it?”

      “Other nations are preparing, but I don’t know if our politicians are ready. Look at the price of gold, for example.”

      “It’s skyrocketing,” said Steven.

      “Exactly. China is moving towards a gold-backed yuan. They are repatriating record amounts of gold—three hundred twenty tonnes in the last month. If the Chinese successfully adopt a traditional gold standard, the price of gold would increase exponentially. Their currency would be deemed more reliable as a reserve currency than the dollar. Honestly, at this point, there is very little we can do to deter Russia and China from their economic machinations other than a hot war.”

      “Great,” said Steven. “I used to think these power-broker games between politicians and the super wealthy was above my pay grade, but I think I’m wrong about that.”

      “How so?”

      “My last three missions for Aegis have been questionable,” replied Steven. “You know I’m a good soldier, and if the boss wants something done, I won’t refuse him.”

      “I know the feeling,” interrupted Sarge.

      “When I look at the results of Ukraine, Switzerland, and now Frankfurt, I begin to wonder if there is a national interest at stake or am I just a well-paid hit man. You follow this stuff more than I do. What’s the boss up to?”

      “I’m sure he has a plan,” replied Sarge. “He’s always had a plan. But I agree with you. Financial and geopolitical motivations are at play here, more than the protection of America from her enemies.”

      “This Bilderberg Conference plays into it as well,” said Steven. “One of the targets in Frankfurt was the head of some committee of the Bilderbergs.”

      “The Steering Committee,” said Sarge.

      “Right. Our instructions were to force him to resign. He resigned all right.”

      “Are you talking about the Deutsche Bank guy?”

      “One and the same,” replied Steven.

      “News reports stated he had a heart attack in a park getting a blow job from a hooker,” said Sarge.

      “Nope, he died after we waterboarded him.”

      “Fabulous,” said Sarge sarcastically.

      “Bro, you know I’m not supposed to spill these details to you. But it’s gettin’ weird and you understand how all of this plays together.”

      Sarge stared at the television screens as one talking head after another analyzed the upcoming northeast presidential primaries. He wondered if Abbie would be in town. Let it go!

      “Hey, bro, you with me still?” asked Steven, interrupting Sarge’s wandering mind.

      “Yeah, yeah,” replied Sarge. “Do you have any specific instructions for the Bilderberg Conference?”

      “Nope,” replied Steven. “They have their own security team and we will supplement their program. It’s unprecedented that their annual conference would be held in a city like this. Normally, they find some secluded backwoods fortress to hide behind.”

      “I thought the same thing. It is part of the Bilderberg’s goal of raising the veil of secrecy although I think it’s just a facade.”

      “In any event, they are bringing their COBRA unit—elite Special Forces made up primarily of German and Austrians. I’m sure they are charming.”

      “Quite,” said Sarge. “You know Julia is traveling this weekend to interview the candidates. You wanna go out to eat, or order in.”

      “Let’s pop some brewskis and order pizza through GrubHub. I have last year’s Strike Back to catch up on. Plus, we’ll need the inspiration for Brad’s war games at Camp Edwards this weekend.” The brothers fist-bumped as they started their boys’ weekend with a couple of Samuel Adams lagers.
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      This was the first trip for Brad to Joint Base Cape Cod since the installation of Sgt. Major Carlos Rivera as the new commander of JBCC. Rivera, a longtime member of the Massachusetts Army National Guard, also maintained a stellar career as an investigative specialist for the Drug Enforcement Administration. From first impressions, Rivera ran a tight ship, immediately gaining the respect of his counterpart from Fort Devens.

      Lieutenant Colonel Francis Crowninshield Bradlee, Brad to his friends, was the consummate military man. In the early, pre-Revolutionary War days, the Crowninshields were known for their seafaring adventures. But as the War for Independence came to full fruition, the prominent family, close friends of Thomas Jefferson, became the backbone of the United States military for years to come. A member of the Crowninshield family held the positions of Secretary of the Navy and Secretary of War under several presidential administrations.

      Like so many of the Founding Fathers, the Crowninshield lineage included the surnames Adams, Endicott, Hawthorne, DuPont and Bradlee. Brad’s father was the editor of The Washington Post before his death and his mother was a highly respected, influential journalist. While the Bradlee branch of the Crowninshield family tree generally abhorred the military, Brad lived for it. He attended the Naval Academy and during his second-class year he chose Leatherneck for his summer training. He received praise from his mentors and surpassed all of the academic and physical standards required to graduate as one of a few dozen Marine Selects.

      Brad’s career was stellar, and after three years as a major, he earned the rank of lieutenant colonel. Under his command were 750 infantry designated service members comprising the 25th Marine Regiment of 1st Battalion. At age forty, he had fast-tracked his career to battalion commander.

      Brad met Steven at the Naval Academy and the two became good friends despite their age difference of several years. He encouraged Steven to become a Marine. But he was hell-bent on becoming a SEAL via the Navy rather than through the BUDS training option offered by the Marines. Either way, Brad admired Steven for becoming one heck of a soldier and the two stayed close friends over the years. They also realized they had common interests, which they immediately pursued. When Steven called Brad about getting together with Sarge for a little rest and relaxation, Brad thought this particular weekend would be perfect. Of course, his definition of R & R was different from most.

      Fort Devens was part of a three-installation military training program along with Fort Dix in New Jersey and Fort Drum in New York. Fort Dix and Fort Drum had extensive combat-training facilities while Fort Devens did not. Fort Devens considered Camp Edwards as its home field. While each base had its own unique training attributes, Camp Edwards was known as the only installation in the northeast with a training center meant to simulate a Middle Eastern town. Built in 2008, Camp Edwards was dedicated to Theater Immersion Training. The theater immersion training technique placed units into an environment comparable to the one they would encounter in combat in order to rapidly build combat-readiness. Tactical Training Bases like Camp Edwards were developed to prepare troops for missions in Afghanistan, Iraq and the Balkans.

      This weekend, the teams from Devens, Dix and Drum would receive a thorough briefing on urban warfare operations on Saturday morning. The weekend schedule included specific field training in urban warfare followed by a friendly competition between teams of two. Brad wasn’t participating; he was there to train his men and those who participated from the other installations. The Sargent brothers were the only civilians, but Brad knew they could hold their own.
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      “Let’s get started, everyone. Grab a seat, as we have a long day ahead of us,” said Brad. “I’m glad that all of you have gotten to know each other a little bit.” Brad observed the faces of the soldiers in the room as well as his ringers—Sarge and Steven. He also caught a glimpse of eye contact and smiles between Steven and Second Lieutenant Michaela Dodge from Fort Drum. Does the boy never rest? Dodge may have a sweet smile, but Brad had seen her in action. She was a third-degree ball breaker who took no prisoners. He’ll see.

      Dodge was part of a four-soldier team from the 10th Mountain Division stationed at Fort Drum, New York. Each of the two soldier teams was the winner in the Best Ranger competition within their squads. Dodge and her teammate, 2LT John Rose, represented the 1st Brigade Combat Team. First Lieutenant Michael Bergman and 2LT Duane Rosenberg, son of the garrison commander, represented the 2nd Brigade Combat Team. Dodge and Rose had trained at Camp Edwards before and Brad was extremely impressed. But it was Bergman and Rosenberg who won the title of Best Rangers at the nationwide competition held at Fort Benning, Georgia, last fall.

      Attending from Fort Dix were two new teams. The first team was part of the 174th Infantry Brigade. This brigade was a training unit responsible for preparing other soldiers to train the trainers. As soldiers prepare for deployment throughout the military, they were briefed and trained on maneuvers, equipment and other details pertinent to their theater of operation. These members of the 174th trained the trainers, who in turn trained the military personnel before deployment.

      The other two-man team was from the United States Coast Guard Atlantic Strike Team. This was a new group to the Camp Edwards program, and Brad knew very little about their function. When their CO contacted Brad about participating, he was a little puzzled. The Coast Guard operated primarily as a maritime law enforcement branch of Homeland Security. Their primary responsibilities had been responding to environmental disasters off the United States coast. Why does the Coast Guard need their personnel trained in urban tactics?

      Finally, Brad was very pleased with his team from Fort Devens. Master Gunny Sergeant Frank Falcone was an old-school master gunnery sergeant under Brad’s command for years. He would trust this man with his life. His partner, Chief Warrant Officer Kyle Shore, had become known as an expert in one form of long-range fire support—sniping. In Afghanistan, Shore had recorded kill shots on two Taliban machine gunners at roughly 2,500 yards, just short of the longest confirmed kill of slightly over 2,700 yards.

      The other two members of the Fort Devens contingent were members of the 366th Military Police Detachment. First Lieutenant Craig Russo and Captain Pedro Torrez were specifically trained in urban tactics although they had never served in combat. Part of the Army Military Police Corps, the 366th and their counterparts, the Military Intelligence Detachments based at Fort Devens, did not fall under the direct command of Brad. He suspected their deployment would be on United States soil at some point—not something he wanted to contemplate often.

      “Before you is a packet of materials, which is the latest intelligence and summation provided us by the Pentagon on the subject of UO—urban operations—which has replaced the previous acronym, MOUT—Military Operations on Urban Terrain,” said Brad. “I know that most of what we will cover is familiar to you, but a refresher course prior to this afternoon’s LFX will be beneficial.” Brad did not bother to explain the military’s many lexicons for Sarge’s benefit. He knew Sarge, as a civilian, was well versed in military jargon and did not need an explanation of what a live fire exercise entailed.

      “The Army has not updated the field manuals on urban operations since June 2003, yet a lot of information has been gathered from our operations abroad since then,” said Brad. “FM 3-06 spends a lot of time on theoretical and historical perspectives on urban operations. The most recent information at our disposal provides a more accurate picture of what our soldiers faced in Iraq and Afghanistan. Today’s urban warfare puts a heavy emphasis on distinguishing between civilians and enemy combatants—such as armed militias, insurgents and even gangs. As you know, the rules of engagement and use of combat power are more restrictive than in other conditions of battle.”

      Brad did not verbally express his biggest fear concerning the United States military’s new emphasis on urban warfare. Falcone and the Sargents recognized our soldiers were being trained for ground operations—in America.

      “Urban environments are highly advantageous to the defender. Buildings in an urban setting provide high levels of cover and concealment for enemy combatants. Multistoried buildings with basements allow the defenders of urban territory the ability to maneuver in what we call the third dimension. Your unit may have a group of insurgents pinned down in front of you only to be surprised when they reappear behind you by making use of underground passageways through basements. Modern cities have elaborate sewer systems and often have underground tunnels for transit systems. Defenders may move laterally or vertically, completely out of sight of the attacker.” Brad walked around his desk and wandered the room as he continued.

      “For the aggressor, buildings in an urban environment provide significant obstacles to the movement of heavy equipment, which necessarily limits the ability of a superior military force to take advantage of their advanced armored vehicles. The tall buildings in urban terrain also permit defenders to shoot antitank weapons at angles able to penetrate the relatively thin top armor of infantry fighting vehicles.”

      Turning in the direction of CWO Shore, he added, “Long fields of fire are scarce, so the technological advantages our forces enjoy in tactical long-range fire are neutralized. In fact, those of you who have deployed to the Middle East know the majority of engagements are up close and personal. Gun battles occur at such a close range that rifle rounds retain the sufficient velocity to penetrate flak jackets.”

      Brad saw the nods of acknowledgement by these brave soldiers. Many of them had seen their buddies die within a few feet of where they stood, knowing it could have been them.

      “As we all know, intel is critical to any military operation,” said Brad. “In an urban-warfare scenario, intelligence can become outdated in a blink of an eye. For the defender, your lack of information is a tremendous advantage to them. You should always expect that the locals will enjoy a far superior knowledge of the battlefield—the urban environment.”

      As Brad spoke, his mind processed the application of urban tactics to American cities. Clearly, the Pentagon anticipated the application of these tactics on American soil. Were they training us to implement martial law?

      “In traditional open warfare, the advantage clearly leans to the attacker who holds a technological advantage. Our overhead reconnaissance assets feed us real-time images and maps of the battlefield—as well as real-time situational awareness during the mission. GPS systems enable the attacker in open warfare the opportunity to be as well oriented on the enemy’s terrain as the defenders are,” said Brad.

      “But it is not clear that modern technology offers this kind of leverage in urban settings. Again, the defending enemy will have a far better understanding of the city or town than will the outsider.” To what extent would Washington use advanced technology against its own citizenry in times of unrest?

      “In The Art of War, the famous Chinese military strategist Sun Tzu surmised the worst policy is to attack cities, and throughout our history, this advice has been followed. Today, seventy percent of the world’s population resides in urban areas. The rapid increase of population coupled with the accelerated growth in the cities brought the Pentagon to this realization—urban areas are expected to be the future battlefield and combat in these areas cannot be avoided.

      “Urban combat against a well-armed enemy can quickly erode the strength and capability of the attacker. In order to overcome this tactical advantage, the attackers will need to employ combined arms tactics with disciplined, coordinated movement techniques to control its own losses,” said Brad. “Highly trained and skilled soldiers are required for this type of warfare.”

      Brad paused for a moment and took a drink of water. American forces had suffered heavy losses due to lack of training and also because of certain political realities. Our soldiers were hampered because the rules of engagement tended to place limitations on urban operations. Further, under the current downsizing agenda, the military simply did not have enough soldiers trained in these tactics to meet the mission requirements. Training in simulated villages would not prepare soldiers for combat in large metropolitan areas should the need arise. Camp Edwards was designed to train soldiers in the proper terrain, but it was only one of a handful of training centers of its kind. Every major military installation should have a mock urban training facility.

      “Every urban environment is different,” continued Brad. “Yet they all have similar structural characteristics. A platoon leader will need to assess the type of building to be attacked before moving forward with an urban assault. Let’s review the six integral components of an urban assault.” Brad thumbed through his binder to find the outline provided by the Pentagon although he could’ve written it himself. Know thy enemy…

      “First, realize you can’t attack every building at once,” said Brad. “Your first step is to isolate your objective—the building housing the enemy combatant. Recon the surrounding buildings, being mindful you are fighting in a three-dimensional environment. The enemy may have supportive fire assets placed in the surrounding buildings. During your assessment, identify potential escape routes, including catwalks, subways, utility tunnels and cellars. Clearing a building in an urban setting requires a lot of manpower to ensure you don’t simply flush the cockroaches to another location.”

      This drew laughs from the participants who had served in Iraq and Afghanistan. The fleeing insurgents were typically referred to as cockroaches.

      “Second, consider the threat before you assign personnel to supporting fire. Although I never advocate underestimating the enemy’s capabilities, if your intelligence indicates the enemy combatants are poorly trained, have low morale, are underequipped and have poor leadership, they may be convinced to surrender or withdraw simply by using skilled psyops or a great show of force initially. Assume the enemy is capable of viable resistance. You must be sure to concentrate direct and indirect fire together with other combat support assets onto the objective area. This has the effect of neutralizing the threat before positioning troops in preparation for an assault.”

      Brad was prepared to summarize their battle movements followed by a summary of the afternoon’s activities. The warming trend melted the snowfall from Thursday night, leaving a muddy training field. Rather than simulating Afghanistan, EO site Calero would be more representative of Eastern Europe—or Small Town, USA.

      The Loyal Nine had discussed many times the issues surrounding martial law or the occupation of a foreign military force within the United States. Sarge suggested the principles of urban tactical warfare should be learned to enhance their defensive capabilities. In other words, a cityscape might be easier to defend than a rural bug-out location—where open warfare benefits an attacker with superior air assets. Donald Quinn aptly related it to his career as an accountant. He said the best accountants are trained by the IRS in the early parts of their careers. This fox in the henhouse approach gives accountants a unique insight when they enter private practice. Learn from the enemy, Donald said.

      “Third, once the decision is reached for a full-on assault of the building or objective, tactical movements will need to be employed,” said Brad. “Again, being fully aware of the three-dimensional aspect of urban terrain, fire teams may use bounding overwatch, traveling overwatch or even a modified wedge type of column to advance. The battlefield will dictate your TTP—tactics, techniques and procedures.”

      Brad walked towards Shore and placed his hand on his shoulder. “Let me bring in some assistance from you for a moment. Chief Warrant Officer Kyle Shore is from my unit at Devens and knows a little about a related issue.”

      “Shore,” said Brad, “why don’t you stand and summarize the importance of a sniper on the battlefield.”

      “Yes, sir, Colonel,” said Shore. “Put simply, our job is to take out any enemy asset that will benefit my buddies the most. In a ground operation like this one, I would observe the target area, gather raw data and intelligence, and use my long-range weapons to strike the enemy by surprise.”

      “When the platoon is moving through a combat area, there are some countermeasures available to limit exposure to sniper fire,” said Brad. “What are those, Shore?”

      “Sir. Active countermeasures are designed to detect and destroy the sniper before he can fire or neutralize him after he fires. The most common active countermeasures involve the establishment of perimeter OPs, recon and security patrols and rules of engagement that permit appropriate return fire. May I speak frankly, sir?”

      “Go ahead, Shore,” replied Brad. Brad watched as Sarge furiously took notes. The active-duty soldiers in the room and Steve did not. Brad wondered if the others observed Sarge’s note taking. Brad knew what Sarge was thinking about Sun Tzu—know your enemy as you know yourself.

      “The last active countermeasure—rules of engagement regarding return fire—is the most confounding, sir,” said Shore. “Currently, the rules of engagement in the Middle Eastern theater are skewed in favor of protecting civilians and therefore in favor of the enemy. This puts our troops at significant risk. The best way to prevent casualties from sniper fire is to utilize both preemptive fire and overmatching fire. With preemptive fire, in a high-density urban combat arena, we can attack likely sniper positions with a variety of unit weapons to deter sniper activity. With overmatching fire, our boys can respond to a sniper’s rifle round with a volley from something like an M203, sir. Simply put, our 40mm grenade trumps your .50-cal round. Game over.”

      “Thank you, Shore,” said Brad. “The M203 grenade launcher is designed to attach to either the M16 or the M4. While its range is under one hundred sixty yards, I suggest to you that a football field is the equivalent of a mile in an urban environment. Clearly, there could be collateral damage to the civilian population. Shore, you mentioned active countermeasures. Given the present rules of engagement, what are some passive countermeasures?”

      “Sir, another effective countermeasure is the use of projected smoke and, when the rules of engagement allow, the use of riot-control agents,” said Shore. “Smoke is used often to protect the platoon from long-range fire. Also, if the sniper’s location is known, smoke can be projected close to his location, which greatly limits his ability to acquire targets. Riot-control agents like tear gas are optimal, but typically not allowed under the present ROE.”

      “Thank you, Shore,” said Brad. “You may be seated. Other passive countermeasures are also typical of well-disciplined tactical movements. These include covered and concealed routes, avoiding open intersections, staying away from doors and windows, and moving along the side of a street in a dispersed formation. These are all common sense, infantry basics.”

      Brad covered the elements of assaulting a building objective after identifying the breach point and the best ways to avoid friendly fire. He covered the fundamentals of entering and clearing a building, which will be an important part of this afternoon’s activities. Finally, he gave them all an overview of the challenge parameters.

      “Why don’t we take some time for lunch before we get started,” said Brad. “I want everybody to report to Urban Operations Site Calero at eleven hundred hours. Dismissed.”

      Everyone shuffled out of their chairs and made their way toward the mess hall. Brad approached Steven and Sarge to get their opinions on the program so far.

      “What do you boys think?” asked Brad.

      “Great stuff, Brad. Listen, I need to break away for a little bit,” said Steven. “You guys go ahead without me. I’ll grab something to eat on the fly.”

      “Don’t zap your testosterone, buddy, we’ll need it later,” said Sarge.

      Brad saw Steven had lunch plans of his own as 2LT Dodge milled about, waiting on her prey.

      “Hey, she’ll eat you alive, pal,” said Brad with a grin, grabbing Steven’s arm.

      “Then it’ll be mutual destruction. Later,” said Steven and he was off.

      Brad turned to Sarge. “Will he ever grow up?”

      “Let’s hope not. The best we can hope for is to keep the boy harnessed and release him when necessary,” said Sarge. “Listen, Brad, I understand the need for this type of training. War has changed and we need to be prepared for all contingencies. But when is the last time our military fought in an urban environment with sewers, subways and tall buildings with catwalks? That type of battlefield exists primarily in one place and it isn’t Tikrit.”

      “Very astute, Sarge,” said Brad. “This is why I’m glad you two came this weekend. We need to know both sides of UO. I’m hearing rumblings from my like-minded friends throughout the service, Sarge. Our country is in for a jolt. In the not-too-distant future, there may be a time in America when the lines between a friendly and a hostile will become very blurred. We need to be ready.”

      “Let’s go catch up,” said Sarge.
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      The teams began to gather at the training site. Sarge found it interesting that each team had lunch alone without any attempts to make small talk with the other participating members of the exercise. This competition would be intense. There was no prize, only bragging rights for their respective squads. Sarge always studied people and was intrigued by the interactions between the soldiers. He’d read several research papers on the mentality of military personnel. The age-old question of why soldiers fight might surprise many. After World War II, many returning soldiers simply said they wanted to keep fighting so the war would end and they could go home. The secondary response provided by the World War II vets related to the group ties their unit developed during combat. Sarge believed the premise held true today. He believed the motivation of today’s soldier was primarily sustained by his comrades and secondarily by his weapon.

      Sarge observed the interaction between 2LT Dodge and her teammate 2LT Rose. He’s pissed. Steven finally arrived on the scene.

      “Howzit?” asked Sarge.

      Steven was adjusting his gear. “Psyops mission accomplished,” said Steven. “She won’t be able to function this afternoon.”

      “Will you?” asked Sarge, adding, “Be able to function?”

      “Oh yeah, just watch,” replied Steven.

      Brad was trying to get everyone’s attention. Fortunately, the sun had melted all of the snow and the wind had stopped. Other than the mud, it was a beautiful day.

      “All right, teams, please gather around,” said Brad. “We have set up a series of three challenges for you today. The first challenge will be a timed drill. The second challenge will be an accuracy and analysis drill. The third challenge will be a speed and agility challenge. The two highest scoring teams in these first three rounds will then move to the final challenge, which will involve the principles we discussed this morning.”

      “Is everybody ready?” yelled Brad.

      “Sir, yes, sir!” exclaimed the participants.

      “Everyone remember, we will be using live rounds throughout this exercise. Nobody gets shot on my watch, got it?” said Brad. He received another reply of yes, sir.

      “This first challenge will test your speed and accuracy under a high pressure, live fire scenario,” said Brad. “First, you will be required to run down the hill approximately one hundred yards to obtain your weapon, ammunition and your tactical spotting scope. Come back up the hill to your designated firing position identified by your preassigned colors. Once you have reached your firing position, the targets will be revealed to you. Red targets are always hostiles and white targets will always be friendlies. Any questions?”

      CWO Shore spoke up first. “Sir, what is our assigned weapon today?”

      “You didn’t think I would make it easy for you, did you, Shore?” said Brad. “You will not be using your beloved Barrett 82A1 .50 cal. You folks from the Army will be pleased to hear that today’s long-range weapon will be the M2010 ESR—enhanced sniper rifle. It has a shorter range than the Barrett and must be used due to the proximity of civvies in the area. Welcome to the rules of engagement.”

      Steven leaned into Sarge and gave him the rundown on the M2010. “It’s a good weapon, bolt actioned. It’s really just a modern-day version of the basic Remington 700,” said Steven. “Let’s pay attention to see if it’s outfitted with a suppressor or a muzzle brake. Both of those attachments reduce recoil by about half, which will affect our second shot if we miss on the first go-around. There may also be multiple hostiles. The magazines hold five .300 Winchester Magnum cartridges. My guess is there will be at least six tangos, requiring two magazines. Be prepared to hand me the second magazine, or hand me single rounds, which I will reload manually. That will save time. I’ll take the shots. You spot me in. You good?”

      “Yep,” said Sarge. This was the first time he and Steven had practiced like this. The training was invaluable and he hoped they could do it again. They were a team.

      “On my whistle,” yelled Brad. “Go!”

      The teams started running through the barren oak trees down a slight incline towards wooden crates painted in their team’s colors.

      “Just don’t fall,” said Steven. “We’ll make up our time going back up the hill.”

      Sarge followed his brother through the trees as he watched one of the members of the Coast Guard team slip and then roll head over heels until finding an oak tree to break his fall. I guess they don’t have many hills and oak trees on the USCG cutters.

      Reaching the bottom of the hill essentially tied with the other teams, Steven grabbed the M2010 and Sarge grabbed the ammo can and the scope. They began to run up the hill. It was more of a slog.

      “Don’t fall,” Steven repeated as both men turned to watch one of the trainers from the 174th at Fort Dix lose his footing and drop his scope in the mud. Fort Dix was off to a rough start. “See what I mean?”

      The Fort Devens team of Shore and Master Gunny Falcone adopted an interesting strategy. Shore walked up the hill at a brisk pace, keeping his footing and saving his breath. The twelve-pound M2010 was not a burden. The older Falcone made a quicker pace with the intent of getting his scope ready. Sarge suspected Shore would have a steady hand when he was ready to shoot.

      The Sargents were neck and neck with Falcone when they topped the hill and approached their station. About three hundred yards downrange stood a makeshift building. Suddenly, the front of the building opened up like a trapdoor and hit the mud with a splashy thud.

      “Seven hostiles, five friendlies,” muttered Steven.

      Sarge admired his composure. Approximately half of the red hostile targets were visible. One hostile target towards the front swayed back and forth on a pendulum. Sarge followed Steven’s lead.

      “What’ve you got?” asked Steven.

      Sarge had used a spotting monocular before but never one as compact as this Vortex. He altered the eyecup for comfort and adjusted the focus.

      “Range is four hundred meters. Hostile target is twenty inches wide and thirty inches tall. Silhouette of the friendly is the same. Slight headwind,” said Sarge. Sarge heard someone say send it and their M2010 cracked to life. “No muzzle attachments.”

      “Yeah,” said Steven. He adjusted the Leopold Mark 6 scope and fired.

      “Hit,” said Sarge. “Center mass.” Several shots were being fired now. Focus. Sarge recalled the old golf adage—play the course, not the players. Steven fired again.

      “Hit, center mass, slightly right,” said Sarge.

      Steven was on. He emptied the magazine. Steven was right about the number of targets and the need to either reload the magazine or hand-feed the ammo through the bolt action. When he hit the last target, Steven rose up on his knees and exhaled.

      “How’d we do?” asked Steven.

      “All seven tangos down. Looks like a close second to Brad’s boys from Devens,” said Sarge. “The Coasties are dead last.”

      “What about Dodge and Rose?” asked Steven.

      “Mid-pack,” responded Sarge. Both men stood up as the firing halted.

      “Nicely done, soldiers,” said Brad. “This next challenge comes directly out of urban combat zones like Baghdad. This will require accuracy and an analysis of the most efficient way to neutralize an enemy sniper. It is also a timed challenge.” Brad started walking down the still-muddy road towards another group of stations. At the bottom of the hill appeared seven thirty-foot-tall sniper hides on stilts. At the top of each tower was an enemy gunman represented by a red hostile target.

      “This is a two-step challenge,” said Brad. “Consistent with our discussion this morning, you will be required to take out the enemy sniper first followed by the tower itself. The tower targets are four inches in diameter. Here’s another twist. The team member that fired last round must rotate out in favor of the other team member.”

      Sarge was up for it.

      “I should’ve known,” whispered Steven. “Brad can be tricky during these exercises. You’ve got this.”

      “I’m ready,” said Sarge.

      “Remember, steady your breathing and gently pull the trigger,” said Steven. “No need to rush. We’ll still be using the M2010, which is a bolt action. If we were using a semiautomatic .50 caliber like the Barrett, Shore would have a big advantage. Let’s just stay up there in second next to them and we’ll make up the time downstream. Cool?”

      “Cool,” said Sarge.

      “On my signal,” yelled Brad. “Go!”

      Sarge and Steven hustled to their position, running past the other teams to reach their station first. Steven manipulated the Vortex and brought the red target gunman into focus.

      “Okay,” said Steven. “A headshot is your only option. Target is four hundred twenty meters. Target exposure is fourteen inches high, eleven inches wide. Slight left to right crosswind. Tough shot, buddy.”

      Sarge was silent as he adjusted his rifle’s scope. He fired.

      “Miss, high left,” said Steven.

      Sarge made the necessary adjustments as other rifle reports could be heard. He fired. The target exploded into hundreds of pieces.

      “Tannerite,” said Steven. Tannerite was the brand name of an explosive used for making explosive targets in weapons training exercises. Sarge knew it had many potential uses. Another explosion was heard, but they couldn’t discern which team made the hit.

      “Okay, nail one of the tower legs and see if it will be sufficient,” said Steven. “Knowing Brad, it will be the back-side target.”

      Sarge stared through the rifle’s scope. “It will take all three,” said Sarge. “They have the structure cross-braced. Let’s do this.” Sarge was fully focused in his own sniper bubble. He fired.

      “Hit!” exclaimed Steven. “Left support down.”

      Sarge operated the bolt action for his fourth shot. He fired.

      “Miss, right a few inches,” said Steven. “The wind has stopped.”

      Sarge quickly prepared himself for another shot.

      “Hit, two down,” said Steven. The sound of explosions permeated the background. Sarge remained focus. Play the course. He drew a bead on the final strut located at the rear of the sniper hide. Send it.

      “Hit!” shouted Steven as he hugged his brother. “Nailed it, bro!” The brothers walked back up the hill to where a grinning Brad stood.

      “Well, Sarge,” said Brad, “do I need to personally deliver you to the JBCC recruiter’s station? Nice shooting.”

      “Thanks, Brad,” said Sarge. The team of Falcone and Shore came up to them a moment later followed by the team of Bergman and Rosenberg out of Fort Drum. Shore shook Sarge’s hand.

      “Where’d you train?” asked Shore.

      Sarge couldn’t tell him the truth. “Oh, our family has a little place west of Boston near Prescott that works as a pretty good practice facility,” said Sarge. Sarge caught Brad and Steven exchanging a knowing glance.

      “Well, it’s paid off for you,” said Shore. “I’m guessing that puts our two teams neck and neck at this point.”

      “Listen up everyone,” interrupted Brad. “We started with a total of seven teams, but we now must reduce this to four. The following three teams have been eliminated: the Military Police Team from Devens and the two teams from Fort Dix.” All of the teams exchanged handshakes with each other. There was no shame in being eliminated from this competition. Clearly, all of the participants were highly skilled soldiers.

      “Round three is up next. There is nothing more primal than hand-to-hand combat. In urban campaigns, it is not unusual to find yourself in very tight quarters. There may be times when your only weapon is a knife,” said Brad. “One wrong move could decide your fate. In this challenge, the first-place team will face off against the fourth-place team. You will be provided an electrically charged training knife delivering around seventy-five thousand volts. This is substantially less than a stun gun, but it will hurt you nonetheless. Also, the knife has been coated with simulated red blood for scoring purposes.”

      A makeshift ring had been created in the middle of the road. It was covered in mud, sand and loose gravel. Sarge had to be aware of his footing. He knew some Krav Maga training, which placed an emphasis on footwork. Krav Maga was a self-defense system developed for the Israeli military, and combined a variety of martial arts techniques into one discipline. It stressed threat neutralization together with combined offensive and defensive maneuvers. The key to Krav Maga was to either attack preemptively or to counterattack as soon as possible.

      “We have to go up against Rose and Dodge,” said Steven. “I’ll take Dodge so you won’t have to worry about beating a girl.”

      “Listen, Steven,” said Sarge. “Don’t underestimate her. In fact, Brad made a comment about her earlier. He called her a third-degree ball buster.”

      “Bro, maybe so,” said Steven. “But she’s still a girl. Trust me, I know!”

      “No, listen to me,” said Sarge. “He said third degree. I think she has martial arts training. She won’t fight the way you’re used to. I have.” Sarge waited for Steven to answer.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” said Steven. “Plus, Rose seems to be a douche. I might just kick his ass for the hell of it.”

      Sarge and Steven watched as the other two teams squared off. The younger men from Fort Drum were clearly the aggressors against the remaining duo from Devens. Falcone held his own, but his opponent was determined to be the victor. Shore easily defeated Rosenberg from Fort Drum. Based upon Brad’s tally of knife strikes and a consensus of the group regarding blood splatter, the Fort Devens team of Falcone and Shore were declared the winners. They would advance to the final round.

      Sarge was first up against 2LT Dodge. Steven advised him to fight defensively. Let her come to him. Slashes were worth one point and stabs were worth two points. The brothers agreed to focus on slashes. Even an experienced fighter had a tendency to lunge when attempting a stab. Your opponent could use his arm to throw you off balance, resulting in a knife in your back. Sarge entered the ring to an awaiting Dodge. He immediately noticed she was using a forward knife grip, which would be expected from her military training. This was a traditional grip she chose to help overcome her reach disadvantage.

      Sarge knew the disadvantages of the forward, traditional grip. First, the knife was far from the body, leaving the hand and arm vulnerable to being trapped or slashed by an attacker. Secondly, the forward grip naturally pointed the knife upward. A more powerful attacker could drive your arm upward, potentially stabbing you in the face with your own knife.

      “Ready? Go!” shouted Brad.

      Sarge stared in Dodge’s eyes, trying to maintain continuous eye contact. While he entered the ring mimicking her grip, he quickly changed to a reverse knife grip. Were the knives real, Sarge would have placed the knife edge out. This was the preferred technique of a defensive, slash-style fighter. Because these knives were electrically charged, the blade orientation didn’t matter. There were several advantages to this grip, all of which related to the ability to exert greater force on your opponent. The primary disadvantage related to reach, but Sarge already had a reach advantage due to his size.

      For a moment, Sarge maintained a passive stance, feet spread apart and his knees locked. He waited for Dodge to make the first move. He saw her glance down to assess his posture for a brief moment and then she quickly moved toward him. In an instant, Sarge switched his feet to a classic fight stance—left foot forward, right foot back and his elbows in, minimizing the target. Dodge was caught off guard by Sarge’s sudden reposition and her momentum carried her forward. She managed a glancing slash for one point, but Sarge slashed her right shoulder and quickly achieved a stab in her upper back. Dodge gathered herself, but Sarge was quicker. He quickly switched to a forward grip, allowing for maximum reach—executing a stab and a slash as he withdrew his knife. Dodge had no choice but to be the aggressor. Sarge switched back to the reverse grip and waited for Dodge to make her move. She was fast and executed a stab to Sarge’s shoulder, but he slashed her arm as part of a block attempt. The match was over.

      “Wow, look at you, bro,” said Steven, slapping Sarge on the back.

      “Don’t gloat,” said Sarge. “You’ve still got work to do.”

      Sarge knew Steven was an accomplished street fighter. Of all of the participants today, he was probably the only one who had been in a real knife fight. He had scars all over his body to prove it. This was different from a street fight, however. There were some rules of engagement and Steven didn’t always follow the rules. Sarge looked over at Rose, who seemed to be determined.

      “He looks pissed,” said Sarge to Steven.

      “It’s probably because I banged his girlfriend.” Steven laughed. Brad motioned for Steven to come into the ring. “This won’t take long.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Sarge.

      “He’s too emotional. Look at him. The veins are popping out of his neck. Also, his natural instincts will be to avoid getting cut. You always get cut in a knife fight. It’s part of the fun,” said Steven. He’s certifiable.

      Steven strolled casually into the ring. He had an added advantage. He was truly ambidextrous. He held the knife in his left hand using a forward grip, but with his hand dropped to his side.

      “Ready, go!” shouted Brad.

      Steven reached out to Rose as if to shake hands. Everyone could see this infuriated Rose. Rose charged Steven, achieving a slash on Steven’s right bicep. Steven quickly responded with a stab to Rose’s shoulder. As Rose passed him in the ring, Steven gracefully switched hands and stabbed him in the back.

      “Four,” shouted Steven. Sarge grinned. Steven was messin’ with the man’s head and it was working. Sarge watched Steven ready himself for the next attack.

      Rose bull-rushed Steven. Ordinarily, the proper move was to sidestep and block the attacker. Steven didn’t move. As Rose stabbed towards him, Steven grabbed the knife blade and ripped it out of Rose’s hand. He then stabbed Rose with his own knife that was held in his left hand. As Rose struggled with his balance, Steve buried Rose’s knife in his chest. Rose promptly fell backwards into the mud.

      “Five, six, seven and out,” shouted Steven.

      Gripping both blades, allowing the voltage to shock him, he turned to Brad and offered him the knife handles.

      “What’s next?” asked Steven.

      Rose was on his feet and walking straight toward Steven with his fists balled up. Here we go!

      Sarge didn’t have to intervene. Falcone was on Rose immediately and held him back. Steven didn’t help matters by asking what, what repeatedly with faux innocence. Technically, the rules did not prohibit disabling the attacker in the challenge, so Steven was clear to make the move. Further, no one said he couldn’t taunt his opponent. Steve fought based upon his experiences, not some textbook definition of a knife fight. Sarge sensed Brad knew this, which explained why Steven wasn’t admonished for the maneuver.

      “The final round will be between the Fort Devens team of Falcone and Shore representing the 1st Battalion, 25th Regiment, and the boys from Boston representing,” said Brad, his voice trailing off.

      “The Mechanics,” said Sarge. “You can call us the Mechanics.” Sarge saw Brad smile.

      “In the final round, the scenario will be an urban combat zone,” said Brad. “You will be required to wind your way through a simulated Middle Eastern village, complete with a mosque, neutralizing the twenty hostiles without killing any friendlies. Then, you must locate and retrieve a hostage and return to this entrance within ten minutes. Is everybody clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” said Sarge.

      “For this challenge, you will be issued a Beretta M9 sidearm and a Daniel Defense Mil Spec M4A1 carbine with two magazines for each weapon. Be judicious with your ammo, gentlemen,” said Brad. “Fort Devens Team, you’re up first.”

      Sarge and Steven were sequestered in a building around the corner, preventing them from observing the tactics used by the Fort Devens team. They could hear gunfire and muffled voice commands, but that was it. Sarge listened as Steven took this opportunity to brief him on some tactics.

      “Do you hear those staccato bursts?” asked Steven.

      “Yeah.”

      “First of all, do not select full auto on the M4,” said Steven. “We don’t have to worry about return fire, so we can preserve our ammunition—maintain ammo discipline.

      “Second, let me lead with you staying to my left. You take red hostiles on the left side and I will take the ones on the right. Neither one of us will try to help the other or we’ll likely shoot each other. I guarantee there will be a decision point—a fork in the road. The course will require us to choose left or right. Most likely, the side of the road with the least number of hostiles will be the way to go. In a real battle, the enemy will try to lure you into a kill zone. We’ll accommodate them this time, but only because they can’t fire back—I hope.”

      “Okay,” acknowledged Sarge.

      “Voice commands are acceptable. Don’t hesitate to speak up. The hostage will either be at the back side of the town or in a center square or structure. We’ll know when we get in there. I expect the friendlies will be stacked in this area the most. Take your time. Shooting a friendly will be deadly—for us and for them.”

      “The Mechanics,” yelled Brad. “Front and center.”

      As Sarge moved towards the door, Steven grabbed his arm. “Wait, last thing. Once inside the building, shoulder your M4 and switch to your sidearm. You’ll have better weapons control in tight spaces. We will always enter a room together and quickly. The idea is to dominate the room. I seriously doubt there will be hostiles inside the building. Brad would not risk a ricochet taking one of us out. Even if you get a loose trigger finger, better for me to get shot with a 9mm than the 5.56 rounds.”

      “I’m not gonna shoot you, asswipe,” said Sarge. “But Rose might.”

      Sarge and Steven jogged out of the building to the entrance. Sarge saw Steven wink in the direction of Dodge and Rose. He just couldn’t help himself. Sarge wasn’t sure who the wink was intended for.

      “Gentlemen,” said Brad, “the team from Fort Devens successfully completed the mission. You’re up. Do you remember the requirements of this challenge?”

      “Yes, sir,” replied the Mechanics. Sarge and Steven moved through the makeshift village in a methodical, controlled manner. Just as Steven surmised, Sarge encountered four hostiles on the left side of the road to Steven’s two on the right side. A fenced compound split the road into two forks. The men took the right fork as Steven suggested and the decision saved them considerable time. No friendlies were killed and they only had three misfires each. They learned afterwards the Fort Devens team went left and spent an excessive amount of time searching for hostiles that didn’t exist on the left path. Sarge and Steven finished the challenge in just over seven minutes, well ahead of Falcone and Shore.

      “Congratulations, gentlemen,” said Brad. “Steven, as a retired Navy SEAL, you have shown your seasoned abilities and you have stayed in excellent battle condition. Sarge, I think I speak for everyone here in saying you have been quite impressive today. You could lead one of my platoons anytime.” The other participants applauded their win. Brad addressed the group.

      “Together, Steven and Sarge operated as a well-oiled, finely tuned machine befitting their moniker the Mechanics.”
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        June 6

        The Boston Herald Editorial Conference Room

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Good morning, people! We have a busy week on tap for this team of journalists and miscreants,” said Joe Sciacca, editor of the Boston Herald. “I am sure The Gray Lady’s Younger Sister with an Inferiority Complex is busy trying to spin a yarn or two.” The editorial board of the Herald laughed at Sciacca’s reference to the Boston Globe, their decidedly liberal counterpart.

      “Tomorrow is primary day. Hillary is in town for a campaign event. The Bilderbergs invade our fair city. And last but not least, the Bronx Bombers visit Fenway at the end of the week. What more could one ask for?”

      “Madonna is playing the TD Garden Thursday night,” said an intern from the back of the room.

      “Well, we are the center of the universe, aren’t we?” asked Sciacca sarcastically. “Politics leads the way this week. Julia, you’re up. Let’s start with the primary.”

      “Thanks, Joe,” started Julia. “As we all know, Massachusetts primary day is tomorrow, which is new for the state. For years, over many election cycles, state legislatures have attempted to consolidate the state’s primaries to the first Monday in June. Previously, we have been part of an early March cycle. Tomorrow is being billed as Decision Tuesday. In past presidential primary years, the nominations have been sewn up by now. Several key states could sway the process. Besides Massachusetts, California and New Jersey hold primaries. New Mexico, although small electorally, has been determinative of the Republican nominee over ninety percent of the time.”

      “Doesn’t Hillary have the nomination secured?” asked Sciacca.

      “Not completely,” replied Julia. “California should swing in her favor, but Biden is polling strong in New Jersey and here. Upset wins in these two states could make the numbers close. It explains why both camps are making appearances in the Bay State.”

      “Let’s talk about that,” said Sciacca. “Biden is campaigning in Boston today if I understand correctly.”

      “That’s correct. He has strong union support here. His plans include a speech to MBTA workers in South Boston followed by a symbolic visit to the site of the Pumpsie Jones murder.”

      “What about Hillary?”

      “She has a campaign event tomorrow at Quabbin Reservoir,” replied Julia. She decided not to elaborate. There was no sense in creating additional interest in an important cog in the Loyal Nine’s wheel.

      “Okay, moving on,” said Sciacca. “I understand there was a police-involved shooting overnight in Roxbury?”

      “Yes, it happened at a Black Lives Matter event at Malcolm X Park following a ‘get out the vote’ rally held by civil rights leader and current congressman John Lewis,” said Rene Petit, metro editor for the Herald. “The presentations were peaceful, but the trouble began after the congressman completed his remarks.”

      “What happened?” asked Sciacca.

      “After Congressman Lewis closed his remarks, the crowd became raucous while shouting Black Lives Matter repeatedly. Police are still investigating, but reports indicate several plainclothes detectives identified a potential gunman in the crowd. As they moved in on the suspect, he fled on foot down Martin Luther King Boulevard. Turning south on Walnut, he was met by an unmarked van filled with Boston PD who were assisting with crowd control. A gunfight ensued and the young man was killed. The suspect has been identified as nineteen-year-old Tyrone Rockwell of Roxbury.”

      “Thank you, Rene, keep us up to date on this,” said Sciacca.

      Petit interrupted. “Wait, there is more. The deceased is the brother of Jarvis Rockwell.”

      “Why does that name ring a bell?” asked Sciacca.

      “At Copley Square during the Boston Marathon, Rockwell’s pregnant girlfriend lost their baby during a melee with police near the finish line. This escalated tensions between the black community and Boston PD. This will only exacerbate the strained relationship. In addition, my sources tell me the black gangs of Roxbury, Mattapan and Dorchester are consolidating their power under the leadership of Rockwell—street name J-Rock. My friend in the Boston PD gang unit tells me this is a precursor for increased gang violence.”

      “Does the presence of Congressman Lewis elevate this to a national story?” asked Sciacca.

      “I think it does, depending on the angle we choose,” said Petit.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I have a theory, from a purely amateur sociologist’s point of view, of course,” said Petit. “It will be controversial and not necessarily PC.”

      “Go ahead, Rene, you’re among friends.”

      “Julia might want to chime in here, from a political perspective. But here are my thoughts. The civil rights leaders of today are different than the era in which Congressman Lewis fought. Lewis was the son of sharecroppers who organized sit-ins at segregated lunch counters and businesses. In the era of the sixties, there was outward, blatant racism for which Congressman Lewis paid a price. He was beaten by police for his activism and lived with constant threats upon his life. He took up a cause that was personal to him and the result was the Voting Rights Act.”

      Julia looked around the room and gauged the reaction of her peers. Julia knew where Petit was going with this and she was anxious to hear the comments. Petit continued.

      “Today, by all legal standards, blacks have the same rights as whites. Those barriers were taken down in the sixties. Today’s civil rights leaders appear to stoke the flames of racism for the purpose of controlling their constituents. When bomb throwers like Louis Farrakhan and Al Sharpton stir up the black community with anti-white rants, the people who pay the price are the members of the black community. After they have fired up their followers, they leave for the comfort of their hotel suites in limousines, ignoring the bedlam they leave behind.”

      “Do you have examples?” asked Sciacca.

      “Consider the two incidents discussed today—Copley Square and Malcolm X Park,” replied Petit. “The Copley Square event was organized by Reverend Sharpton, using black gang leaders from the inner city to lead the procession of Black Lives Matter protesters. The protest was designed to create a confrontation with police, who are always mindful of a potential terrorist attack associated with the Boston Marathon. Where was Sharpton? He left town earlier that morning.

      “Yesterday’s event was slightly different because Congressman Lewis is an icon and a symbol of peaceful protest. But the day before, Farrakhan issued a rant that called for a race war. I believe these leaders are having a profound effect on young black men in particular by stirring passions to a fever pitch. The result is an unnecessary death like last night.”

      “Why would you say unnecessary? The reports say the deceased initiated a gunfight with police,” said Sciacca.

      “He did, and paid the ultimate price,” said Petit. “However, there was no indication he intended to use the gun during the Lewis speech. He was followed out of Malcolm X Park by police and then sandwiched by an oncoming police van. My guess is he felt trapped.

      “My point is this. Today’s black leaders are creating a climate of anger and fear within black Americans that necessarily results in senseless tragedies like last night. Perhaps a series could be developed around this story, which would then bring the Boston tragedies to national prominence.”

      “Or, the Herald could be labeled racist for its approach,” said Sciacca. “As editors, it is our job to provide opinion in addition to delivering the news. Ordinarily, I could see a series such as this generating a Pulitzer nomination, but not in today’s liberal media environment. The subject of race relations in this country is taboo unless you are on the enlightened side of the discussion. While I may agree with your premise, writing a series of articles pointing out the unintended consequences of black protests would get hammered in the industry. We’ll need to think this through very carefully.”

      Sciacca was right. Freedom of Speech is dead in America.

      “Thank you, Rene. Sandra, what do we have on the economic front?” asked Sciacca.

      “The story of the week is part political and part economic,” replied Sandra Gottlieb, business editor of the Herald. “The Bilderbergs are coming to town.”
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        The Hack House

        Binney Street

        East Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      Lau left the world of reality and entered hackerspace with a sack full of Egg McMuffins for the Zero Day Gamers. It was going to be an interesting day for the Gamers. Lau was contacted two days ago via HackersList by an unknown client, as was typical. They were more selective after cashing in on several lucrative paydays. Lau laughed to himself as he realized they now had standards to follow. One of the things he enjoyed most about this enterprise was the diversity in its projects. Today could be trailblazing if the results were successful.

      “Good morning all!” Lau announced as he saw the sleepy faces of Fakhri, Malvalaha and Walthaus.

      “Good morning, Professor,” replied Malvalaha with a slight tone of sarcasm. “Bright eyed and bushy tailed, as they say.”

      “I’ve downed half a pot of coffee,” said Fakhri. “It’s starting to give me the shakes.”

      “C’mon, you guys,” said Lau. “It’s not that early. This time a year ago you were getting ready for class at this hour. Are you getting soft on me?” Lau noticed Walthaus was quiet and looked disheveled.

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He had a late night,” replied Malvalaha.

      “Really, Walthaus?” asked Lau. “I sent you guys home early yesterday to get some rest, not to party.”

      “I wasn’t partying,” mumbled Walthaus.

      “He has a girlfriend,” interjected Fakhri.

      “Shut up!” said Walthaus.

      “Her name is Wendy, like the burger girl,” added Malvalaha. “Looks like her too. She has the freckles, red hair and ponytails.” Fakhri and Malvalaha were having a good laugh at Walthaus’ expense, who was now turning fifty shades of embarrassment.

      “Shut up, guys, really!”

      “Okay. Good for you, Walthaus, but wake up and smell the McMuffins,” said Lau. “We won’t tell Wendy you cheated on her with Ronald McDonald!” The room busted with laughter and Lau effectively woke them all up accordingly. It was time to get their game on.

      “Quick summary of the project, please, Mr. Malvalaha,” said Lau as he assumed his role of Professor of Hacktivism 101.

      “The client would like to affect the outcome of today’s Democratic primaries in New Jersey and Massachusetts,” started Malvalaha. “They have not provided us a stated purpose, but the results will certainly favor candidate Biden.”

      “That breaks your heart, I’m sure,” chimed in Walthaus. Malvalaha was a Biden supporter and despised Clinton. Walthaus was a political agnostic, believing neither party represented the best interests of the common guy.

      “He speaks!” exclaimed Lau. “If Clinton has this nomination in the bag, as the pundits claim, how will a good showing or win help Biden?”

      “We can only speculate, but perhaps Biden’s people are trying to show his strength in order to gain him another VP slot,” said Fakhri. “Or maybe the Republicans are trying to make Hillary look weak.”

      “Regardless, he who pays—wins. Right?” asked Lau.

      “You betcha,” replied Fakhri, using her best Arabic impersonation of Sarah Palin.

      “The client has provided us targeted precincts in both states where vote manipulation will be least likely to draw attention,” said Malvalaha. “A five percent increase for Biden will naturally reduce Clinton’s advantage in a like amount. This will create a Biden win in most cases yet still be within the margin of error of the aggregate of polls.”

      “In New Jersey, for example, precincts in the south from AC towards Trenton share a border with Pennsylvania, a Biden stronghold,” added Fakhri. “These voting precincts are our main target. Populated areas around the Newark area are Clinton dominated. The client chose the Pennsylvania contiguous precincts to show Biden’s ability to carry that state if chosen as VP. But that’s our theory.”

      “Walthaus, tell us about the hack,” said Lau. After two McMuffins, Walthaus was back to the land of the living.

      “There are two options,” replied Walthaus. “A publicized option actually opened the door for our course of action. Many states used the AVS WinVote touch screen voting machine for years. Its state-of-the-art design was a direct result of the 2000 presidential debacle in Florida where lawyers with bad eyesight fought over hanging chads and voter intent.”

      Lau recalled visions of attorneys scrutinizing every punched ballot with magnifying glasses. The vote count went well into December and it took the Supreme Court to bring the dispute to a conclusion.

      “After an expose` was published showing the ability to enter the encrypted WEP wireless system with the password ABCDE, the machines were abandoned,” said Walthaus. “Further, as we have found repeatedly in our work, the Windows-based operating system was either out of date or inadequately protected. Any high school kid could sit in the parking lot of the voting booth and insert low-sophistication code to change voting outcomes.”

      “Believe it or not, this was still an option available to us,” said Fakhri. “It would require a ZDG army to canvass all of the precincts. That’s too much work.”

      “Let’s talk about our plan.” Lau enjoyed the process of walking through the hack and having all of his assistants provide their contribution or opinion. Despite his newfound profession, he was an MIT professor and every job was a learning experience for his trusted graduate assistants.

      “We are going to play on two typical weaknesses in any government-run operation—complacency and a false sense of security,” replied Walthaus. “Once the WinVote scandal broke, many state governments quickly threw money at the problem and purchased all new voting machine units. Massachusetts and New Jersey were no exception.”

      “As luck would have it, New Jersey and Massachusetts, like many of their northeastern neighbors, use a new Direct Recording Electronic voting machine without a paper ballot,” said Fakhri. “We researched the Federal Election Commission website to study the different machines in use by our target precincts. While many states use the new DRE technology, some have not incorporated the VVPAT accompanying hardware.”

      “What is VVPAT?” asked Lau.

      “VVPAT stands for voter verified paper audit trail printers,” replied Malvalaha. “There are only eight states which utilize this configuration for voting—Jersey and Massachusetts are included.”

      “The selling point of the DRE-VVPAT voting system was their accessibility, usability, and efficiency,” said Fakhri. “The machines allow for both the casting and tallying of a vote internally. At the end of the day, the votes are downloaded for tallying. It was a simple solution to the complex problems experienced in both the 2000 and 2004 elections.”

      “Companies like AccuVote TSX, Optech Insight, and Populex produced their own versions of the DRE-VVPAT,” said Malvalaha. “But they all have one thing in common—a Windows-based operating system.”

      Lau smiled. “Our favorite. Won’t they ever learn? Microsoft Windows is a hacker’s dream.”

      “We’ve had great success entering Windows operating systems through the back door in the past,” said Walthaus. “Today is no exception.” Walthaus stood and walked to his desk where his monitors awaited his commands.

      “I am ready to enter the Secretary of State website for both states when we are ready to go. I did some research on the hack of the WorkSource Oregon site from last year. Anytime a state agency gives the public a portal to interact with, such as filing an unemployment claim, a window opens for us—pardon the pun.”

      Lau admired the great strides this young man had made in his analytical abilities and on a personal level. Walthaus went from a chubby geek with low self-esteem to one of the best in the business—with a girlfriend.

      “By accessing the Department of Labor and Workforce Development, we can enter the Secretary of State’s servers,” continued Walthaus. “The Secretary of State department includes the Division of Elections.”

      “In the interest of government efficiency, all of the DRE units are interconnected to the Division of Election servers,” said Fakhri. “We will insert the code into the targeted precincts via the Secretary of State’s servers. While the poll watchers concern themselves with a hacker in their parking lot, we’ll be here remotely modifying votes all day—completely undetected.”

      “Are you using a worm or a Trojan?” asked Lau.

      “Both,” replied Walthaus. “We all agree a Random Access Tool, a RAT, is necessary. We need a method of modifying real-time data and controlling user activity. Fakhri developed the worm for Massachusetts, and Malvalaha created a Trojan horse for the New Jersey voting machines.”

      “My focus will be on New Jersey,” said Malvalaha. “Being from Brooklyn, it will be my pleasure to stick it to the New Jerseyites. We will use the njRAT Trojan, which is also known throughout the Middle East as Bladabindi.”

      “Blah, blah, blah,” interrupted Fakhri. Lau laughed with the trio of hackers both for the humorous interjection and their ability to make jokes during a serious, technical conversation.

      “Does nj stand for New Jersey?” joked Lau. The term njRAT was ironically coincidental and had nothing to do with the state.

      “njRAT was developed using Microsoft .NET framework and, like many RATs, provides us complete control of the infected system,” said Malvalaha. “It will deliver us an array of features that will allow us to manipulate votes by changing them or deleting them altogether. Variety is the spice of life.”

      Lau turned to Fakhri. “Tell us about your worm.”

      “For Massachusetts, I came up with an H-worm using a visual-based script variant of the njRAT source code,” replied Fakhri. “It provides us similar controls to the njRAT, but it also uses dynamic DNS, allowing us to post requests as well as extract information. I like it because we can monitor vote totals as the day progresses. It is very popular with the Chinese.”

      “Why are we using both?” asked Lau. “Why are we using one for each state?”

      “The Trojan and the worm use different parameters,” replied Walthaus. “If some state IT guy gets lucky and discovers our intrusion during the course of the day, we can quickly flip the script—run njRAT in Massachusetts and vice versa.”

      “An additional benefit is later discovery,” added Fakhri. “Should the manipulation come to light down the road, these particular hacks are peculiar to foreign nations. The Syrians or Iranians will be blamed for New Jersey while the Chinese will be blamed for Massachusetts. It provides us cover.”

      “Well done, everybody!” exclaimed Lau. “Polls are opening soon. Shall we get to work?”

      “In we go,” replied Walthaus.

      Voting is the cornerstone of democracy and every vote counts—in theory.
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        June 7

        Quabbin Reservoir, Prescott Peninsula

        Former town of Prescott, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge and Julia leaned against the hood of the Mercedes G-Wagen and watched the festivities. They arrived early in order to avoid the traffic snarl along Highway 202, which runs for two miles from west to east along the entrance to Prescott Peninsula.

      The campaign event was confined to the area where Cooleyville Road and Hunt Road intersect—by design. This very public event was orchestrated to insure the privacy of what would be going on farther down on the peninsula.

      “It’s beautiful up here,” said Julia. “After we turned off the Mass Turnpike, it was like a different world. I loved the winding drive through the trees after we passed through Belchertown.”

      Sarge continued to observe the crowd and marveled at the levels of security. Originally slated as a ribbon-cutting ceremony to boost Abbie’s senatorial campaign, it quickly devolved into a three-ring circus when Clinton’s presidential entourage inserted itself into the festivities.

      “Hey, Professor Sargent, are you in there?” asked Julia. She knocked on his head.

      “Ouch, yes. It’s a beautiful day,” replied Sarge.

      “That’s not what I said,” replied Julia. “What’s on your mind?”

      Sarge had a lot of things on his mind lately, including the herculean task of turning this pristine land into a well-fortified bug-out facility for the Boston Brahmin.

      “Abbie’s campaign event was supposed to be a lightly attended dog and pony show for the media,” said Sarge. “The idea was to secure the privacy of the surrounding residents and looky-loos.”

      “I think the premise is still good, despite the rude interruption of—this,” said Julia, gesturing to dozens of media satellite trucks, police vehicles and military Humvees. “How did Hillary become involved?”

      “One of the platforms of her campaign is the whole War on Women thing.”

      “That’s such a false premise,” said Julia. “How does anyone buy into that?”

      “I don’t know, but it must be working for her. When her campaign found out Abbie was instrumental in creating a protected sanctuary for abused mothers and their children, it became a natural campaign stop for her.”

      “How does Abbie feel about the encroachment upon her time to shine?” Julia was fishing. Sarge thought Julia would always wonder about any lingering feelings he had for Abbie. Maybe I’m putting something out there?

      “I don’t know, but politically it helps her,” replied Sarge. “She gains the added benefit of sharing the national stage with Hillary while showing her constituents she can swing both ways.”

      “Sarge!” Julia punched him—hard.

      “What?”

      “You can’t say a woman swings both ways. One might get the wrong idea!”

      “What? No, you know what I mean. Whatever. I think there is a War on Men around here. This place is full of man haters.”

      “Zip it, Sarge,” said Julia.

      “Look, there’s someone I want you to meet.” He gestured for one of the security men wearing a dark suit to come over to speak with him. As the man approached, he was smiling.

      “How do you like the new uniform?” said Drew Jackson, Steven’s Aegis team member with the code name Slash.

      “You look like you’re going to a funeral, Drew.” Sarge laughed. “I want you to meet Julia Hawthorne. Julia, this is one of Steven’s associates, Drew Jackson.” Julia and Drew shook hands as he worked his Southern charm.

      “Nice to meet you, ma’am,” said Drew.

      “It’s nice to meet you as well. Steven’s work is always mysterious, but you don’t look too threatening.” If she only knew what a deadly operative he was.

      “Sla—I mean Drew has been assigned to Abbie’s security detail for the remainder of the campaign,” said Sarge. “She’ll be in good hands and well protected.”

      “Senator Morgan’s safety is my number one priority,” said Drew. “I am glad, however, that she is not a presidential candidate. This whole operation is FUBAR.”

      “That it is, Drew. We were just talking about that,” said Sarge. “Are you travelling with her campaign full time?”

      “I am,” said Drew. “I received specific instructions to live on the motor coach that accompanies her campaign stops. It’s not quite as nice as the senator’s, but I’ve slept in worst quarters.”

      “I can imagine,” Julia said. “I detect your Southern accent, Drew. Where are you from originally?”

      “Yeah, the country boy can’t leave the way of talkin’ behind,” replied Drew. “I was born and raised in a farmin’ community called Muddy Pond. It’s located about halfway between Nashville and Knoxville, Tennessee. My folks and family still live there. I’m the only one who ventured out into the real world.”

      “Do you miss it?” asked Julia.

      “I do,” he replied. “Listen, I better get back. It was nice to meet you, ma’am. Sarge, I’ll see you around, I’m sure.”

      “Definitely, Drew. Be safe!”

      Drew headed towards Abbie’s motorhome.

      “He seems like a good guy,” said Julia.

      “First class. Steven trusts him with his life,” said Sarge. “I would too.”

      “Abbie’s in good hands. Was this her dad’s idea?”

      “Yes. Mr. Morgan is not paranoid. Let’s call it hyperaware. When you deal on his level, you become privy to things the rest of us don’t know about until later. Prescott Peninsula is a part of the planning he takes so seriously. He is always one step ahead of the curve, it seems.”

      As Sarge and Julia continued to take it all in, a clean-cut guy wearing a white shirt and khakis approached. As he got closer, Sarge could see a blue I’m Ready for Hillary T-shirt underneath his shirt.

      “What does this guy want?” asked Sarge. “I’m not Ready for Hillary. Not now, not ever.”

      “That’s Robby Mook, her campaign manager.”

      “Great. I’m not donating to her either.” Clearly, Mook was headed to see them, so Sarge stood a little taller to meet the Clinton interloper.

      “Hi, my name is Robby Mook. I believe you are Henry Sargent,” said Mook.

      “I am. This is my friend Julia Hawthorne—political editor of the Boston Herald,” replied Sarge. Careful what you say, Mr. Mook, you’re on the record.

      “Of course. Hello, Julia,” said Mook. “You may not recall, but we met ten years ago when I worked with Senator Ben Cardin’s campaign in his race against former GOP chair Michael Steele. You interviewed Senator Cardin after a debate that fall.”

      “Yes, I remember,” replied Julia. “We were both much younger then.”

      “And idealistic,” said Mook. “Listen, I don’t want to take much of your time. Mr. Sargent…”

      “Call me Sarge.”

      “I was told that, I’m sorry for the formality. Sarge, I will be brief, as the speeches will begin soon and then I’ll need to spend a half hour explaining to the media what my candidate meant to say. You know how that goes, right, Julia?”

      “I do.”

      “Sarge, may I ask you about your relationship with Senator Morgan?”

      “Why?” Sarge got his hackles up. Julia moved closer to him and wrapped her arm in his to give Mook a clear signal—this is my guy.

      “I understand you two had a closer relationship ten years ago, is that correct?”

      “You don’t waste any time, do you?” Sarge was incredulous. “This is really none of your business, but we did have a relationship many years ago. We are still friends today. That’s it.”

      Mook held both hands up in a gesture requesting peace. “I don’t mean to offend you, Sarge. My job is to conduct opposition research. Frankly, out of respect for you and the senator, I chose to ask you in person since I was told of your presence here today. Normally, a team would conduct the inquiry. My apologies to you as well, Julia.”

      “We understand,” replied Julia. She was trembling.

      “I’ll leave you guys alone. Sorry for the intrusion.” The head of Team Ready for Hillary disappeared into the crowd. Sarge and Julia watched in silence for a moment.

      “Politics is dirty business,” said Sarge. Julia was quiet. Sarge could feel the tension. Obviously, a stranger asking about his past relationship with Abbie struck a nerve.

      “That was crap,” said Julia. “Why is he conducting oppo research on a senatorial candidate?”

      “Her name has been bantered about for a VP slot,” replied Sarge. “If she makes the short list, there will be more questions about her past.”

      “I get that, but maybe their guy should have scheduled an appointment or something.” She understood the process. She just didn’t want to be included in it. Sarge turned her to face him and he held her face in his hands.

      “Agreed. Now listen, don’t doubt me. I love you. My—our relationship with Abbie is one built upon trust, friendship and common interests. Abbie is our friend. Right?” Sarge watched Julia tuck her chin into her chest. He suspected she felt silly.

      “Yes, I’m an idiot,” she said.

      “No, you’re brilliant. It seems you are properly protecting your investment. Obviously, you think I shoot the moon. I am the cat’s meow. I’m the greatest thing since sliced bread. You do worship me as king, my Lady Hawthorne!”

      Julia was smiling now as she reached down and grabbed him firmly by his privates. “Don’t make me hurt you—King!”
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        The Liberty Tree Hotel

        The Bilderberg Conference

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      John Morgan’s Cadillac Escalade, retrofitted by Bentley, made a wide turn as it entered the courtyard of The Liberty Hotel. Completed in 1851, The Liberty is considered to be one of the best examples of the Boston Granite style of architecture prevalent during the mid-nineteenth century. Morgan admired the structure because it exuded strength and dignity and was symbolic of Boston’s importance in the history of America.

      By the mid-nineteenth century, The Liberty was transformed into the fabled Charles Street jail. Housing some of Boston’s most notorious criminals for 120 years, the building, as well as its prisoners, was liberated and underwent a one-hundred-fifty-million-dollar transformation to become one of the top luxury hotels in the world.

      Today, The Liberty Hotel would house a group of criminals of a different sort—the Bilderbergs. Officially, the Bilderberg Group was a private, annual conference of roughly one hundred fifty political leaders and experts from banking, industry, academia and the media, who were expected to foster dialogue between Europeans and Americans. Unofficially, the attendees of this conference formed a shadow world government with globalist intentions. Their goal was to supplant nation-state sovereignty with an all-powerful global government controlled by power brokers and kept in line through the use of military power.

      Their names were synonymous with the world’s power elites—Rockefeller, Soros, Kissinger, Merkel, Bernanke, Murdoch, Clinton and Morgan. The organizations they represented were always well represented, including the Trilateral Commission, the Council on Foreign Relations, the Federal Reserve and the World Bank.

      For over fifty years, the attendees, sworn to secrecy, shaped world events via agendas and discussion topics that never escaped the confines of the conference location. No press was allowed, and as a result, conspiracy theories abounded. For once, the conspiracy theorists are right.

      The real power brokers within the Bilderbergers held positions on the Steering Committee. The Bilderberg Group was the world’s most exclusive club. Money would not buy you attendance. You must be invited. Only the Steering Committee decided whom to invite and they were carefully screened. Each year, long-standing members had the opportunity to request an invitation for one of their associates or family members.

      In 1991, David Rockefeller secured an invitation for a relatively unknown former Arkansas governor named William Jefferson Clinton. Clinton began his primary campaign for President and adopted a Rockefeller affinity for a major trade agreement tying the economies of Mexico, Canada and the United States—NAFTA. Clinton made this a major platform of his presidential campaign, and the next year he became President.

      Morgan fostered no interest in being named to the powerful Steering Committee. He didn’t want to get his hands dirty. He was able to shape the agenda of the Steering Committee by determining the composition of its members. The Aegis team assisted in that regard over the last several months.

      He was a planner. When Abbie won her senatorial campaign, Morgan arranged for the Bilderberg Conference to be held in Boston that summer. When objections were raised about The Liberty’s inner-city location, Morgan convinced the Steering Committee to create an illusion of transparency by avoiding the typical conference locations in remote parts of Europe.

      The conference was going to be more important in other respects. Abbie would attend and be introduced to the members. She would become a part of the brain trust that shaped geopolitical affairs. As Morgan’s sole heir, Abbie was being groomed to succeed him and continue the work of the Boston Brahmin.

      This year’s conference was fortuitous in one other respect. The wife of Morgan’s close friend Bill Clinton was running for President. She would need a strong running mate—one that would complement her politically and draw voters from the middle of the political spectrum. Morgan was going to assist with that determination. He was meeting with the former President and it was time to call in a marker.

      “This way, sir,” said the member of the secret service entourage protecting both Mr. and Mrs. Clinton. Morgan and his assistant, Malcolm Lowe, followed the agent down the hall lined with a contingent of campaign personnel and security. The men entered through the red brick portico into the twenty-two-hundred-square-foot luxurious suite, the finest in the hotel. Designed with floor-to-ceiling windows, the suite’s view over the Charles River and Beacon Hill would impress anyone—except a man who enjoyed this view every day.

      Morgan saw Hillary huddled over a desk with her longtime assistant, Huma Mahmood Abedin. Abedin, a pro-sharia sociologist of Muslim faith, was the wife of former New York congressman Anthony Weiner. She was Hillary Clinton’s most trusted confidante. When she noticed him, she interrupted her conversation to greet her guest.

      “John! What a pleasure it is to see you. I truly enjoyed spending my day with Abigail yesterday.” The two shared a brief, somewhat tepid hug.

      “The ribbon-cutting ceremony was an excellent opportunity for both of you to show your commitment to the protection of women,” replied Morgan. “It appears the campaign is going well, despite yesterday’s surprise results in New Jersey and in our fair state.”

      “You know, John, you can’t take anything for granted,” she replied. “Joe is still running a strong campaign although the electoral numbers are against him. His wins in those two states just stiffen my resolve to win this primary race. I just stick to my message that I am the right leader at the right time with the right plan.”

      “You certainly are on the home stretch,” said Morgan. She better not squander his support. But the timing couldn’t be more perfect.

      Morgan continued. “I am sure you are aware that Abigail will be introduced at the conference this year.”

      “I am,” she replied. “It’s been twenty-five years since David invited Bill to attend—at your suggestion, if I recall.” Good memory. Let’s hope your husband has retained some as well.

      “It was my honor, and naturally I appreciate the support you have shown Abigail. I know you are busy and I need to spend some time bending the ear of your husband. I look forward to hearing your closing remarks on Friday.”

      Hillary leaned into Morgan to whisper, “Thank you, John, and I could use a little more financial support. This extended primary has become very expensive.”

      “I understand. I’ll see what I can do.” Yes, money can buy elections.

      Morgan made his way to the large open-air terrace where Bill stood alone overlooking the river. Morgan waited until the former President noticed him and waved him outside.

      “Sheila honey, I will only be in Boston for a few days. Then I’ll fly back to Chappaqua,” said Bill. Morgan waited patiently while Clinton finished his phone call with his longtime mistress, Sheila McMahon. Clinton’s trysts with McMahon were so frequent, the secret service gave her the code name Energizer. Morgan would call in this marker as well.

      Clinton ended his call and embraced his old friend. “John, it has been too long.”

      “Very true, my friend. How have you been since your recent bypass surgery?” asked Morgan. Two months prior, Clinton, while in Chappaqua purportedly with the Energizer, began experiencing chest pains. In 2004, he successfully underwent quadruple-bypass surgery together with a follow-up procedure to insert stents. The Clintons feared a relapse.

      “Oh, I’m fine. It’s not so much my health as it is the optics. I’m still dedicated and have the energy to help with the campaign, but I find myself wanting to spend more time at home.”

      “How is your relationship with Sheila? I hope the grant I provided Energy Pioneer Solutions was adequate.” Morgan intended to remind his old friend of several secrets the two shared.

      Clinton laughed and spoke in his instantly recognizable croaky timbre voice that had coarsened with the passage of time. “Yes, it was more than adequate and she sends her thanks. She’s doing fine. Sheila worries about me. The boys call her the Energizer. Sometimes my ticker can’t take all of her energy, if you know what I mean.”

      No, not really. Time for the next reminder. “Bill, my old friend, if I remember correctly, your heart surgery in ’04 came after quite a few visits down to Epstein’s little island paradise. Perhaps it’s time to act your age, my old friend.” Morgan was making clever reference to the former President’s frequent visits to the private island of Jeffrey Epstein in the U.S. Virgin Islands, known for its lavish sex parties.

      Clinton laughed heartily. “I don’t know if there is a correlation between my infamous libido and heart health, but I’ll go out with a smile!” The men laughed, but Morgan knew Clinton’s libido would become the brunt of late night jokes during the fall campaign.

      “It has been twenty-five years since you first attended the conference,” said Morgan, starting to get down to business.

      “I remember when you first approached me about attending,” he replied. “I was exploring my options when I came to a Boston meeting with Teddy. We had lunch at the Union Oyster House. Three days later I met with David Rockefeller and a few months later everyone in America knew my name.”

      “We’ve done great things together over the years,” said Morgan. “Bill, I know you have limited time. I’ve spoken with Hillary about campaign finances.”

      Clinton interrupted. “She didn’t spend enough time here or in New Jersey. Mook took this state for granted and didn’t allocate the requisite financial resources either. Biden pulled out two close wins, which are irrelevant electorally, but make Hill look bad. Republicans pounced on the results as a sign of weakness in her electability.”

      “I have always been here to help you both,” said Morgan. “Let’s help each other this time.”

      “What do you have in mind, John?”

      “Abigail, as an independent, holds a twenty-point lead in one of the most left-leaning states in the country. She has excellent appeal to young people and the ten percent undecided voters who comprise the middle of the political spectrum. She also has a financial war chest that is unsurpassed, as you can imagine.”

      “I can’t disagree,” said Clinton. “Her reelection is assured.”

      Morgan decided to be blunt. “I want her on the ticket.”

      Clinton took a step back and looked out across the cityscape. Morgan caught him off guard. Good.

      “John, you know the VP slot isn’t up to me. Hillary will make the final decision during the convention next month with feedback from hundreds of political operatives. You know how that works. Of course, I will put in a good word for her.”

      Morgan expected this response. “I do know how that works,” replied Morgan with emphasis. “I elect Presidents every four years. You’ll do more than put in a good word, my old friend. Hillary will become President, but in name only. You and I both know this is your opportunity for a third term in office. There is unfinished business, am I right?”

      “Yes, there is. Look, John, I will get push back. The politicos will want to pick a Hispanic or a Black—someone to play to the base. Your daughter will be a tough sell because she caucuses with the Republicans and isn’t far enough left to suit some.”

      “Abigail will deliver the middle, Bill. You and I both know the GOP and the Democrats can each count on forty-seven to forty-eight percent of the vote. They simply have to turn out their base. But elections are won by convincing those four to five percent unaffiliated, sometimes apathetic voters to swing in your direction. Abigail’s libertarian leanings can deliver the college-age vote in a big way. Hillary doesn’t appeal to them at all. Abigail will also siphon off the libertarian support currently in Rand Paul’s camp.”

      “All good points.” Clinton turned and rested both hands on the rail. He looked deep in thought as he surveyed the Boston landscape.

      “I will solve the campaign’s money problems. Also, you know the financial and geopolitical issues important to us.” Morgan made his case without bringing up the nuclear option—Benghazi. Morgan had damning evidence of Hillary’s involvement in the entire Libyan embassy disaster, which, if released, would sink her chances of winning. He would save this for a later date, if necessary.

      “Okay, I will make it happen. We’ll need one hundred million donated to the Clinton Foundation, delivered immediately after the announcement in Philadelphia next month.”

      “Thank you, Bill. Take care.” Morgan turned and left, smiling.
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        White House Situation Room

        Washington, D.C.

      

      

      The White House Situation Room was a five-thousand-square-foot complex of rooms located on the ground floor of the West Wing. It was commonly referred to as The Woodshed.

      The Situation Room was born out of frustration on the part of President John Kennedy after the Bay of Pigs debacle in Cuba. President Kennedy felt betrayed by the conflicting advice and information coming in to him from the various agencies that comprised the nation’s defense departments. Kennedy ordered the bowling alley built during the Truman presidency removed and replaced with the Situation Room.

      Initially, before the age of electronics, President Kennedy required at least one Central Intelligence analyst remain in the Situation Room at all times. The analyst would work a twenty-hour shift and sleep on a cot during the night.

      Other Presidents, like Nixon and Ford, never used the Situation Room. In most cases, a visit from the President was a formal undertaking, happening only on rare occasions. President George H.W. Bush, a former CIA head, would frequently call and ask if he could stop by and say hello.

      When there had been a foreign policy failure, such as when the shoe bomber boarded a flight on Christmas Day in 2009, the Situation Room became a forum for a tongue-lashing of top-level intelligence and national security personnel.

      Katie had not experienced a tongue-lashing, nor had she seen the President in the Situation Room. But the President’s top two advisors, Susan Giles and Victoria Blanchett, were regulars and had the full authority of the President to berate and castigate at will. The tension in the room indicated this briefing would be one of those mornings.

      “The President has had enough!” barked Giles, looking over her reading glasses, piercing eyes blowing holes through the attendees skulls. “Not only are the cyber attacks of the Pentagon email system a serious matter of national security, they are embarrassing!”

      Katie glanced around the room and noticed she was the sole female in attendance besides Blanchett and Giles. The men were squirming. Katie was not. She had been sounding alarm bells about cyber terror for many weeks.

      “General Dempsey, how are you and the Joint Chiefs going to deal with this?” asked Giles.

      “The DoD, through the United States Strategic command, is working closely with USSTRATCOM in defending the global information grid,” replied General Martin Dempsey, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. “In conjunction with the United States Cyber Command, the DoD turns away hundreds of thousands of attacks on our governmental facilities a day. The cyber attacks are continuous and relentless.”

      “O’Shea!” snapped Blanchett. “You are the liaison between the Cyber Threat Intelligence Integration Center and the President’s Intelligence Advisory Board. Well, advise us.”

      Katie glanced at Giles, trying to remember her prior admonishment about the political aspects of her analysis. She wondered how Giles would react to this. I’m on the hot seat.

      Looking at General Dempsey, then back to Blanchett, Katie started, “We’re at war, and we are losing.” She allowed the words to permeate the twenty-first-century whisper walls—glad they couldn’t seep out into the corridors or upstairs to the Oval Office.

      “Tensions continue to escalate between our country, Russia and China. Reports of cyber warfare are now commonplace in the media. Politically, a cyber war doesn’t get the attention of the American people like a militaristic war with tanks, guns and troops. But it is a war nonetheless.

      “The perception of which countries are most likely to be in the wrong certainly differs greatly depending on one’s geographic location. Our media reports portray China and Russia as the bad actors. However, reporting in these two eastern nations is significantly different. In fact, Putin stated the other day the United States has initiated a cyber war against both Russia and China. He used this as justification for his troop movements to the Arctic.” Katie had command of the room.

      “The Chinese are the bullies of cyberspace. They have an army of hackers covertly gathering intelligence on every nation. Of course, this is denied by the Chinese authorities as well as Chinese embassy spokespersons. It is clear that each of the three major world superpowers is ramping up its attempts to attack one another in cyberspace.”

      “Do you think we are underestimating the threat?” asked Blanchett.

      “Not internally, but we are in public,” replied Katie. “I believe cyber warfare is the beginning of a distinctive period in history that will define future conflicts between the three countries. We have substantial economic and geopolitical disagreements with Russia and China. There are increased territorial disputes, which could escalate to military conflict.

      “Cyber war has remained physically peaceful thus far, although the potential for future conflict between the three nations, and others, remains significant.”

      “What would you have us do? Should the President ask Congress for a declaration of—cyber war?” asked Giles. Katie again glanced at General Dempsey, a decorated military man nearly forty years her senior.

      “I suggest the DoD consider a variety of retaliatory measures in order to respond in kind. For political purposes, it is important for the President to continue playing the victim card. Let’s face it. The United States is the most powerful country in the world militarily and we have the most advanced cyber technologies. Let’s use our abilities to hit the bullies in the nose.”

      General Dempsey spoke up. “We have to be careful here. If we stubbornly retaliate with measures in cyber space, we will be known for being a cyber bully and will have to shoulder responsibility for escalating confrontation. There will be consequences.”

      “If we don’t retaliate, then we will lose the confidence of the American people,” replied Giles. “How do you suggest we proceed, O’Shea?”

      “I will leave the mechanics to the political advisors,” started Katie. She was reminding NSA Giles that she was cognizant of the ramifications of her suggestions. “The essential framework for our public response centers around five principles.

      “First, we need to raise awareness in our country that there is a new domain for warfare—cyberspace.

      “Second, the White House should continue its successful campaign of claiming victim status. Outwardly, stress to the American people we are strengthening our passive defenses such as firewalls and other protective measures. Let it be known our cyber-defense agencies will implement proactive defenses using available sensors to provide a rapid response to detect and stop a cyber attack on the nation’s computer networks. Within the confines of government confidentiality, but made available via strategic information leaks, establish military protocols and tactics to back trace, hunt down, and attack an enemy cyber-intruder.”

      “Let me interrupt right there,” said Dempsey. “Are you suggesting we use military force against hackers?”

      “We use drones to destroy ISIS targets,” replied Katie dryly. “Why not state all options are available? We have to accept cyber war as a real war. Just because the enemy comes at us in the cyber domain doesn’t mean we have to respond in the cyber domain. Our adversaries need to know that a military response is a part of our national defense strategy. The goal is to convince them not to engage in escalatory behavior.”

      She continued. General Dempsey was clearly not happy with her. “Third, let’s recruit the best and brightest computer minds throughout the country and dedicate them to this task. It is an urgent matter of national security to maintain and enhance our advantage in technological and artificial intelligence capabilities.

      “Fourth, we need to enlist the support of our allies. America is not the only country under attack. By establishing a collective defense against these rogue nations and bad actors, we can share information and react quickly to enhance our cyber warfare defense structure.”

      Now, for the real wake-up call.

      “Finally, our country needs to move quickly to protect its critical infrastructure. A cyber attack can destroy our power grid, leaving an energy-dependent nation in the dark. The attack itself may not kill anyone, but the aftermath will.”

      Katie paused to let this soak in. It took twenty years to convince Congress to protect the grid from the catastrophic effects of electromagnetic pulse weapons or coronal mass ejections. They still had not acted. How long will it take them to protect the power grid from a cyber attack?

      Katie instinctively knew it would be too late.
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        Quabbin Reservoir, Prescott Peninsula

        Former town of Prescott, Massachusetts

      

      

      “I could live here,” observed Susan Quinn as Donald maneuvered the SUV down the gravel road towards the center of Prescott Peninsula.

      “Someday we may have to, Suze,” replied Donald. “We really have our work cut out for us. Mr. Morgan expects this entire project to be complete by the end of summer.”

      “Well, I must say, he has provided us with an incredible canvas to create this work of art,” said J.J. from the backseat. “We’ve been going over the plans night and day now for a couple of weeks. I couldn’t imagine the beauty of the Quabbin Reservoir by staring at those maps.”

      “When I first came out here with Sarge and Steven a week ago, we realized this location was idyllic,” said Donald. “Of course, Steven just complained about how we were going to defend it. Despite being surrounded on three sides by water, the two-mile-wide entrance is a problem.”

      “Does Steven have a plan for that?” asked Susan.

      “He met with Brad last week and they have a solution,” replied Donald. “The solution will require manpower, which raises a new set of concerns—operational security. It will be incumbent on Steven and Brad to recruit like-minded military personnel who are one hundred percent on board with the intent and purpose of what we are doing here. They have to be careful who they approach.”

      “Makes sense,” said J.J., pointing towards two vehicles in a clearing ahead. “They’re already here.”

      Sarge, Steven and Brad were reviewing a large set of drawings on the hood of Sarge’s car. Steven was pointing from one side of the drawings to the other. Donald guessed the fence was the topic du jour.

      “Hey, guys,” said Susan through the window as Donald pulled the SUV alongside their friends. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      “Susie Q, how are you?” asked Steven. “I see you let DQ drive this time.”

      “Don’t bust my balls from the git-go, Steven,” said Donald. His constant ribbing did get old sometimes.

      “Relax, old buddy. We’re taking another look at this two-mile opening we need to secure. Brad has it covered, though.”

      “Hey, Brad,” said Donald, shaking the military man’s hand firmly. “Susan baked you a couple of pies to take back to the boys.”

      “Thanks, Susan. Apple, I hope?” asked Brad. Susan felt the need to give Brad special attention because he was single, estranged from his family and surrounded by military guys. A touch of home cooking always warmed Brad’s heart.

      “You got it!” replied Susan. “You’ll need your strength to build that fence.” Susan and Donald moved closer to the plans as Sarge greeted J.J.

      “Hey, Doc, how’s Sabs?” asked Sarge. “It was really nice of her to watch the Quinn monsters while we spend the day out here.”

      “She actually looked forward to it,” replied J.J.

      Susan leaned back to give Sarge a little hell. “You know, Sarge, there will be a time when you’ll settle down and quit playing Indiana Jones,” interjected Susan. “Who knows, you might even get married and have your own monsters.”

      “That’s right, bro. Let their uncle Steven show them a thing or two.”

      “Marriage, children and the thought of an uncle Steven? Have I offended you guys in some way?”

      Brad forced the current contingent of the Loyal Nine to focus. “At ease, soldiers. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

      Brad continued. “You did a great job creating a private environment for us to work. The campaign event went well and I believe our construction efforts will go largely unnoticed.”

      “Thanks, Brad,” said Donald. “We had to create an illusion that was also a good cause. Curiosity seekers will not want to intrude on the lives of abused women and children. Further, the fast-track construction will hopefully fly under the radar of Brad’s friends at nearby Fort Devens and the prying eyes of the NSA’s satellites.”

      “The next step is creating a secured perimeter,” said Brad. “It will require some extra effort and expense, but we will stretch fencing across the entire northern border.” Brad drew a line with his finger stretching from the inlet to the west across the peninsula entrance to the east at the largest part of the reservoir.

      “The fence won’t stop a determined intruder,” added Steven. “To be effective, any barrier must be augmented with security force personnel and other means of protection with intent to comply with the five Ds.”

      “What are the five Ds?” asked Susan.

      “Preparation without security is meaningless,” replied Brad. “The five Ds include deter, deny, detect, delay and defend.”

      “I would also add a sixth D,” said Steven. “The sixth D is deceased if you don’t keep these factors in mind when creating your perimeter security.”

      “In a nutshell, the five Ds of perimeter security can be summarized like this,” said Brad, who directed everyone’s attention to the blue-lined drawings on Sarge’s Mercedes. “First, by defining the perimeter as a restricted area, we provide a physical and psychological deterrent to unauthorized entry while serving notice that entry is not freely permitted.

      “Second, a properly constructed security fence will deny accidental entry to wayward hunters or adventure seekers looking to hike or camp on the peninsula.

      “Third, our security personnel will be able to detect and apprehend intruders.

      “Fourth, this detection element will enable us to delay anyone who is making their way to our compound, which will enable us to put into effect the last D.”

      “Defense,” said Steven. “Anyone who intends to cause us harm will have to go through several layers of defensive measures, which will reduce their element of surprise.”

      “Finally, we are going to establish a series of choke points using the existing road system,” said Brad. “If a substantial force does manage to break through our first lines of defense, we’ll have something for them.”

      “Brad, this sounds very good on paper, but defending this place will take a battalion-sized security team,” said Sarge.

      J.J. stepped forward and put his hands on the shoulders of his military compatriots. “We’ve been working on this issue for some time. Donald is the money man, so this will require his, or at least our benefactor’s, approval.”

      “How much?” asked Donald.

      Brad, a student of military history, knew the cost of a standing army was substantial. The defense of Prescott Peninsula could take more than a hundred highly trained men working around the clock.

      “Finding the soldiers necessary for the defense of Prescott Peninsula is just half the battle,” said Brad. “First we have to recruit based upon ideology. After that, we must be convinced of their commitment. When the collapse begins, we can’t have our security forces run for home. They have to become a part of the community.”

      “Let’s address the issue of ideology first,” said Sarge. “How do you approach potential recruits?”

      “The three of us have spent our careers establishing friends and contacts in the military, and in the case of Steven, private contractor work,” said J.J. “In the last three years we have stepped up our efforts to identify individuals who think like we do.”

      “For example?” asked Sarge.

      “Let me start with a brief history lesson,” said Brad. Donald admired Brad for his passion of studying war and military history. Although the tactics may have changed somewhat due to advanced technology, the principles of warfare and military science were the same.

      “We all know the history of the original Loyal Nine because of our families’ lineages,” said Brad. “During the War for Independence, the colonists who actually fought on behalf of freedom amounted to no more than three percent of the population. They were the true patriots who were willing to lose their lives for the creation of our nation. They stood up against tyranny and chose freedom.”

      “As military personnel, we took an oath to support and defend the constitution,” said Steven. “The oath is sacred and as such we have formed certain beliefs. As oathkeepers, we will not obey any orders that infringe upon the rights of freedom-loving Americans.”

      “After our service ended, we met hundreds of Americans who, like the colonists, did not have a military or law enforcement background,” said J.J. “Yet they believed in the constitution and their rights to freedom and liberty. Many of them took the same oath and joined organizations identifying with the three percent.”

      “We’ve kept a black book of sorts,” said Brad. “Our contacts extend throughout the military and law enforcement around the world. Like us, when we gave the oath of enlistment, we wrote a blank check made payable to the United States of America for an amount that may include our lives. The three percent swore a similar oath and we would stand shoulder to shoulder in the event tyranny or a hostile foreign nation threatens our country.”

      “In the event America takes a drastic turn for the worst—in the form of a catastrophic collapse event, will your contacts stand with us?” asked Sarge.

      “Absolutely,” replied Brad. “When the time comes, they will form a worldwide unit using the moniker the Mechanics in honor of the Loyal Nine and the colonists who fought insurgency battles as part of the Sons of Liberty. They will also be identified by the rebellious stripes flag, again symbolic of those brave colonists who risked their lives for our freedoms.”

      “So we’ll have our own army?” asked Susan.

      “In a sense, yes,” replied Brad. “Should the country experience a catastrophic event, we will be able to gauge our government’s intentions in the first several days and weeks. If the politicians are opportunistic—using the catastrophe to infringe upon the constitutional rights of Americans—then we will be able to mobilize quickly to protect ourselves and others.”

      “At some point, we knew a decision would have to be reached that sets our plan into motion,” said Steven. “We think the time is now. The signs are all there. The very nature and existence of this project screams wake up!”

      “What do you need from me?” asked Donald.

      “We have to build this facility and protect its privacy,” replied Brad. “I have identified a small cadre of two dozen soldiers from Fort Devens who will stand with us and help make this operation a reality. They will want assurances, which I can provide. They will need pay for themselves and their families.”

      “Done. I don’t need to ask.”

      “Also, we will need equipment,” added Steven. “This will include weaponry, tactical gear and security gear.”

      “Make a list and I’ll get it for you,” replied Donald. “What else?”

      “That’s it from the defense side,” replied Brad.

      “I think this operation needs a name,” said Donald. “Something that doesn’t scream bug-out location.”

      “I’ve got it, DQ,” said Steven. “Welcome to the Quabbin Reservoir, designed and constructed by DQ and Susie Q—the Triple Q Ranch.”
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      “Julia, what can I do to help?” asked Katie as she set her wineglass on the kitchen island.

      “You’re fine, Katie,” replied Julia. “Just keep the boys drinking. Maybe we can loosen them up and take advantage of their bodies.” They both laughed.

      “Wait, isn’t it supposed to be the other way around?”

      “We’re part of the new liberated women of America,” replied Julia. “Pretty soon we’ll dictate the terms of sexual interaction.” Their laughter drew the attention of the guys.

      “Hey, bro, I sniff a conspiracy brewing in the kitchen, along with something else incredible,” said Steven as he hugged Katie around the waist and smelled her neck.

      “Get off me, you beast!”

      “You don’t mean it,” he replied.

      “Listen up, you two, dinner first, then we will negotiate the terms of dessert,” said Julia. “Hey, Sarge, what has you engrossed over there?”

      “I was just watching the footage from a protest gone wild in Manhattan. Social unrest is happening all over.”

      “Sarge is right,” added Steven. “My buddy Ray Bower is a hedge fund guy and was in the conference hall when the melee broke out.”

      “What happened?” asked Julia.

      “It’s like Sarge said, out of nowhere, protestors crammed their way into the Waldorf ballroom, where a hedge fund conference was under way. They shouted the usual drivel about increasing the minimum wage and jail the bankers.”

      “I had the same experience during my trip to Nashville last week,” said Sarge. “It didn’t interrupt my presentation at the Opryland Hotel, but the protestors invaded the Garden Observatory, where several of us were having drinks that night. Supposedly they were brought in by rented school buses and entered the hotel by the hundreds. It was chaos.”

      “When does peaceful protest become outright harassment?” asked Katie.

      “Interesting you bring that up, Katie,” replied Sarge. “As the protestors bullied their way through the hotel guests, a young girl became frightened and fell down an escalator. She was injured and taken to a hospital. It did not, however, stop the protestors from disrupting the entire complex.”

      “What can be done?” asked Julia.

      “Just shoot ’em!” exclaimed Steven. “I mean, enough is enough already.”

      “This may sound out of line, but I almost get the sense they want that to happen,” said Sarge. “These protests are growing in intensity and frequency. The demonstrations are no longer confined to the top ten metro areas. Nashville is a typical Southern city in Tennessee, not exactly a hotbed of social outcry.”

      “I’m just saying, it’s gonna blow at some point,” added Steven.

      “Here is what else I learned,” continued Sarge. “This is especially true in the South, it appears. Normally quiet white suburbanites are becoming more active. The military’s Jade Helm activities have expanded from the Southwest throughout the Southeast. State and local politicians are being extremely vocal about why the Jade Helm exercises are confined to their regions and not the Northeast or Midwest. The soccer moms are up in arms. Local Tea Party organizations are putting together counterdemonstrations when the Black Lives Matter crowd shows up. There was a significant physical altercation between protesting groups at the Perimeter Mall in Sandy Springs, Georgia, an affluent white suburb of Atlanta. As the demonstrators are emboldened by their leaders and the lack of government intervention, they begin to disrupt the lives of Americans who ordinarily don’t pay attention to social justice warriors.”

      “It’s gonna blow,” said Steven dryly.

      Katie poured Sarge another glass of wine. Julia looked at him and saw he was unwinding. His travel schedule was hectic and he was burdened by what he saw around the country. He also expressed his concern about getting the Triple Q Ranch operational. Collectively, the Loyal Nine felt the trouble coming at them like a freight train.

      Sarge continued. “As I travel around the country promoting the book, the venues are filled with people chanting Choose Freedom and waving the Rebellious Flag. I know a book cover can be inspiring, but I am humbled at the response.”

      “But it’s more than that, right, Sarge?” asked Julia. She gestured for everyone to take a seat at the dining table.

      “It is. Choose Freedom has become a rallying cry. The Rebellious Flag is a symbol of America’s desire to support the constitutional principles established by our Founding Fathers.”

      “Sarge has become a recognized expert on the concept of American and state sovereignty,” said Julia. “But it also appears he is becoming a renowned spokesman for personal and economic freedom. Honey, you are becoming a leader.”

      “Put Sarge in charge! Sarge for President,” hollered Steven, raising his glass to toast.

      “Forget it! I’ve got enough trouble.” Sarge had enough on his plate, including a salad that Julia just served to her guests. He poured on the chipotle dressing.

      “But I will say this. Like we discussed the other day, when the crap hits the fan, we will need allies—true patriots who will work with us to put this humpty dumpty of a country back together again. As I travel, I have established a network of folks who will help us when the time comes. They are oathkeepers, three percenters, NRA members, tea party supporters and average joes from all walks of life who believe in a better America.”

      “He sounds like a politician to me.” Steven laughed, just before a cherry tomato bounced off his forehead.
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      “How can you call yourself a hacker and not be a student of Greek mythology?” asked Walthaus.

      “C’mon, man, I’m a computer geek, not a philosopher,” replied Malvalaha. “When I grew up, the only thing I associated with Trojans was that pack of rubbers my father gave me when we had the talk.”

      “That’s gross, Leo,” chimed in Fakhri.

      “What’s gross about it? It’s a guy thing.”

      “Seriously, the Trojan horse was a game changer,” said Walthaus. “It put an end to a war that completely caught the enemy off guard.”

      Lau listened in amusement from his office as the Zero Day Gamers killed time waiting for tonight’s fireworks. As always, their project and its implementation was thoroughly researched. Walthaus always took it a step further.

      “The Greeks and the Trojans fought a bloody war for a decade. After one particular epic battle, the Greeks appeared to be in retreat. Achilles, the great Greek warrior, was dead. So was his contemporary, Hector, leader of the Trojans. This left the two sides evenly matched.”

      Lau entered the room to join the conversation.

      Walthaus continued. “Eventually, the Greek ships were seen leaving Troy, although they hid just out of sight. Before they sailed, the Greeks delivered a giant wooden object made to look like a horse. The Trojans, believing victory to be in hand, thought the wooden horse was a parting gift from their enemy—a present to the gods.”

      “Odysseus designed it,” added Lau. The three soldiers of the Zero Day Gamers turned their heads toward Lau in amazement. “He was not a warrior, but Odysseus was very clever. He proved wars could be won using brains instead of brawn.”

      “You know this stuff, boss?” asked Fakhri.

      “Like Walthaus, I like to know the why—as well as the how. Continue, please.”

      “The Trojans celebrated their victory and contemplated burning the wooden horse as a tribute. However, their celebration lasted late into the night and the drunken party took its toll. While they slept, the Greeks climbed down from the belly of the Trojan horse, opened the city gates and ushered in the rest of the Greek army. They pillaged and burned Troy.”

      “The moral of the story is beware of Greeks bearing gifts,” added Lau.

      “If you put this into the context of what we do, it makes perfect sense,” said Malvalaha. “Viruses and Trojan horses are both destructive programs that masquerade as a seemingly benign application. Both programs enter the network by invitation. Unlike viruses, after a Trojan horse enters the network, it does not replicate. It waits. It is triggered by an event or instructions or the passage of time.”

      “My freshmen commonly misuse the terminology,” said Lau. “The most common mistake people make when discussing computer viruses is to refer to a worm or Trojan horse as a virus. The terms are used interchangeably, which is a mistake. Right, Walthaus?”

      “Yes, sir. A virus attaches itself to a program or file, enabling it to spread from one computer to another, leaving infections as it travels. Almost all viruses are attached to an executable file, which means the virus may exist on your computer but it actually cannot cause damage until it is activated by a malicious program.”

      “I prefer worms,” said Malvalaha.

      “Of course you do,” replied Fakhri. Lau watched the interaction between the two and wondered if they’d stepped up their relationship.

      “No, really. Worms do all the work and have the ability to replicate themselves on the system. A worm can send out thousands of copies of itself. For example, a worm delivers a copy to everyone in someone’s email address book. Then, the worm replicates and sends itself out to everyone listed in each of the receivers’ address books, and the process continues down the line. It’s exponential.”

      “Then there’s Vegas,” said Walthaus.

      In February, the Zero Day Gamers executed an incredible hack of the Las Vegas power grid. Hired by the local unions, their task was to create a power outage on the famed Las Vegas Strip, giving the unions cover for a massive work stoppage. The stoppage enabled the unions to gain the upper hand in some contentious contract negotiations with the casinos. The implementation was complex, but flawless. Within the hacking community, the Gamers became legendary. To everyone else, they were quickly becoming public enemy number one.

      “Vegas was epic,” said Malvalaha. “The GIF-and-INF cocktail was the perfect blended threat. Very sophisticated. As far as I know, no one has publicly disclosed the details of how we pulled this off.”

      “Blended threats are considered to be the worst risk to security since the introduction of the virus,” said Fakhri. “Rather than a predetermined attack on a specific EXE file, the blended threats will do multiple malicious acts like modifying EXE files, HTML files and registry keys at the same time.”

      “They wreak havoc, which brings us to tonight’s fireworks,” said Lau. “It’s time to play.”

      Lau approached the wall adjoining his office and opened two curtains to reveal a large-screen television. Using the remote, he changed the monitor’s input until it reached hdmi. He brought up the NASA live stream for the International Space Station on uStream.

      “It’s Independence Day, but only by coincidence,” started Lau. “We chose this day because it is a new moon, which reduces the amount of ambient sunlight reflecting off the Moon. It creates ideal conditions for viewing from the ISS. We will get to watch the fireworks right here.” Lau pointed to the monitor.

      “The ISS will fly over the facility for five minutes this evening,” said Walthaus. “They will have a bird’s-eye view, as will we.”

      When Lau was contacted by Greenpeace via HackersList, he took a moment to consider the consequences of their request. When Greenpeace was founded, the group actively opposed nuclear power. Their position softened under the suggestion of Canadian ecologist Patrick Moore. Nuclear power was considered as the lesser of two evils, causing some leaders of the group to recognize nuclear energy as a viable alternative to fossil fuels and greenhouse gases. Moore was forced out, and the group was again on an antinuclear rampage. They were looking for an opportunity to raise awareness about the dangers of nuclear power, and they found one.

      The Callaway Nuclear Power Plant is located near the state capital of Missouri, Jefferson City, and services almost the entire state. Greenpeace monitored the facility for over a year and successfully shut it down twice due to nonemergency leaks in a reaction control system. Now, Callaway faced a new issue. After a recent transformer fire, thousands of gallons of oil leaked into the surrounding monitoring wells. Residents called in the Environmental Protection Agency to investigate and Callaway promptly contained the spill and cleaned up the transformer fluid. Greenpeace demanded additional testing of the wells, and radioactive tritium was found.

      Tests of the exterior monitoring wells were normally run on a quarterly basis. The Nuclear Regulatory Commission, at the insistence of the EPA, ordered Ameren Missouri, the utility that operates Callaway, to conduct the tests on a monthly basis.

      The additional testing was insufficient to satisfy Greenpeace, so they contacted the Zero Day Gamers. Initially, they wanted Lau to create a breach, resulting in the permanent shutdown of the facility. After Lau discussed the project with the rest of the Gamers, they concluded a risk of nuclear meltdown along the lines of Fukushima was too great. Lau provided Greenpeace an alternative to raise awareness of the vulnerability without causing potential harm to innocent residents in Missouri or wherever the prevailing winds may take the fallout.

      The importance of cyber security for nuclear plants had been addressed for years. The goal of Greenpeace was to successfully attack the facility, which would undermine the confidence in the ability of the utility to operate Callaway in a safe and secure manner.

      Contemporary nuclear power plants relied extensively on a large and diverse array of computers for a host of tasks. Some computers might play a role in monitoring or controlling the operation of the reactor itself, as well as ancillary systems. Operating and technical support staff commonly used a computer network within the facility to perform these tasks.

      Following the terrorist attacks of 9/11, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission mandated that all nuclear plants become closed networks in order to protect them from potential intrusions via the Internet. Callaway, which came online in 1984, complied with this requirement by 2005.

      “Let’s walk through the sequence,” said Lau. Wearing his signature Boston Red Sox jersey and cap, Lau paced from one side of the loft to the other. He was nervous about this operation because a mistake in their calculations could kill tens of thousands of innocent people.

      “Greenpeace provided lots of intelligence and we supplemented their information with our own research,” said Fakhri. “The Callaway facility is operated by Ameren Missouri. As part of their normal operations, they contract with GZA GeoEnvironmental to conduct the tests upon the monitoring wells. The details of the NRC monitoring mandate, Commission Order CLI-16-15, were obtained from the NRC website.” Fakhri held up several pages of the NRC order.

      “The order required testing of the outside monitoring wells and internal temperatures, particulates, and water quality,” said Malvalaha. “All of the testing must be performed between the first and fourth day of the month.”

      Fakhri continued. “GZA assigned the project to its subsidiary in Oak Brook, Illinois—Huff & Huff. The environmental engineers at Huff & Huff will act as our Trojan horse.”

      “Every utility which operates a nuclear power plant must submit a Cyber Security Plan to the NRC,” said Malvalaha. “We found the detailed plan in pdf format on the NRC.gov website. It was submitted by AmerenUE for the Callaway facility four months ago. The plan prohibits the entry of flash drives, cell phones, etc. into certain parts of the facility. Because their network is closed to outside Internet connections, their primary concern was the introduction of a malicious program via an employee’s handheld device.”

      “The argument for a closed network is that isolation of a utility’s network from any external communication makes it secure,” said Lau. “But we all know it is very difficult to air gap a system by keeping it electronically isolated. An air gap makes a system subject to physical access or electronic compromise.”

      An air gap was a network security measure employed within a computer network to physically isolate it from unsecured networks such as the Internet. Typical uses included government servers containing high-side classified information and life-critical systems such as nuclear power plants. The Gamers learned the Hoover Dam utilized air-gapping to insulate its internal servers from intrusions. One option to circumvent this protocol was to use cellphone-based malware to remotely access any data stored in the targeted system. The Ameren cybersecurity plan prohibited the use of cell phones in the Callaway facility.

      The Gamers were provided with another option courtesy of the EPA.

      “The security dynamic changed when the EPA insisted upon this extraordinary monitoring regiment,” said Walthaus. “By requiring both external monitoring of the water quality as well as internal comparisons of particulates, the EPA inadvertently created an opportunity for us—an air gap.”

      “The EPA’s good intentions have resulted in unintended consequences for the cyber security of the Callaway facility,” added Fakhri.

      The television screen flashed darkness—momentarily catching everyone’s attention. In unison, the Gamers looked at their watches. Too early.

      “Must have been a solar flare.” Lau laughed. “This program better hurry up before a CME beats us to the punch.”

      “A solar flare would be ironic,” said Walthaus. “Anyway, this is our most sophisticated project to date because it involves all of the aspects of the blended threat we discussed earlier. Tonight, our weapon of choice is the Aurora vulnerability.”

      “Ironic indeed.” Lau laughed. “How did we exploit the opportunity so graciously provided by the EPA?”

      “Recently, Huff & Huff received an award from the American Council of Engineering Companies at a conference in Chicago,” said Malvalaha. “We were there, sort of.”

      “One of Huff’s biological engineers was asked to give a PowerPoint presentation on some type of environmental waste project,” said Fakhri. “He used the Wi-Fi system at the McCormick Place convention center—the conference venue. We infected their network by burying a keylogger Trojan in a rootkit on his laptop the moment his presentation began.”

      “Very stealthy,” said Lau.

      “Yes. Once he returned to the company’s office in Oak Brook, we monitored his keystroke activities and easily gained the information necessary to access the Huff & Huff servers,” said Malvalaha.

      “What was the next step?”

      “We did not know for certain which of the Huff & Huff personnel would be conducting the Callaway testing, so Malvalaha created one of his beloved worms to infect all of the Huff computers with a Trojan carrying the Aurora code,” replied Fakhri. “Every laptop in the company became our Trojan horse.”

      “When the inspector entered the facility numerous times this weekend, he connected to the Callaway internal network,” said Walthaus. “Once he accessed the main servers to gather data, our Trojan was carried from servers to stations throughout the nuclear power plant. Aurora is waiting on the clock to hit 11:11 Central Daylight Time.”

      “Why 11:11?” asked Lau.

      Walthaus sat up in his chair to note the location of the ISS on the NASA live feed. “From Missouri’s perspective, the International Space Station will appear at twenty-three degrees on the north-northwest horizon and five minutes later it will disappear at ten degrees above the east horizon. The ISS will have maximum exposure over Callaway at 11:11 CDT.”

      “At 11:11, Aurora will be unleashed,” added Fakhri.

      Lau was very familiar with Aurora. The Aurora Project was a 2007 research effort led by the Idaho National Laboratory, demonstrating how easy it was to hack elements in the nation’s critical infrastructure such as power and water systems. Years later, in response to a Freedom of Information Act request about Operation Aurora, an unrelated cyber attack initiated by the Chinese, some government official inadvertently released more than eight hundred pages of detailed documents and schematics related to the Aurora Project.

      The Aurora Project exposed a vulnerability common to many electrical generators, water pumps and nuclear power facilities wherein an attacker remotely opened and closed key circuit breakers, throwing the internal machinery of the facility out of sync with other timed functions within the utility.

      Lau recalled a report on the release of the details of Aurora. The word used by the head of Homeland Security was breathtaking. The Aurora report included three pages of critical infrastructure locations that could bring the United States power grid to virtual collapse. The report revealed, for example, which Pacific Gas and Electric substations you could shut down to create a cascading collapse of the entire West Coast power grid.

      “Perpetrating an Aurora attack is not easy,” added Malvalaha. “Based upon our research of publicly available information, this will be the first. I suspect it will send shockwaves throughout the world.”

      “It will certainly please our client, who has paid handsomely,” added Lau. “What happens when Aurora is activated?”

      “After the June visit by the inspector, we analyzed the internal power system interconnections of Calloway,” replied Walthaus. “The data downloaded onto the Huff & Huff servers for reporting purposes provided all the information we needed on load and impedance conditions, access alarms and their passwords.”

      “It’s 11:09 local time,” said Lau. “Let me start the recording.”

      “The Aurora malware is set to shut down the generators connected to the Calloway turbines shortly,” said Walthaus. “When it does, most of Missouri will go dark, leaving a huge black void in the middle of the United States. In about ten minutes, the malware will release control of the system pending a reboot by Callaway’s engineers.”

      “We also have developed a calling card for you, Professor,” said Malvalaha. “A surprise.”

      “What did you do?”

      “We created a hybrid of the Prism Software used by Revival Control Systems,” replied Malvalaha. “Revival Control is the company that developed the software for the computer-generated Christmas light shows set to music.”

      “Okaaay,” said Lau as his voice trailed off. It’s Christmas in July.

      “You’ll see.”

      Lau heard Fakhri’s watch alarm go off and immediately drew his attention to the television monitor. At night, the view of the United States is very telling of its population density. The lights illuminated the majority of the eastern half of the country and the extreme West Coast. The western half of the U.S. and Mexico was predominantly dark. As the clock struck 11:11 in Missouri, an irregular dark shape appeared on the screen. It gave the appearance of a black hole in a sea of lights. Lau watched in awe as the ISS made its way across the central United States.

      Suddenly, after a minute of pitch blackness, the lights began to flicker in a slow, methodical pattern. The flashing pattern repeated itself until there was darkness again. The pattern seemed familiar to Lau, but he couldn’t pinpoint it.
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      “Do you see the pattern, Professor?”

      “I do, it’s repeating,” he replied. “Tell me what it means.”

      “It’s Morse code, sir,” said Walthaus. “It reads Zero Day Gamers.”
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      “I’m sorry the Sox-Yankees game got rained out,” said Sarge. “I am not sorry about the alternative festivities.” Julia draped her leg over Sarge as the two lay in bed next to each other. Her nakedness felt good against him, as always.

      “We were both soaking wet and the bed looked inviting.” She laid her head on his chest.

      Sarge rubbed his fingers through her still-wet hair and stared mindlessly at the start of Justice with Judge Jeanine on the Fox News Channel.

      “They’re playing a doubleheader tomorrow, but I think I’ll pass,” said Sarge.

      “I’ll play a doubleheader with you.” Julia was still wound up and ready to play ball. Sarge paused the television and enjoyed Julia for a little while longer. After they both finished, she left to get them a glass of wine. He followed her silhouette as she walked away. I am one lucky guy.

      Sarge stared at the screen for a moment. When Sarge first started following Jeanine Pirro’s program, she annoyed him a little bit. Perhaps she was too brash and combative. He couldn’t put his finger on it. Over time, she grew on him, especially for her raising awareness of the threats to our power grid.

      Tonight her special guests included retired General Thomas McInerney, the founder of a consulting firm dealing with high-tech companies, and Frank J. Gaffney, founder of the Center for Security Policy. Both of these men repeatedly sounded the alarm of the fragility of our power grid and its susceptibility to terrorist attack. These two men, along with former Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, were instrumental in the formation of the EMP Commission, which brought before the public eye the threats we face to the grid.

      Now, a new threat to America’s critical infrastructure emerged in the form of cyber terror. The President made a major policy speech at the NATO summit in Warsaw, Poland, today. Julia returned with the wine.

      “I see you forgot all about me,” said Julia. She handed him his glass with a kiss on the cheek. He patted her lovingly on the rear.

      “I’m busted. I traded you in for my pal Judge Jeanine.”

      “I know better. What did the President say in Warsaw today?”

      “If you’ll hold me, I’ll let you watch.”

      “What a guy,” she said. Sarge pushed play.

      “This summit comes at a crucial time for the Alliance as the tectonic plates of Euro-Atlantic security have shifted both in the East and the South. We are already implementing the biggest reinforcement of our collective defenses since the end of the Cold War. While in Warsaw, the member states of NATO will chart the course for the Alliance’s adaptation to the new security environment so that NATO remains ready to defend all Allies against any threat from any direction.

      “We will build on our valuable work with partner nations to keep all of our neighborhoods stable. We will strengthen the bond between Europe and North America on which our Alliance is founded. Since joining in 1999, Poland has been a staunch ally of NATO and I thank them for hosting our meeting.”

      Sarge paused the television.

      “He sounds like he’s justifying a build-up of NATO forces in the region,” said Sarge. “Did you notice the phrase biggest reinforcement of our collective defenses?”

      “I did. I also caught the caveat against any threat from any direction. Katie tells me the White House is fed up with these cyber attacks. They tried to diminish them once as cyber vandalism. Cyber terror escalated to new levels Monday night when the hacker group Zero Day Gamers took over the computers of a nuclear power plant.”

      “Very brazen and arrogant,” said Sarge. “They threw their abilities in our faces with the Morse code stunt.”

      “Katie tells me the President ordered an entire task force to hunt them down. She has been named to head it up.”

      “Good for her! She’ll keep us posted, I’m sure.” Sarge continued the show.

      “In cyberspace, where the risk of getting caught is low and the rewards are potentially great, these hackers are driven by simple economic forces. Breaking into computer networks, whether public or private, generates a payday. I intend to up the consequences and penalties for this activity. The member nations of NATO will make bad actors pay a price that will far outweigh the benefit.

      “Let me be clear. What might be recommended for one scenario is not necessarily recommended in another. But from this point forward, there are many options on the table, including the use of conventional military weapons.

      “Today, I am urging my fellow NATO leaders to order a ramp-up of their cyber-defense capabilities. Make no mistake, a cyber attack against a NATO member state will be considered military aggression and could trigger a collective military response.”

      “Well, there you have it,” said Sarge. “I’ve always asked the question when does a cyber attack become an act of war? The President just said it depends on the scenario.”

      “That’s pretty nebulous.”

      “Well, it was a speech, but you always have to question the man’s intentions. I don’t trust him. When he talks tough militarily, I believe he has ulterior motives.”

      “His biggest problem is proof,” said Julia. “These computer hackers are shrewd and easily cover their tracks. A particular cyber attack may have all the markings of the Chinese, but it may simply be initiated by a pimple-faced teenager in mommy’s basement.”

      “This is a new era, Julia. For the first time in history, the correlation between the capital spent and the military power it produces is undermined. Cyber attacks are low-cost alternatives to physical attacks, providing lesser nation-states a coequal ability to bring a superpower to its knees.”

      “For what purpose?” she asked.

      “Never underestimate the power of jealousy and envy to destroy what others have.”

      Never underestimate that.
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        Triple Q Ranch, Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Steven and Brad walked the entire fence line in about an hour. As part of a military training exercise, Brad used 3rd Battalion’s Logistical Support Regiment and their Caterpillar D5 bulldozers to clear a two-mile-long, thirty-foot-wide swath through the forest about a half mile south of Highway 202.

      Brad suggested a company called Fiber Fence to Donald. After the Homeland Security boys paid their visit several months ago, Brad learned the Fort Devens perimeter fence was deemed inadequate to protect the base in the event of social unrest. The bid specifications for the project were released by the GAO, but Brad knew it would take years to come to fruition. After reviewing the specs, he researched the fiber-optic perimeter fencing systems.

      A fiber-optic system could detect and locate intruders anywhere along a fence up to ten miles long. The two-mile span and limited availability of personnel was a concern for Brad. The opti-mag sensing system generated an alert to the guard shack when something caused a disturbance to the optical fiber or the trip devices, which were attached at varying heights.

      As an added security measure, fiber-optic cameras were installed along the perimeter, which provided live feeds to both the guard shacks and to a control room located within the main facility. Donald designed a dedicated solar array for the perimeter security system and encased all critical electronics in hardened compartments for protection against any form of electromagnetic pulse.

      “DQ gets things done,” said Steven. “You know I bust his balls a lot, but I have a ton of respect for him. His dedication to preparedness and attention to detail will save all of our lives one day.”

      “I agree,” said Brad. “Donald studied every aspect of the Triple Q before he started. He envisioned every contingency and tried to account for it. He once said to me, ‘Every morning I wake up and ask myself, if the proverbial crap hit the fan while I was sleeping, what prep do I wish I had?’ Then he gets it. He’s applied the same commitment to benefit us.”

      The men left the entrance and drove along the western shore of Prescott Peninsula and admired the serenity of the woods. Closed to the public for almost ten years, the woods of Prescott Peninsula began to overtake the gravel roads bearing names like Rattlesnake Den and Sunk Brook. The west side of the Quabbin Reservoir hugged the shoreline but was only a thousand feet across.

      “I’m comfortable with our security at the front of the peninsula,” said Brad. “Securing the miles of shoreline will be a challenge. Too many patrol boats will attract attention from across the shore.” The men waved to three of Brad’s men who were on patrol. By design, they wore hiking gear but carried concealed sidearms. It was not time for uniforms and heavy firepower—yet.

      “I’ve given this some thought and talked to my friend Drew about this,” said Steven. “He’s from Tennessee and fishes a lot. He recommended a company called Stroker Boats near Knoxville. We’ve acquired a dozen nondescript bass boats custom designed to suit our purposes. The Triple Q Ranch has its own navy.”

      “Well, Admiral Sargent, tell me more.”

      “These all look like typical bass boats, painted in various shades of camo. They have a large open bow, which will allow for gear storage, and the boats can easily handle four personnel. In place of the customary pedestal-mounted boat seats, we retrofitted the pedestal to allow for a Ma Deuce to be attached.”

      “Light ’em up! That .50 cal will make the fish jump out of the water and into the boat.”

      “I don’t know about the fish, but I hope it doesn’t come to lighting up unwanted visitors,” replied Steven. “These boats will cruise at ninety miles per hour with only the driver, but easily hits seventy fully loaded. After they arrived, a buddy of mine retrofitted them with Armorcore bullet-resistant fiberglass panels. Together with the standard Kevlar braided hoses and hydraulic system used by Stroker, we have a pretty decent gunship that passes as your run-of-the-mill bass boat.” Steven wheeled into the construction site.

      “Good work, Steven,” said Brad.

      “There’s our director of procurement now,” said Steven.

      Donald was walking with a set of plans, holding his hands up asking them to stop. Pointing to his left, a large Lull was approaching with a twenty-two-thousand-watt Generac attached to its forks. Donald waved Steven towards the newly constructed main building of the Triple Q Ranch complex. He approached the car.

      “Gentlemen, this is a restricted construction area,” quipped Donald. “Brad, do you have your combat helmet?”

      “Of course I do.”

      “Lieutenant Commander Sargent, do you have your hard head with you today?” asked Donald.

      Steven spilled out of the truck and gave chase. “Screw you, DQ! I was just saying nice things about you!”

      Susan emerged from inside the building as Donald ran past her. “Boys! Boys! Take it easy!”

      “Mommy, Donny was mean to me.”

      “I’m sure you can handle it just fine, little Stevie,” replied Susan, giving her man-child friend a hug. “Brad, how do you deal with this—ten-year-old.”

      “I have a whole base full of them, Susan,” replied Brad. “In fact, several should be roaming the woods today.”

      “They are. Like well-trained soldiers, they check in with me hourly to provide a sitrep,” said Susan.

      “Sitrep! Listen to you, Susie Q!” said Steven. “That is so sexy. If DQ wasn’t my friend, I’d have to—”

      Susan swatted him with a set of plans and interrupted his banter.

      “Life is just one long pussy crawl for you, isn’t it?” The entire group busted out in laughter at Susan’s completely out of character use of the p-word. “Behave or I will put you in the stockade!”

      “Wait. We have a stockade?” asked Brad.

      “We do, fellows, wait ’til you see our progress,” replied Donald.

      The Triple Q Ranch was a construction marvel only made possible by the wealth of the Boston Brahmin and the organizational skills of Donald. Although the facility was closed to the public and secured from curious intruders, hikers and bored fishermen, it still had the outward appearance of a shelter for abused women and children. The property contained twelve freestanding bungalows, which housed six each and contained fully equipped kitchenettes. Each bungalow had its own solar array and water source in the form of a well.

      The main structure had two primary components. Aboveground, Donald designed an Indiana-farm-style structure with a three-hundred-sixty-degree wraparound covered porch and a large cupola-enclosed widow’s walk. The widow’s walk provided an excellent observation post as the main building was built on the highest point of Prescott Peninsula.

      “Welcome to 1PP,” said Donald as the group ascended the stairs onto the porch. “One-P-P stands for one Prescott Peninsula. Each of the bungalows and the guard stations has a similar code name. Outwardly, the design looks like a typical clapboard-siding building with upper level dormers. But I assure you, the appearance of a nostalgic farmhouse ends there.” The group entered what appeared to be a large living room and reception space.

      “We’ve constructed the first and second levels on top of the original belowground bunker using concrete block poured with shredded rebar-infused concrete. Then the entirety of the perimeter is fortified with twenty-four-gauge steel panels. These ballistic-proof walls will easily stop a fifty-caliber-round and most mortar rounds. The fortified walls also enabled us to use steel I-beam construction for the roof and a fortified poured-concrete slab.”

      “It’s a fortress,” interjected Susan. “Yet it will function as a residence and headquarters after TEOTWAWKI.”

      “The five-thousand-square-foot first level contains an exercise room, laundry facilities, multiple bath rooms, storage and mechanical rooms,” added Donald. Donald walked them to the rear of the building through an open fortified door. The door lent the appearance of two open bookcases. “These are the stockades.”

      The group filed in and walked through a hallway filled with several small rooms sealed with steel grate doors. Each space resembled a jail cell.

      “Looks like a jail,” said Steven. “Where are the stretching racks and thumbscrews?”

      “You watch too much Game of Thrones,” replied Susan. “One of the things we haven’t talked about as a group is the disposition of intruders or marauders.”

      “Just shoot ’em,” chimed in Steven.

      “That’s your response for everything,” said Susan.

      “It’s efficient,” said Steven. “Dead men don’t talk.”

      “Susan is right. We will have to address this at some point,” added Brad. “After the collapse, our perimeter security may take someone into custody. We can’t let them go if they catch a glimpse of this. Donald made the right decision by building a way to house them while a decision is made. At some point, they will have to be disposed of.”

      Steven sat on one of the bunks. “They’ll like it here. Do we have to feed them?”

      “Of course!” replied Susan.

      Steven got up and walked out of the stockade’s hallway. “Then just shoot ’em.”

      “Jeez,” mumbled Susan.

      Donald continued the tour. “The entire building is equipped with vaults for firearms and ammunition. There are hidden compartments and sliding bookcases for precious metals, cash and other valuable preparedness assets.”

      “How do we get downstairs?” asked Steven.

      “You tell me,” replied Donald.

      Steven walked through the day room, pulling on bookcases and stomping on the wooden floor, listening for a hollow sound. He was unsuccessful. “Is there an outside entrance?”

      Donald gestured for the group to follow him. “There is, but its three hundred yards into the woods towards the docks where Egypt Creek dumps into the reservoir.

      “This is the mechanical room. You’ll see the two large air-handling units, which ostensibly are part of the air-supply ductwork.”

      Donald walked around the room and allowed the group to inspect the air handlers. “They’re identical in every respect except for what’s inside.”

      He opened the access panel to one of the units, which revealed another panel that he easily removed.

      “Wow,” exclaimed Brad. “This takes you to a spiral staircase below. Ingenious.”

      “I got the idea from a Batman movie.”

      “Of course you did,” said Steven. “This is first class, DQ. You’ve thought of everything.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Has anything changed in the bunker?” asked Brad.

      “It’s complete except for outfitting it with electronics and gear,” replied Susan. “I’ll need your wish lists.” Brad and Steven both fumbled through their pockets to provide a list of suggested equipment and weaponry.

      “Before we installed the exterior walls for the new structure, we reinforced the bunker with a burster slab engineered to handle most ordnance,” said Donald as the group exited the mechanical room. “The bunker is EMP proof and its entries are protected with military-grade CBRE equipment, including air filtration, blast doors and blast valves. In the event of a sophisticated attack on the facility, the occupants will be protected against chemical, biological, radiological, and explosive threats.”

      “Speaking of occupants, have you provided a tour to any of the Brahmin?” asked Steven.

      “Not yet, although I do provide Mr. Morgan constant updates. His response is always the same—Ahh know yahh awn top of it, Mr. Quinn,” said Donald, using his best Thurston Howell III accent.
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        Democratic National Convention

        Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

      

      

      The noise inside the Wells Fargo Arena was deafening with the excitement of twenty thousand plus rabid democrats. Abbie could not make out the words of fellow Massachusetts Senator Elizabeth Warren’s speech placing Abbie’s name into nomination for the vice presidential spot on the ticket with Hillary Clinton. Abbie knew the majority of the crowd wanted her senior senator from Massachusetts at the top of the democrat presidential ticket. She endured more than a few grumbles when she was formally announced as the VP choice because of her libertarian leanings and her choice to caucus with the Republicans. Abbie would have been surprised at her choice as well had she not known her father’s political clout.

      “Abigail,” John Morgan interrupted her thoughts, “you will do fantastic tonight and I am very proud of you.”

      “Thank you, Father, I am a little nervous,” she said.

      “Do not let the crowd distract you. You have an excellent speech prepared and your personality will win them over. The nation is polarized as Americans have adopted this us versus them attitude. It’s a no-win situation for most politicians, who view our society through the prism of racial, cultural and religious politics. You will transcend this divide and the independents will love you. As you know, independents win elections.”

      “I assumed that’s why I’m here.”

      “Yes, Abigail. You are here because you deserve it and you will be instrumental in dragging this dinosaur of a political dynasty across the finish line. Your time will come to lead this great nation sooner than you think. First, you must capture the world’s attention with your speech.”

      “No pressure, right?”

      “There is always pressure, but you have been groomed for this moment. When you begin, many world leaders will view you as a woman and scoff. When you are finished, they will fear and respect you.” Morgan, in a rare show of affection, gave his daughter a hug and a peck on the forehead. He whispered in her ear, “I’m proud of you Abigail.”

      After he exited the room, she was momentarily alone as she took in the spectacle via the production facilities of Comcast SportsNet Philadelphia. She was provided an advance copy of Warren’s nomination speech, but she didn’t have time to read it. It was probably edited several times by DNC staffers. Her own speech was heavily scrutinized and became the first of many battles she would have with the DNC. If her policy positions didn’t comport with Hillary’s, it was removed from the speech and she was admonished to refrain from discussing them on the stump. After the first edit, half of the speech was missing and Abbie became disgruntled. Debbie Wasserman Schultz, Chair of the Democratic National Committee, consoled Abbie and gave her advice.

      Abbie recalled the conversation. Pick a sensible metaphor and stick with it. President Clinton used bridge to the 21st century twenty-six times in his acceptance speech. The President used hope and change too many times to count. Abbie would co-opt the title of Sarge’s book—Choose Freedom.

      The second piece of advice Debbie gave was to downplay her differences with the top of the ticket—KISS, Keep It Simple and Secondary. Abbie would focus on foreign policy issues on the minds of the American people. The country would be introduced to the phrase World War C.

      She was reminded to not forget the new voters. Every presidential election cycle, millions of Americans became voter eligible either by achieving the age of eighteen or through recent citizenship. These voters were especially impressionable.

      Lastly, she was exhorted to negatively define your opponent without name-calling. This was the most difficult aspect of her entire speech. Abbie was a libertarian, but her political ideology leaned more right than left, and everyone knew it. It would be difficult for her to provide red meat to the democratic base by railing against Republicans. Those people were her friends. Rand Paul, the GOP nominee, was one of her best friends in the Senate.

      Abbie knew how to address the last two suggestions by creating a captivating speech in both style and substance. She would articulate a very populist message, appealing to the hopes and fears of the general population, especially the middle of the political spectrum. Despite her background, she would try to connect with the American people in order to bridge the gap of the two major parties.

      Abbie did not realize how tense she had become until Drew Jackson entered the studio alone to provide her a two-minute warning.

      “Madame Vice President nominee-in-training, or whatever I’m supposed to call you,” said Drew. “It’s almost time for you to knock ’em dead, so to speak.”

      “Okay.”

      “Here, let me rescue these.” Drew took Abbie’s crumpled notes from her tight-fisted hands, causing her to relax at his touch. He looked down into her face and smiled. “This will be a piece of cake. I’ve been watching this drivel for three days. They’re all a bunch of phony politicians. You’re real, Abbie, and everyone will know it when you finish your acceptance speech tonight.”

      Abbie didn’t want Drew to stop holding her hand. She missed a man’s touch. Tonight, many of the words she would speak were written by Sarge at her request. They would comfort her as they came across the teleprompter. But it would be this moment, Drew’s touch that would give her strength to persevere.

      “Where will you be?” she asked.

      “Right behind you, as always.” The convention hall erupted in applause as Senator Warren finished her nomination speech.

      A DNC staffer opened the door and interrupted their moment. “Senator, we’re ready for you.”

      Abbie smiled and laughed with Drew. It was going to be all right.
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        Super Box #13, Wells Fargo Center
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      “I made sure they had Glenlivet for you,” said former President Clinton.

      Morgan took a sip of the exquisite single malt whisky from Scotland. I see his memory hasn’t faded. “Thank you, Bill. This is a big night for Abigail and your wife. A toast to great things.” The men clinked glasses and finished their cocktails before settling into their seats. Senator Warren was just finishing her nomination speech and the two men grabbed a drink as they awaited Abigail’s acceptance speech.

      Morgan read the final draft of Abigail’s speech several times before it was ready for her. He could almost recite it from memory. Asking Henry to help was his idea. He and Henry saw eye to eye on everything except his involvement with Abigail and his insistence that he be referred to as Sarge. Sarge was his father’s nickname, given to him by Morgan when they were boys growing up together on Beacon Hill. He would always look at Henry as his dearly departed friend’s son.

      As Abigail spoke, Morgan’s mind wandered to the conversation he had late last night with the President. He was furious with the DNC and the Clintons. The President provided assurances Abigail would not be the subject of his wrath, but the very public feud with the Clintons would escalate after he was slighted in his speaking role. Relegated to a second-day speech was outrageous in his mind. I am a sitting two-term President, he’d said repeatedly. Morgan got the sense the President was becoming unhinged as this last term neared its end.

      Abigail appeared very confident on stage and was receiving exuberant rounds of applause. She completed the domestic policy portion of her speech and was now in the middle of her foreign policy presentation.

      “What is the difference between cyber terror and killer terror? Nothing, my friends! We cannot stand idly by as China and Russia escalate their military activity around the world and use cyber warfare against us. The Russians claim the Arctic belongs to them. But the Chinese think our computer servers, intellectual property and user data belongs to them! Why? Because we don’t do anything to stop them!

      “I submit to you cyber warfare is the fourth dimension of conventional warfare alongside our military’s land, air and sea capabilities. Cyberspace enables our enemies to attack us without declaring victory or leaving fingerprints. If China, Russia, Syria or ISIS was running around America strapping explosives to the desktop computers of our nation’s businesses, governmental offices or critical infrastructure, the media and the American public would be screaming for retaliation.

      “My fellow Americans, cyber attacks are every bit the existential threat as nuclear proliferation because every rogue state possesses this capability. A well-coordinated cyber attack would cost trillions of dollars to our economy and, more importantly, significant loss of life. It is a double-edged sword that favors the weak over the strong. It is a matter of time before our enemies use their cyber capabilities to move beyond identity theft or espionage. A devastating attack could cause damage to our power grid and bring our nation to its knees. Therefore, I submit to you we are in the midst of a twenty-first-century war—World War C. We need to come together as a nation and stand strong against our enemies!”

      Morgan was enjoying the spectacle. Abigail was a superstar and the naysayers would come around. Bill Clinton leaned back and smiled. He mouthed one word, wow. This was a pretty good endorsement from one of the best orators in the modern era.

      “I believe in an America where all individuals are in control of their own lives and no one is forced to sacrifice his or her values for the benefit of others. As a freedom-loving people, we should not be restrained from expressing or communicating our beliefs in front of others. Further, our economic liberties should not be infringed upon as we all try to make a better life for ourselves. We should never be restrained from advancement.”

      Morgan knew Abigail was in her element now as she entered into her stump speech.

      “Our country was founded upon principles we all hold true in our hearts today. The Constitution is our only protection against a heavy-handed government. If the Constitution is not followed and honored, then the power of the federal government goes unrestrained. Once the federal government gains a foothold, it is extremely difficult to reverse that trend. Freedom is the bedrock of our society. Freedom is what makes our great nation exceptional—and our freedoms are under attack, both here and abroad!

      “I believe all of my fellow Americans should be free to live their life as they want to live it. It doesn’t matter what the color of your skin is or who you want to marry. As Americans, you should have a choice free from governmental interference or the judgment of others. When given a choice, my fellow Americans, I urge you to Choose Freedom!”

      Morgan looked around the arena and noticed everyone standing. The crowd was electrified and with every mention of the phrase Choose Freedom, the crowd amped it up and repeated the phrase until Abbie calmed them down. She had command of the crowd.

      “Finally, and most importantly, our Founding Fathers would be appalled at the state of legislative affairs in Washington. I am a direct descendant of John Adams and John Quincy Adams, and I believe they would call upon our nation to achieve unity as Americans. In 1789, John Adams, the second president of the United States, predicted today’s sad state of affairs in Washington.” Abigail looked in his direction. Morgan was extremely proud of his daughter—and so would their Adams ancestors.

      “He said, ‘There is nothing which I dread so much as a division of the republic into two great parties, each arranged under its leader, and concerting measures in opposition to each other. This, in my humble apprehension, is to be dreaded as the greatest political evil under our Constitution.’ Wise words spoken by President Adams over two hundred years ago are frighteningly accurate today.

      “If we could set aside our political differences and simply talk to each other, we might realize our distinctions aren’t as vast as we have been led to believe. I firmly believe our divisiveness comes not from our disagreements about policy, but from our attempts to force those beliefs on those who don’t agree. The pundits talk about the big tent—a coalition that accommodates people who have a wide range of beliefs. I submit to you, unless all of us find a way to live together under such a big tent, our country will continue to suffer.

      “I stand with all of you in this fight. I hope to continue together in the task of repairing and revitalizing our great nation. So, with the support of my family, my colleagues and the lovely people of America, I proudly accept your nomination to become the next Vice President of the United States!”

      Morgan watched as Abigail stood back from the microphone and waved to the crowd, who were on their feet, roaring with approval. The chant of Abbie, Abbie, Abbie intensified around her. Team Clinton was all smiles and seemed very pleased at their choice.

      My daughter will make an excellent president someday—soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        July 29

        The Boston Herald Editorial Board
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      “So what’s the good news?” Joe Sciacca asked a decidedly sleepy group of editors. After a moment, there was no answer, so Sciacca continued.

      “Throughout my career, numerous individuals have approached me with the question—why doesn’t the media report any good news? Have you guys noticed that?”

      Julia watched a few attendees nod their heads.

      Sciacca continued. “I can honestly say, for the first time in my career, there is very little good news to report.”

      “The Red Sox won both games of the doubleheader yesterday,” replied a voice from the back of the room.

      Julia squirmed in her chair a little bit as the butterflies flew in her abdomen. So did I. She really loved Sarge.

      “There is that. Otherwise, let’s take a look at some facts.” Sciacca opened his laptop and produced a series of facts and figures and projected them on the wallboard.

      “First category is world financial. That’s you, Sandra. Go!”

      Sandra Gottlieb began to read the list of figures. “Ratio of world debt to GDP is three hundred forty-eight percent, up from one hundred eighty-six percent the year before.”

      “This figure has doubled,” interrupted Sciacca. “Continue.”

      “Puerto Rico, California and New York defaulted on their bond obligations,” read Gottlieb.

      “They requested a bailout,” said Sciacca. “They didn’t get one because the federal government can’t afford it. California is, excuse me, was the sixth largest economy in the world. Now the state is bankrupt.” He paused, so Gottlieb continued.

      “The stock market is down to a little over ten thousand, off from its nearly eighteen-thousand-point high a year ago.”

      “Think about what this means to the capital structure of this nation. Corporations were not expanding and hiring when the market was on a roll. Now they’ve lost a third of their value and are downsizing across every industry. Please, Sandra, just one more.”

      “Unemployment is eighteen percent. The labor participation rate is forty-nine percent.”

      “That, my friends, is the lowest in history. Half of the American workforce can’t find work or has given up completely. We are a welfare state. The unemployment rate number is completely bogus.”

      “What does this mean for the collective attitude of our nation, Rene?” Sciacca switched screens to provide a new list.

      “In a word—malaise,” replied Petit. “This reminds me of the famous speech by President Jimmy Carter in which he talked about the invisible threat America faced in the form of a crisis of confidence. America is going through the five stages of grief. Last year, the country denied the dire circumstances we faced. Perhaps many still believed in hope and change. Now, Americans are angry. They feel betrayed and let down by their leaders.”

      Sciacca held his hand up to interrupt. “Rene, you followed the racial tensions in Boston and around the country. Do you get the sense Americans are pointing fingers of blame at each other?”

      “I do, Joe. Americans are engaging in class warfare as well as a race war. It just hasn’t escalated to actual gunfights, yet.”

      “I’ve identified the next item on my societal unrest list as lawlessness,” said Sciacca. “Doesn’t any government agency want to enforce the law anymore?”

      “I’ve talked extensively with local law enforcement about this,” replied Petit. “Cops are afraid to act. Every time they make an arrest, dozens of people crowd around the scene with cameras, taunting them. They see their hands as being tied, and as a result violent crime and murder rates are soaring in the urban areas.”

      “Societal unrest is at an all-time high, wouldn’t you all agree?” asked Sciacca. Julia joined the room in nodding affirmative. “Is this confined to urban areas?”

      “Mostly,” replied Petit. “Smaller metropolitan areas are starting to experience these phenomena as well. But let me add, the social unrest is not limited to members of a certain class and race. People who are not normally politically active have joined in the fracas.”

      “Good. This leads me to my third point—gun ownership,” said Sciacca. “There are more guns per capita in the United States than any country in the world. A Japanese naval commander, Admiral Yamamoto, supposedly said at the start of World War II that the United States mainland could not be invaded because there would be a rifle behind every blade of grass.”

      Julia spoke up. “I know the quote, Joe, and some have questioned the attribution to the Japanese admiral. But it does not obfuscate the premise. There are reportedly three hundred million guns in America, and more being bought daily in primarily rural areas of the United States. Ammunition shelves in stores and online have been empty for many weeks.”

      “What caused the shortage?” asked Sciacca.

      “Every time the federal government makes a statement that alludes to gun control or confiscation, sales skyrocket,” replied Julia. “Recently the EPA administrator made a policy speech in which she advocated following California’s new laws limiting the lead content of bullets because of the environmental hazards lead poses. The result was record sales of weapons and ammunition together with massive increases in production by American manufacturers. Sources tell me the EPA is putting these regulations on a fast track for implementation prior to the end of the President’s term.”

      “Oh yes, thank you for reminding me about that,” said Sciacca. “The dems bad blood spilled over in gushes as a result of the Clintons’ snub of the President.”

      “It was the news story of the convention and completely overshadowed Hillary’s pick of our own Senator Morgan as her running mate,” said Julia. “The President never publicly endorsed Mrs. Clinton’s candidacy during the primary season, which infuriated her entire camp and many prominent democrats. He was clearly not welcome at the convention and was relegated to a second-night time slot for his speech.”

      “Is there any fallout?”

      “The President still has supporters, some of which have been very vocal about the snub. There was a protest of sorts when several prominent members of the delegation walked out of the hall during former President Bill Clinton’s introduction of his wife.”

      “Will the two sides come together?”

      “I doubt it, and a bill introduced in both houses of Congress today will make matters worse,” replied Julia.

      “What’s the purpose of the legislation?”

      “Of course, the President still has plenty of supporters. Last year in Kenya, he told the African Union he felt he’d been a pretty good president. If he were allowed to run for a third term, he’d probably win.”

      “I remember that.”

      “It was possibly tongue-in-cheek, but the legislation to repeal the 22nd amendment introduced on the heels of the Clinton nomination suggests otherwise.”

      “Is that the Presidential term limits amendment?”

      “Yes. Not only does the President think he could win a third term, it appears he desperately wants to try.”

      “He’s delusional.”
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        The Hack House

        Binney Street

        East Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      Herm Walthaus was on top of his game. He’d met Wendy at a meeting of a social club at MIT—Improv-a-Do!—where students participate in impromptu computer and engineering challenges. They were paired together by random draw and instantly hit it off. As they worked on the project, they found a lot of things in common besides computing, namely weed and sex.

      “C’mon, Herm, let’s smoke another one,” said Wendy. “I’m soooo chill—hashtag horny too.” Wendy was half dressed and rubbing her breasts on Herm’s shoulders as he studied the computer monitor.

      “Okay, Wendy, but let’s have some fun first.”

      “Yeah, I’m sooo ready!”

      “No, we’ll do that again in a moment. I want to mess with somebody.” Wendy continued to rub on Herm and the distraction might soon pull him away from the task at hand—but teaching that pompous senator a lesson or two temporarily took priority.

      Walthaus watched the vice presidential acceptance speech of Abbie a couple of days prior and inexplicably took her remarks on cyber war as a challenge. Foreign countries were receiving all of the praise for advancements in cyber intrusions. The accomplishments of the Zero Day Gamers were underappreciated.

      “Who?”

      “It’s Senator Morgan’s computer.”

      “Yeah, mess with that do-gooder. What are you going to do?”

      “Watch.”

      Wendy was now rubbing her hands down his chest and biting at his ears. His loins were feeling the urge. Pot really makes me horny. Hurry up, big boy.

      The day after the DNC speech, Walthaus sent Abbie an email purporting to be a reporter requesting an interview for the UK Telegraph. He planted a miniscule one-pixel-by-one pixel image in the email. He fingerprinted her computer, which provided him the identity of her operating system, browser and security software she was using. When an email contains an image, despite its size, the receiver’s email client has to contact the sender’s email server in order to fetch the image. The exchange of data provided Walthaus the technical details of Abbie’s computer.

      Later that day, he sent another email, which appeared to be a LinkedIn request from another journalist at the UK Telegraph. A button was provided to confirm or deny the request. Abbie chose to deny the request because she didn’t know the reporter. Walthaus designed the email so any form of interaction would result in further fingerprinting in addition to automatically triggering the download of a RAT—a remote access Trojan.

      Walthaus now had complete administrative control of Abbie’s laptop. At this point, he was able to see everything Abbie did on the computer. He was able to open up folders, operate the webcam and download her computer files. He was now ready to launch his attack.

      Walthaus quickly moved icons around on the screen of Abbie’s computer. He took a peek at the pictures folder—just for fun. He intended to install a version of keylogger, but Wendy was growing impatient.

      Walthaus navigated to the settings icon and changed Abbie’s desktop wallpaper. He uploaded an animated gif—a cartoonish donkey copulating with an elephant. There, done.

      “I hope you enjoy that, Miss High and Mighty Senator.” He spun his chair around, leaving the screen open. He grabbed Wendy by her ponytails as she straddled his lap.

      “Now, missy, what’s it gonna be—smoke or poke?”
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        Washington, D.C.

      

      

      Abbie was enjoying a rare evening at home in Georgetown. By all accounts, including from right-leaning pundits, her acceptance speech Thursday night was a huge success. The last forty-eight hours had been a whirlwind of congratulatory phone calls, pressers, and meetings with campaign staffers. She kicked off her Alexander McQueen heels and poured herself a glass of wine.

      She loved her home. Built in the early 1800s, her Federal-era townhome underwent a major renovation by Alaska Senator Lisa Murkowski in 2003 before she moved to northwest D.C. The size was much more than she needed, but her father insisted upon the prominent location.

      Resisting the urge to change into some oversized sweatpants and a T-shirt, Abbie quickly settled on the sofa with her wine. Despite warnings from everyone not to look, Abbie instinctively had to look. She pulled her laptop out of the briefcase and propped her feet on the mahogany and glass coffee table.

      Not too bad. The majority of the criticism of her being selected came from the far left. Abbie knew they would vote for the ticket anyway. Where else would they go? She set the laptop aside and went to the kitchen to pour another glass of wine. She also took a moment to change clothes.

      As she walked back into the living room, she noticed her cursor moving on the screen. Her icons were being shuffled. She ran to grab her laptop, but then remembered the reports of former CBS reporter Sharyl Attkisson’s computer hacking allegations. Despite a detailed report by an independent technical team substantiating the intrusion, the Department of Justice’s inspector general would not substantiate the allegations of FBI or government personnel involvement. The whole affair had been covered up and expertly buried using the White House press machine. Knowing there was nothing of informational value on the laptop, Abbie decided to let it play out.

      But she did call Katie immediately.

      “Katie, I’m watching someone remotely access my laptop as we speak. They are opening folders, moving icons and now they have uploaded an image to my desktop screen. It’s a donkey screwin’ an elephant!”

      After the two shared some nervous laughter, Katie advised Abbie to leave her computer alone. Steven was in town for the weekend and they would both be over shortly. Reassured, Abbie hung up and let her secret service team know to expect visitors. She invited Drew inside.

      Since her father had assigned Drew to her personal security detail two months ago, they became friends and he became her confidant. At this level of politics, Abbie knew trustworthiness and confidentiality were in short supply. She could always count on her friends within the Loyal Nine, but it was nice to have someone like Drew as a constant companion.

      “Is everything all right, Senator?” asked Drew, still in earshot of the assigned secret service team. He and Abbie were well beyond such formalities.

      “Please come in. I need to discuss something with you.” Not just because of Steven’s recommendation, but based upon her own observations, Abbie knew she could trust Drew Jackson with her intimate secrets—and her life. She closed the door behind him.

      “Am I a vision of loveliness or what?”

      Drew laughed at Abbie’s self-deprecation. “You don’t think I’d love to throw on a pair of shorts and a Vols T-shirt?”

      Abbie immediately contemplated allowing Drew to keep some clothes in a drawer. Whoa, Nellie! “Trust me, I know wearing a suit all day and night is grueling.”

      “Appearances are important. When we campaign down South, maybe I can loosen up on the collar.”

      “I’ll insist upon it. Drew, I have a problem. I’ve called Steven and my friend Katie over to take a look. This has to be kept quiet, okay.”

      Drew immediately searched around the townhouse, looking for threats. Out of habit, he placed his hand on his sidearm. Abbie noticed his heightened awareness.

      “No, nothing dangerous. My computer has been hacked.”

      “Shouldn’t we call the FBI?”

      “I don’t know who is behind this, and I only trust Katie and her team to find out. This could be our government or a foreign nation. This could be political espionage from the GOP. Hell, it could have come from the Democrat side. Who knows?”

      “I understand. Trust no one. Is there anything on there that’s embarrassing?”

      “Embarrassing? Like what?”

      “You know. Embarrassing, like photos or videos.”

      “You mean sex tapes?”

      Drew blushed. “No. Well, I was making sure…” Drew’s voice trailed off.

      Abbie would let him off the hook. Using her best Gone with the Wind Southern belle voice, she said, “Why, Mr. Jackson, how dare you impugn my character. I am a proper lady and would never consider videotaping my romp in the hay with my beau.”

      She teasingly led him by the arm to the sofa, where they stared at her laptop with the continuously moving gif of the copulating donkey and elephant.

      “Does this do anything for you?” she asked.

      “Reminds me of stump trainin’.”

      “What’s stump training, Drew?”

      “Really? You’ve never heard of stump trainin’?”

      “No.”

      “Well, down on the farm, it’s when a guy stands on a stump and backs a large farm animal up to him so he can…”

      “STOP! I get the visual!”

      “It’s really common in some parts. Here’s what they do…”

      Abbie’s intercom system announced the arrival of Katie and Steven while saving Abbie from the detailed explanation of stump training.

      “Thank God,” said Abbie. She stood and threw a pillow at Drew. “You, sir, are no gentleman, speaking to a proper lady in such a manner.” Abbie adjusted her sweatpants as she met her guests at the door.

      “Hi, guys.”

      “Abbie, are you okay?” asked Katie.

      “Pretty nice digs, Abbie,” said Steven.

      “Thanks. Katie, I was doing fine until this brutish friend of Steven’s forgot his manners.”

      Steven and Drew gave each other a bro hug. “Are you taking good care of the next Vice President of the United States?”

      “I guess. Sometimes I wonder if I should rejoin your unit.”

      “Hey!” objected Abbie.

      “Just kiddin’. Look at this, buddy.” Drew pointed to the constantly moving image on the laptop.

      “Nice,” said Steven. “Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”

      “Abbie, has this been in your possession the whole time?” asked Katie.

      “Yes.”

      “Even while in Philly?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’ve probably been hacked from a remote source,” said Katie. “We’ll have to analyze it to determine if they left a passive digital footprint.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Abbie.

      “A digital footprint is the data left behind by users of the Internet,” explained Katie. “Active digital footprints are created when personal data is released deliberately by a user for the purpose of sharing information, like on Facebook or in chatrooms.”

      “What about passive?” asked Drew.

      “A passive digital footprint is a little more complicated,” Katie replied. “It is created when data is collected at the moment the owner downloads or uploads data. I will have my people take a look.”

      “Okay.”

      “Have you touched anything?”

      “No. Katie, we have to keep this quiet. I want to find out who is behind this before they can cover it up.”

      “Tomorrow is Sunday. I’ll call in my most trusted assistants. We’ll get to the bottom of it, Abbie, I promise.”

      Abbie gave Katie a hug. Two days into her VP nomination and someone was rifling through her laptop. This sucks.
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      It was 3:00 a.m. when Katie entered her rented townhome and found Steven asleep on the couch. He immediately woke up and gave her a hug. She felt his morning wake-up call.

      “Either you were dreaming about me or watching porn when you fell asleep,” she said, playfully pushing him away.

      “I was dreaming about us—making a movie.”

      “Forget it! After what Abbie went through, you’ll never film us having sex!”

      “Okay, forget the filming part,” Steven said as he reached to pull her back.

      “Can I put my briefcase down first?”

      “Sure, let me help you with that.”

      Katie squirmed out of his grasp. “Listen, horn dog, this is important. I’ve got something.”

      Steven, looking like a little boy who just had his G.I Joe taken away, let her go.

      She walked through the open floor plan to the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of Evian. She’d been awake for nearly twenty-four hours. In just five hours, she was expected in the Situation Room for the daily briefing. She’d feel and look like death warmed over.

      “I have to get a few hours’ sleep before work, but let me tell you what I know. Come to bed and we’ll talk.” Katie led Steven to the bedroom, leaving a trail of shoes and various forms of apparel. Once in bed she kissed him and relayed her findings.

      “I need to explain this to you and then I need you to set up a meeting as soon as possible with Mr. Morgan, okay?” she asked.

      “Yes, but how bad is it?”

      “I think I know the who, but I am unclear as to the why?” replied Katie. “You’ve read about the hacktivist group called the Zero Day Gamers. They took responsibility for the Callaway Nuclear Plant attack and the hijacking of the American Airlines flight back in May.”

      “Weren’t they also suspected in the Vegas Casino deal when Sarge and Julia were in town?” asked Steven.

      “Yes. They’re ghosts. No agency has been able to pin down their location or their intentions. So far, their activity has been referred to by the President as cyber vandalism. But I have noticed their cyber attacks have escalated and become more sophisticated.” Katie exhaled and relaxed as she was finally able to let her two worlds meet. Steven caressed her face and put her more at ease. She really liked him and was amazed at how caring and loving he could be considering his occupation—and boyish ways.

      “Do they have something to do with Abbie’s computer?” asked Steven.

      “I think so, but this is what is confusing about the whole situation.” Katie rolled over on her back and stared upward. After catching her breath, she continued.

      “The Zero Day Gamers, as they call themselves, are very talented and, so far, remain stealth. The hack of Abbie’s laptop used malware designed in such a way to avoid being flagged by any of the mainstream antivirus products. This particular RAT malware used numerous reverse connect-back mechanisms that provided remote access.”

      “Isn’t that typical of what the Chinese use to steal financial data from someone’s computer?”

      “Yes, but this was different. The hacker used three different connect-back mechanisms built in to improve the likelihood of establishing the command and control channel necessary to access Abbie’s computer. In addition, the malware was also packed to help avoid detection at rest.”

      “What does packed mean?”

      “At some point, Abbie must have interacted with an email containing the remote access Trojan malware. In the process, she probably received an innocuous-looking message box which displayed an error or some type of prompt. This inserted the malware into her computer system while encrypting the data to avoid detection. Very sophisticated.”

      “Espionage?” asked Steven.

      Katie sat up and propped herself against the headboard. She took another sip of Evian. She contemplated a glass of wine to relax but was too tired to get it. Katie continued.

      “That was my first thought. The detail associated with this malware delivery screamed Chinese or Russian government spy agencies. Then I found the hacker’s error.”

      “What was it?”

      “The key to successfully hiding your identity when undertaking a hack is to make sure you pass through enough interim sites—proxy servers—to conceal your point of origin permanently.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Hackers go through these extraordinary efforts, but this time a mistake was made. We were only successful because Abbie contacted us immediately and the hacker didn’t cover his tracks.”

      “What did you find?”

      “We searched Google and found the animated gif uploaded to Abbie’s computer. It was created on a community weblog called MetaFilter by a user named ZDG. We analyzed the MetaFilter weblogs and found the IP address of ZDG. I immediately performed a back trace on this IP address and found it still connected to Abbie’s computer. Apparently, the hacker failed to terminate his remote access program. Stupid mistake.”

      “The two computers were still talking to each other?”

      “They were.”

      “Did you find a physical location for the IP address?”

      “Yeah. Each IP source tool uses a different geolocation database and tries to find the Internet router that’s closest to the target IP. The accuracy of the result depends on the database used and the number of known routers in the target IP area. I pinned it down to within a two-mile radius—in Cambridge.”

      “Our Cambridge or England?”

      “The Cambridge in Boston, right in the heart of MIT.”

      “Unbelievable,” muttered Steven.

      “Then I had a hunch,” continued Katie.

      “What was it?”

      “I went to two prominent hacker websites—hackers for hire and hackers list. I cross-referenced the IP address, Cambridge, MIT and ISP records for Internet service providers in the area with the metadata found on the hacker websites. I’ve isolated the IP user’s physical address to the Lofts at Kendall Square on East Binney Street. Ironically, the building is located next to a white hacker group known as Hack/Reduce.”

      “Do you think they’re related?”

      “I hope not. They were founded by a friend of mine.”

      “So what’s the next step?”

      “I need to inform Mr. Morgan. He’s wanted me to locate the Zero Day Gamers for months. I’ll need you to set up the meeting right away, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Anything else, ma’am?”

      “Well, I am still a little wound up. Please help me fall asleep, sir.” She pulled his head toward her as she closed her eyes.

      “With pleasure, ma’am.”
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        1st Battalion, 25th Marines HQ
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      “That was an excellent presentation, General Drier,” said Brad as he offered the commander of the 4th Marine Division a seat in his office. “May I offer you something to drink? I have my own stash.”

      Major General Paul Drier was a highly decorated combat vet who received a silver star and a legion of merit for his service. His duty assignments, before being given command of the 4th Marines, included the Pentagon, where he acted as the commandant for Plans, Policies and Operations. P, P & O is instrumental in organizing the military training exercises known as Jade Helm.

      “Thank you, Brad, I will. Further, please call me Paul. You and I have a lot to discuss beyond the formality of rank.”

      Brad handed him a glass of whiskey and settled in his chair. This should be interesting. “Cheers.”

      “Brad, I’ll cut to the chase,” started General Drier. “Jade Helm has been on the drawing board for some time and was intended to resemble past realistic military training exercises like Bold Alligator and Robin Sage. These two exercises were barely noticed in the media or by the public. Jade Helm is different.” Drier took a sip of whiskey.

      “Special Operations Command made a critical mistake last year by releasing the hypothetical map of the exercise, which identified Southern California, Utah, and Texas as hostile. These regions are typically considered politically conservative. The remainder of California, Colorado and Nevada—all leaning liberal—were identified as permissive. Doubling down on that map and increasing the exercise to include the Southeastern states has the conspiracy theorists stirred up, which is why P, P & O sent me on this dog and pony show around the country.”

      “I understand, sir,” said Brad. “This year, when Special Operations Command tripled the military presence in both personnel and equipment, citizens grew concerned. On the surface, it appears our country is being conditioned for the appearance of the military in our streets. Social unrest in our major cities is being met with a military response, in addition to local law enforcement.” The Jade Helm activities screamed martial law in Brad’s mind.

      “It started with the mishandling of the Ferguson, Missouri, riots two years ago,” said General Drier. “Law enforcement was ordered to stand down and not intervene as the unrest escalated out of control. Finally, the National Guard was called in, giving the appearance of a military clamp down. The same thing happened in Baltimore.”

      Brad spent a considerable amount of time studying the government’s reactions to civil unrest. “A few decades ago, the thought of martial law in America was absolutely unthinkable, but today the increased intensity of societal unrest is causing a number of citizens to embrace the idea of troops patrolling our cities. It makes them feel safe.”

      “Brad, there are some Executive Orders being signed in the coming days that should concern all of us. The President will use the EPA to limit the lead content in the manufacture of ammunition. He has instructed several agencies to purchase all available supplies of ammo for training purposes. He is also issuing regulations through the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms to limit the magazine capacities of long rifles to ten and pistols to seven, effective immediately. All magazines in capacities larger than ten and seven are deemed unsafe under Department of Health and Human Services guidelines and subject to confiscation. Finally, he is announcing a mandatory gun registration law, which will be a condition of receiving any federal government benefits or contracts. Failure to register all of your weapons will result in criminal and civil penalties—including civil forfeiture.”

      “You mean they will confiscate your guns if you don’t register?” asked Brad.

      “Yes, and also the real estate where the weapons were located, under civil forfeiture,” replied General Drier.

      “That’s rdiciulous.”

      “It gets better. In the past, the National Guard acted as a military support tool to the governors in the event of natural disaster or extraordinary social unrest. As you know, this is happening with regularity. The President, relying on an opinion from the U.S. Attorney General, is declaring the Posse Comitatus Act as inapplicable in the event of foreign hostilities against the United States. He plans on using all branches of the military to restore order on the streets if a catastrophic event occurs.”

      The Posse Comitatus Act was a federal law limiting the power of the federal government in using the military as domestic law enforcement. The act specifically applied to the Army and Air Force, but the Navy adopted the provisions via regulations. Posse Comitatus did not apply to the National Guard or the Coast Guard. That’s why they send a team to Camp Edwards.

      “What type of catastrophic event?” asked Brad.

      “It will be up to the President’s discretion. I believe this is the first step towards the implementation of martial law if deemed necessary.”

      “General, our troops are not trained to operate under circumstances like martial law. In our policing role in the Middle East, the enemy was difficult to define, but at least their ethnicity was different. Soldiers are trained to be warriors, not peace officers. Putting full-time warriors into a civilian policing situation can result in serious collateral damage to American life and liberty.”

      Brad recalled a GAO report after 9/11 when the suspension of Posse Comitatus was suggested. According to the report, while on domestic military missions, combat units were unable to maintain proficiency because these missions provided less opportunity to practice the skills required for hostile combat. The GAO concluded domestic unrest should fall under the purview of the National Guard as directed by a state’s governor. Disaster relief and responding to civil disturbances were core missions for the Guard, not active-duty combat soldiers.

      “I agree, Brad. There are like-minded soldiers around our military who are staying in contact as this develops. Something is coming, we just don’t know what it is.”

      Brad absorbed the words—something was coming. The Loyal Nine sensed this as well and were preparing accordingly.

      “General, the globalists are racing toward World War III before people notice. I refuse to give up the freedoms of America to a group of New World Order architects and instigators behind the formation of a single, global state.”

      “Then you and I see eye to eye, Brad. Now, let’s talk about how we can work together to save our country from its downfall.”
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        Grand Floridian Hotel

        Walt Disney World

        Orlando, Florida

      

      

      Sarge walked through the lush gardens of Disney’s Grand Floridian Resort, the site of this year’s annual Cato Institute conference. In May, Morgan insisted Sarge form a think tank on the matter of America’s sovereignty. As the research organization came to fruition, Sarge struck up a friendship with executive vice president of the CATO Institute, David Boaz. As a result, he was invited to be the keynote speaker by Boaz, the recognized voice of Libertarians nationwide. Cited often in Sarge’s best-selling book, Choose Freedom, Boaz was very supportive of Sarge last year as he conducted his research.

      Boaz invited Sarge to join him and several Libertarian party leaders for drinks and dinner at Narcoossee’s, a spectacular waterfront pavilion overlooking the Seven Seas Lagoon fronting the Magic Kingdom. Sarge loved the Victorian feel of the Grand Floridian and it made him miss Julia. Six months ago, he gave a speech at the Republican governor’s conference at the Hotel del Coronado in San Diego before their ill-fated trip to Las Vegas. Julia joined him on the trip and they had lived together since. It was one hundred days until the Presidential election and Sarge suspected he would see Julia only sparingly. Perhaps a vacation getaway would be in order.

      Sarge spotted the group of seven seated at a large window-front table facing the lagoon. Boaz waved to get his attention. He recognized Governor Mike Pence of Indiana.

      “Sarge! Pull up a seat and join us,” said Boaz. “There are some folks I want you to meet.”

      “Hi, everybody,” said Sarge. He immediately shook Governor Pence’s hand. “Governor, we’ve made a habit of meeting in Victorian-style hotel bars. Imagine what the media would think?” When Sarge and Julia arrived at the Hotel Del in February, they immediately went to the lobby bar, where they struck up a conversation with several republican governors, including Mike Pence.”

      “Of course I remember, Sarge, we had a great conversation that afternoon, which I relayed to David,” replied Governor Pence. Boaz confirmed Pence was instrumental in Sarge’s invitation to speak at the Cato Institute conference.

      “Folks, as you know if you paid attention during today’s incredible keynote speech, Professor Henry Sargent, Sarge to his friends, is a professor at the prestigious Harvard Kennedy School of Government,” said Boaz.

      “Hi, Sarge,” said Nicholas Sarwark, chairman of the Libertarian Party. “You teach in the den of the lions, my friend.”

      Sarge shook his hand and sat next to him. “Now that I’m tenured, I don’t have to hide in the shadows.” Sarge laughed. “I am clearly in the minority. But I am pleased to tell you, my students are less liberal than one might think—at least in my class.” Sarge observed the ferryboat crossing the lagoon, transporting guests to see their beloved Mickey Mouse.

      “Sarge, I would like you to meet Governor Sam Brownback of Kansas,” said Boaz. “He’s a big fan of your book.”

      “That’s right,” said Governor Brownback. “In fact, I have several questions about the concept of state sovereignty as it relates to the Keystone XL pipeline, but I won’t bore the rest of you with my headache.”

      “We’ll get together before I head back to Boston tomorrow night,” said Sarge.

      Sarge spent the next hour speaking about the interrelationship between sovereign nations and the global institutions transcending their boundaries. Without cooperation, the global economy would come to a halt.

      “What would it take to reach a level of cordial cooperation across political boundaries in this country?” asked Boaz.

      “These concepts apply within the United States at the state level as well,” said Sarge. “As you all know, we have a republic form of government in which the power was intended to reside in the hands, or votes, if you will, of the people. In a republic, sovereignty rests with the people. In a democracy, the sovereignty is in the group. There has been a trend to mislabel our form of government as a pure democracy in which fifty-one percent beats forty-nine percent, leaving the minority with no rights. This contravenes Article Four of the Constitution.

      “There are those who wish to exert their political beliefs across the entire nation rather than limiting their influence to the particular state in which they reside,” continued Sarge. “A person who resides in California, for example, votes there. His right to vote is limited to the State of California. However, that person may vehemently disagree with a law passed in Indiana. While this person may have the absolute right to express his opinion anywhere in America, he does not have the right to vote in Indiana for elected officials who might agree with him on that particular issue. Only Hoosiers in Indiana, a sovereign state, are granted the privilege to challenge representatives standing for, or against, a particular set of laws.”

      “Technically, under the Constitution, that is all very true,” said Governor Pence. “But we all know that politics is an intricate and convoluted maze we as elected officials must navigate.”

      “A very good point, Governor, so let’s bring the concept close to home, shall we?” said Sarge. He appreciated the intensity with which Governor Pence engaged in the conversation. He decided to use an example particular to his state.

      “Last year, you joined twenty other states and signed into law Indiana’s version of the Religious Freedom Act,” said Sarge.

      Governor Pence tensed but was deeply engrossed, nodding acknowledgement.

      “This ignited a firestorm, especially from the left, who decried the legislation as bigoted. Certainly, the citizens of Indiana could vote against you in your reelection bid this fall, but a large majority of those against the legislation may be from another state, like California.”

      “Indiana was inundated with out-of-state special interests who flooded the capital,” said Governor Pence. “It wasn’t quite as bad as what Governor Walker experienced in Wisconsin with the unions, but close.”

      “Precisely. Californians, for example, who cannot vote against you, may try other methods, including putting pressure on businesses in Indiana and encouraging them to leave the state,” said Sarge. “Sound familiar?”

      “Oh yes,” said Governor Pence. “I was blasted from all directions. All I wanted to do was preserve the rights of any business owner to act in a way that comports with their religious beliefs. The law immediately became labeled as antigay, which was totally ludicrous.”

      “This brings us to the quandary faced by any government,” said Sarge. “Do you stand by your laws as a sovereign state, or do you capitulate to the political pressures exerted by outside forces, including businesses and organizations who have threatened to leave you? If you are principled in your beliefs and not ashamed of the law you enacted, then I believe you will choose freedom—sovereignty—as opposed to capitulation.”

      Sarge was commanding the attention of the leaders of America’s Libertarian Party because they wanted to listen to what he had to say, not because he was a speaker on their agenda. By the end of the evening, Sarge was a part of their inner circle. By the end of the conference, the libertarian faithful were asking why Henry Winthrop Sargent IV wasn’t their presidential nominee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        August 14

        73 Tremont

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      For almost four hundred years, Boston Common belonged to the people. Originally part of the farm of clergyman William Blackstone, it was sold to the City of Boston for today’s equivalent of forty-seven dollars. Once rolling scrubland with three ponds, it is now the vibrant hub of activity in the most historic city in the United States. At least it was.

      Morgan surveyed the Common from the gold-leaf-domed Statehouse towards his left and Brewer Fountain. The fountain, a replica of the original featured at the 1855 Paris World Fair, was a gift from nineteenth-century philanthropist Gardner Brewer. Brewer advanced the industrial revolution throughout the United States and was known for his charitable giving for the benefit of the public. Brewer was also an advocate of Protectionism—the policy of government intervention in international trade to protect the business of their country. In the short term, protectionist policies might protect U.S. companies from foreign competitors. It also temporarily created jobs. But it was a matter of time before foreign nations retaliated by erecting their own protectionist policies.

      The wealth of the Boston Brahmin was built on a global marketplace. Their political power was derived from the careful placement of assets into positions of power in foreign governments and industry. When the President was first elected in 2008, he began to espouse protectionist policies as a form of payback to his union supporters. Morgan shut that down—immediately. He worked very hard to orchestrate the adoption of the North American Free Trade Agreement. It took three presidents and millions of dollars before NAFTA and a comparable European Union treaty were signed in 1993. Last year’s Trans-Pacific Partnership laid the groundwork for a rapid expansion of the Boston Brahmin’s military-based industries across the globe.

      Protectionist policies are bad for our business.

      Yet, Hillary Clinton had openly defied Morgan’s directives and adopted the protectionist rhetoric first espoused by Donald Trump during the GOP primary process. In fact, the moment the check cleared following the DNC convention, Hillary adopted policy positions contrary to their agreement. Suddenly, the campaign staff became unavailable to him and Bill wasn’t returning his phone calls. Her political operatives repeatedly impugned Abigail as the running mate choice. Above all, the ticket’s post-convention bounce in the polls had evaporated and Hillary was sinking under the weight of previously undisclosed scandals.

      Morgan felt his blood pressure rise. Against his doctor’s advice, he poured himself a Glenlivet to calm his nerves. His mind snapped back to attention as he awaited the arrival of William Holmes, his former law partner at Morgan-Holmes. He noticed how Boston Common was devoid of activity—except for the homeless pushing shopping carts from one previously pillaged trash bin to another. There were no families enjoying the beautiful day with a picnic or on bicycles. The scene was almost apocalyptic.

      Where are the good people? How had our great nation descended into an abyss filled with degenerates and parasites? Our government had created a dependency class that now constituted the majority of Americans. The takers outnumbered the makers, and it was unendurable. America would collapse under the weight of those with their hands out.

      As he took another sip of scotch, his thoughts were interrupted by the intercom. “Sir, Mr. Holmes is here to see you.”

      Morgan pressed the button and replied, “Show him in, please, Malcolm.” Morgan picked up a folder and thumbed through the pages. He had outlined nineteen Executive Orders and Policy Directives. Executive Orders were a matter of public record and, to be legal, must be published in the Federal Register. Policy Directives, like Clinton’s infamous Secretary of State emails, were considered born classified—classified from the moment of its creation. Therefore, they were typically maintained in the files of National Security Council staff. They both had the same legal effect. In the 1990s, Morgan and Bill Clinton made use of directives liberally.

      “Good afternoon, John,” said Holmes as Lowe showed him in. “This is a rare meeting on a Sunday. I hope all is well.” The men shook hands and Morgan offered his old friend a seat.

      “Malcolm, we won’t be long. Have our guests arrived?”

      “Almost everyone, sir. I’ve made them comfortable in the conference room as requested. Sir, Mr. Lowell and Mr. Cabot insisted upon opening the bar,” said Lowe. “I hope that isn’t a problem.”

      “Not a problem at all, Malcolm. Besides, who’s going to stop them from an afternoon cocktail? The National Guard has their hands full nowadays.” Morgan reached for the Glenlivet to pour his friend a drink as Lowe quietly exited the room.

      “Thank you, John,” said Holmes. “How can I help?”

      “William, we have a President who needs some direction.”

      “Don’t they all?” The men laughed and toasted the statement. Every President had a hot-button issue, an agenda. Morgan supported them when the policy didn’t conflict with his agenda. Over the last forty years, there had been numerous times when a President needed to be reminded of certain matters of importance to the Boston Brahmin.

      “The President has lost his way somewhat,” said Morgan. He slid the file folder full of notes across the table to Holmes. As Holmes thumbed through the paperwork, Morgan continued. “These policy directives will strengthen the President’s power in times of military conflict and will lay the groundwork for our best interests to be implemented. Our relationship is built on a codependency of interests. These policy directives will protect our interests while assisting the President in his goals.”

      “I see that,” said Holmes.

      “The President will be staying at my vacation home in Martha’s Vineyard for a few weeks. We have a meeting on the twenty-third. I have a series of Executive Orders and Policy Directives for you to draft. The President will sign and implement them immediately.”

      “This is serious stuff, John—all dealing with the same issue. Is something looming on the horizon?”

      “Perhaps, William. When I know more, you will be contacted. Get these back to me by Wednesday for my review. I will deliver them to the President.” Morgan finished his drink and pushed up out of his chair, which was a signal for Holmes to do the same.

      “I will take care of this immediately, John. You look troubled, old friend. If there is anything else I can do to help, let me know.”

      “Thank you, William.” He patted Holmes on the back as he escorted him towards the front of the office where Lowe was waiting.

      “Sir, everyone is here.”

      “Thank you, Malcolm.” Turning to Holmes, he said, “Handle this personally, William, understood?”

      “Of course,” replied Holmes as he left.

      “Malcolm, no interruptions, please,” said Morgan.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Morgan, ever-present in a traditional three-piece suit, steadied himself with a deep breath and approached the conference room. It’s for the greater good.

      “Good afternoon, my friends, and thank you for coming in on short notice.”

      “You’ve interrupted my golf game today, John,” said Samuel Bradlee, a former Secretary of Defense who hadn’t broken a hundred on the links in fifteen years.

      “So what, Samuel?” interjected Henry Endicott. The two former military men were always sparring, especially during the week of the Army-Navy football game. “Golf is just a good walk spoiled by stress and vulgarities.” The men chuckled at the comeback.

      “Gentlemen, I need everyone to get settled, as we have serious business to discuss,” interjected Morgan. He looked into the faces of the Boston Brahmin. They relied upon him in these matters and he could feel the weight on his shoulders. The culmination of events over the next few weeks would result in a more powerful America. The dependent class would be eliminated. His friends would become wealthier and politically powerful. More importantly, the downward spiral this country was taking would stop.

      He hated duping his friends, but it was necessary—for the greater good.

      “I’ll get right to the point. As we discussed in May, the social and economic direction of this country is unsustainable. I have received actionable intelligence from my sources in Washington. The day of reckoning is upon us. A reset is imminent.” Morgan sat back in his chair and allowed the significance of his statement to resonate in the room.

      “John, what the hell are you talking about? Are we going to war?” asked Lawrence Lowell.

      “I don’t know, Lawrence. I will be meeting with the President in a week or so to discuss it.” Of course I know, sorry to deceive you, my friend. Morgan was committed to the deception now. He continued.

      “Gentlemen, here is what I know. The intelligence community has determined that our enemies are lining up against us. Russia, China and now ISIS have formed an alliance of sorts to bring our country to its knees.”

      “How?” asked Walter Cabot from across the table. “We have the strongest, most sophisticated military on the planet. They wouldn’t risk a blood-soaked war.”

      “I would add why,” said Lowell. “Why in God’s name would these countries attack us?”

      This was Morgan’s opportunity to identify an enemy. “We all know the Russians and Chinese have been moving in this direction—economically and militarily. This President is weak and our enemies recognize this. They have five months before a new Commander-in-Chief is sworn in. I believe they will act now.”

      “Do they think Hillary will be a tougher President?” asked Bradlee. “She loathes the military as much as her husband did.” Several of the Brahmin nodded their heads in agreement.

      “It is hard for me to question their motives, especially in this unholy alliance they have established with the heathen ISIS group,” replied Morgan. “I do know we will be prepared for the events and their aftermath.”

      “Our country is in shambles,” said Cabot. “America has never faced so many internal problems. The economic situation for average Americans is dire. Social unrest is out of control. The nation is dominated by the weak, poor and unproductive. There is no unity.”

      “I agree with Walter,” said Endicott. “We’ve discussed this ad nauseam. Sadly, our country is in need of a reset. Our politicians don’t have the balls to make the tough choices to set us on a proper course. Perhaps our enemies will force our hand.”

      “I agree with Henry,” said Bradlee. “Sometimes a cataclysmic conflict is necessary to change the direction of a wayward nation. Except for Vietnam, this nation has always taken a turn for the better following a war.”

      “Wars certainly benefit all of us financially,” added Lowell. Morgan knew the Boston Brahmin shared a commonality of purpose—wealth and power. Regardless of the methods employed, the end result was tantamount.

      Morgan continued. “After every shock to America, whether by war or economic calamity, our connections within the government grow stronger and our ability to expand wealth into public-sector assets grows. I am not just talking about the military and industrial advancements. I am referring also to the acquisition of previously owned government assets like bridges, buildings and land.”

      “Quabbin Reservoir,” said Cabot.

      “Exactly,” replied Morgan. “The acquisition of Quabbin Reservoir and Prescott Peninsula was the result of political maneuvering, but the divestiture was deemed necessary due to government overspending and budget deficits. The timing of the Quabbin matter has proven fortuitous.” Morgan hoped his friends would enjoy a short stay at their new home away from home. Surely they could handle a week or two of roughing it.

      Morgan leaned forward and looked each of the Boston Brahmin in the eye. “Gentlemen, I believe we have a short time to get our personal and business affairs in order. In the next two weeks, without raising any alarms that might attract public scrutiny, have your families get ready for a period of unrest and instruct your businesses to prepare for a rough ride.”

      “How bad will it get? Do you seriously think our enemies plan to invade the United States?” asked Lowell.

      Morgan had raised a sufficient level of concern in all of his associates without causing panic. He needed to keep them on alert. Morgan drove home his point. “It’s coming. We won’t know from where or from whom, but we’ll certainly know when.”

      “God help us,” muttered more than one of the Boston Brahmin.

      Morgan allowed his fellow Boston Brahmin to reach the conclusion he sought—America needs a cleanse, a purge, a reset.

      They just didn’t need to know who was sweeping the broom or pushing the button.
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      “Julia, how does Senator Morgan’s people feel about the campaign so far?” asked Sciacca. Julia shifted in her chair as she addressed her chief editor. The morning meetings of the editorial board now stretched for two hours. On any given day, a single major news story might be the topic du jour, but America was experiencing signs of collapse on many levels—complicated by a Presidential campaign deep in the gutter. Of all the candidates, Abbie had the least baggage although she had a major skeleton in her closet—John Adams Morgan. If the media only knew the reach of his many tentacles.

      “Joe, Senator Morgan’s campaign people are thrilled that the mudslinging hasn’t tarnished her reputation. She has the highest favorability ratings of any candidate running.”

      Sciacca sat in his chair and propped his feet on the table. “What are they saying about the slipping poll numbers?”

      “They are puzzled,” replied Julia. “The post-convention bounce enjoyed in past elections quickly evaporated. Some Democrat faithful are blaming the choice of Senator Morgan. Pundits cite her lack of liberal bona fides and question her loyalty to Mrs. Clinton’s vision for America.”

      “Some of that is true, is it not?”

      “It is, Joe, but on the Republican side, Senator Paul has plenty of reason to demand a departure from the political status quo. He has effectively co-opted the President’s campaign mantra from eight years ago—change. The decline in the democrat ticket is more from a rise in the republican ticket’s popularity than it is from the choice of Senator Morgan. Her popularity proves it.”

      Sciacca brought his feet down with a clap on the floor and immediately jumped up to the whiteboard. He scribbled Economy on the board. “Her husband once famously said—it’s the economy, stupid. The White House does an excellent job of manipulating numbers to protect this President, but both Wall Street and Main Street know better.” He drew an arrow pointing downward.

      “As Sandra can attest, all world economic indicators are headed south. Ordinarily, the bond market will increase its value to the detriment of the stock market. One nation’s currency devaluation will increase another nation’s. These things tend to have an inverse effect. Over this summer, everything of value has decreased substantially while the price of consumer goods and precious metals has skyrocketed. The stability of the world’s economy is untenable at best.”

      Julia interrupted. “This is a major issue in the campaign and the GOP ticket has successfully driven the narrative. With the President nearly out of office and losing support of his own party, they have laid blame at his feet but hung his legacy around Mrs. Clinton’s neck.”

      Sciacca addressed Sandra Gottlieb. “What is all of this telling you, Sandra?”

      “Joe, the decline of the global economy is unprecedented,” replied Gottlieb. “In 1929, the United States economy fell into a deep recession six months prior to the infamous October stock market crash. The effects of the U.S. recession were being felt in Europe prior to the crash. After World War I, the two economies became increasingly dependent upon each other. We became the primary financier and creditor in postwar Europe. When our economy collapsed after October 1929, Europe and the rest of the global economy followed suit.”

      Sciacca leaned against his chair with both hands. “The economies of the world are even more dependent on America’s consuming ways today, are they not?”

      “They are, Joe, and the financial collapse of ’08 proved that. Economic collapses happen gradually. I believe we are witnessing the beginning of a major worldwide calamity. Unfortunately, all this fragile economic climate needs is a precipitating event to send it over the cliff.” The room remained silent and Julia looked at the faces of her peers. They know something is coming.

      Sciacca walked back to the whiteboard and wrote the words societal collapse. “Speaking of a gradual collapse, is there any doubt our society is disintegrating before our eyes? I’m not speaking rhetorically either. Julia?”

      “There is a general destabilization across America,” replied Julia. “The anger has been building for some time but has accelerated in the last six months. Patience has worn thin and adults are responding like petulant children to adverse events affecting them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Here is an example from last Friday,” replied Julia. She shifted through her notes. “As you know, I was interviewing all four nominees over the weekend while traveling with the campaigns across Ohio. On Friday, the Ohio Treasurer halted its EBT payments system due to a cyber attack. Hackers penetrated state servers on the QUEST network that administers the majority of states’ online electronic benefits to recipients. QUEST notified the affected states of the data breach, which included Alabama, Louisiana and Ohio. Alabama and Louisiana were back online within hours, causing only minor inconveniences. Ohio was a different story, and I watched the aftermath first hand.”

      “What happened?”

      “I was traveling with Senator Morgan’s entourage to a morning rally at Case Western University in downtown Cleveland when the state announced a glitch in the system would cause the EBT payment system to shut down for the day. Within hours, the streets were filled with protestors. They stormed the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services and ransacked the building, injuring four staff members. East Cleveland and Shaker Heights had several out-of-control fires. By nightfall, Governor Kasich was calling in the National Guard.”

      Sciacca underlined societal collapse on the whiteboard several times. “This sounds like the riots we experienced following the Boston Marathon this spring. These outbursts have grown in intensity and frequency.”

      “You’re right, Joe, the thin veneer of civilization is beginning to crack,” said Julia. “The EBT situation in Ohio was a temporary inconvenience to the state. One can only imagine the impact a major catastrophe would have under the present mindset of Americans.”

      Sciacca wrote Cyber Attack on the whiteboard and circled it several times. He poked it with his knuckle. “This has become daily news and no country or entity is immune from it. In my opinion, we are in the middle of a world war—a cyber world war.”

      “And everyone is in the act now,” added Julia. “Reports out of the Pentagon indicate ISIS now poses a direct threat to America in the form of its rapidly developing cyber warfare capabilities. Its model is different from that employed by other terrorist groups, the Russians or Chinese. Through their effective use of social media, ISIS has developed a cyber army within the United States capable of using cyber attacks to shut down America’s critical infrastructure, including the power grid.”

      “How concerned is the Pentagon about their capabilities?” asked Sciacca as he sat back into his chair.

      “Intelligence sources tell me they are trying to track the movement of several key individuals who studied computer science in top British and European universities,” replied Julia. “Do you remember Jihadi John, the British national responsible for several high-profile beheadings a few years ago?”

      “Yes,” replied Sciacca.

      “It wasn’t widely reported in the American media, but Jihadi John had an advanced computer science degree. The Pentagon’s primary concern is the ability of ISIS to use social media to marshal attacks from within the U.S. by these talented sympathizers who have created a diffuse and unconnected network that is virtually untraceable.”

      Julia knew the threat of cyber attacks was growing exponentially in America. This was the subject of many late night conversations with Sarge. Recently an ISIS recruitment document was obtained by cyber-intelligence agencies announcing a Cyber Caliphate to be used against the United States—The Great Satan. This had added a terrorist threat our counterterrorism approach was not designed to guard against.

      Julia continued. “Their use of the Internet has been described as unprecedented for a terrorist group. The ISIS Cyber Caliphate has taken credit for several high-profile hacks including the email accounts of the British ambassador, the shutting down of a French television network, and the recent shutdown of Sacramento’s smart grid.” Julia caught her breath before dropping the next bombshell.

      “My sources tell me the Pentagon has identified a credible threat by ISIS against most of the United States power grid. They want to put us in the dark. They want to provoke the end of the world.”
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      When Katie was instructed to bring information on the Zero Day Gamers directly to Morgan back in the spring, she assumed he had something in mind. During their brief telephone conversation almost two weeks ago, he was very excited to hear about her discovery. Then nothing, until yesterday when he summoned her along with Steven to his office for an urgent meeting.

      “Please come with me,” Lowe announced as he emerged from Morgan’s office. Katie and Steven dutifully followed. Steven grabbed her ass, earning him a slap on the hand.

      She whispered, “Don’t fool around in here. He is very intense.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” replied her man-child. Over the summer, Steven had changed with her. He spent every available weekend in Washington with her and sent her text messages constantly. Whatever caused him to become more attentive worked for her. She too was ready to become exclusive. Her days of Fifty Shades of Katie, as Abbie put it, were behind her. She still enjoyed his playful ways, however, just not right now.

      “Have a seat,” Morgan said brusquely. “This is important business.”

      Katie and Steven settled into the chairs across the desk from Morgan while Lowe sat to the side on the couch.

      “Hello, sir,” said Steven. Morgan was Steven’s godfather but not in the Mafioso sense. Steven told Katie the history of the Sargents and Morgans, so she understood the formality. She found herself acting more formal during her meetings with Morgan as well.

      “Thanks to the excellent work of Miss O’Shea, we have located the hacker group known as the Zero Day Gamers,” started Morgan. “An Aegis team has been dispatched to surveil their activities continuously. Malcolm, distribute the dossiers. This is to be shared with no one, understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” responded Katie. She knew this statement was primarily directed at her. It was a reminder as to who her real employer was.

      “Malcolm, tell them what you have discerned about the good professor and his associates.”

      Lowe stood and opened a wall cabinet containing a whiteboard listing the names of Andrew Lau and his three graduate assistants who comprised the core of the Zero Day Gamers. He also listed several cyber attacks, some of which Katie was unaware.

      “The package of materials will provide you the details,” said Lowe. “Professor Lau formed the group a year ago with the help of Fakhri and Malvalaha. Walthaus is the newest member of the group. We have employed our own team of cyber-security experts to analyze the known activities of this group. While there have been more advanced hacking activities, this group appears to be particularly adept at covering their tracks.”

      “It was excellent cyber-detective work on your part, Miss O’Shea, to expose their identities,” added Morgan. Rare praise. Steven unexpectedly squeezed her thigh under the desk, giving her a jolt in more ways than one. “Continue, Malcolm.”

      “The Zero Day Gamers have earned a reputation amongst their fellow hackers as being expert in attacking complex, secured servers like those associated with the Nevada Energy power grid and the Callaway Nuclear Power Plant in Missouri. Each of the cyber attacks they perform vary in scope and purpose. It shows versatility in methodology that can be of use to us.”

      Katie resisted the urge to ask—what are you guys up to?

      “How?” Thanks, Steven.

      “We will be hiring the Zero Day Gamers for a task that has a national security component,” replied Morgan. “By its nature, it must be covert and carried out through Aegis. There can be no United States government involvement, or knowledge, Miss O’Shea.”

      Katie instinctively covered her ears, which drew a rare laugh from Morgan.

      “The purpose of hiring the group is still yet undetermined,” continued Lowe. “Our first goal is to make contact with them and get their attention. They are normally hired anonymously through hacktivist websites. Their payment is made via money transfers to a variety of offshore accounts. We will be taking a different approach.”

      Morgan stood and watched the heavy rain blow against the windows, obscuring their view of the State House.

      “The term Trojan horse has changed its meaning over the years,” said Morgan. “Initially, it had a military connotation. Today, it is more widely used in relation to cyber warfare. There is a variant of this concept called a Stalking Horse offer. Are you familiar with this term?”

      Both Katie and Steven shook their heads.

      “In the political world, a Stalking Horse candidate is used by a party to advance their choice of candidate by inserting another candidate into the race in order to split the vote of a rival. Arguably, the 1992 candidacy of Ross Perot acted as a stalking horse, insuring the successful election of Bill Clinton. In the present campaign, Donald Trump’s run as an independent would similarly assist Hillary.”

      “Makes sense,” said Katie. “We have employed similar tactics in setting up a mole within an organization or a successor to be used by the CIA during regime change.”

      “It is designed to conceal someone’s real intentions under a false pretext. We will employ the Stalking Horse tactics in our approach to the Zero Day Gamers,” said Lowe, turning to Steven. “You and I will walk in their front door and make them an attractive offer.”

      “One they cannot refuse,” added Morgan.

      Chills ran up Katie’s spine.
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      Steven and Lowe exited the elevator and made their way down the hallway to the Zero Day Gamers loft. Both men wore suits and were armed although they did not anticipate any need for their weapons today. A microphone and camera were hidden inside Lowe’s tie clasp.

      “Control, final radio check, copy,” said Steven.

      “Five-by-five.”

      “Radio check,” said Lowe.

      “Five-by-five, sir.”

      Steven stopped in the hallway. “Why does he get a sir?”

      “He writes the checks. Move along.”

      “Roger that,” said Steven as he and Lowe approached the entrance. Both men concealed their ear pieces. Only Lowe’s microphone was important at this point.

      During the briefing, surveillance located on the top floor of the Third Square Apartments confirmed Lau and his three assistants were in the loft. Steven and Lowe expected them to be surprised by the visit. Lowe would take the lead and attempt to separate Lau so they could talk privately. Eyes and ears were on from many directions. Aegis was very thorough.

      “Allow me,” said Steven as he opened the door for Lowe to pass into the loft. Fakhri, Malvalaha and Walthaus were working at computer stations and quickly spun around in their chairs. Lowe moved into the room and Steven quickly conducted a threat assessment. As expected, it was a bunch of harmless computer geeks. Steven observed Lau carefully as he emerged from a bedroom turned office.

      “I believe you must be lost, gentlemen,” said Lau. “This is private property and we don’t accept visitors.” Lau spread his arms apart as he approached as if to herd Steven and Lowe out of the loft.

      “No, Professor Lau, we’re not lost,” said Lowe, handing Lau a bogus business card with his left hand while extending his right to shake hands. “We are here to see you. My name is Dennis Troutman and I’m here on behalf of the Center for Infrastructure Protection.”

      Lau was clearly caught off guard. His assistants looked frightened. Good.

      “But, wait, I don’t understand,” said Lau. “What do you want with me? How did you know I maintained an office in this building?” Lau was sweating, obviously nervous.

      “Perhaps we should speak in private,” said Lowe. “Your office?”

      “Yes, sure.” Lau’s eyes darted around nervously.

      “May my driver wait out here with your associates?”

      “Yes, of course. Would you like something to drink?”

      Steven shook his head and moved against a wall where he had a full view of all the hands and activities of the Zero Day Gamers. He was playing the intimidating role well.

      “This way, please,” said Lau. He shrugged his shoulders and led Lowe through the doorway.

      For the next twenty minutes, Steven didn’t speak a word and the Gamers didn’t tap a key. Lowe finally emerged from the office with Lau, who was all smiles.

      “Professor, it has been a real pleasure.” Lowe extended his hand and the men shook.

      “Yes, absolutely,” replied Lau. “I am sure my associates will be interested in hearing the details of your proposal. I will call you at this number as requested.”

      The Gamers still appeared to be nervous although a noticeable sense of relief appeared over the face of Walthaus when his professor emerged all smiles.

      “Good. Oh, one more thing. I have something for each of you.” Lowe reached into his pocket and handed a gold coin to each of the Zero Day Gamers.

      “Hey, this is the new Denarium Bitcoin,” said Walthaus. “They replaced the old defunct Casascius cryptocoin.”

      “That’s correct, young man,” said Lowe. “These are issued by one of the largest Bitcoin exchanges in the world and are considered the gold standard in cryptocurrency. Consider this a token of our gratitude for your assistance and a symbol of great things to come.” It also has a tracking device to help us keep up with your dumb asses.

      Steven was impressed with Lowe’s skills as an undercover operative. He played the role perfectly and the body language of the four members of the Zero Day Gamers was telling.

      “Driver, let’s go.”

      I’m gonna kick his ass when we get out of here.
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      “What the hell just happened?” asked Malvalaha. “Are those guys for real?”

      “Were they feds?”

      “I’ve never held a bitcoin,” said Walthaus.

      “How did they find us?”

      Lau’s head was still swirling. He had more questions than answers. Although he was being peppered with questions from the Zero Day Gamers, he was oblivious as he walked to the plate-glass windows in the loft and stared mindlessly across Binney Street towards MIT. Receiving the offer to teach at the famed technology institute was a pipe dream fulfilled. The job could be intense and consuming. The peer pressure was fierce. Over time he earned the respect of his faculty colleagues and thrived in their academic environment.

      MIT was a famed research institution and its faculty was expected to produce innovative advancements in their field. Twenty years ago, the provost recognized the extraordinary expense associated with research endeavors as well as the time constraints placed on the faculty. The graduate students became an easily accessible labor pool for the professors. As Lau entered into his second job as a hacker for hire, the graduate students became integral in the expansion and success of the Zero Day Gamers. They were now going to receive a paycheck for their efforts which was retirement worthy.

      “Professor, Professor, are you okay? What’s wrong?” asked Fakhri as she gently shook him by the shoulders.

      Lau snapped out of his trance. He cleared his throat. “Nothing, everything is good. More than good, actually. I think we have a new client.” He was now beaming, which produced smiles on all of his loyal graduate students.

      “Tell us!” insisted Walthaus as he flipped his bitcoin in the air—choosing heads or tails.

      “I don’t know where to start. There is so much to discuss from the short conversation.”

      Walthaus flipped the coin again. “How much? There’s a good starting point.” He had really matured since his first successful hack in the spring. Now it was all about the payday.

      “Sure, why not,” Lau started as he rolled the bitcoin through his fingers like a high-stakes poker player analyzing his hand. “One million dollars in Bitcoin, obviously.”

      “Wow!” exclaimed Malvalaha. “Nice payout. I’m going to buy that Porsche we talked about, Herm.”

      “Sweet,” replied Walthaus. The two exchanged high fives.

      “Each.” Lau paused to gauge their reactions. This would generate some high fives.

      “What? Each?” questioned Fakhri. She approached Lau as if about to cry.

      “Yes, Anna. Each. We will each be paid one million dollars for this job.” Then Fakhri cried. As did Walthaus, who fell into his chair with his face buried in his hands.

      “Do you know what this can do for my family?” asked Fakhri through the tears.

      “For all of our families,” added Malvalaha. He and Fakhri were hugging while Walthaus continued to shake his head in disbelief. He was muttering.

      “Are you okay, Walthaus?” asked Lau. He leaned over and placed his hands on the young graduate assistant’s shoulders.

      “Who do we have to kill?” he asked. A sudden look of apprehension came over the faces of Fakhri and Malvalaha.

      “We’re not going to kill anyone, guys. Relax. We are going to do what we do best—send a message. In fact, you could even say we are going to perform a valuable public service.”

      “White hat?” asked Malvalaha.

      “You could say that,” replied Lau. He rolled a chair from one of the computer stations and sat, indicating Fakhri and Malvalaha to do the same. “Let me give you the rundown of the project and let’s brainstorm some ideas.”

      “I for one don’t care what it is. If their money is good, I’m in,” said Walthaus. He was now twirling his bitcoin on the desk like a kid’s top.

      “You are so greedy, Walthaus,” said Fakhri. “It’s the new girlfriend, isn’t it?”

      Malvalaha laughed with Fakhri.

      “She has needs and wants,” replied Walthaus. He puffed out his chest with pride.

      “I bet she does,” said Fakhri dryly. She clearly didn’t approve of Wendy. Lau cleared his throat to get the Gamers back into focus.

      “Listen up, everybody, if we are going to do this—” said Lau, who was interrupted by laughter. “What?”

      “A million-dollar payday and you seriously wonder if we’re in?” asked Walthaus. “Hell yeah I’m in.”

      “Me too!”

      “No question.”

      “Then pay attention, we’ll be on a deadline. Everything must be a go by no later than August 31 or we get paid nothing. Everyone good with that?”

      “Yeah.” Lau turned his cap backwards and laid out the details.

      Their client, the Center for Infrastructure Protection, was in the process of securing funding for the Tres Amigas SuperStation. The purpose of the project was to tie the United States power grid together via three separate five-gigawatt superconductive high-voltage power lines. These power lines would permit the flow of energy throughout America via high-temperature superconductor wire. Tres Amigas would act as a power market hub of sorts, enabling the buying and selling of electricity between the three major power grids servicing the U.S. The entire cost of the project was in excess of two billion dollars but would generate many times that in profits for the owners of Tres Amigas.

      “This all sounds like an interesting concept,” said Malvalaha. “How would we be involved?”

      Lau walked to the kitchen to grab a Barq’s Root Beer. “Anyone?”

      “No, thanks,” replied Walthaus.

      Lau paused to take a sip and let out a little belch. Discussing Congress did that to him.

      “Tres Amigas, via our client’s think tank, is going to lobby Congress this fall for funding,” said Lau. “They want us to help raise awareness of the vulnerability of the U.S. power grid to solar flares, nuclear EMPs and cyber attacks. Ironic, isn’t it?” Lau took another sip. His throat was dry.

      “Fear is a great motivator. If we can scare Congress into acting, they will get their funding. Our job is to crash the grid.”

      “You mean like we did in Vegas?” asked Fakhri.

      “Except this project will be for the public good,” replied Lau. “It is very straightforward in its scope, but complex in its execution.”

      “Very white hat,” repeated Malvalaha. He was chomping on Nicorette gum as part of his smoking cessation plan. His next step was electronic cigarettes. “In a way, we could redeem ourselves for the aftermath of Vegas.”

      “We couldn’t predict how the public would react,” defended Fakhri. “The unions made it worse and never disclosed their involvement in the plan.” Lau was angry after the Vegas hack of the Nevada Energy servers. The hack was successful and received accolades online, but the union blindsided him with their staged walkout, leaving the casino patrons to fend for themselves. Lives were lost as a result and he vowed to be more careful. As a result, the American Airlines takeover and the Callaway Nuclear hack were of very short duration by design. He was toying with the targets. During his private conversation with Troutman, he insisted on brevity and Troutman agreed. We just want to get their attention, Troutman insisted.

      “I voiced our concern and it was stipulated in the deal,” said Lau. “Now, let’s talk about what we know about the entire power grid before we throw out ideas on the intrusion. Walthaus, you’ve studied this more than any of us.”

      “After the Vegas hack, I became interested in the issues raised on the vulnerability of the U.S. power grid to various threats—including cyber,” started Walthaus. “When we were contacted by Greenpeace, I thoroughly researched this in order to avoid a repeat of Vegas. This is why I suggested we execute the Callaway hack for a limited period of time to coincide with the Space Station flying overhead.” Walthaus stood and approached a chalkboard recently installed by Lau. Today, he was the professor.

      “On a national scale, how does the grid work?” asked Fakhri.

      Walthaus began writing as he spoke. “Generally, the delivery of electricity has three main components—power plants, transmission lines and the distribution to the end user through local utilities. The Vegas project affected a local utility while the Callaway project attacked a power plant.” He drew images of a nuclear plant’s cooling tower and stick houses, connected by lines.

      “In addition, the power lines between the power plants and the utilities pass through variable-frequency transformers, which permit a controlled flow of energy. Without these transformers, the flow of power moves through the lines uncontrolled as to source and load. The result to the utility network would be a massive destabilization from the rapid changes in power. The converter transformers at the utility would be overloaded and fail.”

      “Why isn’t the grid interconnected?” asked Lau. “How many components are there?”

      “The better way to look at it is by region,” replied Walthaus. “The U.S. is divided into two major interconnected power grids. The Western Interconnection spans the entire West Coast from Canada to Mexico, and then east over towards the Midwest. The Eastern Interconnection includes all of the East Coast and extends to the base of the Rocky Mountains. Both of the major power grids exclude Alaska, Hawaii and Texas.”

      “I can understand how Alaska and Hawaii are separated geographically, but why Texas?” asked Lau.

      “Partly because of their historical desire for self-sufficiency and partly because of their bumper sticker Don’t Mess with Texas, the state maintained its independence during the early days of building the grid. During World War II, Texas was home to several factories vital to the war effort. Their utility planners were anxious to keep the assembly lines running and were concerned about the reliability of the power supply from other states. Texas continues to be the nation’s number one gas producer and one of the top coal producers.”

      Lau interrupted. “Texas created its own island of energy. They didn’t need the rest of us.”

      “Basically, yes,” replied Walthaus. “It has served them well. As a result, the Texas grid is exempt from the majority of regulations imposed by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission because they do not sell electricity across state lines.”

      “Good for them,” said Malvalaha. “Texas is by far the largest user of electricity in the nation, yet their power costs are the lowest. Why would they submit to the federal bureaucracy?”

      “It has worked out for them apparently,” said Fakhri. “But you have to wonder if this Tres Amigas proposal will meet with resistance from Texas.”

      “What does that mean in Spanish anyway?” asked Malvalaha.

      “Three friends,” said Walthaus. “If they were friends, they would have connected their grids already.”

      “The client wants us to shut down all three of these grids at the same time?” asked Fakhri, turning her attention to Lau.

      “Yes. He specifically said to avoid wasting time on Hawaii or Alaska. Their point will be made without the extra effort.”

      Lau approached the chalkboard and erased the drawing. He wrote East – West – Texas across the top. “Let’s divide the research between the three amigos. Malvalaha will take the eastern grid, Fakhri will research the west, and Walthaus will try to crack the Republic of Texas.” Lau underlined each region.

      “Electric systems are not designed to withstand or quickly recover from damage inflicted concurrently on multiple components. Our client wants us to coordinate the hack to put the country in the dark for a brief period of time, and then bring it back online. We need to research if this can be done simultaneously or staggered. For this reason, each of us will handle a different interconnection and I will consider the simultaneous approach. If it can’t be done as a coordinated effort, then I will tell our new client of the risks. I am sure they will understand.”

      Of all the questions Lau answered that afternoon as the Zero Day Gamers conjured up a plan, one was not addressed—how did they find us?
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      Lau impressed upon the Zero Day Gamers the importance of privacy and hiding their digital footprint. They utilized several approaches to use the web incognito. First, they always browsed the web using privacy windows, preventing websites from planting tracking cookies to trace their whereabouts or follow their activities.

      Second, they utilized a virtual private network—VPN. A VPN utilized advanced encryption to hide Internet use by creating a virtual data tunnel while the user’s true IP address remained hidden from the rest of the world. Lau used the example of an author who was raided by Homeland Security based upon a warrantless NSA analysis of his online research. The author’s computer was seized and he was detained indefinitely as a domestic terrorist. The author finally convinced DHS he was researching a novel and he was eventually released. The Zero Day Gamers would not be.

      “I have to provide an update to Mr. Troutman this afternoon, so let’s see where we are on our research,” said Lau. He pushed himself up to sit on the kitchen island countertop, allowing his feet to swing beneath him. He was feeling good. The Red Sox were on their way to clinching their division early and the thought of bitcoins in his virtual wallet was alluring. “Fakhri, West Coast, talk to me!”

      “We collectively researched the documents and filings contained on the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission website,” replied Fakhri. “Based upon their latest classified filings with the Senate Committee on Energy, FERC has identified nine critical substations out of fifty-five thousand in need of additional security.”

      “How did you access classified filings, or do I want to know?” asked Lau.

      “It was actually simple, Professor,” replied Walthaus. “One of the committee members is Senator Al Franken, the former Saturday Night Live comedian. In his 2008 Senate race, activists for Greenpeace were accused of helping Franken commit voter fraud to secure his election by a mere three hundred votes.”

      “So, he’s a funny crooked politician,” said Lau, his feet now beating against the kitchen island cabinets like a kid.

      “It’s more than that, Professor,” said Malvalaha. “All three of us were amazed at the amount of detailed information Greenpeace had on the Callaway Nuclear Power Plant—some of which was not publically available.

      “Fakhri spoke with her contact there, who admitted Franken was exchanging classified information on the nation’s infrastructure in exchange for campaign support,” said Malvalaha. She handed Lau a printout from her Greenpeace contact. “This report was generated by FERC for the Energy Committee. It identifies the nine critical substations.”

      Lau hopped off the island and headed to the chalkboard. He scribbled the names of the locations under each of the regions. Under West, he wrote Portland, Denver and Calgary. Under East, he wrote Philly, Albany, Indy and Chattanooga.

      “Chattanooga is an odd location,” said Lau as he looked at the report to confirm the location.

      “Small city with a big impact on the Southeastern United States power grid,” replied Walthaus. “It is the heart of the massive Tennessee Valley Authority network of dams and nuclear facilities.”

      “Okay. Then in Texas we have Austin and Waco,” said Lau. “Is there anything about these geographic locations of importance other than their location within the various interconnections?”

      “Yes,” replied Walthaus. He stood and approached the blackboard. “These nine substations are in close proximity to the ten largest power plants in America. Only three of the top ten power plants are not nuclear—one hydro, one gas and one coal. Grand Coulee in the Pacific Northwest is a hydroelectric station and Plant Scherer—a coal-fired plant south of Chattanooga—are examples.”

      Walthaus wrote the number ten on the board. “Based upon our research, these ten power plants generate over eighty percent of America’s electricity. If these nine substations identified by FERC were taken offline, the ten largest U.S. power plants would stop distributing energy and the entire nation would go dark.”

      “Are you telling me we have to undertake ten intrusions like Callaway and Nevada Energy at the same time?” asked Lau. He removed his cap and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. He was surprised it hadn’t fallen out at this point.

      “No,” said Walthaus. “We’re going to go after the substations. Because of the proximity of these nine substations to the most critical power generation stations, their failure will create a cascading failure across the three respective grids. There are a lot of factors to consider such as energy demand, weather and activity of the power plants themselves, but we believe for maximum effect, these nine substations will be our targets.”

      “Let’s talk about timetable because I expect Troutman to ask,” said Lau. “First, do you have a date in mind, and second, can you be ready?”

      “We have a date, sir,” replied Fakhri. “The images from the International Space Station were repeated throughout the international media for weeks. For that reason, we chose Saturday night, September 2. Like the Callaway hack on July 4, there will be a new moon and the ISS will have a complete view of the continental U.S. at approximately nine Eastern that evening.”

      “And, we can be ready,” added Malvalaha. He sat up in his chair. “Don’t get me wrong, we have identified several methods to access the respective servers. We are in the process of conducting penetration tests to gain insight into each system’s structure. The next week will be very busy for us.”

      “There is good news,” said Walthaus as he approached the blackboard again. He wrote one word—Microsoft. “The common denominator so far is a Microsoft Windows–based operating system, our old friend. We should be able to use elements of the Vegas and Callaway hacks for this project.”

      “Good news indeed,” said Lau. He hopped off the kitchen island, generating another belch.

      “We have found some precedent for what we are trying to accomplish,” said Malvalaha. “This is similar to the India blackouts of 2012.” Malvalaha opened up a window on his monitor and pointed to a map of India.

      “What happened in 2012?” asked Lau as he walked to get a better view of the monitor.

      “Like the United States, India is demarcated into several interconnections,” started Malvalaha, pointing at the screen. He circled the northern part of the map. “All of these regions were synchronously interconnected. This is what Tres Amigas is attempting to achieve. However, the southern regional grid is asynchronous—detached, like the United States power grid. When the country was hit by the cascading failures in 2012, the southern grid was spared.

      “If the U.S. grid was interconnected, our job would be easier,” said Malvalaha. “Like India, a cascading failure of the grid will occur, but it will be compartmentalized between east, west and Texas. Something our client is not considering is the ancillary benefit of asynchronicity. After Tres Amigas is built, a terrorist or foreign country could bring the entire grid down with one intrusion because all three regions will be interconnected. At least now, some parts of the country’s grid would be protected.”

      “Give me an overview of the plan,” said Lau.

      Malvalaha switched to another map showing a picture of the continental United States with a series of red stars, blue dots and red interconnecting lines. The image resembled an airline route map you might see in the seat pocket in front of you while flying.

      “We obtained this from a presentation given by the North American SynchroPhasor Institute last spring during a Homeland Security Subcommittee briefing. We downloaded it off the SmartGrid.gov website. You’ll notice the nine red stars. These represent the nine critical substations we identified on the blackboard. It wasn’t difficult to put two and two together and confirm the grid’s most vulnerable underbellies.” Impressive.

      “I’m surprised terrorists haven’t figured this out,” said Lau.

      “They’re too busy cutting off heads.” Walthaus chuckled. “Idiots.”

      “You’ll notice there are no lines connecting the dots between the Texas, east, and west regions,” continued Malvalaha. “We will treat each interconnection separately, as its own country. By dividing up the responsibilities, we can formulate a plan quickly. Then we can coordinate our timing.”

      Lau drew lines under the word west on the blackboard. “Using the western grid as an example, walk me through the process.”

      “We haven’t thoroughly studied each system to identify the mechanics, but basically, here’s how it works,” replied Malvalaha. “We create a failure of the Calgary substation, which will immediately overdraw more power than what was scheduled from the Portland and Denver facilities. This creates an unscheduled interchange, which is normally done when there is a surplus of power available from the grid. It is less expensive than purchasing power from local, independent power producers. The western grid could survive a failure of the Calgary substation alone, but within seconds, the Denver substation will be taken offline. This will force the Portland facility to shed loads and transfer power to both Calgary and Denver. While we will be prepared to deactivate Portland as well, we probably won’t have to. The overdraw by Denver and Calgary will combine to trip the thermal plants at Portland beyond their capacity, leaving the entire system in the dark.”

      Lau envisioned the process like a ripple on a pond. Once a single point of failure was identified, then all of the elements in the power transmission system became compromised.

      “How do you restore power?” asked Lau.

      “We’re still working on that detail,” replied Fakhri. “Using the 2012 India blackout as an example, the system engineers were able to restore eighty percent of the power within five hours. We consider that to be the worst case here.” Five hours in the dark, worst case. The blackout of 2003 in the northeast United States was largely restored within seven hours.

      Lau studied the map. The Gamers had a viable, workable plan.

      “Do you guys know what chaos theory is?”

      “You mean like in the Jurassic Park movie?” asked Walthaus.

      Lau instantly visualized dinosaurs roaming through Boston Common.

      “I remember that scene as well,” said Lau. “Chaos Theory is the science of surprises and the unpredictable. As Julie Chen on my favorite reality show Big Brother says—expect the unexpected. Our friends at MIT study predictable phenomena like gravity, electricity or chemical reactions. Chaos Theory is the study of unpredictable events and their effect on an experiment. In our case, a slight error or complication in our methodology could be amplified dramatically.”

      “Like what, Professor?” asked Fakhri.

      “The lights don’t come back on.”
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        Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts

      

      

      He was thankful for clear skies and a lack of turbulence. The short ride in the Sikorsky S-76 from Boston was devoid of the sudden sideways movements and occasional rapid changes in altitude typical of helicopter flights. The swooping motions that created a thrill for some presented difficulty for others. He requested the morning meeting to avoid a return trip at night, when the human eye struggled to find a reference point on the horizon. This could result in serious spatial disorientation and motion sickness—and his day did not need the added stress.

      The newly designed Sikorsky was ideal for his trips to the Vineyard. Most people thought of the deafening thump, thump, thump sounds of the rotors, but inside the cabin, the redesigned Pratt & Whitney engines and noise-reduced tail rotor barely competed with his thoughts.

      Flying over Buzzards Bay, he glanced out of the starboard-side windows, catching a glimpse of the Black Hawk helicopter that had shadowed them since they passed New Bedford. To his left, he observed the lines of cars, full of tourists and gawkers alike, waiting for the ferry trips departing Woods Hole—taking them to the island. Naturally, security was heightened due to the importance of the vacationers, but the appearance of Coast Guard coastal patrol boats throughout Vineyard Sound was a reminder of the state of world affairs.

      As the pilot swooped across Menemsha Pond, he thought about the words used in the past that drew so much criticism from pundits—you didn’t build that. There was some truth to the statement. Nobody got rich on their own money. They leveraged their wealth on the backs of others. Similarly, power was achieved through the adept application of your strengths.

      Machiavelli once wrote he who wishes to be obeyed must know how to command. A commander-in-chief might be anointed with power, but it did not necessarily provide him the ability to command. He needed guidance. Today, help arrived in the form of a message—one that must be delivered face to face.

      The pilot gently set the Sikorsky down on the helipad built by the Corps of Engineers on his property just three weeks ago. Men and women in dark suits surrounded the landing zone, along with several golf carts. The welcoming committee was a little much—especially for his own home.

      He loved the Chilmark House. Situated on the southwest part of Martha’s Vineyard, the open floor plan and the floor-to-ceiling windows in each living space accentuated the panoramic views of the South Shore and the Atlantic Ocean.

      After the obligatory security check, he was escorted inside as a guest in his own home. It was an odd feeling. He was not accustomed to meetings outside of the sanctity of his offices in Boston.

      “Hello, sir,” greeted David McDill, the White House Chief of Staff. McDill was not part of the inner circle. He filled a role as an intermediary, a conduit for the exchange of information. The President’s real confidant, the person whom he trusted the most, was by his side—Victoria Blanchett.

      “Good morning, David,” he said. “It is nice to see you again.”

      McDill escorted him down the steps into the sunken living room, where the President finished a putt across the carpet to a makeshift cup. The President whispered something into the ear of Blanchett, who looked up at him and smiled. There was something between them—something more.

      “Mr. President, your guest is here,” announced McDill.

      Blanchett hastily broke away from the President and smiled as she exited the room.

      “Thank you, David, you can go now,” said the President.

      Silence filled the room as Blanchett and McDill exited, closing the doors behind them. Once the room was empty, the President smiled and spoke first.

      “How are you, my friend, it has been too long.”

      The men shook hands and shared a brief embrace.

      “We’ve come a long way in the twenty-five years since we met at Harvard,” he said.

      “I will always appreciate your assistance in landing the summer clerk’s position at Hopkins and Sutter,” said the President. “That summer changed my life.” The summer Saul Alinsky changed your life.

      “Well, Mr. President, do you have something against the nine-hole course I built on the grounds?” he asked. “We built it with you in mind—all doglegs turn left.”

      “Very funny!” said the President. “It’s ironic. My swing produces a terrible slice, but it plays into a dogleg left perfectly because I’m left-handed. I absolutely love your place. It’s difficult for me to find solace. Somehow, Chilmark gives me the opportunity to think and reflect.”

      He set the putter aside and motioned for the men to sit by the windows overlooking the pool.

      “Your children seem to be enjoying themselves.”

      “Definitely. They start school soon and this gives them an opportunity to relax. It’s not easy being the children of a president.”

      “How is your wife?”

      “She hates me, to be blunt,” said the President. “But you probably already know this. When I entered office, she envisioned an opportunity to effectuate a new direction for America in a dramatic way. Change isn’t easy. I tried to explain to her there would be setbacks and false starts. She wanted me to crush my political detractors. She thought I was being weak, indecisive. In hindsight, I should have fast-tracked some of my initiatives while I had supermajorities in both houses. Frankly, I received bad advice from political advisors who were more concerned with an upcoming midterm election than my agenda. The party sustained heavy losses anyway.”

      “I suppose,” came the reply. Let’s get down to business. “Mr. President, the election is in ninety days. You know why I am here. A decision needs to be made.”

      “Here’s the deal,” started the President. “I still have a lot of work to do. When I came into office, I promised my constituents meaningful change. I told them we are greater together than we can ever be on our own. I am running out of time and I know it. I will not leave office without fulfilling my legacy.”

      “I understand, Mr. President.”

      He decided to allow the President a little more time to speak and reflect. He would encourage the leader of the free world to reach the necessary conclusion on his own. The President rose to his feet and stared out the window. He put his hands in his pockets and stood stoically for a moment.

      “You’ve warned me for years of this possibility,” said the President, breaking the silence. “I have watched as you expertly orchestrated events around the world to achieve certain mutual goals. For my part, I have purged the military. I have executed both executive orders and secret directives with a singular purpose in mind. Your associate, Mr. Holmes, has been useful in that regard.”

      “He’s a good lawyer and appreciates the importance of our goals.”

      “I have spent the last eight years preparing for this eventuality,” said the President. “In addition to advancing my agenda, I have taken measures to allow for a continuation of my work. In order to win the future, I need more time.”

      “What do you propose?” he said.

      “There is only one way to circumvent the Constitution without a series of annoying courtroom spectacles,” replied the President. “Martial law and the suspension of Posse Comitatus.”

      “I believe you are correct, Mr. President. I know you understand the ramifications of such a declaration.”

      “I do,” said the President. “The groundwork has been laid. Over the last seven years or so, I have conditioned the American people to accept the presence of our military in their cities and towns.”

      “The law supports your approach, Mr. President. Never in the history of our country have we faced so many potentially destructive threats at the same time. Your leadership can guide the nation through a crisis, and if handled properly, a continuation of your presidency will be welcomed.”

      “Thank you for that,” said the President. “Difficult times lie ahead and will require shared sacrifice by all. I know there will be pain inflicted upon average Americans. I can focus the government’s vast network of assistance upon those who welcome our help and who agree with our vision for a new America.”

      “You will experience resistance from within the government, and beyond.”

      “Let me be clear,” said the President with conviction. “This will be an opportunity for all Americans to choose a side. If they wish to be a part of an America that is open to fairness for all, then they will join me. Those who remain loyal to my vision will relish the opportunity to be placed in positions of power. I have no concerns about the American people who have grown accustomed to the benefits my government provides them. They will thrive with the full protection and care for their families.”

      “What about your most vehement opponents?”

      “Oh, I have a plan for them,” said the President. “Congress gave me fast-track authority for trade agreements last year. Under the TPA, I have the ability to issue domestic executive orders over virtually all goods and services produced in the United States. I can issue executive orders for weapons and ammunition confiscation, prohibitions on hoarding food and necessary supplies, gold confiscation and the required relocation to detention facilities for our citizens’ safety. For those who choose to resist by clinging to their foolish notions of patriotism, guns and hypocritical religious beliefs, they will receive the full weight of my government upon them.”

      “Russia and China?” he asked, digging a little further.

      “We’ll toss them a bone,” said the President. “And stop opposing them at every turn. What about your end? Do you have everything in order?”

      “I do, Mr. President. With your assistance, I have planned a series of carefully orchestrated false-flag attacks this year. Everything is in order for the final collapse event.”

      “Perfect. I will be in Hawaii,” said the President.

      “And how will the Vice President react?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” said the President. “He will be in an unfortunate location when it happens. Where will you be?”

      “Initially in Boston with my daughter; then we will evacuate together to Prescott Peninsula.”

      “I am glad the acquisition worked out for you,” said the President. “We can offer your daughter a position in the new government when things settle down. What about her patriot friends?”

      “Their lineage dates back to the founding of America. They will see the necessity of this course of action, as will my daughter. All of them realize this country needs a reset. They just don’t know what that entails.”

      As for you, Mr. President, your entire career is based upon planned obsolescence.
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      “In a desperate attempt to generate more excitement from her base, Mrs. Clinton made what has been characterized as a racially charged and divisive speech at the National Mall today on the anniversary of Martin Luther King’s memorable speech—I Have A Dream. Let’s take a listen to an excerpt,” said Bret Baier, host of Special Report on the Fox News channel. The monitor changed to Hillary Clinton standing on a stage in front of the Lincoln Memorial.

      “This nation was founded on the basis of freedom, but our Founding Fathers left one important task unresolved. They were slave owners and therefore were unwilling to address one of the original sins of this country—the inhumane ownership and mistreatment of African-Americans. While it is true the Constitution provided all Americans equal citizenship under the law, African-Americans were not considered people. They were property!” Clinton stood back from the podium and nodded her head as the crowd voiced their displeasure with the Founding Fathers’ oversight. She continued.

      “The Constitution did not deliver on its promise of freedom for all Americans and I am here to say our country has failed African-Americans for over two hundred and fifty years!” She paused for the applause to die down.

      “This nation owes an apology to all African-Americans. This nation owes all African-Americans reparations for the sins of past slavery and the sins of current oppression. Elect me President, and I will see that all African-Americans receive their fair share of the pie that was stolen from their enslaved ancestors!” The monitor faded out and returned to the Fox panel.

      “Charles, what do you make of this?” asked Baier. Dr. Charles Krauthammer, a board-certified psychiatrist, was best known for his political commentary, which earned him a Pulitzer Prize while at The Washington Post. Confined to a wheelchair following a freak surfing accident in college, Dr. Krauthammer stood tall, however, among inside-the-beltway conservative pundits.

      “Bret, the Clintons have gone back to the basics and opened a playbook that was so effective for Bill in the 1990s—racial divisiveness,” replied Dr. Krauthammer. “The difference is the extent of the rhetoric. Today’s speech by Mrs. Clinton on this historic date was more than a speech to rouse the emotions of the democratic base. She fired heavy artillery at our Constitution and all American institutions. This will do more than gin up the base. This will whip them into a frenzy with potentially violent consequences—as this afternoon’s riots show.” The monitors switched to cars burning and rioters battling police in front of the Capitol. Another scene showed barriers being knocked down as the protestors attempted to climb the steps of the Supreme Court building. Tear gas was administered to disperse the crowd.

      “To Charles’s point, American cities have experienced a summer of discontent unparalleled in my lifetime,” added Laura Ingraham, talk show host and frequent contributor to the FoxNews panel. “Racial disturbances have wracked Boston, Cleveland, Memphis, and Washington, D.C. Not only is the racial divide evident from these clashes, but the explanation is deeply divided as well.” A poll was shown on the screen. The poll was labeled Cause of Racial Tensions.

      “The Wall Street Journal, NBC poll seems to illustrate this,” said Baier. “Seventy-four percent of African Americans blame longtime mistreatment and disrespect as the cause of the divide. Seventy-one percent of whites claimed African-Americans were simply seizing an excuse to loot. Charles?”

      “This is not a racial divide, this is a chasm,” replied Dr. Krauthammer. “It is a crevasse that is expanding and the political rhetoric we experienced today will not help bring the country together. Which brings me back to the Clinton playbook. She continues to fall in the polls and with ten weeks to go, she is looking for some traction. She needs the coalition of African-American voters to turn out in record numbers, as they did for the President in the last two elections, in order to overcome Senator Paul’s momentum. This speech is just the first step in that direction.”

      “Let me add,” said Baier. “There are protests organized throughout the upcoming Labor Day weekend by African-American activists and another core constituency of the democratic party—America’s labor unions. They intend to make their voices heard in every major city across the country as the start of a fall push to get Hillary Clinton elected. The question is whether it is too late to turn the tide.”
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        August 31

        Undisclosed Location

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Is this kid ever gonna come out of his apartment?” barked Sharpie into the comms. “I went to Harvard and there was no way I could afford to live in Regatta Riverview.”

      Steven shifted his seat in the surveillance van as he watched through cameras identifying the entrance to the east tower parking garage. He hoped the overnight surveillance team didn’t miss his departure.

      “Stow it, Sharpie,” replied Steven. “Bugs, sitrep.”

      “Oscar Mike,” replied Bugs, who had picked up the young woman, Anna Fakhri, fifteen minutes ago.

      “Roger.”

      Two days before, Steven was summoned to 73 Tremont to meet with John Morgan and Malcolm Lowe. Morgan instructed Lowe to create a state-of-the-art cyber facility in an old warehouse downtown. He asked Steven and Lowe to bring in the Zero Day Gamers—quietly—to finish their task in Morgan’s facility. Morgan believed they were at risk of being arrested by the FBI.

      The team arrived at the loft on Binney at O Dark Stupid and gathered up the tired-looking professor. He apparently slept on his couch a lot. The professor didn’t protest excessively but seemed skeptical of Steven’s explanation. As the Aegis team pulled hard drives out of the computers, the professor’s look of concern turned to fear.

      Steven was a good soldier and learned not to outwardly question his orders. But the abduction of the Zero Day Gamers for their own good was added to the growing list of questionable missions. If the FBI was hot on their trail, Katie would know. She hadn’t mentioned it to him.

      “Here we go,” announced Sharpie. “Wait, there’s a girl with him. Redhead. Copy?”

      Steven thought for a moment. He was under strict instructions—no witnesses.

      “I have them on the screen, stand by.” Steven looked at his watch. The kid was nearly an hour past his normal routine. She must be a girlfriend. The Binney Street location would be less conspicuous at this hour.

      “Ahh, how sweet,” said Sharpie. “She gave him a kiss good-bye as he goes off to work. Fat boy is bangin’ the Wendy’s girl. He needs to lay off the cheeseburgers.”

      “Change of plans, Sharpie,” said Steven. “We can’t pick him up here because she’ll notice the abandoned car. Follow him down to Binney Street. We’ll grab him there, roger?”

      “Roger that. Rollin’ on,” replied Sharpie.

      Seven minutes later, the youngest member of the Zero Day Gamers was en route to join his associates in their new digs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        August 31

        Undisclosed Location

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Lowe and Steven emerged from the makeshift command and control post set up for the surveillance and abduction of the four hackers. Lowe was proud of his handiwork. In just a few days, he had transformed this dilapidated downtown car dealership into a brightly lit series of individual offices and cubicles. Other than the paint peeling off the walls and the asbestos-filled ceiling, this could pass as a state-of-the-art cyber center.

      “Steven, have them all brought into the small conference room,” said Lowe. “After that, my team will take it from here. You guys can wrap it up.”

      “Well, sure,” replied Steven hesitantly. Mr. Morgan was explicit in his instructions—neither Steven nor his team was to be involved in the continuation of this project.

      Steven waved to his men, who brought each of the Zero Day Gamers into the room. The looks of apprehension were obvious. He had to calm them down or they wouldn’t be able to function. They sat down and Lowe joined them.

      “Good morning, everybody.”

      “Was this necessary, Troutman?” asked Lau. He was brought into the facility the earliest and was now visibly suspicious of Troutman and his intentions.

      “Professor, I truly apologize for the surreptitious methods we employed this morning to bring you all together,” replied Lowe. “Unfortunately, our friends in Washington gave us credible information regarding interest in your past activities by law enforcement.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Lau.

      Lowe noticed a tear run down the face of the young woman, Fakhri. Lowe learned long ago fear was the oldest and strongest emotion affecting man. The strongest fear of them all was the unknown. His approach would be to quell their fears of the immediate threat, but allow the unknown to lurk in their subconscious to keep them focused on their task.

      “First, let me calm your anxiety for a moment while being aboveboard on the situation,” replied Lowe. “Effective this morning, your location on Binney Street is closed—emptied out completely. We have removed every piece of equipment and our team has wiped every shred of latent evidence indicating your presence there. You are ghosts.”

      “Why?”

      “Our contacts in Washington informed us the FBI has tied your Binney Street location to the security breach of Senator Abigail Morgan’s personal computer,” replied Lowe. “Apparently, the breach occurred several weeks ago and has been identified as cyber vandalism. Our sources tell us your intent was not to cause the senator any harm or retrieve information. It is being labeled as a possible campaign stunt.” Lowe purposefully avoided eye contact with Walthaus. He hoped to keep the group together without animosity between them.

      “That’s ridiculous!” exclaimed Lau. “We have no interest in her computer. There is no benefit to us. Further, we are extremely careful, following all necessary protocols.” Lau pushed his chair away from the table as if to leave.

      “Please keep your seat, Professor,” demanded Lowe.

      “I don’t like this at all,” complained Lau. “The senator’s problems have nothing to do with us!”

      Walthaus slumped into his chair, hoping to disappear. “But—”

      Lowe cut Walthaus off. “We believe you have been set up by Anonymous or a similar hacktivist group—perhaps out of jealousy or with the intent to eliminate you as a rival.”

      Walthaus showed signs of life as Lowe made direct eye contact. Shut up, kid.

      “We’re here to help you weather this storm. My employers are willing to continue working with you towards our goals but only under certain conditions.”

      “What conditions?” asked a still-agitated Lau as he settled back in his seat.

      “The conditions of our original offer stand,” replied Lowe. “Based upon our conversation the other day, you’re prepared to initiate the grid-down scenario on Saturday night. Is that still the case?”

      “Yes, we have a few details to iron out,” replied Lau, who was calming down. “What are the other conditions?”

      “Until we have more information on the intrusion into the senator’s personal computer, we must take certain precautions. I hope you understand. I don’t want to offend any of you, but we have to insure there is no mole in your group.”

      “Oh, come on,” protested Malvalaha. “We know each other like brothers and sisters. None of us are working for the government and we would never expose each other to criminal prosecution.”

      Walthaus hid within himself again.

      Lowe ignored the protest and turned his attention back to the professor. “We mean no disrespect to you or your associates, Professor, but the stakes are high for all concerned. The circumstances have changed and we all need to rely upon each other’s protection.”

      “What are the other requirements?” asked Lau.

      “You will each be assigned a dedicated workstation that will be connected via an enclosed intranet system. All activity will be continuously monitored by my team. Do not attempt to contact anyone via your computers, please. This is for your own safety.”

      “Okay.”

      “Once the task is completed, you will be paid in full together with an additional stipend for your stay.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Fakhri.

      “You’ll not be allowed to leave this facility until after the task is completed.”

      Lau exploded. “You can’t hold us hostage. Are you crazy? Come on, let’s go. I’ve had enough.”

      Lowe nodded his head, indicating for his security team to come in. The room was quickly filled with four Aegis operatives. “Please sit, Professor. It’s not as bad as you make it out to be. There may be warrants for your arrest as we speak. Our people in Washington will take care of this for you in the next day or two if you can calm yourself, and let’s move forward.”

      Walthaus spoke up. “Professor, here’s the thing. The senator’s laptop…” Walthaus trailed off. “The senator’s laptop is irrelevant right now. These people have made us an offer that will allow us to disappear to some tiny island in god knows where. I don’t mind hanging out here for a couple of days to focus on what may be the greatest hack of all time. Come on, guys, don’t you agree?”

      Again, Lau calmed himself and sat down. The Aegis security personnel left the room and Lowe was back in control.

      “Fine, Mr. Troutman, or whatever your real name is,” said Lau. “We’ll move forward, but we want confirmation of half payment by the end of the day. We’re not going anywhere and your watchers won’t allow us to access it. We just need some assurances.”

      “Done. Now, it’s a little hot in here, don’t you think? Why don’t we step out here and let me introduce you to my team. I’m anxious to hear the updated details of your plan.”

      Lowe led them out of the room, but he pulled Lau back in by the arm.

      He whispered in his ear, “You and I will need to speak privately, Professor. My employer has an additional offer for you.” An offer you can and will accept.
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        September 3

        73 Tremont

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Morgan was uncharacteristically dressed in khakis and a polo shirt—not because this was a rare day in the office—but because today would be a rare day.

      It was getting late, the sun having dropped below the western horizon, leaving only a pale white remnant in his view. He left the sofa and his dinner and looked at the museum case full of antiquities, including a copy of Poor Richard’s Almanack written by Benjamin Franklin in 1739. He hadn’t opened the glass door to the climate-controlled piece in over fifteen years. He removed the book and gently thumbed through the pages. He found the page he was looking for, the one pointed out to him by his father when he was very young. Morgan muttered the words aloud.

      “By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail.”

      The Morgan family built a financial dynasty on this premise. His father, Henry Sturgis Morgan, the grandson of J. P. Morgan, took the family investment banking business to the top of the global financial world. Now, Morgan Global protégés held positions of power in every European central bank, in the top fifty global lending institutions and at all levels of the most powerful nation-states. I have prepared, Father.

      Morgan used his vast network of think tanks, corporate public relation firms, and the corruption of government institutions from the presidency to Congress to judges. This complex system was created to insure profits and earnings would flow to the Boston Brahmin and any associated risks would fall on the shoulders of others.

      He allured a delusional President, willingly, into a fool’s paradise. Desperate to hold onto power, the present occupant of the office would sell his soul to remain there. He would be an excellent propagandist for the goals Morgan sought to achieve. The President, blinded by power, was easily manipulated to advance the geopolitical and financial strategies of the Boston Brahmin. But his term would also come to an end.

      Now, decades of preparation were coming to fruition. With every shock to the system, governments were weakened and the wealthy oligarchs of the world became more powerful. As nation-states collapsed, the void was filled by the surviving power brokers. This nation had survived catastrophic economic collapses in its past. America, with his guidance, would emerge stronger, wealthier and more powerful—without the baggage that was dragging her down.

      “Sir,” said Lowe, bursting into the room without knocking.

      “What is it, Malcolm?”

      “I’ve received a text message from your daughter’s chief of staff.”

      Morgan looked at his watch—9:10 p.m. “What does it say?”

      “The campaign delayed her return in order to make an impromptu campaign stop.”

      “What? Where?”

      “Tallahassee, Florida, sir.”
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        September 3

        Triple Q Ranch, Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “The girls were exhausted,” said Susan as she joined Donald, J.J. and Sabs on the front porch of the main building of the Prescott Peninsula complex—1PP. “All of that time swimming wore out our water babies, Daddy.”

      Donald took a sip of his Samuel Adams lager. The sound of a loon wailed across the Quabbin Reservoir as it tried to regain contact with its mate. This prompted a responsive night chorus of loon tremolos—a back and forth sound that sounded like a violinist playing the same note repeatedly.

      “This is so serene, peaceful,” said Donald. “If we didn’t have to sleep on bunk beds, I could stay here forever. Tell me again why we live in the city?”

      “It’s not that bad at Brae Burn,” replied Susan. “I think we would go stir-crazy with no activities for us or the children.”

      Donald stretched out in the chair in order to work out the stiffness setting in from today’s activities. “I suppose. Besides, we can come out here whenever we want. We have security personnel rotating in and out per Brad’s orders. The pantry is always stocked, needless to say. The Triple Q Ranch can become our home away from home any time.”

      “You two have performed a miracle here,” said J.J. “I was amazed at 100 Beacon when you first took me on a tour. Sarge sits on top of a prepper fortress, and 1PP is equally outfitted, but can accommodate hundreds of people.”

      “And they did it in ninety days,” added Sabs. J.J. reached out to rub her shoulder. Donald was happy for his friend and enjoyed watching their relationship grow. They were now inseparable and both of them contributed greatly to the development of the Triple Q Ranch. “What’s the next step?”

      “Nothing, really,” replied Donald. “Any preparedness plan, regardless of the magnitude, is always evolving based upon everything from increased mouths to feed to the nature of the threats we face. Susan and I conducted extensive research considering our anticipated occupancy levels and the amount of time the Triple Q Ranch would be occupied during a collapse event.”

      Donald stood up to stretch his legs and continued. “The motto on the preparedness website I prefer most—FreedomPreppers.com—is very straightforward. Because you never know when the day before is the day before. Prepare for tomorrow.”

      “There are certain threats we face—collapse events—that can occur without warning,” added Susan. “Examples are an EMP attack, bioterror attacks, and certain natural disasters. Others, like solar flares, pandemic, near-earth objects, and economic collapse provide at least a modicum of warning.”

      “What is your biggest concern, Donald?” asked Sabs.

      Donald thought for a moment, as there were so many reasons to prepare. He sat back down and looked into the dark woods as the loons continued to entertain each other with their crazy laugh. “Darkness. My biggest concern is any grid-down scenario, whether it was caused by a massive solar flare, a nuclear-delivered EMP, or due to a cyber attack. If all or part of the power grid goes down, we will quickly descend into economic and societal collapse.”

      Susan held his hand. They’d had this conversation many times before. “Our plan for the Triple Q Ranch assumed a long-term grid-down scenario,” said Susan. “We consider it the worst-case scenario. Any collapse event which is less than the collapse of the power grid could then be dealt with unless…”

      “Unless what?” asked J.J.

      “Unless one or more of our enemies used our nation’s bad fortune to their advantage and piled on with an attack of their own. A fighter can take a punch and get off the mat. Several punches can result in a knockout.”

      Donald continued to stare out into the darkness. J.J. broke him out of the trance.

      “Hey, buddy, how but another cold beer?” J.J. helped Sabs out of her Adirondack chair. “You stay put while we grab the burgers and potatoes for the grill.” It was a new moon. It was dark.

      “Deal. I could use another cold one.”
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        September 3

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge and Julia sat down at the dining table on the rooftop terrace at 100 Beacon. It was a cool evening indicating the end of summer and fall’s arrival. Julia handed Sarge the corkscrew and watched as he expertly popped open a German Spätlese from the Mosel region of Germany near the Czech border. This was a very sweet wine, perfect for dessert and one of Julia’s favorites. They were quiet for a moment as they both looked out across the Charles River and the Esplanade on Storrow Drive.

      There was supposed to be a Boston Pops concert together with a fireworks show afterwards, but it was cancelled because Boston PD had insufficient manpower to provide security. Over the last several days, riots and unrest—typically confined to the South End—were now prevalent in all parts of the city. Boston was coming unraveled. Sarge saw evidence this was the beginning of the end.

      Julia broke the silence. “I think the Quinns took their girls to Prescott Peninsula for the weekend. Susan said Donald wanted to admire his handiwork.”

      Sarge laughed. “As well he should. They worked miracles to bring that project together in a hundred days. Mr. Morgan was very pleased when I spoke with him the other day.” Sarge poured them both a glass of wine and they toasted.

      “Cheers.”

      “I think J.J. and Sabs went too,” she said. “I guess they are officially an item.”

      “Donald told me J.J. was very happy and he referred to Sabs as being good therapy.” Sarge laughed. “I wonder what he means by that.”

      “Oh, I know,” replied Julia. “We had a girl talk the other day. Sabs is very much a soldier, but she is trying to retain her identity as a woman. They are getting serious and I’m very happy for them.”

      “Yeah, me too.” Sarge slid a couple of chairs in front of them so they could prop up their feet. Julia kicked off her sandals and settled in. “Speaking of getting serious, my brother has gone through some changes this summer.”

      “I noticed that too. I never get an opportunity to talk to Katie much since she is in Washington. But I noticed Steven spends a lot of time with her.”

      Sarge took a sip of wine and paused as two police cars roared down Commonwealth—sirens blazing.

      “Something happened to Steven when he was on assignment in Germany last May. Just a week before, he was his usual testosterone-driven whore dog. A week or so after he returned, he began to call Katie every night and visited her most weekends. He doesn’t even talk about his usual man-child stuff.”

      “What happened to him? Is he okay?”

      “Yeah, it’s nothing like that. He is just serious now. He pays attention to the news. He stays with Katie every chance he gets. I don’t know. Maybe he’s growing up.”

      “No way.”

      “Way.” That earned him a slug to the shoulder.

      “Good for them. When I see Katie, I’ll ask her how he’s doin’. Girls know things.”

      “You do.”

      “Yep.”

      Sarge contemplated this for a moment. “I spoke to Brad. He allowed a substantial amount of the base to go on leave to visit their families. He has a trusted group that he keeps on base at all times—hard-core military and the nucleus of the Mechanics.”

      “How many does he have?”

      “He told me last week he has around eighty to a hundred at Devens, but thousands more nationwide under the command of friends.”

      “Wow, that’s a great start.”

      “I thought so. These guys rotate in and out of the Triple Q Ranch, acting as maintenance and security. He and Donald have it very well organized.” He refilled their glasses and they clinked them before taking another sip.

      “Where is Abbie this weekend?”

      “I thought she was supposed to be home, according to what her dad said the other day, but I caught a glimpse of her at a campaign stop in Tallahassee near Florida State University. They have her flying all over the country, putting out fires.”

      “Is Florida in play?”

      “Must be. The ticket is slipping in the polls. Unless something changes, they will lose.”

      “After the conversation with Robby Mook, have they left you alone?”

      “Yes. I brought it up to Mr. Morgan soon afterwards, and I’m sure he put the kibosh on it.”

      They remained quiet for a moment, enjoying their wine and the Boston skyline. There was very little traffic on the street. The downtown nightlife died over the summer as it became unsafe to be on the dark city streets. Following Sarge’s encounter on Boston Common, people stopped visiting the park as often. The tension in the city had a chilling effect on all aspects of their lives.

      “Is Steven’s friend Drew still part of Abbie’s security detail?”

      “As far as I know.”

      “I’ve seen them interact together during raw news feeds. They seem to get along really well.”

      “I’m sure he is very professional.” Julia’s feet were starting to twitch. She’s on a mission.

      “Well, maybe they’ll get together. She needs someone in her life.”

      Yeah, not me. “I agree.”

      “Do you think the Quinns will be the only set of friends with children?” Twitch.

      “Oh, probably not. I mean, we’re all still young, right?” Julia’s prying into my brain. Her feet were twitching like an annoyed cat’s tail. “What do you think?”

      “Do you wanna have kids someday?” Blindside! Sarge finished off the rest of his glass of wine—which was nearly half full.

      This was a long overdue conversation.
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        September 3

        9:11 p.m.

        Undisclosed Location

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Lau sat in the dark staring at the computer terminal. The monitor was lifeless except for the faint glow illuminating his face like an X-ray. Its pulsating cursor, ever-patient, awaited an answer. His middle finger caressed the mouse. If his frayed nerves caused his index finger to twitch—an accidental press of the enter key—the decision would be made for him.

      Am I going too far? There will be consequences.

      Refusal was not an option—if he hoped to live.

      I could try to run. I have money. I could easily disappear in Korea, China or Thailand. Live like a king.

      Except these people would find me. You could not hide from these kinds of people.

      He glanced over the top of the monitor to once again look in the eyes of his young graduate students, each in the prime of their lives, held at gunpoint.

      Sweating profusely, Lau groaned aloud to the empty room. He made a decision.
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        No bombs. No bullets. No swordfights. Just a few keystrokes on the computer, and we’re done.

        ~ Bobby Akart, Author
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        * * *

      

      
        
        A government big enough to give you everything you want is strong enough to take everything you have.

        ~ Thomas Jefferson
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The nine most terrifying words in the English language are: I’m from the government, and I’m here to help.

        ~ President Ronald Reagan
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Civilization is like a thin layer of ice upon a deep ocean of chaos and darkness.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Gimme back my bullets, put ’em back where they belong.

        ~ Lynyrd Skynyrd
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The end begins tomorrow.

        ~ John Adams Morgan
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        September 3

        9:05 p.m.

        U.S. Route 411 Northbound

        Near Tennga, Georgia

      

      

      “Baby, you know I’m pedalin’ as fast as I can. I wanna get home to them ribs and your lovin’ like nuthin’ else on dis earth.” Big John Ames navigated his Peterbilt through the small town of Eton, Georgia and continued on his northern route along U.S. 411. It had been a long day as he waited on his load at the Olin Chlor-Alkali plant in McIntosh, Alabama. He should have been home hours ago but he couldn’t complain. There was no such thing as overtime pay in the trucking business, but Olin did pay their independent drivers for wait time. Detention pay was not typical but it was one of the perks Big John negotiated with Olin. At this hour, traffic was light, and he was making up time.

      The Olin plant in Charleston, Tennessee was only twenty minutes from their home in Etowah. His wife of forty-two years, Patty worked for the McMinn County Clerk’s Office and their four kids moved away to big cities like Atlanta and Memphis. It was just the two of them now and Big John was eyeing retirement. He still loved to drive but late Saturday nights like this one was not what he had in mind.

      He checked his mirrors constantly, out of habit. His eyes were always roving the road — seemingly everywhere at once. Big John was a safe driver with a nearly impeccable driver safety record. Of course, one misjudgment and he may take out a fender in a parking lot or wipe out the fuel pumps at a local truck stop.

      “I’ll be comin’ up on the state line shortly baby and then straight into Charleston. Dem boys know I’ma comin’ and I can drop this tanker real quick like. I’m powerful hungry!” After he passed through the small town of Crandall, the diesel engine whined as he upshifts, working through gear after gear. It takes only a short while to get the rig up to speed. Chlorine gas is only slightly heavier than air. Large tanker trucks carrying gasoline or other liquefied loads can reach ninety thousand pounds when fully loaded. This load was light by comparison, an easy haul for his older M11 400E Cummins Diesel.

      Crossing Sumac Creek, he notices the fog settling in for the evening. Then he noticed the time — 9:05 p.m. It was time for the David Webb show. “Now sugar, I’ve got to get down to bidness here. Let me roll on and I’ll call ya when I leave da Charleston Plant. I love ya’.”

      Big John always told his wife he loved her when they hung up — because he did.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        9:03 p.m.

        Amtrak/CSX Rail Southbound

        Near Tennga, Georgia

      

      

      The word Tampa means sticks of fire in the native language of the Calusa Indians who inhabited the area surrounding Tampa Bay in the sixteenth century. The term sticks of fire may have referred to the many intense lightning strikes the area received during the summer storms.

      Railroad magnate Henry B. Plant brought his South Florida Railroad to Tampa in the late nineteenth century thereby connecting the region to industry and commerce via the nation’s railway system. The new railroad link enabled another important industry to enter the Tampa market—cigars. Once the railway link was completed, Vicente Ybor moved his cigar manufacturing operations to Tampa from Key West. Tampa’s close proximity to Cuba made the import of the choice tobacco from Havana easy by ship, and the newly created railroad link allowed shipment of the finished cigars to the rest of the United States.

      As a result, Tampa became known nationwide for another stick of fire — the cigar. As the cigar industry flourished, so did Tampa and its pristine white sand beaches which became a magnet for visitors. The tourists became accustomed to the surroundings and made the annual trek for their vacations from Midwestern states like Ohio, Illinois and Indiana. As the vacationers reached retirement age, Tampa Bay became a logical location to ride out the winter months in the warm Florida sunshine.

      In an effort to boost its profits as government funding of its rail operations began to dwindle, Amtrak partnered with CSX, the largest railroad in the eastern United States, to share the CSX railway system. Amtrak created pleasure routes between major population centers and tourist destinations. The partnership allowed CSX to maximize the use of its railway system between Tampa and the Midwest. CSX already operated the Juice Train, the collective name for Tropicana’s freight cars that carry fresh juice between Bradenton, just outside of Tampa, northbound to Cincinnati. The Amtrak partnership allowed for the rails to be utilized on the weekends.

      For its passenger train accommodations, Amtrak created the Sticks of Fire Express. It’s nine hundred miles from Cincinnati to Tampa. The Sticks of Fire Express leaves Cincinnati on Saturday afternoon and arrives in Tampa on Sunday morning. Like a cruise ship, the train travels primarily at night. The journey on the Sticks of Fire Express travels through the heart of America, passing through Lexington, Knoxville, Atlanta and Tallahassee. Passengers enjoy spacious two-level accommodations with private bathrooms and a variety of dining options, including the Cross Country Café which could be reserved for private parties.

      When Dominic Ciocia planned his wedding with bride-to-be Melissa, he wanted to create a lifelong memory for his bride, their families, and friends. After the tragic death of his parents in a plane crash, Dom’s life revolved around Melissa and his new extended family. He was left a substantial inheritance which allowed him to bury his sorrows amidst the wedding arrangements and plans for a new life. His parents, seasoned travelers, would have approved of this unique wedding and honeymoon.

      They would not have approved of the Saturday night bachelor’s party. A devout Catholic, Dom and Melissa vowed to remain chaste until after their wedding. He loved her and did not want to disrespect her in any way. When his buddies concocted the bachelor’s party during the southbound trip to Tampa, he objected. Melissa, the trusting fiancé, encouraged him to enjoy the moment. Her girlfriends planned a bridal soiree of their own in the lounge car. While Melissa played traditional bridal shower games like twenty questions and what’s in the bag, Dom’s boys enjoyed too many drinks while discussing sexual conquests that probably never happened.

      Through the glass doors connecting Melissa’s lounge car with the Cross Country Café, Dom thought about spending the rest of his life with his beautiful girl. Thoughts of babies, and growing old together filled his mind. He resisted the sudden urge to ditch the guys and run to her.

      He let out a sigh. Weddings and parties are for the guests more than the betrothed.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        9:09 p.m.

        U.S. Route 411 Northbound

        Near Tennga, Georgia

      

      

      “We have just gone through an evolution in American history. This summer has revealed a nation that has lost touch with itself. Too many Americans are letting themselves be led by the headlines and far-reaching goals of the presidential candidates on both sides while ignoring the realistic challenges our nation faces.”

      Big John admired David Webb. Fellow conservative black men were few and far between. When Big John first became involved in the tea party movement in 2009, Webb caught his ear with a fiery speech challenging blacks in America to step out of their stereotype and consider what is best for their families. Webb, like Big John, believed the Democrat Party took the black vote for granted and ignored the underlying issue of concern to all Americans — economic stability. When Big John drove at night, AM talk radio and David Webb were always welcome travel companions.

      The road was deserted in rural north Georgia which provided a quiet trip to the house. With the cruise control set at a steady fifty-mile per hour speed, Big John rolled along through the swirling mist of fog which hung over Perry Creek as it hugged the highway. He turned off the CB radio. No bears out this late at night. Even the local yokels will be tucked in already.

      “As citizens, we have many civic duties, not just at election time. We need to be cognizant of our relationship with our fellow Americans. To those who continue to play the race card, know this. I am a black man. I am a Republican. I am an American. I speak from experience. Our culture — the American way of life, is under attack from within. The breakdown of our culture can only benefit those who wish to fundamentally transform America. This failure of leadership can be seen at the local level, all the way up to the White House. It is time for all of us, black and white, to rise up and reject the unlawful behavior and dis—“

      Static filled the radio. Big John looked down and adjusted the tuner on the radio. Nothing. He scrolled through the AM stations and found static everywhere. Did I lose the antenna? He switched to the FM band. All static.

      His cell phone was ringing. Big John abandoned the radio and reached for the phone which promptly fell beneath the bucket seats of the Peterbilt. He stretched his arm and fumbled around in the darkness, searching for the phone. For a moment, he took his eyes off U.S. 411. Just for a moment.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        9:11 p.m.

        Amtrak/CSX Rail Southbound

        Near Tennga, Georgia

      

      

      Dom’s friends ushered him into a chair in the middle of the Cross Country Café. Shouts of drink, drink, drink filled the air as shots of tequila were passed around. Dom downed the obligatory shot, his fourth, and was starting to unwind a little. The guys started staccato clapping as they ushered in a scantily clad girl wearing a sexy train conductor’s outfit.

      This is just great. A stripper. While his thoughts of Melissa were still there, he decided to enjoy the festivities. This was, after all, his last night as a free man. I’ll do it so the guys will get a laugh.

      “I’m here to punch your ticket sir,” she said. “May I check your pockets?” Dom smiled a little as the fairly attractive girl began to run her hands inside his pants pockets.

      As she reached to feel his right pocket, she groped his crotch and exclaimed “What do we have here?” This brought a roar of laughter from the guys. As the girl straddled Dom, her tuxedo style jacket popped open revealing ample breasts. Okay, this is too much.

      Dom tried to gently push her away but accidentally grabbed the girl’s breasts instead. Amidst the sound of laughter, and without warning, the lights went out in the train. Everyone was quiet for a moment and then they erupted with hoots and hollers. One of the guys had flipped off the light switch.

      Now we can really party.

      Do her Dom!

      If you won’t I will.

      The massive two hundred ton diesel locomotive which powered the sixteen car passenger train maintained a steady speed of roughly fifty miles per hour. As the engineer approached the ground rail crossing just south of Tennga, Georgia, he briefly blew the train’s whistle at one thousand feet and issued a longer warning at six hundred feet. The trainmen slowed the speed as the Sticks of Fire Express approached the crossing of U.S. 411. They noticed in disbelief that the traffic signals and controls for the highway grade crossing were not working.

      Because the lights were off in the Cross Country Café, Dom had clear visibility through the tall Georgia pines of the approaching truck headlights approaching the train. They were growing larger as their illumination focused on the lounge car in front of him—the car carrying his Melissa.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        9:13 p.m.

        Brush Town Road

        Cisco, Georgia

      

      

      Kayla Gold lived in a mobile home on Brush Town Road in the small, close-knit community of Cisco, Georgia. This is the kind of town where everyone knows everyone’s business. In a rural community, the sound of trains and highway traffic are commonplace. An explosion is not. She remembered when a methamphetamine lab exploded over on Halls Chapel road. That was a mile away and it nearly shook her trailer off its blocks.

      This was different. Just a few minutes before, she was watching television when the power went off after she heard an explosion in the distance. The sound resembled the meth house destruction.

      However, a minute later, a second massive blast shook her trailer violently. She immediately looked out of her windows and saw the ball of fire in the sky near the highway. The next — and last—thing she saw was a locomotive sliding on its side along the railroad embankment towards her.
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        * * *

      

      Experts say chlorine gas is arguably the most essential chemical in use. It’s produced in large volumes because it is easily combined with other elements and synthesized into plastics, drugs, microchips and other products.

      However, chlorine gas is particularly insidious. Small exposures can trigger coughing, choking and burning eyes. Inhaling large amounts constricts the airways by inflaming the lining of the throat and airways. During the ingestion of the gas, fluid accumulates in the lungs, making it doubly hard to breathe. People drown in their own body fluids. At even higher exposures, a few deep breaths can be instantly lethal.

      Myrna Navarro, who lived across the way from Kayla Gold, watched the derailed locomotive destroy Kayla’s trailer as it careened down the embankment. She immediately crossed herself in a silent prayer for Kayla and to thank God for sparing the Navarro family from the catastrophe.

      In the darkness, Myrna couldn’t see the giant, greenish-yellow cloud of chlorine gas which filled the air. At first she began to gasp for air. I can’t breathe. I’m being strangled. Her children came on the front porch to see what happened. She desperately motioned to them to go back inside. Run. Run. Cover your faces!

      Death came too soon for Myrna Navarro and her family. It was just beginning.
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        Saturday, September 3

        9:10 p.m.

        73 Tremont

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Malcolm, call it off! Call them now,” screamed John Morgan, showing sheer panic for the first time in his life. Morgan was a man who insisted upon perfection. His life was full of calculated decisions, comprehensive planning, and flawless implementation. How could I miss this? How could I overlook the safety of my precious daughter, my only family, my legacy?

      Malcolm Lowe, Morgan’s longtime assistant, fumbled through his pockets, clearly overcome with nervousness. Morgan yanked the receiver off his desk phone and hit speed dial in an attempt to call Abigail.

      It repeatedly rang—no answer. “Where is she, Malcolm?”

      “She’s giving a speech in downtown Tallahassee somewhere.”

      Morgan reset the phone and hit the speed-dial button of Abigail’s chief of staff, Rhona Jacobs. After several rings, Morgan heard the sound of applause and the faint voice of Jacobs answering hello.

      And then the line was dead. The lights went out. Darkness descended over the city of Boston and much of America. It was 9:11, by design.
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        September 3

        9:10 p.m.

        Tucker Civic Center

        Downtown Tallahassee, Florida

      

      

      Freshman Senator Abigail Morgan from Massachusetts was fulfilling her role as vice presidential nominee on the Hillary Clinton for President ticket admirably. The choice of a running mate was a shady, backroom process that rarely saw the light of day. Abbie’s fate was sealed during just such a meeting between her father and former President of the United States Bill Clinton. The agreement between the men was the result of blackmail as much as political expediency.

      As Abbie began to perform on the campaign trail, the Democratic presidential nominee was given full credit for making the first great decision of her possible presidency. In short, Abbie was a tremendous benefit and provided a much-needed boost to a floundering campaign. Abbie’s libertarian-leaning politics coupled with her spotless report card following a rigorous vetting process allowed her to avoid the rancor and negativity that had surrounded American campaigns in the last several decades. The Clinton-Morgan combination became known as the best-rounded political ticket in several presidential campaign cycles and appealed to those four to six percent of the undecided electorate who determined close elections.

      As a result, Abbie became the campaign workhorse. Her carefully choreographed schedule typically involved a breakfast meet-and-greet, followed by a day of campaign activities that traversed several cities or states. This evening was an exception to the rule. Abbie had been scheduled to take the campaign plane back to Boston earlier that afternoon, but a late invitation from musician Jimmy Buffett to say a few words at his sold-out concert in the Tucker Civic Center was an extraordinary opportunity to reach out to a cross-section of Florida voters.

      Buffett, an avowed liberal who embraced many environmental issues, was a vocal supporter of Mrs. Clinton’s campaign. He offered Abbie the opportunity to share the stage in front of over twelve thousand fans. Following her attendance at a fund-raising dinner hosted by retiring Senator Bill Nelson, Abbie was taken to the Tucker Center by her security detail led by the ever-present Drew Jackson.

      Drew, a former Navy SEAL and a member of Steven Sargent’s Aegis Team, had become more than a valuable member of Abbie’s security team. The two had grown fond of each other, and there was clearly an attraction between them. In public, Abbie and Drew were able to maintain proper boundaries and an appearance of professionalism. In private moments, which were rare, their conversations always turned to more opportunities to steal away and avoid the madness of the campaign trail.

      Drew stood toward the back of the stage just to the side of the massive speakers that accompanied the Buffett concert road show. A wall of over one hundred flat-screens provided a larger-than-life image of Abbie as she addressed the concert fans.

      “Thank you for that warm welcome, parrot heads!” said Abbie into the microphone, her voice booming through the concert hall. The margarita and marijuana-infused fans responded raucously to the parrot head reference—the nickname of Jimmy Buffett fans since his rise to popularity in the seventies. Drew doubted any of these potential voters would remember Abbie’s speech tonight, but he was sure the positive media associated with sharing the stage with the barefoot troubadour who hailed from Key West would be a political coup.

      Drew’s mind wandered somewhat as Abbie continued her stump speech designed to attract Florida voters.

      “As an independent, I opposed the recent legislation proposed by Republicans attempting to prohibit online gambling. I believe this would pave the way for more government control over the Internet,” said Abbie. “Moreover, such a bill is an inappropriate and unnecessary use of federal powers that infringes upon the rights of individuals and the states. This ban, if approved by Congress, will push gambling back into the black market, where crime can flourish with no protection for our citizens from predatory behavior.”

      Drew moved swiftly to knock away a beach ball swatted toward the stage. His actions received cheers and jeers from some of the parrot heads. One young woman toward the side of the stage where Drew was posted flashed her breasts at him. Drew instantly looked away. They’re out of control.

      “I believe states have the right to govern their citizenry. We wholeheartedly support the right of Floridians to legalize and regulate online gambling as well as gaming casinos within their state.”

      Toward the front of the stage, some pushing and shoving occurred as one concertgoer spilled a drink on another one. The civic center was full of marijuana smoke, and Drew wondered if anyone attending was unimpaired.

      Throughout the campaign, Drew overheard conversations between Abbie and her campaign team. As the de facto head of her U.S. Secret Service team, he was privy to confidential conversations about their strategy. Following the policies of the dedicated members of the USSS, Drew never spoke a word of these details. He did know Florida Democrats were very pleased with their success in getting two liberal-friendly initiatives on the November ballot—legalized gambling and marijuana. It would boost their voter turnout.

      Abbie continued. “Major newspapers in Florida have issued editorials recently calling for an end to marijuana prohibition. As a libertarian, I have held that position for decades!”

      The crowd roared its approval. Drew thought the roof was going to blow off the building. Buffett, clearly enjoying the moment, approached the front of the stage and whipped the parrot head faithful into a feeding frenzy. Holding his right hand to his head emulating a shark fin, Buffett swayed back and forth as Abbie spoke. His fans responded and pressed closer to the stage, tipping over the metal barriers that were designed to create a protective buffer.

      Instinctively, Drew stepped towards Abbie. He was never comfortable with this evening’s campaign appearance. The secret service team had no time to evaluate the venue and prepare appropriate contingency plans. Abbie was not a rock star. She was going to be the next vice president of the United States and had no business sharing a stage with this circus act.

      Abbie paused, waiting for the noise inside the arena to subside. The roar of the adoring crowd was so overwhelming that no one heard the sound of the transformer exploding outside the front entrance at the Donald L. Tucker Civic Center, which was simultaneously thrust into darkness.
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        September 3

        9:12 p.m.

        73 Tremont

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Sir, I was not able—” started Lowe before Morgan shouted him down.

      “Obviously, Malcolm! Get the pilot ready. We’re going to Florida.”

      “Sir, I believe the planes will be grounded under the circumstances.”

      Morgan was fuming. He was angry that his carefully orchestrated plans were out of control—placing Abigail in grave danger. He was also annoyed with Lowe because he stated the obvious when the situation called for inventive solutions. Morgan threw the phone at the fireplace.

      “Dammit, Malcolm, I know that! Get the Sikorsky ready. Call the pilot now!”

      Morgan stared out onto Boston Common. This complication was not what he envisioned. The darkness was expected, but the fact that Abigail was not within his protective grasp was unforeseen. This event—the reset—was carefully planned and would achieve the desired result. History will prove it was necessary.

      I can fix this. There is nothing that time and money can’t solve.

      “Sir,” interrupted Lowe, “the pilot has concerns.”

      Uncharacteristically, Morgan exploded and cursed. “I don’t give a crap about his concerns. Give me the phone!” Morgan walked to the window and pushed against the cold glass with his left hand. His palms were sweaty, and he was feeling some pressure in his chest. He calmed himself as he addressed the helicopter pilot.

      “We are going to Florida now. What is the closest military installation to Tallahassee?” Morgan listened to his pilot. He shook his head. “The power is irrelevant—we’re going anyway! What are our options?” Morgan rubbed his face and began to flex his left arm that was stiffening slightly.

      “Not Eglin—too much activity. Camp Blanding will be better. It’s smaller, less conspicuous. I’ll make the arrangements. We’re on our way to Norwood. Hurry!”

      Morgan handed Lowe the cell phone. He closed his eyes and rubbed both temples. This isn’t happening. I don’t need this right now. Sirens from first-responder vehicles could be heard through the darkness. There isn’t much time.

      “Malcolm, get Jacobs on the phone.” Lowe dialed and handed the phone to Morgan.

      “Hello,” said Jacobs, who was on speaker. The roar of the voices was deafening.

      “This is John Morgan. Listen to me very carefully.”

      “Sir, the power just went out in the arena. May I call you back in a moment?”

      “No, Jacobs! Listen to me. Tell Abigail to meet me at Camp Blanding in the morning. Do you understand me?”

      “Sir, yes, of course. But we have the plane ready to return her to Boston. May I call you back?”

      “Dammit, Jacobs! Pay attention! Tell Abigail to be at Camp Blanding tomorrow morning. I will pick her up. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir. But why?”

      “No questions, Jacobs! Tell her now!” Then the line went dead. He saw he still had a signal as he handed the phone to Lowe. The cell phones wouldn’t last much longer. The battery backups installed on most cell towers would only last a few hours under normal circumstances. Morgan suspected much of America would be lighting up the cell phone lines over the next several minutes. He knew the increased activity would drain the woefully fragile wireless communications network rapidly.

      “I have the team ready to escort you to the heliport, sir,” said Lowe. “Am I going with you to Florida?” It was normally a thirty-minute drive to the Norwood Airport, where his Sikorsky S76 helicopter was kept. Tonight, the travel time could be complicated by circumstances. Morgan calmed down and regained his composure.

      “I need you to ride with me to Norwood,” replied Morgan. “There are arrangements to be made. Get the satellite phone and the briefcase out of the safe. Let’s go!”
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        September 3

        9:12 p.m.

        Tucker Civic Center

        Downtown Tallahassee, Florida

      

      

      For a brief moment, Abbie felt like she was having an out-of-body experience. The noise was deafening, with no single voice discernible in the arena. One moment the crowd was cheering—swaying back and forth with their favorite singer. The next moment, there was darkness, except for the faint glow of EXIT signs and emergency lighting inside the arena’s concourse. The lights brightened and darkened through the haze of smoke that filled the building.

      Over a span of thirty seconds, the sights and sounds of cell phones coming to life calmed the throng. Text messages were received and sent. Cell phone calls were answered and placed. In this interconnected world, the twelve thousand plus flock of parrot heads quickly became a panicked mob.

      “We’ve been attacked!”

      “Terrorists!”

      “The lights are out everywhere!”

      “Get out, it must have been a bomb!”

      The voices rang through Abbie’s head. The crowded arena, overfilled beyond its capacity, became a Jiffy Pop popcorn popper on a hot stove. When it exploded, the mass of people crushed each other and their beloved leader of the parrot heads as they fought their way towards the exits. It was Drew’s firm grasp of her arm and authoritative voice that brought Abbie back to reality.

      “Abbie, Abbie! We have to go now!” shouted Drew through the pandemonium. Into his communications microphone, he was shouting, “Extract! Extract!”

      Snapping back to life, Abbie asked, “Drew, what’s happened?” She was now surrounded by two more members of her secret service team as several people climbed the stage towards her.

      “Stop them!” shouted Drew, motioning to his associates to intervene. He wrapped his arm around Abbie and pulled her towards the hallway at the rear of the stage where her chief of staff was waiting.

      “Abbie,” started Jacobs, “we’ve got to get you to the buses. Something major has happened.” Abbie, still disheveled, followed Jacobs through the makeshift hallway into the bowels of the Tucker Civic Center. As they entered the concourse, away from the throngs above, Abbie stopped abruptly.

      “Rhona, tell me what’s going on!” Two more secret service personnel joined the group. Together with Drew, they formed a semicircle protecting the women.

      “Information is spotty, Abbie, but it appears the country has been attacked in some way,” replied Jacobs. “The power is out across the nation.”

      “What? The entire grid?”

      “I don’t know for certain. My cell phone loses its signal and then it will reappear. When I dial out, I hear all circuits are busy. I’ve only been able to receive a couple of phone calls. Most of my information has come via text message.”

      Suddenly, the smell of mace filled the air as one of the local police used pepper spray to prevent a mass of panicked attendees from entering the hallway.

      “We have to go now!” shouted Drew. He pulled Abbie towards him, and they ran through the darkened hallway towards the service entrance on the south side of the complex. As they burst through the fire escape doors, fresh but humid air filled her lungs. Under the circumstances, this was a welcome change from the marijuana smoke that filled the auditorium. Why do I want to legalize marijuana? The thought, or the smoke inhalation itself, relieved some of the tension for Abbie.

      As they hustled around a large, now deceased, heating and cooling unit, the screams and shouts of Floridians filled the air. Florida Highway Patrol officers were still manning their posts, maintaining security barricades that blocked the parking lot from vehicles trying to enter from West Madison Street. But there were hundreds of people running in all directions in a panic. All were attempting to use their cell phones, but with little success.

      Drew pulled Jacobs aside, and the two shared a rushed conversation. All Abbie heard was Drew asking are you sure. When they were finished, he motioned for two agents to join them. Abbie, managing to retain her self-control, approached the group.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Plans have changed, of course,” replied Drew. Abbie admired his restraint. Over the last two months, Drew confided in Abbie about his career as a Navy SEAL, his duties for Blackwater, and then his work with Steven at Aegis. Eventually, he told her some of the details of the Aegis team’s activities in the spring that prompted his request for reassignment. Abbie was certain Drew could be trusted if her father had handpicked him for the security detail. Now, looking into his eyes, not only was she comforted, she no longer felt alone.

      Drew continued. “Rhona received a call from your father. Before the line went dead, he instructed her to evacuate you to a Florida National Guard facility east of here. He will meet us there in the morning.”

      “Why don’t we take the plane? How is he getting here?” Abbie’s mind was racing.

      “Abbie, the planes are likely grounded due to the power outage. I suspect your father is bringing his helicopter.”

      Daddy to the rescue. Abbie didn’t resent her father. Of course, she loved him. He provided her everything she needed. He always encouraged her throughout her school years and as she pursued her career. When she moved towards a life in politics, he guaranteed her success.

      As Abbie grew older, she learned that her father was adept at manipulation. While he didn’t treat her as he would an employee per se, she always understood that John Adams Morgan had a plan for his only child—the daughter he wished was a son. With Drew, she now had two influential men in her life, and she was certain both of them loved her.

      “Okay, Mr. Secret Agent Man,” said Abbie, breaking the tension. With her unexpected lighthearted tone, Drew seemed to relax as well. “Lead the way.”

      Drew smiled at her and began to reach for her face, but the shouts from a member of his team stopped him.

      “The troopers are telling us to leave. They’re losing control of the crowd,” said one of the men. Drew took charge.

      “Listen up, everybody. We’ll never get the bus out of here. I need you to grab essential gear from the buses and stow it in the back of the two Suburbans. Ladies, I need you to change out of your Sunday best and put on something comfortable, like you’re going for a jog. We only have a few minutes so chop-chop.” Drew gently urged Abbie and Jacobs toward their bus.

      “You’ve got this,” said Abbie, making a statement more than a question.

      “Nothing will happen to you on my watch, Senator, ever,” replied Drew as he started walking towards the Florida Highway Patrol detail. He added, “Wear dark clothes, Abbie, and your best running shoes. We need to be prepared for all contingencies.”

      Abbie absorbed his words for a moment. He suspects trouble. Then, she repeated her words—you’ve got this.
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        September 3

        9:34 p.m.

        I-95 / Southeast Expressway

        Neponset, Massachusetts

      

      

      Morgan was morose as the car took him through his beloved Boston. During the many months of planning, he often wondered if there would be regrets. His sour mood had nothing to do with his decision to conspire with the President. In fact, he relished the opportunity to recreate America in the vision of his ancestor—John Adams. The Founding Fathers would never recognize this America. Not because of its technological advances, but because of its attitude toward life and the freedoms its people were given. The efforts of the early colonists to break away from tyranny had long been forgotten—or taken for granted. History taught in elementary schools focused more on the perceived wrongs done to the Indians than the great things that followed the rise of the original Loyal Nine.

      Morgan’s brooding came from his failing of Abigail. Through all of his machinations, he’d failed to protect his beloved daughter. Am I that inattentive as a father?

      “Sir, I have received some details from the pilot,” said Lowe, breaking the silence. As the car passed Port Norfolk, a massive explosion on the west side of the expressway caught their attention. Flames rose into the sky towards Dorchester. The driver slowed as the cars ahead began to rubberneck the carnage. Morgan pressed the intercom button.

      “Why are we slowing down?”

      “There’s a traffic jam at the Granite Avenue intersection, sir,” replied the driver. “I don’t see a way around it.”

      “Use the shoulder,” instructed Morgan. “If anybody attempts to stop you, have your associate deal with it.” Both Morgan’s driver and his partner were trained members of the Aegis team. Use of force upon Morgan’s direction was expected and never questioned. Morgan turned his attention back to Lowe.

      “What did the pilot say?”

      “The fuel range is the biggest issue, sir,” replied Lowe. “The Sikorsky has a normal range of just over five hundred miles based upon its full capacity of thirteen passengers and the single pilot. Norwood to Camp Blanding in Starke, Florida, is about twelve hundred miles.”

      “So we need to stop twice?”

      “No, sir, not necessarily. The pilot has calculated the fuel range with only you and another passenger to be six hundred miles. Reducing the passenger count will allow you to stop one time.”

      “Where does he suggest?”

      “Seymour Johnson Air Force Base, southeast of Raleigh, sir,” replied Lowe.

      As the driver navigated around the Pilgrims Highway interchange, a man startled Morgan by slapping his hands on the window.

      “Hey, rich guy! Give me a ride. I’m outta gas!” Two others joined him in trying to stop Morgan’s car from continuing. One of the men attempted to open the door and then angrily pounded the glass with the back of his fist. “C’mon, dude, I know you’ve got room. Give us a ride!” Morgan rolled down the privacy glass to get a better view of the road ahead. Two of the men ran in front of the car and held their hands up.

      “Move them out of the way!” shouted Morgan. “Do whatever it takes!”

      The driver was inching toward the men, who stood their ground. “Hold on,” he advised his passengers as he launched the SUV towards the men. Although momentarily frightened, the two men counted on the driver’s restraint and reluctance to strike them.

      They were wrong. The driver lurched again, this time hitting one of the men just above the knees, causing him to fall backward. As he screamed in pain, the other man started pointing his fingers at Morgan’s driver.

      “Hey, you can’t do that! We’ll sue you for all you’re worth!”

      Morgan’s driver hit the gas pedal again, causing the potential litigant to land on the hood. Seeing the opportunity for a clear path, he pressed the gas in earnest, causing the plaintiff to roll off the hood onto the concrete pavement while the legs of his co-plaintiff were run over by Morgan’s custom-made Cadillac Escalade.

      Traffic was moving again, and the car made its way east toward the Norwood Memorial Airport. Morgan breathed in deeply as he thumbed through a black address book retrieved from his safe. The next call was going to be one of the most important in his life.
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        September 3

        9:49 p.m.

        Norwood Memorial Airport

        Norwood, Massachusetts

      

      

      Richard Sears was an early settler of the Massachusetts Bay Colony in the seventeenth century. His descendants populated the original Plymouth colony and branched out across America as philanthropists, business owners, and politicians. The Sears family had an impact on not only the original British Colonies but the United States and the world. Today, over twenty thousand people could trace their lineage back to Richard Sears.

      One of those descendants was General Mason J. Sears, USMC, and the current Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Born and raised in Quincy, Massachusetts, General Sears graduated from Boston College in 1977 and immediately earned his commission. He furthered his military career by graduating from the United States Army War College, Ranger School, and then the Amphibious Warfare School. By holding a master’s degree in government from Georgetown and a second master of arts in international law from the Harvard Kennedy School, Sears was one of the most educated generals in the history of the U.S. Armed Forces.

      General Sears earned the respect of his fellow Marines when he led the initial attack into Iraq and on to Baghdad during the first Gulf War in 1991. As a result of his service, and with the help of some strongly worded recommendations, General Sears rapidly shot up the chain of command faster than almost anyone in recent Marine Corps history. He was considered a war-wise general by his peers. In his capacity as chairman of the Joint Chiefs, by law, he was the highest-ranking military officer in the United States Armed Forces and was the principal military advisor to the President. General Sears was also beholden to John Morgan.

      “General, this is John Morgan.”

      “Yes, John. I hope all is well. I wasn’t expecting your call—yet.”

      “Mason, I have a situation that will require your assistance.”

      “How can I help?” asked General Sears.

      “I am en route to Florida via my helicopter. Mason, my daughter is stranded in Tallahassee. I’ve sent word for her to meet me at the nearest military facility. I need you to arrange the necessary clearances for us to get refueled.”

      “Okay,” said General Sears. “Tell me what you need, John.”

      “We will stop midway at Seymour Johnson, both coming and going. I will pick Abigail up at Camp Blanding, now used by the Florida National Guard.”

      “I know it well. Very historic facility. I’ll make the arrangements for you, John. What else?”

      Morgan hesitated before he spoke. Agreements had already been reached, but reiteration never hurt. “Have you heard from the President?” asked Morgan.

      “Only briefly,” replied General Sears. “As you probably are aware, the President has been in Hawaii for several days. We’ve discussed the situation, and I’ve made several calls to the Joint Chiefs in this very short period.”

      “Go on.”

      “We’ve elevated our readiness level to DEFCON 2. This level of readiness hasn’t been invoked since the first Gulf War as part of the opening phase of Operation Desert Storm. The only other time before that was during the Cuban Missile Crisis in ’62.”

      “Mason, based upon your intelligence, is there a reason to believe we might fall under attack from Russia, China, or others?” asked Morgan.

      “No, not at all. Other than the Russians testing our fences from time to time, our adversaries have been noticeably quiet. It seems the entire world is trying to determine the cause and extent of this outage. With no actionable intelligence that a nuclear-delivered EMP caused the grid-down scenario, I suggested to the President DEFCON 3 was more appropriate. Although the Department of Defense maintains a public posture of normal readiness—fade out, as they prefer to say—our forces are prepared to operate at DEFCON 4 at all times. The entire military is maintaining above-normal readiness as a matter of protocol.”

      “Did the President provide a rationale for the special declaration of DEFCON 2 status?” asked Morgan. Morgan had his suspicions. The President is getting ahead of himself. Why?

      “He did not, but he is my Commander-in-Chief. I will tell you that the Secretary of Defense disagreed with the status as well. But we’re both good soldiers, John. You know that.”

      “I do, Mason, which brings me to my point. Civilian communications networks are already failing. Our only means of contact will be through the use of my satellite phone. I will be available to you twenty-four seven during this crisis. I expect to hear from you daily or when something of importance arises. Are we clear?”

      “Of course, John,” replied General Sears. Morgan detected a sharp tone in the general’s response.

      “Mason, I am very concerned about my daughter’s welfare. I have no means of contacting her. I will be less surly when she is safe with me.”

      “John, I completely understand. My sons are both stationed abroad. We may be calling back our forces to protect American soil. These next few days will be stressful for us all.”

      “Yes, they will,” said Morgan. Lowe exited the car to approach the pilot who was standing ready. Morgan forced himself to relax. “Mason, the next several weeks will determine whether we can make this country great again. It is my hope that the President will share our vision. If not, well, you and I have discussed this ad nauseam. Thank you for your help, and keep me informed.”

      “Absolutely, John. My aide will generate the necessary clearances for your trip. Now go get your daughter.”
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        September 3

        9:49 p.m.

        Tucker Civic Center

        Downtown Tallahassee, Florida

      

      

      “Saddle up, troops,” barked Drew as he threw his gear in the backseat of the Suburban. Under standard protocol, the local law enforcement personnel provided the motorcade an escort. Typically, while in Florida, one highway patrol vehicle would travel several minutes ahead of the campaign convoy to assess any potential threats or traffic issues that would delay the vehicles from point to point. Under normal conditions, the motorcade would consist of a lead trooper, followed by a Secret Service Chevrolet Suburban from the local fleet, the two campaign buses and finally the USSS Electronic Countermeasures Suburban—the ECS.

      Once only used for the President’s travels, the ECS trailed the vice presidential vehicle and was used to counter attacks such as rocket-propelled grenades, vehicle-borne improvised explosive devices, and antitank guided missiles. Under the circumstances, the usual complement of Secret Service personnel and vehicles was unavailable. Drew had to make it work.

      “Ripley, you’re familiar with Florida more than the rest of us, so you’ll lead the way with Miss Jacobs and your partner,” said Drew. “Captain will ride with us. Cell phone connections seem to be unreliable and intermittent at best. We still have our two-way comms. Let’s use them sporadically to conserve battery power. Everybody clear?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Drew opened the back door of the SUV on the passenger side for Abbie. She was outfitted in a black velour tracksuit with a silver J dangling from its zipper.

      “You know I hate that codename,” said Abbie, stopping Drew from rushing her into the back of the truck.

      “What? Captain?” asked Drew.

      “Yes. Come on. Captain Morgan? Give me a break. Shall I strike a pose with one leg up on a rum barrel?”

      “It could be worse, Captain,” said Drew sarcastically. “You know what the guys call your running mate?”

      “What?”

      “Hilla the Hun.” Drew laughed.

      Abbie stifled a laugh.

      “What’s the J stand for?” asked Drew, still obsessed with the dangling silver J.

      “Juicy Couture,” replied Abbie with a smile.

      “Of course it does,” said Drew. “I hope you can run in couture in the event we have to hoof it.”

      “Hilarious. I expect you to carry me, soldier.”

      “Yeah, right.” Drew laughed. “Buckle up. This could get interesting.”
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        September 3

        9:53 p.m.

        Downtown Tallahassee, Florida

      

      

      “Ripley, the troopers have suggested we alter our course,” barked Drew into his agency-issued Motorola XTS radio. He was frustrated. On a separate channel, Drew was advised the preferred routes leaving downtown Tallahassee were blocked with pedestrians and traffic. The planned route out of the city was to turn left out of the south parking lot of the Tucker Center and head towards the Florida State Capitol. From there, the caravan would travel northeast on Thomasville Road towards Interstate 10, where they would have a direct route to the east for over one hundred miles. They were now at a standstill in front of the Capitol grounds—after only four blocks. It was obvious to Drew the situation was deteriorating rapidly.

      “Which way should we go?” asked Abbie from the backseat. Drew looked left and right before answering.

      “We should defer to the locals,” said Drew. “But we are stuck like chuck. The Florida State football game was moved from Orlando to Doak Campbell Stadium just to the west of us due to the oncoming hurricane. Everyone is leaving for the suburbs to the northeast, according to the trooper. They need us to change course.”

      Drew fumbled with the onboard GPS and punched in Exit 199 on Interstate 10. The route appeared on the display. He suggested the change to the highway patrol.

      “Ripley, you copy?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Follow the trooper,” said Drew. “GPS is Exit 199. We’ve lost the front vehicle—” Suddenly a beer bottle crashed against the windshield of their truck, followed by a chorus of angry shouts.

      “Hey, fat-cat politicians!”

      “Give us a ride!”

      “When are you gonna fix the power?”

      Drew instinctively reached for his weapon but composed himself before issuing instructions. “Trooper Walker, we need to move now. Go! Go! Go!”

      “Ripley,” Drew continued his instructions, “we have an angry mob surrounding us. Let’s roll!”

      The buzz of spinning tires on the rain-soaked pavement filled the air as the trooper quickly turned left on Pensacola Street and back towards the Tucker Center.

      “We’re going back?” asked Abbie, now sitting on the edge of the bench seat.

      “This isn’t safe, and the northeast route of the city is at a standstill,” replied Drew. “We’re going to backtrack slightly to access the interstate. Between the event and the football game, there are nearly one hundred thousand people within a mile of us.”

      The three-vehicle caravan pushed its way west to Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard and then turned north at the FSU College of Law.

      “This is madness!” exclaimed Abbie. Drew couldn’t disagree. Traffic was at a crawl and pedestrian traffic was shoulder to shoulder. Abbie was clicking the keypad of her phone.

      “Abbie, our first goal is to extract you from danger,” started Drew. “Then we need to gather information so we can better assess the situation. Listen, seat belts, please.” Abbie clicked her belt and adjusted it for comfort. She held her phone up for the guys to see her display.

      “Well, I might be able to help there. Rhona sent me a text. She said the hashtags collapse and SHTF are trending on Twitter. Apparently, with limited cell service, information is still being disseminated.”

      “Our service-issued phones aren’t getting any signal. Do you have any details?” asked Drew.

      “It’s all based on speculation,” replied Abbie. “There are allegations of an attack by Russia. Apparently, the BBC reported an EMP weapon may have been used. You know the media. In their quest to be the first with the breaking news, they tend to play loose with the facts.” They were approaching a major intersection ahead when the state trooper’s vehicle abruptly turned left—followed by Ripley.

      “Hold on,” shouted Drew. The hefty armor-clad Suburban hustled to catch up with the other two vehicles. Traffic was beginning to decrease as they passed a cemetery. Several people stood on the sidewalks as the motorcade sped past, and watched with amusement as it suddenly skidded to a stop at North Macomb Street.

      “What the —!” exclaimed Jonesy before he caught himself and nodded to Abbie. “Excuse me, ma’am.”

      “Ripley, you guys got this?” asked Drew. Drew listened for a moment and then spoke. “Apparently the major cross street up ahead is blocked. The troopers appear hesitant to cross the road.” Drew placed his hand to the earpiece.

      “We have the lead highway patrol cruiser back with us,” said Drew. “They’re going to block westbound traffic and our guy will block the eastbound lanes. We’ll shoot the gap.” Jonesy held the Suburban back for a moment while the troopers positioned themselves for the maneuver. Horns were blaring, and a crowd was gathering in the Popeyes Chicken parking lot.

      As the lead Suburban lurched forward, Ripley shouted, “Green light!” The two-truck train screamed through the gap just as an eastbound pickup truck going the wrong way in the westbound lane rumbled past them and T-boned the highway patrol cruiser. The impact of the collision caused the cruiser to spin four times before knocking down a streetlight.

      “Keep going, Ripley,” instructed Drew. “Jonesy, we can’t help them. This is a doggone disaster!”

      “To say the least,” added Abbie. “Rhona says the power is out nationwide, according to the BBC. She got connected to Washington, but the signal was lost immediately.” Two Tallahassee police cars—sirens and lights blaring—sped in the opposite direction toward the accident.

      “I think we’ve lost our escort,” said Jonesy. “According to GPS, it’s only a couple of miles to the 10.”

      “Pay attention,” interrupted Drew. “Ripley said to keep our eyes open. We’re in Frenchtown, the most dangerous neighborhood in Tallahassee. Wonderful.”

      In the nineteenth century, settlers from France moved to the Florida panhandle and settled in this area of Tallahassee. Many moved west to New Orleans or eventually back to France. Because the area was considered flood prone and relatively undesirable, Frenchtown became readily available to newly freed slaves after the Civil War. Today, Tallahassee had one of the highest crime rates in America. The part of Frenchtown from Alabama Street to West Tharpe was once designated a drug-trafficking corridor by the Department of Justice. On an ordinary day, police received an average of twenty reported crimes ranging from auto theft to strong-arm robbery. Today was no ordinary day.

      The Suburban carrying Drew and Abbie crossed Alabama Street north on Old Bainbridge Road.

      “What’s happening, Ripley?” asked Drew into the comms. The front vehicle was slowing as hundreds of people were crowded around a building to their right. Drew informed Jonesy and Abbie.

      “It’s the county health department. Ripley said it’s being looted.”

      “Do we have other options?” asked Jonesy. He looked back and forth across the hood of the truck. “I don’t like being on this two-lane road. It’s a natural choke point. We’re surrounded on both sides by that stone fence. Can we back up?”

      Drew turned to survey the options. He studied the GPS display. The side streets looked like a maze with no exit. You could drive on street after street and wind up where you started.

      “Ripley, can we pass?” asked Drew. “Traffic is approaching from the south. We need to decide.” Lightning filled the sky with momentary light.

      “Drew!” shouted Abbie. “To the right. They’re coming over the hill straight for us!” Rocks and empty bottles were pelting the vehicles—reminding him of Kandahar City in the southern part of Afghanistan. At least they’re not shooting at us—yet.

      “Reverse, Jonesy!” ordered Drew. “Ripley, this way.” The vehicle swerved in reverse to avoid the onslaught of over a dozen young men running towards the Suburban. For nearly two hundred feet, Jonesy adeptly avoided oncoming traffic until he could back into a middle school parking lot. Ripley was not as lucky, as he sideswiped a van, losing his passenger-side mirror.

      “Straight ahead, go!” shouted Drew, pointing to the east. The truck vaulted forward across the rapidly approaching traffic. He glanced to the rear and saw the headlights of Ripley’s vehicle, which was speeding to catch up.

      “Left, now!” The truck once again snapped their heads back as they roared north on Gibbs Drive. Was it less than a mile to the interstate and safety? Traffic dissipated and they pulled up to a stop sign.

      “Look at the mall,” Abbie said, speaking for the first time in several minutes. Staring across U.S. Highway 27, Drew was more concerned with crossing six lanes of traffic than he was observing the mob scene at the Tallahassee Mall. The parking lot was packed with cars and patrons running into the mall empty-handed, but scurrying out with more than they could carry.

      “Let the looting begin,” said Drew. “But as your running mate’s husband would say, you must—feel their pain.” Two men ran in front of their bumper with boxes containing laptop computers by Hewlett-Packard, holding them over their heads to protect themselves from the rain.

      “I don’t think those HPs are going to help them survive this, do you?” asked Jonesy.

      “Nope.”

      “Look at the Cash America store!” exclaimed Abbie, pointing across the highway. A car was trying to drive through the front entrance to break in. Jonesy found an opening in traffic and shot across the median into the northbound lane. Ripley and his passengers were following close behind.

      “Good work, Jonesy,” said Drew. “I see the interstate up ahead. Looks like traffic is moving. Good news, for a change.”

      Drew looked on both sides of the highway as they approached the cloverleaf of Interstate 10. People were walking or running in all directions. An ABC liquor store’s roof appeared to be on fire, but that did not deter looters from climbing through the broken plate-glass doors and carrying out bottles of alcohol. Stranded motorists stood angrily, hands on hips, waiting for the Shell gas station to resume operations. Even the shuttered Shoney’s Restaurant, a victim of the economic downturn the country experienced, wasn’t immune from the opportunists. One man carried out a microwave while another procured the electronic cash register. Idiots.
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        September 3

        10:53 p.m.

        Eastbound Interstate 10

        Near Lloyd, Florida

      

      

      After the joyride through Frenchtown, the occupants of the Suburban were finally able to catch their breath. Each was quiet, trying to absorb the gravity of the situation, as the heavy rain pelted the windshield.

      “I’ve gotta pee,” announced Abbie.

      “Me too,” chimed in Jonesy. “The rain isn’t helping.”

      “Well, sports fans, the crap has hit the proverbial fan, but first, we gotta pee,” Drew said to a round of laughter. The tension in the truck immediately lessened, and you could feel the relief overtake their bodies.

      “Ripley,” barked Drew into the collar mic, “everybody breathing easier now up there? Over.”

      “Roger that,” replied Ripley.

      “Let’s find an opportunity to pull over. Nature calls. No exits. Over.”

      “Roger.”

      Abbie once again unbuckled her seat belt and leaned forward to talk to the guys, drawing an admonishing glance from her protector. She shot back a don’t even look, which was worth a thousand words. Men might think they were running things, but women had the look on their side. There wasn’t a man on the planet who didn’t recognize and respect the look.

      “Okay, gentlemen. Seriously. Is this the twilight zone?” Abbie wanted to keep the mood light, but it was time to assess the situation. She looked out the side window at the numerous parked cars, some with hazard lights flashing. Nobody is coming to help you, weary travelers.

      “Here’s what we know,” replied Drew. “The grid is down, but the extent of the collapse is just conjecture. I don’t think it’s localized.”

      “Solar flare or EMP?” queried Jonesy. “I mean, did you hear the transformer explode while we were inside Tucker?”

      “I didn’t hear it,” said Abbie. “Was it before or after the lights went out?”

      “Simultaneous,” replied Drew. “I thought it was storm related. In fact, I still would except for the information via social media.”

      “Rumors spread like wildfire,” added Jonesy. “Cell phones were lighting up throughout the arena. Within minutes, everyone thought the nation was under attack. How would anybody know that at this point?”

      Drew shook his head. “They wouldn’t, but speculation would run rampant. That’s what people do.”

      “Why doesn’t our satellite radio work?” asked Abbie. “The receiver would be pulling the signal from space.”

      “That’s true, Abbie, but the satellites receive their programming from Earth,” replied Drew. “If this outage is as catastrophic as it appears, then the Sirius/XM ground station in D.C. together with the supplemental repeaters on Earth would be without power. Thus, the static we experienced earlier.”

      “The AM station we picked up out of Thomasville, Georgia, had to be running on a generator strong enough to produce a decent signal,” said Jonesy. “I’d guess fifty thousand watts.”

      “Not necessarily,” said Drew. “The airwaves are deserted right now. A lower-wattage AM would not be diluted under the circumstances.”

      “A lot of good the station did,” said Abbie. “All it did was repeat the NOAA weather warnings for Hurricane Danni. The owner of the station was asleep at the wheel.”

      “Losing the power grid is life-threatening to some, but can be endured for a limited time,” said Drew. “But as we know in our business, losing comms feels crippling.”

      “Whether this was caused by a nuke or the sun, we’ve got a real problem on our hands,” added Jonesy. “And by we, I mean the whole frickin’ country.”

      The three remained silent and soaked in the magnitude of the situation. The staccato swipes of the wipers on the windshield appeared to lull them into a momentary trance. A flash of lightning to the south snapped Abbie back to attention.

      “After my election in 2010, I was briefed on several national security matters,” said Abbie. “Wisconsin Senator Ron Johnson, chair of the Homeland Security Committee, provided me with a copy of a 2008 EMP Commission Report. He said a grid-down collapse event is the greatest threat we face as Americans because not only would it cause immediate death and damage, but the rebuilding process would take many years.” Abbie ran her fingers through her hair, trying to forget about her bursting bladder.

      “But we don’t know if an EMP caused this,” said Jonesy. He slowed the truck to navigate through stalled vehicles on both sides of the interstate.

      “That’s true, but I think I see where Abbie is heading with this,” replied Drew. “Whether an EMP, solar flare, or even an orchestrated cyber attack, the net effect on our nation is a collapsed power grid and chaos.”

      “You’re right, Drew,” said Abbie. “Regardless of the precipitating event, the damage to our critical infrastructure could be continental in scale. From coast-to-coast, our nation could be without power. Our utilities may be disabled for years. Senator Johnson stressed that a grid-down scenario represents a high-consequence disaster, as he put it, which is extremely debilitating. Within a year, ninety percent of Americans could die.”

      “From what we experienced in the last couple of hours, Senator Johnson may have underestimated the impact,” said Jonesy. He slowed the wipers as they cleared the last hurricane feeder band.

      “Listen, I always read that society would begin to fall apart in roughly seventy-two hours following a collapse event,” opined Drew. “Hell, it was barely seventy-two seconds before the folks in that civic center began to freak out.”

      “The damage caused to the critical infrastructure in our wired world is only part of the problem,” said Abbie. “The real challenge will be the way we treat each other. All of the governmental white papers I’ve read grossly underestimate the reaction of the human race after a collapse event such as this. As we witnessed, it’s one thing for your power to go out in a storm. Even the most hotheaded among us will deem a storm-related outage as a mere inconvenience. But with the advent of social media, the majority of the population knew within minutes that our power could be gone for a long time.”

      “Hence the rapid deterioration of society,” added Drew, finishing her thought.

      “Societal collapse,” said Jonesy.

      “Again, regardless of the cause, if our nation has been thrust into darkness, God help us,” said Abbie.
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        September 3

        11:29 p.m.

        Eastbound Interstate 10

        Near Monticello, Florida

      

      

      As the two Suburbans slowed to enter a rest area, Drew was apprehensive. Granted, this was not Frenchtown in Tallahassee, but a new world that was forced upon them—a world with desperate people trying to understand, and survive.

      He was trained on the importance of situational awareness. In Afghanistan, failing to maintain a heightened state of awareness would get you and your fellow soldiers killed. Situational awareness was not something practiced only by highly trained secret service agents or military personnel. It should be understood by everyone in this potentially dangerous society. Drew thought of it as managed paranoia. As far as he was concerned, a little bit of paranoia helped him develop a keen sense of situational awareness.

      Clearly, it was time to be on high alert. This level of awareness, once mastered, enabled Drew to control the adrenaline rush needed to survive. It was the same type of rush a motorist might achieve when he saw an eighteen-wheeler rumbling through a red light towards him. Whether a motorist hit the brakes or mashed the gas might determine life or death. The adrenaline rush you received aided your reflexes and mental acuity.

      Drew needed to keep his team on this level of readiness. He provided instructions for the two drivers, with a cautionary tone.

      “Gentlemen, nothing is the same now. Based on our experience in Tallahassee and the magnitude of the situation, every person must be treated as a potential hostile threat. No exceptions. Understood?”

      “Roger that,” came Ripley’s standard response. Jonesy nodded his head and appeared to grip the wheel a little tighter as the caravan slowed toward the rest area.

      The rain abated, but the sixty-mile-an-hour winds were causing the Suburban to shake from time to time. Drew pointed to a truck parking spot to the left.

      “Over there, Jonesy. Stay here and monitor my comms. Let me do a quick assessment.” Drew exited the truck and walked over to the other vehicle to enlist Ripley’s partner. As they crossed the parking lot of stranded and disheveled motorists, he wondered if they would make it to their destinations alive. There were no gas stations, no AAA wreckers to call, and no highway patrolmen coming to the rescue. Has this dawned on the people of this country yet?

      After surveilling the buildings and finding nothing out of the ordinary other than the looted vending machines, he returned to the Suburbans. He approached Jonesy’s window and opened up his mic to Ripley as well.

      “Jonesy, stay with the vehicles. We’ll take Captain and Rhona inside. Keep your comms open and report anything suspicious. In and out, nice and clean. Copy that also, Ripley?”

      “Roger that. I’ll send them over.”

      “Abbie, reach into my bag and grab a hat. Pull it down over your eyes a little. The last thing I need is for you to be recognized.”

      “Okay,” she replied. Drew walked around to her door and opened it. A bathroom break for a vice presidential candidate was anything but normal on a good day. Today, at least thus far, was not so good.

      After Abbie and Rhona had finished, they exited the ladies’ room. A woman followed them with a young child dressed in a yellow rain slicker.

      “Excuse me, can you please help us?” asked the young lady. She shielded her child from the wind-blown rain that was picking up again. “I’m out of gas and walked here with my little girl. The phones don’t work, and I don’t think the police are coming. Ever since they started breaking into the vending machines, we’ve been hiding.”

      “Where are you headed?” asked Rhona.

      Drew cringed a little—conflicted. We can’t save the world. True, but what about karma?

      “Lake City.”

      Abbie pulled Drew close to her and whispered in his ear, “We can’t leave her alone.”

      “Abbie, I understand. But we don’t have time to help her. And it’s too dangerous. The situation could get worse before it gets better.”

      “But, Drew,” Abbie pleaded, “you see what has happened to people. This woman could get robbed, beaten or raped. What might happen to the little girl?” Abbie’s voice trailed off as her words resonated in Drew’s mind. He knew better than to make eye contact. That would seal it. Wasting time to contemplate a decision could be just as dangerous. The woman’s eyes darted between Drew and Abbie.

      After a moment, he looked at the young mother and daughter. They didn’t ask for this. He decided to do a quick threat assessment by questioning the little girl, who was probably five years old. Kids can’t lie.

      While watching the body language of the woman in his periphery, he kneeled down to address the child.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Roof,” she replied. “But all my friends call me Roofie.”

      “Well, Ruthie.” Drew laughed. “It’s a terrible night to be out in the rain.”

      “Mommy and I saw my grandma in Abalama.” The adults chuckled at her command of the English language in a four-year-old sort of way.

      “And where do you live?”

      “Wake City.” She looked into Drew’s eyes, and he studied her. Her smile showed her first missing tooth. One last question.

      “Are you and your mom alone, Ruthie?”

      “Yup. Papa wanted to stay home and watch footbaw.” Dad of the year.

      Drew stood up and patted the child on the top of her slicker-covered head. The rain was starting to come down in sheets.

      “Okay, ma’am. We’ll give you a ride to Lake City. Rhona, would you mind getting these young ladies settled in with you?”

      “Not at all, Drew. Thank you,” replied Rhona. “Come on, girls.”

      “Thank you so much,” replied the young woman and gave Drew an unexpected hug. She looked into Abbie’s face and mouthed God bless you.

      The group made their way to the trucks.

      “Look, Momma, a shiny bwack twuck like Papa’s.”

      “Not quite, honey,” the mom replied. “Ours is twenty years old. Are you with the government?”

      “Rhona, get our friend Ruthie settled in with a seat belt, please,” instructed Drew, ignoring her question. He turned to the young woman.

      “Ma’am, I don’t mean any disrespect. But I hope you understand what I am about to say is said in all sincerity. We are with the federal government, and by taking you to Lake City, we violate every protocol.”

      “I understand, sir. Truly, I do,” she replied. She then turned and said, “Abbie, we love you in Lake City. We need someone like you that understands how to put the country on the right track again.”

      Abbie stepped past Drew, giving him the side eye, and gave the woman a hug.

      “What’s your name?”

      “My name is Regina Gates. It’s an honor to meet you.”

      “Regina, we’ll do all we can to get you home safely in this mess. Okay?”

      “God bless you, Abbie.”

      “Yes, of course,” said Abbie, wiping the moisture from her eyes. “Thank you. Now, let’s get out of this rain and back on the road.”

      Drew escorted Regina to Ripley’s vehicle, and Ripley shrugged. Drew just nodded as he closed the door behind her. Abbie approached his side.

      “You did a wonderful thing, sir,” she said, adding a tone of sarcasm to sir.

      “Okay, whatever. We can’t save them all, Abbie.”

      “I understand. But we can save at least two.”
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        Sunday, September 4

        12:40 a.m.

        Eastbound Interstate 10

        Near Live Oak, Florida

      

      

      Jonesy continued to navigate the Suburban, with Ripley taking the lead. Abbie dozed off in the backseat, so the trio drove in silence for a while. Drew was trying to process things. There were so many scenarios and potential causes.

      He glanced at Abbie, who was getting some meaningful but fitful sleep. He had feelings for her, but the relationship was taboo. Drew tried to remain professional and maintain his distance, but the nature of his job had resulted in a closeness between them. The playful banter and flirting increased, but the rigors of the campaign never gave them time alone together. In Tallahassee, he had become consumed with protecting her. At this moment, he knew with utter certainty that he would give his life to protect her—not because it was his job, but because he was falling in love with Abbie.

      Jonesy was fidgeting and finally broke the silence. Both men couldn’t stop their minds from racing.

      “What the hell, Drew? What do you think has happened?”

      “I don’t know, man. It’s like we said earlier, there are so many possibilities. I believe we can rule out a solar flare.”

      “Why?”

      “With a solar flare, we would’ve had some warning. NASA and several other agencies, including the National Weather Service through their Space Weather Prediction Center, would have issued alerts. From what I’ve read, SPWC would provide twelve hours warning, but up to forty-eight hours is typical. No, this has to be an attack of some kind.”

      “By whom?” asked Jonesy.

      “Hell, pick one—Russia, China, North Korea, Iran, even terrorists like ISIS. This country hasn’t exactly been making friends in the world over the last several decades. They all hate us. For that matter, they may have come together in a joint operation. They’re all butt buddies.”

      “That’s true. But if they nuked us, they would have to know we would hit back twice as hard. You know, the whole mutually assured destruction thing—MAD.”

      “I agree. Plus, realizing we know almost nothing in the way of facts, a lot of this is speculation. But the social media frenzy seemed to relate to the power going down, not a nuclear warhead detonation. It could have been a nuclear-delivered electromagnetic pulse.”

      “But that would take several bombs, wouldn’t it?” asked Jonesy.

      “I agree. A coordinated attack could take down the grid nationwide. But our defenses would be able to react to some of the incoming missiles. To me, that would prohibit a cross-country blackout.”

      “Okay, if an EMP, whether nuclear or solar, didn’t collapse the grid, then what did?” asked Jonesy.

      “Last Christmas, when I was visiting my folks, Pop gave me a book to read called Cyber Warfare. It was a detailed history of the use of cyber attacks by the bad guys we just mentioned, hacker activists like Anonymous, and our own Defense Department. Like Pop said, it was eye-opening.”

      “Yeah, look what hackers did in Vegas back in the spring. They took down the grid on the Las Vegas strip. People died in the mayhem,” said Jonesy.

      “I remember. There was one thing the author wrote that I’ve replayed in my head over and over again. He wrote—No bombs. No bullets. No sword fights. Just a few keystrokes on the computer, and we’re done.”

      “Sounds plausible, doesn’t it, Drew?”

      The sound of Ripley keying the mic in his earphone interrupted their conversation.

      “Go ahead,” said Drew. After listening for a moment, he reached for the handset in his pocket and adjusted the dials. “Let me put you on speaker. Okay, go ahead.”

      “We’ve caught a cell tower,” started Ripley. “Rhona can give us an update.”

      Drew fumbled for his phone and held it up to observe the display. The signal strength meter gravitated between no signal and a single bar. Abbie stirred awake.

      “We have cell service?” she asked in her half-awake state. “Is the power back?”

      “Put her on speaker,” said Drew. “Rhona, tell us what you know.”

      “Drew, I suddenly got cell reception as we passed the Live Oak exit. I didn’t receive a call, and I wasn’t able to call out. I continuously receive an all circuits are busy recording or a fast busy tone. Everyone in the country must be trying to use their cell phones as a means to get information.”

      “What do you have for us?” Drew asked.

      “I received almost two dozen text messages from various sources. I guess text messages are less taxing on the obviously overburdened cellular network.”

      Drew was aware that Verizon and AT&T went to great lengths to upgrade their tower network with generators after the communications blackout triggered by Hurricane Sandy in 2012. As the storm battered the East Coast, flooding homes, destroying businesses, and taking lives, first responders felt helpless. Communications networks along the affected area were not functioning. As power outages became widespread in New York and Connecticut, cell towers relied on their backup power. As the demand in the region exploded, the backup generators were drained rapidly.

      Telecommunications providers came under tremendous pressure to maintain complete service during any future disaster. As a result, Senator Charles Schumer of New York introduced legislation requiring telecom companies to beef up their systems and post-disaster capabilities. The companies banded together and successfully fought off the federal government mandates. Instead, they undertook to invest in more propane-fueled backup generators. They also had regional support facilities capable of erecting temporary cell towers if necessary.

      All of this infrastructure upgrade was considered a positive step. However, the cellular companies did not expand their cellular traffic capacities to accommodate the potential onslaught of calls when millions of Americans sought to reach out to family or to gather information. The lines were jammed with attempts to call, which resulted in communications darkness for all.

      Rhona continued. “The first messages were from Robby. He told me the plane would be grounded and to locate a safe place for Abbie. He was with Mrs. Clinton in New York for a fundraiser. The city was in utter chaos.”

      “Do the messages have timestamps?” asked Abbie.

      “They reflect the time they came to my phone,” replied Rhona. “I can only tell you the order in which they were sent.”

      “Anything else?” asked Abbie.

      “Yes, a couple of things. Your father sent a text that just read en route. I guess he’s on his way, Abbie.”

      Drew made eye contact with Abbie, and she smiled. So far, so good.

      Rhona continued. “I have some news from my brother, who works at Randolph Air Force Base in San Antonio. Texas still has power. The rest of the continental U. S. is dark. The informal assessment is a massive, coordinated cyber attack on the grid.”

      Jonesy smiled and shook his head as he glanced at Drew.

      Quiet settled into both vehicles as the occupants contemplated the magnitude of this possibility. Drew stared into the darkness and then suddenly realized it made sense.

      “Have you noticed the amount of traffic headed westbound compared to the vehicles traveling in our direction?” he asked.

      “You’re right, Drew,” replied Jonesy. “It’s easily ten to one. Thousands of people have received the same information Rhona just related, and they’re heading for Texas.”

      “If this power outage is long term, the entire nation will migrate there,” said Abbie. “Rhona, has anyone heard from the President?”

      “Robby didn’t offer any information other than the President is still in Hawaii, and they have not been affected by the outage,” she replied.

      “Sir, do we continue as planned?” asked Ripley. As if on cue, a wind gust and its accompanying rain battered the Suburban. It was tempting to abandon this plan and adopt a new course for a military facility in unaffected Texas.

      “Stand by, Ripley,” said Drew. He turned to Abbie and muted his comms. “Abbie, I know it’s tempting to turn around and head to Texas. It would be several hundred miles in heavier traffic. But we would be driving away from the hurricane instead of into it. At the other end, there would be any number of military facilities that could offer you protection. It is an option.”

      Abbie was deep in thought for a moment. “What do you think, Drew?”

      “This is an unknown world now,” replied Drew. “I do know your father is going to great lengths to travel here. He wants to protect his daughter. I don’t think we should leave him hangin’.”

      “Okay. You know I will always trust your judgment. Let’s proceed.”

      “Ripley, we’ll stay the course,” announced Drew. “Lake City is up ahead. We’ll take care of your passengers and then head southeast.” A Florida Highway Patrol cruiser sped past them on the entrance ramp.

      “Roger that,” said Ripley. “There’s another rest area ahead. Is everybody good?”

      Drew looked around and received a thumbs-up. “Proceed,” replied Drew. The rain was coming down in gusty sheets. Jonesy had the wipers operating on their fastest cycle. The vehicles crept along at roughly thirty miles an hour as Drew saw the highway sign indicating Interstate 75 was just a mile ahead. He leaned back in the seat and took a deep breath. They were coming to a crossroads.
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      As the tandem Suburbans approached the intersection of Interstate 10 and the north-south lanes of Interstate 75, one of the most traveled highways in America, their view through the soaking rain was illuminated by headlights and brake lights shining in every direction. Ripley slowed the team as they approached to get a complete view of the traffic. Drew interrupted his assessment.

      “What’ve we got, Ripley?”

      “Sir, it reminds me of Malfunction Junction in Tampa on a Friday afternoon,” he replied, adding, “during a hurricane, of course. It’s difficult to see through this freakin’ rain.” While Ripley was sure every major city had its version of Malfunction Junction. In Tampa, the intersection of Interstate 4 and Interstate 275 was well-known to Floridians. Every day was a traffic nightmare at Tampa’s Malfunction Junction.

      “Traffic headed westbound has stopped as well,” observed Drew. Ripley eased over towards the shoulder to get a better look. He could make out a tractor trailer that lay on its side on the grassy medium. Two palmetto trees prevented the fifty-three-foot rig from skidding down the hill into the westbound lane.

      “Look out!” exclaimed Drew into his earphone. Ripley pulled into the passing lane just in time to avoid being hit by a car speeding past them on the left. I almost lost the other mirror.

      Playing follow the leader, he saw several other cars pull out of formation on both the right and left shoulders. Within minutes, they were blocked in on all sides as the two eastbound lanes quickly became a four-lane highway.

      “Drew, I don’t like this,” said Ripley into the comms. “Traffic isn’t moving in either direction. Something is wrong.”

      The winds began to pick up again, and lightning was now illuminating the sky. As the vehicles inched forward past the overturned rig, Ripley maneuvered to the inside shoulder along the guardrail. The other Suburban attempted to follow but was almost hit by a pickup that inserted itself between them.

      “Come on, Jonesy, keep up,” Ripley muttered to no one in particular.

      “Doesn’t matter, I’ve got you in sight,” said Jonesy.

      Ripley continued to inch forward when the sound of gunfire came from ahead of them.

      “Were those gunshots?” asked Rhona.

      “I think so, but it’s hard to tell through the thunder,” replied Ripley. Then he heard the unmistakable loud report of a shotgun, visible with its bright muzzle flash.

      “Shots fired, shots fired ahead,” screamed Ripley. He quickly looked in all directions. They were pinched against the guardrail. The only opening was behind them—where the semi had jackknifed.

      Suddenly, the reverse lights on the minivan in front of them lit up before it crashed into their front bumper. Apparently panicked, other cars were now attempting to go in reverse. The van effectively pinched them into the pickup truck to their rear.

      “Drew! We’re wedged in, and we’ve got shots fired ahead!” screamed Ripley.
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      Drew’s view was obstructed by the truck in front of them. Placing his communications unit on speaker, he replied to Ripley’s call.

      “Copy,” replied Drew. “Jonesy, can you see around this truck in front of you?” Drew sat up in his seat, attempting to get a visual of Ripley and the lead vehicle.

      “No, I can’t,” replied Jonesy. The blowing rain was continuous now as the feeder bands passed over more often.

      “We need to get out of here,” muttered Drew as he swung his attention in all directions. The only possible exit was through the guardrail torn open by the jackknifed rig. There was no guarantee that they could get through the water-saturated median to the westbound lane, and they would still face the obstacle of another guardrail blocking their access. It was their only option.

      “Jonesy, I don’t like this at all, but we don’t have any options here,” started Drew. He gestured as he continued. “We can still cut through the torn guardrail here and double back to the last exit. Make our way from there, right?”

      “But Ripley is beyond the opening. He says he’s stuck between this pickup and another vehicle.”

      “Right,” replied Drew. “We need to get ourselves through the rail first with the goal of making it through the median. Then, we have to direct traffic and get the pickup out of the way. Ripley will have the opening he needs to follow.”

      “Got it,” said Jonesy. He checked his secret-service-assigned weapon—a SIG Sauer P229 chambered in .357. “You’ll take the wheel. Sir, I have to ask. What are the rules of engagement?”

      “Well, it isn’t passive,” replied Drew. “Let’s make this happen and hope it doesn’t come to that. Just stay frosty oscar mike. Join them once you clear the guardrail. Double back to the last exit as our rendezvous point.”

      Drew unbuckled his seatbelt and checked his weapon. “Did you copy that, Ripley?”

      “Roger,” he replied. “Listen, there’s not an inch between us and the vehicles fore and aft. By the way, the gunfire has ceased.”

      “Let’s go, Jonesy!” As his driver exited the vehicle into the storm, Drew immediately climbed over to the driver’s seat.

      “Will this work?” Abbie asked apprehensively.

      “It’s all we’ve got, Abbie,” replied Drew. “There’s something wrong up ahead, and we need to move. Please lie down on the seat with your seat belt buckled. We have protection from small-arms fire, but not from vehicles being used as battering rams.”

      “Okay.”

      Drew put the Suburban into reverse and eased backward to the blare of horns behind him. He turned the truck left but was unable to clear the guardrail. He backed up further, nudging the left rear bumper of the car behind him, and then abruptly moved forward through the gap.

      Jonesy, standing next to the pickup truck in front of them, waved the driver back, and the pickup slid into reverse. However, the irate driver behind Drew, still laying on the horn, immediately filled the gap left by the Suburban. Ripley’s vehicle was still too far from the guardrail opening.

      “This is a cluster—,” shouted Drew, slapping the steering wheel. He suppressed his anger as shots rang out again, but this time they were close. The windshield of the pickup truck where Jonesy stood exploded into tiny pieces of glass. Jonesy hit the ground and crawled to safety behind the other Suburban.

      “My God, Drew!” exclaimed Abbey. “What’s happening? Why are people shooting?”

      Drew ignored her question. “Jonesy is pinned down.” Drew couldn’t intervene to help him. He had to hold his position. His mind raced. A lightning flash helped shed light on the threat.

      In the darkness, Drew could make out a group of men carrying both rifles and handguns walking toward each parked vehicle. As they approached, they would point their gun at the driver. Ripley provided more information on the threat over the open comms.

      “Sir, it appears these thugs are demanding a ransom from each vehicle. Two teams are working their way down the highway, threatening vehicle occupants to turn over their valuables. The last shots fired were from a vehicle who attempted to take them out. It didn’t work.”

      Drew thought for a moment. Protocol required him to extract Abbie immediately. But he didn’t want to leave his team behind.

      “Jonesy, you copy?” asked Drew.

      Through the wind howling, Jonesy replied, “Roger. I believe the bullet that hit this pickup was a stray. I can take out the two in the middle lane if Ripley can hit the thug on the inside shoulder.”

      “I can do that,” said Ripley. “They’re approaching.”

      Drew thought for a brief moment. He looked into the rearview mirror at a reticent Abbie. Decision made.

      “Okay, proceed. You do understand protocol. I need to extract Captain.”

      “No problem, sir, we’ve got this,” replied Jonesy.

      “It’ll be our pleasure,” chimed in Ripley. “Get our next Vice President to safety while we take care of business and get these young ladies to their destination.”

      “Thank you, gentlemen. Keep your comms open. It’s been a pleasure. See you at the ranch!”

      Drew threw the Suburban into drive and made his way through the crape myrtle trees past the crashed semi. He listened to the communications between Jonesy and Ripley as they methodically eliminated three members of the group attacking the helpless travelers.

      As Drew and Abbie’s truck reached the inside of the westbound guardrail, he heard his men shout that two more hostiles were approaching from the south. The sound of gunfire filled the speaker of the handheld unit. The members of the team were shouting instructions at each other. Clearly, there were several more hostiles. Through his side mirror, he could see a barrage of muzzle flashes in between the lightning strikes. They’re in a firefight. Dammit!

      “Drew, we have to help them—Rhona, the woman, and her little girl.”

      Once again, Drew was faced with an impossible decision. His choices could mean life or death regardless of the judgment he used.

      “Abbie, you’re my priority.” Drew wheeled the Suburban back onto the pavement and headed westbound away from the melee.
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      Drew slowly approached the railroad crossing in the small town of Wellborn. The streets appeared deserted. He pulled into the parking lot of Bob’s Butts BBQ and stopped. The wind was still blowing, but the rain had ceased, for the moment. The two needed to stretch their legs and regroup. Wellborn seems safe enough.

      “Looks like the fire and rescue are closed up for the night,” said Drew, pointing across the street at what was probably an all-volunteer department that only occasionally had to rescue cats from the moss-covered live oak trees dotting the landscape. “Let’s stretch and get some water, okay, Abbie?”

      “Okay,” a meek Abbie replied. She was exhausted and distraught over the possible fate of Rhona and the innocent people they took on board. Since they turned back, she began to question the decision to help the young mother and her daughter, Ruthie. Would they have been better off on their own instead of becoming embroiled in a gunfight?

      “Drew, did we do the right thing?”

      “Abbie, I had to get you out of there. The team knows the drill. They’re fine.”

      “No, I mean taking on the woman and her little girl. Did I unnecessarily put them in harm’s way?”

      Drew took a breath and moved forward to comfort Abbie. He was confident in the decisions they’d made so far. “Listen. Those two could have suffered a much worst fate, unprotected. I don’t care how many hostiles the boys faced back there on that interstate. They would not let any harm come to Rhona or our guest passengers. Your compassion saved them from a certain fate, Abbie. Know that.”

      She looked up at him. She wanted him to hold her. Make it all go away. Just as he got close—he nervously backed away. There was still that wall of professional boundaries.

      Drew popped open the back hatch of the Suburban and retrieved a couple of bottled waters from the cooler. He handed Abbie a towel that she used to wipe her face. She looked at her reflection in the truck’s rear window. She was a hot mess, but she was alive.

      “How much farther?” she asked.

      “I wish we had a map. The GPS wants to take you on its preferred route. People rely upon these things too much. It’s no wonder drivers aimlessly follow its directions off a cliff.”

      Abbie laughed.

      She studied Drew. He was handsome but not in a movie-star kind of way. He was obviously well built and had a boyish charm about him. She appreciated his dry sense of humor. Most of all, he was very attentive towards her. He would perform small, unnecessary gestures of kindness that gave her the feeling he cared about her. Did it take this crazy situation to allow her to see the obvious?

      “Let’s get goin’, Abbie,” said Drew as he escorted her to the passenger side of the truck. She stopped at the rear door out of habit.

      “Here you go,” he said, opening the front door. “You’re riding shotgun now.”

      “Oh, I got a promotion. Do I get a gun too?”

      “Nope. The rules are simple. Eyes on the periphery. No excessive chatter. Keep your hands to yourself. Wear your seat belt at all times. Fair enough?”

      “I’ll take the job,” she replied. As she climbed into the truck, she caught a glimpse of Drew looking at her—checking her out. Now that we’re alone, we’ll see where this crazy ride leads us.
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      Drew charted a route to the south and east of Lake City, avoiding every potential obstacle, town or major road crossing. What would usually take less than an hour on a sunny afternoon took double that in the throes of Hurricane Danni. Despite the torrential downpours, the ride was uneventful, but Drew was closely monitoring another very real problem—they were low on fuel. The delays, the side roads, and the fact they were only supposed to drive a few miles to the campaign event led to the probability of an empty fuel tank soon.

      His thoughts alternated between the task at hand and his family back home in Tennessee. Drew grew up in a rural part of Tennessee known as the Upper Cumberland Plateau. His father, affectionately known as Judge by all who knew him, including Drew’s mom, practiced law for many years in nearby Jamestown before he was later appointed to be a circuit judge. In Tennessee’s rural counties, one circuit judge would preside over civil cases in several counties, so his father would travel a hundred miles a day to conduct the court’s business.

      His mom was a retired registered nurse from the local hospital in Jamestown. For thirty-five years, Janie Jackson worked in all aspects of the regional medical center, including eleven years as a surgery nurse. But her favorite position came at the end of her career when the hospital placed her in charge of the emergency room—my ER, as she called it. Nobody, including the physicians, challenged this designation.

      Drew’s brother and sister were freshmen at the University of Tennessee. Fraternal twins, the two were inseparable and best friends. Jasper, his eighteen-year-old brother, went to Tennessee on a football scholarship as a fullback. Six feet tall and made of solid muscle, he was a little undersized to play linebacker on defense and too small to play the offensive line. But Jack, as he preferred to be called, could open a hole and knock down anyone who stood in his way.

      His sister, Alexandra, was the consummate farmer’s daughter. She was a beautiful young woman—but more tomboy than a debutante. In Muddy Pond, where the family farm was located, hunting was the recreation of choice. Allie participated in every marksmanship course taught in the Fentress County school system. While the family supported Jack in his football endeavors, they also were proud of Allie for her shooting trophies.

      “Hey, Drew. What are you thinking?”

      “Sorry, my mind wandered. Did you say something?”

      “Ignoring me already, I see.”

      “No, Abbie, I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      “Nothing. I’m just messing with you. Relax, Drew. It’ll be all right.” She reached over and rubbed his shoulders, instantly relaxing him. “You’ve done great so far. We’re going to be fine.”

      “Thanks. I mean, I know. I was just thinking about my family.” Drew relaxed his grip on the wheel as the rain died down for the first time in an hour or so. Plus, Abbie’s touch had a calming effect on him—even though she was violating the keep your hands to yourself rule.

      “Are you worried about them?” asked Abbie.

      “No, not really. My parents are prepared for things like this. Hell, Pop will live longer in the world with no power than he would have in an electricity-dependent life. I was thinking more about my younger brother and sister. Today was Jack’s first home football game at Neyland Stadium in Knoxville.”

      “Wow. You never mentioned that before.”

      “My younger brother and sister are freshmen at Tennessee. They’re twins. Jack made the team as a true freshman and probably saw some playing time against Appalachian State. He had a good first game against Virginia Tech last week. My sister, Allie, is his biggest fan. I’m sure she was at the game.”

      “Allie. Great name. We’d be friends. You know. Abbie. Allie. Get it?” The two laughed.

      “Ha-ha. Maybe. Allie isn’t a foo foo.”

      “What? Are you saying I’m a foo foo, mister? I have a gun. It’s here somewhere. I’m sure of it!” Abbie teasingly started to take off her seat belt to search for the elusive gun just to aggravate Drew.

      “Do not break any more rules or you will be relieved of your shotgun duties.”

      Drew knew Abbie was purposefully acting silly to loosen him up. Abbie was showing a side of her that he didn’t get to enjoy often. In fact, this was the longest period the two had spent alone. He liked it. They both sat in silence for a moment. Drew could feel the tension between them.

      “It’s our anniversary, you know,” said Abbie.

      “Anniversary of what?”

      “Our one-hundred-day anniversary. You started protecting me a hundred days ago.”

      “Really? Gawd,” said Drew in his natural Southern drawl. “I thought it had been years. I was just thinking to myself—is this detail ever going to end?”

      “Shut up, idiot! That’s it. I’m finding that gun!”

      “Abbie, stop. You are the worst protectee of all protectees.”

      “Protectee is not a word.”

      “Umm, yes, it is.”

      “Nope.”

      “You’re breaking the rules of the shotgunner.”

      “What? No, I am not!”

      “Yes, you are. Excessive talking.”

      Abbie petulantly sat back in her seat. Drew was enjoying this.

      “Shotgunner is not a word either,” said Abbie, folding her arms with a pout.

      She may be right about that one.
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      For miles, Drew looked for options. He hoped to see a gas can sitting in a carport or next to a tool shed. He watched for any other travelers or residents to lend a hand. But the drive along their circuitous route was mostly deserted. He had to tell Abbie.

      “Abbie, we’re only about forty miles from Camp Blanding, but I’m afraid we don’t have enough fuel. I’ve routed us towards a small town on State Highway 100 called Lulu. I don’t know if there’ll be any help for us, but we have to try.”

      “When will we run out, Drew?”

      “Very soon. I don’t think we can make it to town, so we’ll have to walk and ask for help.”

      “And if there isn’t anyone to help us?”

      “Then we walk straight down Highway 100 toward Lake Butler and hope for an alternative.”

      “That would suck.”

      “I couldn’t have said it better.” Drew chuckled.

      Drew continued several more miles until he hit the intersection of County Road 241, where he turned left towards Lulu. Just as they passed the Speed Limit 45 sign, the truck sputtered and lost power. End of the road.

      Abbie spoke up first. “Well, okay then. Let the adventure continue.” Drew could tell Abbie was pretending to be in good spirits. This was not a good situation for them.

      “Let me take a quick inventory of what would be most useful to carry with us,” said Drew as the two exited the stalled vehicle.

      His first concern was shelter in the event they had to walk the entire route. They were both in good condition, but in the midst of a hurricane and without alternate transportation, the trip would take at least eight hours. Drew was comfortable they could find respite from the storm, even if it was in a barn or an outbuilding.

      Security was the next order of business. Drew carried his assigned weapon—the Sig Sauer P229. His personal weapon was a Glock 31, standard issue to his many friends in the Tennessee Highway Patrol. It used a common cartridge, the Sig .357. But he also kept in his bag a Glock 33 chambered in the same cartridge. The Glock 33 was a subcompact version. Its magazine held nine rounds. He strapped it in an ankle holster and covered it with his pant leg.

      “Abbie, we’ve talked about this before. Ordinarily, there would be no circumstance that would require you to be armed. This is an exception to that rule.”

      “You know I’m trained on the P229. My father insisted upon it.”

      “I remember. I have a backup Sig for you. I have two paddle holsters, but they won’t tuck into the waistband of your Juicy Couture tracksuit.”

      Abbie stood a little taller and somewhat indignant. “You’ll have to give me a gun, Drew.”

      “Yes. I have a shoulder holster that I’ll adjust to fit you.” Drew reached into his bag and adjusted the straps on his shoulder rig. He turned toward her to get her outfitted. “I need you to stand tall and hold your arms out.”

      Drew slipped her right arm through one side of the straps and then her left. He reached around her to adjust the padding under her arms, accidentally grazing her breasts. Abbie shivered. With both hands, Drew carefully pulled Abbie’s hair free from the shoulder straps, revealing her neck. She turned her head to expose her skin covered with goosebumps. Drew felt the attraction, and he knew Abbie wanted him to kiss her.

      But he restrained himself. He pulled her arms down to her sides, and he leaned into her ear. “Abbie, I feel it too. Let’s get out of this mess and we’ll see where it takes us. Okay?”

      Abbie exhaled and nodded. Then she turned toward him and touched his face. “I can’t help how I feel, Drew. I’m falling in love with you. I have been for months.”

      “I know. Love you too. I—” Then an explosion ripped through the night. They both instantly turned towards Lulu. A streak of lightning momentarily lit up the sky to reveal black smoke drifting skyward.

      Drew grabbed a few more things and stuffed them in his cargo pant pockets before he closed the Suburban and habitually locked it, tucking the keys away.

      “Let’s go.”
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      As Drew and Abbie jogged toward town, the frequent lightning strikes provided a view of the smoke that grew in volume and density. They had jogged almost two miles when they rounded the curve and saw fire dancing into the sky. The Lulu Baptist Church was engulfed in flames. Because of the intense heat and Drew’s concern over what caused the fire, he led Abbie across the street under the oak tree canopy provided in the home’s front yard.

      “What should we do?” asked Abbie. The two crouched under a mature live oak, which shielded them from the rain coming from another feeder band. Did this hurricane find a place to stop for the night?

      “I’m not sure, but something is out of place. I realize it’s oh-dark-thirty, but that explosion could be heard for miles. Where is everybody? Why aren’t the neighbors gathering around to see what’s happened?”

      “You’re right, Drew. Somebody would come around, right?”

      “Yeah.” Drew looked around and grabbed Abbie by the hand. They ran across a gravel side road to another set of oaks and looked around. Suddenly, Abbie gasped.

      “My god, Drew, look!” she exclaimed, pointing at a covered front porch in the midst of the trees. “Is that, is that a body?”

      Drew immediately pulled his weapon. “Abbie, listen to me. Ready your weapon and follow close behind me. I want you to watch our backs. I’ve got the rest. If you see someone, slap me and we both go down to a crouch. Got it?”

      “Yes.” Abbie unsnapped the holster and pulled her weapon. “Okay, go.”

      The two made their way together toward the front porch. It was a quaint Florida farmhouse with white wood siding and a green metal roof. Baskets of ferns dangled between the columns and swung in the gusty winds. The empty white rocking chairs swayed from the squalls, or from the ghosts of past residents—including the dead elderly woman laying half in and half out of her front door.

      “Abbie, you have to control yourself, okay?”

      “What? Why?” Impulsively, she turned around to see what Drew was talking about. She gasped and began to shake. “Oh my god!”

      The elderly woman, clad in a pink nightgown and light blue housecoat, had been beaten to death with a small sledgehammer. Her face was mangled, unrecognizable. The murderer had left the hammer embedded in her skull. Drew had seen death during his tours of duty in Afghanistan. What appeared before him was the most gruesome killing he had ever seen.

      He turned to comfort Abbie, but she was vomiting over the white porch rail. She was crying hysterically as the emotions of the day and the convulsions of her retching overtook her. Drew took her gun and tucked it into his belt. He pulled her hair back behind her and wiped away her tears as she tried to regain her composure. After her stomach was emptied, her crying subsided, enabling her to speak.

      “What is wrong with people? I mean, who could do this to an old lady?”

      “I don’t know,” responded Drew. “We have to be careful, Abbie. I need you right now, okay?”

      Abbie sniffled and nodded her head. She pulled her sleeves over her hands and wiped off her face and nose. She looked into Drew’s eyes and once again nodded affirmatively.

      “Okay.”

      “Abbie, here’s your gun. I want you to wait here while I check the house. I imagine the killer is long gone based on the condition of the body, but I have to make sure. You watch the front and call for me if you see something—but quietly.”

      “Okay, hurry!”

      Drew stepped over the body and quickly returned with a hand-knitted afghan he’d found folded on a sofa. He imagined she had used it to stay warm while watching her favorite television shows. It was difficult for him to keep his composure. So senseless and unnecessary.

      Drew cleared the small two-bedroom, one-story home and found only evidence of looting. The bathroom medicine cabinet was torn off the wall, and the nightstand drawers were ransacked. They were looking for drugs.

      Through the kitchen window, he saw a white sedan, maybe a Buick, parked under a carport roof. Fumbling through the kitchen using his UltraFire flashlight, he found the keys on a hook next to the pantry door. He returned to Abbie, who had stopped crying but was clearly very emotional.

      “It’s clear inside, Abbie. I think the murderer was a looter or looking for drugs, based upon the way the place was torn apart. There’s a car out back, and I’ve got the keys. Here.” Drew handed her a bottle of water out of the pantry. Abbie hesitated to take it at first. Once she did, she looked at it and then towards the now covered dead body. Drew knew what she was thinking. Are we looters too?

      “Abbie, we have to make some tough choices now. The world has changed—at least our part of it. We have to survive. There is a difference between looting and murder—and survival.”

      Abbie rolled the water through her hands. She looked at the body, then at the church burning across the road. The streets were still deserted. She looked up at Drew and opened the bottled water and took a drink.

      “Let’s hope the car has enough gas to get us out of here,” said Abbie.
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      Drew immediately looked at the fuel gauge and saw that it was full. The white Buick Enclave still had that new-car smell. Drew imagined that the family of the deceased woman insisted on her having reliable transportation. It also contained a Sirius XM radio with a navigation screen. He pulled out of the carport and turned right towards Lulu—former population of one hundred forty-eight.

      As he turned south on Florida 100, he saw a group of men dressed in blue uniforms leaning against the front rails of the ransacked Lulu General Store. He slowed to get a better look, but when the men started running toward the car, Drew sped off toward the southeast. It was only ten miles to Lake Butler, but Drew had had enough of small-town Florida—during the apocalypse.

      “I’m avoiding the town. After what I saw back there, give me some country back roads. Abbie, it will be daylight soon. I’d prefer to be moving under cover of darkness. I can go straight through the center of these towns to the camp’s main gates, or we can work our way through back roads, which may help us avoid detection as we enter this Florida National Guard facility.”

      “I understand,” she replied. “Let’s try through town first. Do we have any southern bailout options?” Drew was glad to see Abbie was getting back to normal. She was a seasoned politician but also a valued member of the Senate Intelligence Committee. Her security clearance was just below that of the President. Her position required an analytical mind. He was glad she was able to help him think through their options.

      “A few. We’ll get our first view of the main drag in just a moment,” replied Drew. The headlights illuminated the railroad tracks that ran parallel to the highway. Groups of men wandered along the tracks. Some wore coats to shield themselves from the rain.

      “What are they doing out in the storm?”

      “I don’t know, but there’s something else I find odd. Did you notice they’re all similarly dressed to the guys in Lulu who chased the car?’

      “Yeah. Maybe they’re road or utility maintenance workers?” Drew wasn’t sure, but he didn’t intend to stop and ask.

      He slowed the Buick as they began to see businesses on the outskirts of Lake Butler. On their left, at the S&S Food Store, people were streaming out of the building, carrying armfuls of beer and cigarettes. Up ahead, Drew spotted a car on fire in the middle of the road. There was no sign of first responders.

      “I’ve seen enough.” He stopped and threw it in reverse. Turning south down County Road 231, more looting was taking place. Another group of men was filling the back of an Aramark Uniform van with groceries from the IGA. The van’s headlights exposed a body that lay lifeless in the parking lot nearby.

      “They’re all wearing the same type of blue uniforms,” said Abbie. “I don’t get it.” A car sped past them in the other direction. Across the way, two pickup trucks were being loaded with building materials and lumber from Jackson Building Supply. The American flag was torn off the front entrance and lay under the tires of one of the trucks. I guess that’s how it is now.

      Drew hustled them out of town and started traversing the roads south of Lake Butler. He decided to avoid the northerly route through Raiford and Lawtey, opting instead to go on the other side of Starke.

      “Based upon the navigation panel, Camp Blanding has several entrances. It appears the bulk of the base operations are located on the other side of this large round lake.”

      “Kingsley Lake,” interjected Abbie.

      “Right. We’ll work our way up from the south, avoiding Starke. Once we get back on County Road 230, we should be able to find a checkpoint. I’ll show the guards my Secret Service ID. Do you have any identification?”

      “No, I never need it. Surely they’ll recognize me.” She laughed. “Maybe we should look for a campaign poster?”

      “Very funny. We’ll deal with it when we get there.” Drew stopped and turned onto the highway. He approached an entry gate to the base and immediately saw it was not occupied by soldiers or military vehicles. Several men stood in front of the chain-link gate, smoking and talking. They hadn’t noticed Drew’s approach. The now howling wind and increased rainfall distracted them.

      “These guys aren’t military,” said Abbie. “They look like they’re waiting for something. And notice the uniforms again.”

      Drew cut the lights and slowly backed down the crushed-shell service road. Once back on the highway, he worked his way northward until they came upon another gated entrance.

      “More of the same.” Drew sighed. “Abbie, we’ve got to keep going, but we’re also running out of darkness. I don’t want to shoot our way through a situation. It’s too dangerous.”

      “Keep going, Drew,” said Abbie, running her finger across the GPS panel. “Try Lake Drive. It runs right into Kingsley Lake. Maybe we can walk to the base.” The rain and wind picked up considerably courtesy of the approaching Danni—the never-ending hurricane.

      They hit a dead end on the south side of Kingsley Lake at a small cluster of homes. It was dark enough for Drew and Abbie to make their way along the shore—if it was passable. Based upon the map, they were only a few thousand feet away from the base housing and another couple of thousand feet to a large open area that might be the airfield.

      They donned ponchos and started through the yards. As they were passing in between the final two homes, they were blinded by a flashlight.

      “Stop right there!” shouted a younger man’s voice from behind a fishing boat on a trailer.

      Drew dropped to one knee and pulled Abbie down with him. They were temporarily in the darkness again until another flashlight illuminated their position from the right. The first man shouted again.

      “Stop right there and put your hands in the air where I can see ’em!”

      Drew heard the distinctive sound of a shell being racked into a pump-action shotgun—a sound that would scare away the bravest of burglars.

      “Don’t talk,” he whispered to Abbie. “This is just a scared homeowner.”

      Drew stood with his hands in the air and Abbie followed his lead.

      “Sir, we don’t mean you any harm. My name is Andrew Jackson, and I’m with the United States Secret Service. I have my identification if you will allow me to reach into my pocket.” Drew began to reach under his poncho but stopped suddenly when he heard the sound of another shotgun chambering a shell.

      “That’s probably a load of crap, Grandpa,” said a younger voice to their right. Then directing his attention at Drew and Abbie, the young man shouted, “You’re trespassing!”

      “I’m sorry that we’ve come on your property. We need to get to Camp Blanding. We’ll just turn around and leave, okay?”

      “Don’t move. Drop your ID on the ground and move away slowly. The police are on the way.” No, they’re not, but somebody else is. I’m just not sure who. Drew dropped his ID, and he pushed Abbie backward a few steps. He kept his body between her and the guns pointed at them.

      He whispered to Abbie, “This will be fine.”

      An older man walked around the fishing boat with the flashlight in Drew’s eyes. The younger man came from his right. They approached tentatively. Please don’t make me have to kill you both today.

      The man studied Drew’s identification and then compared the picture to his illuminated face. He seemed to relax as he tucked the ID inside his shirt pocket.

      “Why are you sneaking around here during a hurricane? Why not drive up to Blanding’s front gate?” he asked.

      “Something’s wrong,” Drew explained. “We approached two gates to the south of here, and both were surrounded by civilians dressed in blue uniforms. We’ve seen similarly dressed men between here and Lulu.”

      “Who’s with you?” asked the young man, raising his rifle once again. Drew cringed as Abbie spoke up.

      “My name is Senator Abigail Morgan.”

      A woman’s voice came from behind them, and Drew spun around to see her armed silhouette standing in the rain.

      “Abbie? Let me see.” She flashed the light in Abbie’s face and immediately lowered her rifle.

      “For heaven’s sake, Thomas, this is Abbie Morgan. She’s going to be the next Vice President. Put your guns down, boys.” The woman approached Abbie, but Drew moved to stand between them.

      “It’s okay, Drew,” said Abbie, gently touching his right hand before he drew the weapon hidden in the small of his back. “Hello, ma’am. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Abbie approached the woman and extended her hand to shake but was greeted with a hug instead.

      “Oh my, this is so exciting,” exclaimed Rhetta Vance. “Abbie Morgan right here in my yard. Honey, what are you doing out here in this fretful weather? Come inside and let’s get you dried off and see if I can find some dry clothes. You’re much smaller than I am, but I could hem something up for you.” As if greeting an old friend, she took Abbie by the arm and escorted her towards the front porch as she continued to babble. Abbie turned and smiled at Drew, who looked to the sky, not only for guidance but to assess the coming daylight.
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      “They sound like escaped inmates,” said Thomas Vance, grandfather and retired chief of Probation and Parole Field Services for the Florida Department of Corrections. He and his wife, Rhetta, lived a quiet life overlooking Kingsley Lake. “They must have broken out of confinement when the power went out. We’ve had no information whatsoever. My grandson and I decided to stay up and keep watch in case anyone tried to steal from us. When the sun came up, I planned to check on my neighbors.”

      Abbie finished her glass of Tropicana Orange Juice and stood up in the family’s living room.

      “Thomas, these inmates are on a rampage,” said Drew. “I believe they may have murdered the entire town of Lulu. They are wreaking havoc in Lake Butler. Now, I think they’re preparing an assault on the base with a possible target being the National Guard Armory.”

      “You’re right, Drew, and in a way, it was fortunate we met under these unusual circumstances. I sense you need to go, and I need to sound the alarm—the best way I know how. The eye of the storm is heading our way, so we both should get started.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Drew. “Thank you for not shooting us.”

      “Of course. It was never my intention,” replied Mr. Vance. “We figured to scare you off is all. My grandson will help you get started.”

      “Drew, I’ll take you to the beginning of the trail through the woods. If you follow it, you’ll come out right onto Avenue A. Follow the street along the lake and then take the third right, which is Hollywood Street. Hollywood Street takes you straight to the airfield and the fuel depot. You can’t miss it.”

      “Thank you again,” said Drew. “Abbie, we need to go.” Everyone exchanged hugs, and Abbie promised to call when this was over. Like most Americans, this family couldn’t fathom that their electricity might be off for months or even years. Under the circumstances, you can’t hit them with that revelation.

      It was dawn when the two cleared the woods and walked onto Avenue A. Drew cautiously led Abbie into the clearing. Camp Blanding was an active military facility. They were home free, as they say. But there was no sense in getting shot after the night they’d just experienced together.

      “Are you ready?”

      “I think so,” replied Abbie as she adjusted her shoulder holster. “I think we should hold hands as we walk. You know. Lend the appearance that we’re just a typical couple out for a stroll.”

      Drew laughed. “Sure. I’ve got an exposed sidearm, and you’re wearing a shoulder holster packing a P229. Don’t mind us; we’re just a typical couple.”

      “Well, maybe not typical. But you can still hold my hand while we walk.” Abbie reached for his hand, and they continued up Avenue A and rounded the turn to Hollywood Street.

      “I’ve met your father once before,” started Drew. “I don’t think he liked me.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “When I was introduced to him, he didn’t say a word.”

      “Oh, that’s just how he is. Trust me, as I’ve said before, you wouldn’t be my number one if he didn’t like you.” She gripped Drew’s hand tighter and led him toward the clearing. He was her number one. It was raining steadily now, and as they cleared the pine-lined street, the salty wind and rain peppered their faces.

      “I see his helicopter on the other side of the buildings,” observed Drew. “The tanker truck just completed refueling. See it pulling away?”

      “Yes! Come on, Drew!” Like a schoolgirl with her new boyfriend, she pulled his arm and ran up Hollywood Street into the driving rain. Within moments, they walked onto the grassy airfield—sloshing through the wet turf. Abbie slowed as she saw a group of men running on the other side towards her father’s helicopter.

      “Abbie!” exclaimed Drew as he pulled her to a stop. “Wait, look. Over there. The inmates are storming the chopper. The pilot must see them too. He’s started his engines to leave.” Panic set into Abbie.

      “Does he see us? Father. Daddy! Over here!” Abbie was jumping up and down, waving her arms, trying to get her father’s attention.

      “Keep running, Abbie. I’ll distract them!” Drew shoved her forward.

      Abbie ran ahead as Drew began firing at the approaching inmates. She glanced to her left as Drew shot and killed one of them. She heard three more shots that apparently missed the mark. But the diversion was working. They were now running toward Drew. He fired two more rounds, and then his weapon jammed.

      “Come on, Drew! Run!” shouted Abbie. She stopped and turned back towards him.

      Her father climbed out of the helicopter and grabbed her arm.

      “We must go, Abigail,” said Morgan. He began dragging her inside when Drew got overrun by the first three escaped inmates. He was fighting back with the butt of his gun. The other escaped prisoners joined in and tried to hold him down.

      Drew slipped out of their grasp and managed to get onto his feet. Shortly after regaining his balance, he moved towards the helicopter again.

      “Run, Drew! We have to help him!” Abbie tried to pull away from her father’s grasp. Morgan held her back. Abbie thought she saw Drew’s bloody face repeatedly mouthing the words love you.

      A strong gust of wind shook the Sikorsky.

      “Sir, the weather is becoming too severe for flight,” said the pilot. “We have a limited opportunity, sir. We must take off.”

      Once again, Drew was running toward her, but they tackled him again. He was only twenty yards away. Abbie’s tear-soaked faced was pressed against the window. She was yelling, “Love you, love you.”

      “Take off,” Morgan said dryly as he pulled the door closed.

      “No, Father, please! They’ll kill him!”

      As they lifted off, Abbie, still sobbing, pressed her face against the glass and said, “I love you too.”

      Then, through her tears, she turned to her father and said, “How could you leave him?”

      “Abbie, you’re my priority.”

      Abbie stared at her father in stunned silence, not because he left Drew behind, but out of a sense of déjà vu. As the helicopter lifted off, she stared out into the howling wind-blown rain at Drew’s motionless body, and she understood.
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      The city of Boston was dependent upon six electricity substations operated by Eversource, formerly known as NStar. These substations were responsible for the delivery of electricity to nearly seven hundred thousand residents. In 2012, a fire at one of the substations located in West Boston on Scotia Street cut power to twenty-two thousand customers.

      Investigators believed the mysterious fire at the facility might have been caused by a failed connection between a power line and a transformer. The connection sparked and ignited mineral oil that was used as a cooling agent in transmission lines. The flammable mineral oil fueled the fire, which found its way into the transformers at the Scotia Street substation. The transformers caught fire, imploded, and then melted down everything adjacent to them, including structural steel.

      The fire was believed to have traveled ten miles toward the east along transmission lines to the South Charles Street substation, near Boston Common. This facility was also shut down, causing a cascade of power outages throughout Boston. By the next day, much of the electrical grid was offline until other substations were able to pick up the slack.

      Electricity was delivered to the substations from the city’s main power plant located at Kendall Square in Cambridge. The Kendall Station was a natural gas-fired power plant that produced the vast majority of electricity in the metro Boston area. It relied upon a thirty-mile network of pipeline running beneath Cambridge and Boston.

      As one city official proudly announced when Kendall Station came online:

      It has become the beating heart and arteries of our system. We couldn’t operate the city without it.

      Kendall Station was about to have a heart attack.
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        * * *

      

      Sarge sat quietly for a moment, contemplating Julia’s question. The township of Cambridge twinkled in the distance, and he followed the navigational lights of a boat traveling up the Charles River toward the yacht club.

      He knew she wanted to get married, as did he. Nothing was preventing them from having a loving relationship for the rest of their lives. Of course, children would become part of the equation. He loved her, not the prospect of having children with her. But he enjoyed her company so much, why would they want to inject another person, or two, into their lives. Weren’t relationships complicated enough without the additional hurdles created by raising kids?

      “Julia, I love you,” started Sarge. He caught his breath as he sat upright in his chair. The evening was beautiful, despite the unrest throughout the city. This conversation was long overdue. For now, they were in their world. He needed to tell her how he felt.

      The first explosion rocked their building as the Scotia Street substation erupted into flames just one mile to their southwest. Julia spilled her wine, jumping out of her chair. Sarge got to his feet as the Mystic substation exploded into flames to their northeast in Everett. A dark hole appeared where the power grid collapsed. Within thirty seconds, similar sudden and violent detonations occurred in all directions.

      Sarge and Julia instinctively ducked with each explosion. Methodically, Boston was thrust into darkness. As each substation became overloaded, power was rapidly transferred by predetermined computer protocols. The cascading overload of the transformers throughout the city resembled mortar rounds reaching their targets. The substation explosions sounded like bombs detonating.

      “Sarge! Are we under attack?”

      “I don’t know. Are you okay?”

      “Yes, but what the hell?”

      “I don’t know, but let’s get off this roof. Stay down and head for the stairwell.”

      The lack of moonlight hindered Sarge and Julia’s ability to find their way to the rooftop entry door. Sarge’s first instinct was to get to safety. He had never experienced an adrenaline rush like this. Now he knew what Steven experienced when in a war zone. The unknown made his mind race. They reached the door and found darkness in the stairwell except for the faint glow of emergency lighting on each of the floors below.

      “Julia, I have no idea what’s happening. But we don’t need to panic. We’ve prepared for something like this.”

      “Like what? What is this?” asked Julia.

      “We’ll find out as soon as we can. First, we have to secure the top three floors. Follow me downstairs and then get us some different clothes and temporary lighting. I’m going to make my way through the stairwell and put into place the reinforced door security bars.”

      “Safety first, young man!” shouted Julia. Sarge laughed and was proud of Julia. She might have been apprehensive for a moment, but then she caught herself.

      “Let’s take care of business first, and then we’ll figure out what happened. Okay?”

      “Yes. Weapons too?” she asked.

      “I’m afraid so. Not the heavy stuff. Just sidearms until we can conduct a better assessment.”

      “Let’s go!” Julia pushed past him and bolted down the first flight of stairs, which led into the Great Hall near the pantry. She pressed the electronic keypad to gain entry. As she did so, Sarge patted himself on the back for insisting that the three floors he occupied at 100 Beacon be off the grid. There were many collapse scenarios anticipated by Sarge and the rest of the Loyal Nine, but all contemplated a grid-down scenario. Like this one?

      Sarge quickly descended the remainder of the three flights of stairs to the security door installed to prevent access to the roof by the other residents. When the Boston Brahmin led by John Morgan acquired 100 Beacon, they spared no expense in creating an inner-city fortress designed as a haven in the event of social unrest, or worse.

      Sarge was first approached in 2009 about the concept of preparedness when Morgan was considering the purchase of 100 Beacon. The building was in need of renovation, but one of the conditions of the Board of Zoning Appeals was that it be architecturally restored in a manner consistent with its original construction—dating back nearly one hundred years. Morgan retained ownership of the top three floors. He immediately began putting together a team capable of protecting him and his fellow Boston Brahmin, in anticipation of a collapse event. He wanted Sarge to oversee the renovations and occupy the top-floor penthouse. Morgan had a vision, and now Sarge was implementing years of planning.

      With the assistance of the local fire marshal and the building inspector, a private stairwell was allowed connecting the three floors occupied by Sarge—the eighth floor and the two penthouse floors above it. When Morgan advised Sarge to spare no expense, the three levels of 100 Beacon containing twelve thousand square feet was the first indication that he’d meant it.

      The top floor, known as Penthouse I, consisted of Sarge’s master suite, the guest room suite occupied by his brother Steven, a study, and the Great Hall—a massive living and dining area overlooking the Charles River. Penthouse II, located on the ninth floor, had a similar floor plan except there were more bedrooms. This level was designed as a housing unit for long-term guests—under circumstances just like this one. The eighth floor was the most important part of the entire 100 Beacon project. All aspects of a comprehensive preparedness plan had been addressed—nutrition, security, medical, communications, and alternative energy.

      Sarge reached the eighth floor and the steel security door connecting their three levels to the remainder of the building. This door had reinforced locks and a biometric keypad on both sides to grant entry. Sarge confirmed that the keypad was functional. He glanced up at the security cameras to confirm their operation. The flashing red light provided his answer.

      The steel door was virtually impenetrable. Only several direct hits from a rocket-propelled grenade could breach the door frame, but the weapon’s operator would die trying in the close confines of the stairwell. An external door to the building’s fire escape was located here as well. The fire marshal refused to allow a reinforced steel door for this purpose. So, as an extra precaution, steel bars were available to Sarge to block entry from the outside. Every castle had a weak spot. This fire exit was their soft underbelly.
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      Boston was entirely dark except for fires burning throughout the city. Sarge returned to the penthouse and found Julia lighting candles in the Great Hall. The emergency lights of first responders could be seen scurrying back and forth on Storrow Drive and across the Longfellow Bridge to their north. There was no discernible pattern or priority for them. They were only reacting.

      “There are some clothes for you on the kitchen island,” said Julia as she lit the last candle. “Was everything good downstairs?”

      “No problem. I did hear some faint voices in the stairwell below, but that was it.” Sarge slipped out of his dress pants and polo shirt into khaki cargo pants and a black long-sleeve tee shirt Julia laid out for him. Forgetting the circumstances for a moment, he grabbed a bottled water out of the refrigerator. This simple act reminded him that decisions had to be made about the generator.

      “Some of these fires appear to be out of control,” said Julia. “If there’s no electricity, the city’s fire departments won’t be able to keep up.” Sarge joined her at the window and hugged her around the waist. She took his water and finished it off.

      “Did you pull out some of the communications gear?” he asked.

      “Only your satellite phone. If this is EMP related, we should leave the other equipment in the Faraday cages for a while in the event there is another strike. But I’m beginning to doubt it was an electromagnetic pulse.”

      “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “After the hack on the Vegas power grid in February, I became very interested in what the potential threats are to the grid. As we discussed in the hotel that night, a solar flare provides us at least a modicum of warning. Usually, NOAA or NASA would detect an incoming coronal mass ejection a day in advance. No country has ever experienced a catastrophic nuclear-delivered EMP, so it’s hard to say what might happen. But the cell phones are operable, although the circuits are overloaded. Vehicles are operating. Our alarm and entry system is off the grid, but the small circuits that make up the systems might be fried by an EMP.”

      “Are you thinking cyber attack?” asked Sarge.

      “Yes. But to what extent—I don’t know.”

      “Based on what we saw from the roof, Boston’s power grid has collapsed. Every substation and transformer for miles exploded or is on fire. What we don’t know is whether it’s localized or part of a larger attack. Either way, there’s work to be done.”

      “Have you tried to connect to the Internet on the satphone?”

      “Not yet. The standby battery life is one hundred hours. It’s down to an hour talk time now, so it needs to be charged. We have some calls to make first.” Julia walked into the kitchen to retrieve the Iridium handheld IsatPhone. It rang as she picked it up, startling her.

      “Little jumpy, are ya?” asked Sarge in his best Mainah accent. He took the phone from her as it rang again. He leaned in and gave her a quick kiss. “Grab the broadband satellite so we can figure this thing out.”

      Julia gave him a thumbs-up as she headed for the next floor down and the Faraday cages.

      “Yes,” Sarge said into the receiver.

      “Of course, Mr. Morgan, I was expecting your call.” Sarge took instruction from his benefactor without interrupting. He fumbled through the kitchen drawer, looking for pen and paper. “May I put you on speaker while I write this down? Okay, sir. I’m ready.”

      “Henry, they’re waiting for you to contact them,” said Morgan. “I do not believe the cellular service will be operating much longer, so you will have to communicate with them soon to make the arrangements. I don’t know whether my associates kept their batteries charged on the satellite phones Mr. Quinn provided. You will know soon enough.”

      Great. “Yes, sir,” said Sarge.

      “These are my friends, Henry, and I trust you with their lives,” said Morgan as he provided the names of the Boston Brahmin executive council. “Cabot. Lowell. Lodge. Bradlee. Endicott. Winthrop. Peabody. Tudor.” Sarge scribbled the names on a lined notepad. He knew where some of them lived. Picking them up, and in what order, would require some thought.

      “Okay, sir, I’ve got it. Do I keep them here?”

      “Henry, this power outage is widespread and quite likely long-lasting. You will need to have them taken to Prescott Peninsula. A military escort will be available to you. Let me reiterate, I am entrusting you with the lives of my oldest and dearest friends. I know I can count on you.”

      “Of course, sir. Travel safe and bring home your daughter, sir.”

      “Thank you, Henry.” Morgan disconnected the call.

      Sarge placed the phone on the counter. He picked up the notepad and looked at the names—the Boston Brahmin executive council. Sarge walked into his study to retrieve his address book from the safe. He took a moment to examine the collection of Thomas Cole reproductions given to him as a gift by the Loyal Nine. The collection, entitled The Course of Empire, was a five-part series of paintings created in the 1830s. In the paintings, Cole depicted the rise and fall of empires—from its savage, uninhabited state to destruction and then desolation. These paintings represented Sarge’s core beliefs about the future of America. His lectures reflected this central theme:

      
        
        All Empires Collapse Eventually

      

      

      Morgan’s words weighed heavily on his mind—widespread, long-lasting. Sarge believed he was groomed for this moment. After the death of his parents, John Morgan, as his godfather, became a big part of his life. His interest in the raising of Sarge and his brother, Steven, went beyond his role as their godfather. He had a plan for their lives. For the past seven years, somehow Sarge knew this moment would come. So did John Morgan.

      Julia interrupted his thoughts. “I assume that was the boss?”

      “Yes, indeed. We have our marching orders. But we need to sit down for a moment.”

      Julia set the Hughes broadband antenna and the MacBook on the island. “That sounds ominous.”

      “Yes. As usual, he was aloof and brief. In the face of collapse, he will always remain stoic.”

      “Collapse?” asked Julia.

      “Honey, the words he used were widespread and long-lasting.”

      “How does he know?” she asked.

      “He’s John Morgan.”
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      Julia set up the broadband satellite connection. When she and Donald Quinn researched the options available from Inmarsat, she looked for a system that made sense in an urban environment. Donald chose a system ideal for remote operations, like Prescott Peninsula. She chose the BGAN system that was designed for a temporary office environment. Plus, it met military and government requirements for encryption. You never knew who would be listening.

      “Julia, I can’t find the Endicotts’ address. Did I send them a Christmas card last year?”

      “I think so, but I don’t have that address book with me. Let me see what I can find.” Most Americans were frantic, seeking information about the power outage. Julia knew the nation was screwed. It was time to get used to this new way of living after the end of the world as we know it.

      She found the address and scribbled on Sarge’s notepad. He had been studying a map and was formulating a plan to retrieve the Boston Brahmin. As the satellite Internet system booted, she turned her attention to Sarge.

      “We have eight families to pick up,” said Julia. “We can’t get them all at once.” She sat down next to Sarge on the couch. Ordinarily, the six flat-screens would be distributing the news from all points of view. Tonight, they hung on the wall dormant.

      “I’m going to start making calls, but I have a general plan. I want to start with your aunt and uncle, followed by the Winthrops—here.” Sarge pointed to the home of Dr. and Mrs. Arthur Peabody in Brookline. Estelle Peabody was Julia’s father’s sister. Dr. Peabody was a plastic surgeon in private practice. He was the youngest of the Boston Brahmin at age fifty-five. Sarge then circled an area to the southwest called Ledgebrook, in Newton. Ledgebrook was an upscale condominium complex where the best friends of his parents, Mr. and Mrs. Paul Winthrop, resided. Now in their late seventies, they were longtime friends of the Sargent family and Sarge’s namesake.

      “How many do you think we can pick up tomorrow?” she asked.

      “We need to discuss logistics. I don’t like leaving 100 Beacon unattended. I think this first trip should be made as early as possible in the morning before the entire city realizes we’re screwed. After that, you need to stay here.”

      “You shouldn’t go out alone, right?”

      “I agree. I think Art might be up for it. He’s in great physical shape, and I’ve seen him at the range. He can handle a weapon. What do you think?”

      “I think Aunt Stella is going to say hell no, that’s what I think.” Julia threw her pen on the map. She didn’t want her uncle in harm’s way either. It wasn’t fair to him or her aunt.

      “Julia, I understand where you’re coming from. But I have to be brutally honest. I don’t know what it will be like on the streets. Tomorrow morning may be okay, but what about the afternoon when word starts to spread? Or Monday morning when the entire city could be crazy?” Sarge looked her in the eye and held both of her hands. “We can’t both be out there if something goes south.” There. Sarge said it out loud. The reality. Picking up the Boston Brahmin was not just a matter of a Sunday drive down to Brookline to pick up the old folks for brunch. Their part of the world had become very dangerous—rapidly.

      “If Uncle Art is capable enough to ride with you on the pickups, then he should be able to handle things here while we’re gone,” protested Julia halfheartedly.

      Sarge squeezed her hands a little tighter. “Honey, if something happens to me, they’ll need you here. You know everything that we’ve done, and how our planning has to be followed.”

      Julia started to well up with tears. Her emotions had nothing to do with the collapse, but everything to do with the thought of losing Sarge. “I love you, Sarge.”

      “I love you too. Listen. Nothing is going to happen to either one of us. We just have to be smart. Okay?”

      She nodded as he wiped away the tears.

      “Let me make the calls while you find out what has happened.” Sarge turned his attention back to his map and notes, and Julia returned to the kitchen island. The MacBook awaited her commands.

      Accessing the Internet via satellite was not that different from using a modem at home. Julia retrieved a small rectangular antenna and attached it by cable to her MacBook. The satellite sent and received a signal from an orbiting geostationary satellite about twenty thousand miles above the equator. This satellite communicated with various network operations centers around the world. Julia laughed to herself. Contrary to the popular belief of egocentric Americans, the world did not stop just because your personal universe was awry.

      Any obstacle, such as a mountain or a building, would interfere with a satellite signal. Before she received delivery of the unit and its backup, she utilized a Look Angle Calculator to determine if her plan was feasible. An online tool, the calculator allowed you to insert your address anywhere in the world and the closest longitudinal satellite to determine your line-of-sight. The southern line-of-sight from the top floor of 100 Beacon was not obstructed by the buildings across the street. If necessary, she could move to the rooftop, but so far, her connectivity was excellent.

      Once received, Julia was amazed at the satellite system’s capability. This ability to connect to the Internet became the centerpiece of her Digital Carrier Pigeon communications system.

      She found the Inmarsat home screen and got started. The power outage itself would affect individual websites and their servers. She might not be able to access BostonHerald.com, but a foreign news source like the BBC should be functioning. She started there. The home-page headline said it all: Most of Continental U.S. in Dark.

      The report was admittedly based upon sketchy details. Julia read the article:

      Based upon sporadic cell phone communications, the BBC can report that the entire lower forty-eight states, except for Texas, are without power. At approximately 9:11 p.m. Eastern time, the United States experienced a massive cascading blackout of its western and eastern interconnected grid. Apparently, the Texas grid, which is separate from the rest of the country, is still fully operational. There was no immediate known cause, but speculation ranges from an electromagnetic pulse weapon to a massive cyber attack. No terrorist group has claimed responsibility. Reports and video are streaming into the BBC newsroom and are currently being analyzed for authenticity. At this point, no one at 10 Downing Street is prepared to comment.

      Julia tried CNN International to no avail. The Reuters website contained a story similar to what was released on the BBC. The USA.gov and FEMA.gov websites were operating, but there were no announcements or warnings. It was simply too early to gain any credible information. The fact that the majority of the power grid was collapsed was all they needed to know at this point. If they waited on the government to give them advice, it would be too late. We can always take the Boston Brahmin home if the power comes back.

      “Okay, that was my last call. I couldn’t reach the Tudors or Endicotts. I’ll try again later or in the morning. Truthfully, they’re probably asleep already and don’t even know about it. What did you find out?” Sarge walked over to Julia and put his arm around her waist as he studied the laptop’s screen. “I see our government is still pushing Benefits, Grants, and Loans.”

      Julia laughed. “Sorry, America, the government freebie spigot is closed indefinitely because the Treasury could no longer pay its bills.” She turned towards Sarge.

      “The BBC is the only reporting I could find. According to their initial reports, only the utility grids of Texas, Hawaii, and Alaska are unaffected. There is no known cause, and no terrorist group has taken credit. We’re in the dark—pardon the pun.” She stood up and walked to the pantry, grabbing a box of Triscuits. She and Sarge both took a handful.

      “So, former Professor Sargent, what’s the plan?” She munched on the crackers and smiled at him, tilting her head to one side playfully. He walked towards her and grabbed some more Triscuits.

      “This is going to sound crazy, but there’s nothing to do right now except make calls to the rest of the Loyal Nine. Steven and Katie are in D.C. Brad’s at Fort Devens. The Quinns are at Prescott Peninsula with J.J. and Sabs.”

      “What about the generators?”

      “We don’t need the generators yet,” replied Sarge. “Tomorrow, we’ll run them for a while to charge batteries and chill the refrigeration units. I want to wait until there’s sufficient road noise to drown out the hum of the units.”

      “The weather is very mild for Labor Day weekend. The AC is out of the question. Of course, we have to maintain light discipline at night.” Julia poured water out of the tap into their bottles, which reminded her of the gravity-fed rooftop water tank. “Will you switch the tank tonight or in the morning?”

      “Already done. I turned the valves on the way up the stairwell.”

      “You’re on top of it, I see.” Julia shrugged. “The apocalypse is boring so far.”

      “There are three things we can do before the excitement of the apocalypse picks up tomorrow.”

      “Okay, what?” Julia set the water and Triscuits on the counter, eager to help.

      “It might be a while, but we should take a good hot shower and get a solid night’s rest.” Sarge came toward her with that man look.

      “Makes sense. And what is the third thing?” She already knew.

      “We should probably take advantage of this last opportunity alone, if you know what I mean?”

      “You’re so full of it, Henry Sargent.” She led him toward the master suite. No need to turn out the lights as we go.
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        Sunday, September 4

        6:17 a.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge was up before sunrise, as always. Julia was sleeping peacefully, and he resisted the urge to give her a wake-up call. Today was going to be an interesting day. He made arrangements with the Winthrops and Peabodys to be ready between seven and eight this morning. The concept of America in a state of collapse was going to be difficult for these families to grasp. They were all wealthy and used to a posh lifestyle. Money or comfort had never been an issue for them. Their world was about to become much smaller, less social, and less complicated. Sarge hoped that would not hinder his dangerous task this week—keeping them safe.

      Out of habit, he approached his Keurig machine for his morning fix of a Gevalia Mocha Latte. That wasn’t an option yet. He almost reached for his plan B, a bottled Starbucks Frappuccino out of the refrigerator, and he caught himself. Don’t let the cold air out. He stared into the living area in just his pajama bottoms. It was still dark outside. Pitch black. No lights whatsoever except for the flashing red aircraft warning lights atop the skyscrapers. They twinkled like red Christmas lights—there to warn low-flying aircraft that no longer flew.

      The reality was setting in for Sarge. This was not a drill, as Donald liked to call them. This was not a minor inconvenience until Eversource Energy got their act together. Morgan’s words rang in his head: widespread and long-lasting. We now lived in the 1800s.

      “Sarge, is everything all right?” asked Julia from the bedroom. Sarge walked back that way to get dressed.

      “Yeah, it’s fine. I’m just getting my bearings. I’m trying to get used to the new normal.”

      “I know what you mean,” said Julia. “When I woke up and you weren’t here, the first thing I did was look at the clock to see what time it was. It’s weird, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” he replied. “It was kind of nice to wake up naturally. You know, not rousted out of bed by a screaming alarm clock.”

      Julia crawled back under the covers. “It’s still dark outside. There is nothing natural about this at all.” Now that she was awake, he was tempted to join her, but today was day one of a different world.

      “Stay away from me, temptress. I need to get ready.”

      “Boo. Party pooper.” She rolled over. Sarge fumbled his way in the dark to his clothes from last night. Laundry was going to happen less often as well.

      As he dressed, he thought about weapons and the perils of going into public. Would a concealed-carry weapon in a paddle holster be sufficient? Should he take a backup strapped to his ankle? Should he wear a full kit and tote an AR-15 everywhere he went? He knew going onto the streets unarmed could get him killed. But carrying an AR down the stairwell to his car this morning might scare the bejesus out of the neighbors and draw unnecessary attention to himself. He decided it was too early for the heavy firepower.

      Sarge made his way in the dark and found the hidden compartment behind a wainscot panel. When he popped it open, the inside light illuminated the biometric safe, which contained his sidearm options. He grabbed his favorite Heckler & Koch HK45C. He left the Gemtech suppressor in the vault. If he was forced to use his weapon at this stage of the collapse, he wanted it to send a loud and clear message. He placed the HK45C in an ankle holster and strapped it to his leg. He grabbed his 5.11 tactical belt with his Galcon holster. He inserted an HK45 full-size tactical model and strapped it to his waist. Sarge’s long black tee shirt covered the weapon, but not the bulge. Seasoned law enforcement or military personnel would be able to recognize the telltale signs that he was carrying. Most citizens would not. But Sarge knew he would never leave 100 Beacon without these two weapons—at a minimum. He slipped an extra loaded magazine into each cargo pocket of his pants, and he was good to go.

      Before he closed the safe, he picked up Steven’s Glock G38 and his thoughts turned to his brother. He and Katie had a long trip home under normal circumstances. What kind of hurdles would they have to leap to make it in one piece? If anybody could make it, his brother Rambo and his girlfriend Rambette were the ones.

      Sarge closed up the safe after retrieving Julia’s sidearm, a matching HK45C. All of the Loyal Nine were issued sidearms in .45 caliber. Donald insisted on interchangeable makes, models, and calibers for all weapons. Sarge liked the HKs, which were lightweight, suppressor ready, and provided the lightest recoil. The low recoil helped the women shoot better and kept everyone on target at the range. Also, the ambidextrous controls on the weapons helped the two lefties in the group.

      “Julia, I’ve gotta get going.” Sarge headed back to the bedroom, where she stood inside the door naked.

      “You are so sexy when you are all gunned up,” she said seductively. He walked up and admired her beauty.

      “Bad form, missy. How am I supposed to concentrate on the task at hand when I have this vision of loveliness clouding my brain?”

      “This is what you have to come home to, sir. It should be an incentive not to get your ass shot off.”

      Sarge closed his eyes and enjoyed the moment as he held her. “I do love you,” he whispered.

      She pressed against him. “And I love you, soldier. Come back to me safely—direct orders from headquarters.”

      “Roger. I love you.” They kissed, and Sarge headed for the outside and the new normal.
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        September 4

        7:11 a.m.

        The streets of Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge bounded down the eleven flights of stairs to the basement garage where his vehicles were parked. At this hour, he didn’t encounter any neighbors in the stairwell. Good. Stay home.

      While it was tempting to drive his Mercedes G-Wagen, he knew the prudent option would be to take the slightly less conspicuous 1968 Toyota OJ40. Most of the Loyal Nine had a bug-out vehicle that was EMP-resistant. The research on the effect an electromagnetic pulse might have on a vehicle was spotty at best. Most of the articles found on the web were based on speculation. In an abundance of caution, Sarge purchased the Brazilian-made Bandeirante model because it had a reliable Mercedes-Benz diesel engine and a lack of electronic-dependent parts. If they were ever forced into the country, farm diesel or comparable biofuels was an option. His OJ40 was the long, hardtop model often used in Africa for sightseeing in the bush. For today, it would make the perfect post-apocalyptic limousine for the Boston Brahmin.

      Sarge checked the three security lenses that allowed views of appropriately designated Back Street to the north, and the east side of his building. He unlatched the safety bar and pulled down on the chain, rolling the door overhead. With his hand on his weapon, he quickly walked out onto the inlaid brick driveway to check for threats. It was remarkably quiet except for the sparse traffic on Storrow. Maybe this will go smoothly after all.

      Sarge pulled out and closed the door behind him. Immediately, he realized he made a mistake by leaving the keys in the ignition and the engine running. Innocent habits or mistakes from before could cause real problems now. He drove around the building and turned southwest onto Beacon. There were a couple of his neighbors standing on the front sidewalk, talking—undoubtedly exchanging theories and opinions. None appeared to have weapons. One appeared to be in his pajamas and robe. Before they could flag him to chitchat, Sarge sped down Beacon. The streets were mostly deserted except for the occasional pedestrians. As he drove the six miles to Chestnut Hill and his first pickup, he wondered how long it would take to spread the word that the power was going to be off indefinitely. At what point will curiosity turn to aggravation, then to panic, and finally to desperation.

      Businesses and residences appeared to be intact until he approached the Harvard Street intersection. The entrance to Trader Joe’s had been demolished by a large box truck. The truck appeared to have backed into the entry to break in but then got stuck. The truck was too tall to fit under the arched brick entryway and got wedged. A Boston police department unit was on the scene.

      Sarge thought about how the local grocery stores would deal with their inventories. Without power, they would be unable to conduct sales transactions. Once it became general knowledge that the power was out virtually nationwide, would the stores give the food away? Perhaps donate it to the police for distribution? More importantly, would the good citizens of Boston, or anywhere in America, for that matter, wait on the local grocers to make a decision? Perhaps they would simply help themselves.

      He continued down Beacon Street past the Chestnut Hill Reservoir toward Boston College. His students immediately came to mind. Fall classes were supposed to begin on Tuesday, although his lectures started a day later. Every year during Labor Day weekend, students would be returning from their hometowns all over the world. Some might already be here. After ten years, he still felt excited for a new semester. While the subject matter stayed the same, current events would shift, yielding a new twist to each lecture. God, he loved teaching. He would miss it.

      After turning onto Hammond, he noticed a CVS Pharmacy being guarded by a private security team. No surprise there. He always thought the first business to be looted after a collapse event would be the drug store. The addicts would be looking for drugs, and the preppers would be looking for antibiotics. None of the security guards were armed. Sarge was sure that whoever hired them insisted they not scare the residents or patrons. He doubted they would feel the same way tomorrow, if they even showed up.

      Sarge finally reached the Beaver Country Day school that Julia said was across from the entrance to the Peabodys’ home. He resisted the urge to drive the wrong way on the one-way street, opting instead to follow the rules. When did the rule of law get thrown out the window? There was a lot to contemplate, but for now, Sarge was ready for his first pickup.

      Art Peabody was waiting for him alone in the driveway. He was wearing khakis, a black polo shirt, and tennis shoes. Should he call him Uncle Art? Maybe it was too early for that. Sarge cranked down the window and smiled.

      “Hi, Dr. Peabody, I see you’re ready.” Sarge pulled to a stop and shut off the engine. Dr. Peabody opened the door for him.

      “Henry Sargent. It has been a long time, but not so long that you shouldn’t remember to call me Art.” He extended his soft surgeon’s hand, and the men shook heartily. He seemed to be in good spirits. From around the hedgerow came Julia’s aunt Stella. She was wearing golf attire.

      “Hello, Mrs. Peabody,” greeted Sarge. He attempted to shake her hand but was treated to a hug instead.

      “Now listen,” she started. “You will call me Stella, just as Art and I will call you Sarge. We are practically family, you know.” Sarge had to think through the Sargent family tree quickly to see if the Peabodys, Hawthornes, and Sargents ever crossed paths.

      “She’s right, Sarge,” interjected Dr. Peabody. “Our Julia is very fond of you. You are practically family.” Sarge got it. Family—used in the practically-our-son-in-law sense of the word. Sarge tried not to seem uncomfortable. Maybe Uncle Art was appropriate after all.

      “Thank you both, very much. Have you packed a few things?” Sarge didn’t see any luggage or bags.

      “Well, we weren’t sure how long we’d be when you called last night, Sarge,” said Mrs. Peabody. She looked down at the ground, appearing to gather courage for the statement. “But then Art received a few random text messages from colleagues around the country who believe this may take months or even years to resolve.”

      “Information was spotty last night, Mrs.—Stella,” said Sarge, catching himself. “Julia will know a lot more when we get back to 100 Beacon. If necessary, we might be able to come back and get more things for you.”

      “Sarge, thank you,” said Dr. Peabody. “But we are under no illusions here. John has told us repeatedly that you have prepared for this scenario, and we trust you to have our best interests at heart. We will follow your instructions.”

      “Thank you, Art,” replied Sarge. Sarge steered them back toward the entrance. “Please, lead the way.”

      They each had two Louis Vuitton duffels that Sarge loaded through the back hatch of his truck. Dr. Peabody went in to retrieve one more item. He closed the front door and locked the bolt lock. Was this habit, or hoping for the best?

      “Whatcha got there, Art?” asked Sarge. He was carrying a gun case.

      “We might need these,” he replied. “I have two Browning AB3 hunting rifles in .308. We each have one, plus compact nines in our bags.”

      “Stella, do you like to hunt?” asked Sarge. He was impressed.

      “I prefer target practice,” she replied. “I was born on a farm, you know.”

      Dr. Peabody laughed. “Farm, my ass, Stella. The Hawthorne Vineyards hardly qualified as a farm. Over a thousand acres, Sarge.” Dr. Peabody gave his wife a hug and a squeeze. “Don’t let her modesty fool you. If necessary, we’ll put her on the roof of your building. Trust me. She doesn’t miss.”

      “Good to know,” said Sarge. “Well, let’s go, troops. We need to pick up the Winthrops.”
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        September 4

        8:08 a.m.

        Newton, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge hoped all the stops would go this smoothly. He had not visited the Winthrops since Thanksgiving last year. He was sure he would catch an earful from Mrs. Winthrop. She had been his mother’s best friend. In fact, the Winthrops and Sargents were inseparable—frequently traveling together and sharing other common interests. Descendants of John Winthrop, one of the leading figures in the founding of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, their family became synonymous with the state’s politics and philanthropy. The two families became close when Sarge’s grandfather was governor of Massachusetts and his lieutenant governor was R. C. Winthrop. The families remained close friends and became a valuable political force on behalf of the Boston Brahmin. Sarge’s parents would have been glad their safety was placed in his hands.

      “Here we are,” said Sarge as he pulled into the circle driveway of the Winthrops’ home that was modest by Boston Brahmin standards. Julia’s aunt and uncle exited the truck to assist with the bags. The Winthrops were in their late seventies, and Millicent Winthrop had been in ill health. Her husband, Paul, expressed these health concerns to Sarge, who assured him her medical problems would not be an issue.

      After some pleasantries were exchanged, Sarge filled the truck to capacity. Like Art Peabody, Paul returned with one last addition to be loaded—Winnie the Frenchie. The Winthrops brought along their French bulldog. Sarge had not contemplated pets as part of the plan, and he chastised himself for not taking this into consideration. Pets were an integral part of most families, as important as children to some. Winnie the Frenchie would have everyday needs like shelter, food, water, and medical attention.

      “I hope she’s okay, Sarge?” asked Mr. Winthrop as he easily scooped up the twenty pounder. “Winnie is a part of our family, and Millie gets very depressed without her. Winnie will not be a bother, I promise.”

      Sarge could not object, especially under the circumstances. But he had not planned for the addition of pets in their preparedness plans. Several things came to mind, including how to dispose of a dog’s waste.

      “Well, my concern is that it’s unsafe to walk pets now,” started Sarge. “We will be confined to the building.”

      Mr. Winthrop, anticipating the objection, interrupted Sarge. “We have pet piddle pads, Sarge. Winnie is house trained too. She conducts her business on the piddle pad. We seal it up using the leak-proof backing and into the garbage it goes.”

      Garbage. How could he forget? How would they dispose of their trash? The waste chute at 100 Beacon would quickly overflow from the lack of city services. Winnie the Frenchie’s piddle pads would be the least of their concerns.

      “So, are we good to go, Sarge?” asked Mr. Winthrop, snapping Sarge’s attention back to the task at hand.

      “Of course,” said Sarge. He glanced at his watch. It was after nine now, and the city of Boston would be awake in earnest, for better or worse.
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        September 4

        9:15 a.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge took the same route back to 100 Beacon but was amazed at the difference in activity in just two hours. The rumored details of the grid collapse must have been spreading, because large groups of people were gathering on streets and at the front of closed businesses. People were shocked and in a state of panic. A large contingent pushed their way towards the front door of the CVS Pharmacy.

      “Look, everyone,” said Dr. Peabody, pointing at the dozen or so customers who demanded access to the CVS building. “They just knocked one of the guards down, and they’re trying to break in. Should we help him? He looks injured.”

      “This is going to get worse,” said Sarge as he continued past the store. “As people gather information, whether accurate or misinformed, their shock will turn to fear. The elderly, including some of our friends, will not have sufficient medications to last more than a month or two. As this becomes reality, then panic will set in. Looting and violence will increase, resulting in a state of mayhem. I suspect what we just observed at CVS is tame compared to what the coming days and weeks will produce.”

      Sarge worked his way toward Storrow. “Look at all of the cars leaving town on the Mass Turnpike!” exclaimed Mr. Winthrop. “Where are they going?”

      “They’re fleeing the city already,” replied Sarge. “As each day passes, this urban environment will become far more dangerous. We have to move quickly to gather our friends and make arrangements to move you guys to a safer place.”

      “Prescott?” asked Mrs. Peabody. Two police cars roared past them towards the city. Very few cars were traveling in this direction.

      “Yes,” replied Sarge. “As you know, Mr. Morgan has undertaken an incredible project with our assistance. You will meet my friends, Donald and Susan Quinn, together with Dr. J.J. Warren.”

      “Everything has been arranged, dear,” said Dr. Peabody to his wife. Sarge tried not to show a reaction to this statement, but it struck him as odd. Arranged?

      Sarge slowed the truck as the exit for 100 Beacon drew near. Next to the garage entrance, there was a group of young men looking through the dumpster. Sarge wasn’t comfortable entering the garage at this time but did not like the exposure of unloading his passengers at the front entrance of 100 Beacon either. He could have waited for the dumpster divers to leave, but he had another pickup to make today. As the afternoon progressed, these excursions into the city would grow perilous.

      He decided to circle the block to assess the front-door option. He eased up to the stop sign at Beacon Street. Three calm-looking residents were standing at the wrought-iron fence. The lobby entrance might be more crowded, but for now, his neighbors’ twenty questions posed less of a threat than the dumpster divers to the rear.

      Sarge pulled up to the curb and parked under the Evacuation Route sign. He doubted parking enforcement would be issuing tickets for a long time.

      “Everybody, before we get out, I need you to listen up. The less said to my neighbors, or anybody for that matter, the better. No one needs to know about our plans or intentions. If you’re asked any questions, please do not answer. I am giving you carte blanche to be rude. From this point forward, remember the phrase from World War II—loose lips sink ships.”

      “Okay, Henry.” Mrs. Winthrop spoke up. “We trust you.” Sarge looked in the back and smiled at her. For a moment, he saw his mom in her smile.

      People were curious by nature. Some, in fact, felt they had an absolute right to know what you were doing. At times, when a person’s curious nature was not accommodated, they grew hostile at the perceived insult. The fact that your activities were none of their business was lost on them. They had a right to know.

      Sarge stepped out of the car and opened the door for the Winthrops. Art Peabody followed suit and assisted his wife out of the backseat. As Sarge rounded the vehicle, he was immediately approached by the male resident whom he recognized as a local attorney.

      “You’re Professor Sargent, the occupant of the top floor, are you not?” cross-examined his neighbor.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know what the hell is going on?”

      “No, I don’t,” replied Sarge. Laying luggage on the sidewalk at the inquisitor’s feet, he added, “Excuse me.”

      “Well now, you’ve obviously been around town. What have you seen?”

      “Sir, I’m sorry, but I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary,” started Sarge, standing up and looking the attorney directly in the eyes. “I would like to help my friends upstairs, if you don’t mind allowing us a little room to do so.” Sarge didn’t want to alienate the man, and he wasn’t happy with the crowd of five nosy neighbors that had gathered around. He just wanted to get off this sidewalk. He decided to give a little information to move this along.

      “Well, excuse us for intruding,” said the man with disdain. “Like the rest of your neighbors, we are trying to ascertain a few facts.”

      “I am so sorry,” said Sarge. “This is a stressful time for all of us as we cope with this situation. I probably know about as much as you do, and most of my information is based on rumor and conjecture. I believe the power grid is down across most of the nation, except for maybe Texas. I have no idea for how long. At this point, I’m trying to help some of my elderly friends by making them a little more comfortable.”

      “That’s understandable, Professor,” said the attorney. “I’m sure if you learn anything, you will come downstairs to inform the rest of us.”

      “Of course. We’ll be on our way.” Sarge led the Peabodys and Winthrops inside the lobby to the stairwell. It was a long walk up the eleven flights to the penthouse, requiring several rest stops. Sarge thought about the conversation on the sidewalk. As the realities set in for his neighbors, their curiosity would turn to demands. He would have to prepare for the consequences of their malevolence.
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        September 4

        12:15 p.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge studied the laptop as Julia served their guests lunch. She focused on eating perishable food items first. Everyone understood and was delighted at the array of fruits and vegetables Julia displayed. As they talked around the dining table, this felt more like a Sunday family get-together than their first postapocalyptic meal. Sarge joined them with a look of concern on his face. Mrs. Winthrop noticed it first.

      “Is everything okay, Henry?” she asked.

      “There’s nothing new,” he replied. “It will take some time to gather details from the foreign news sources. I am sure their correspondents in the States have difficulty reporting and protecting themselves at the same time. Some cities are reporting that violence and looting are out of control already. New York, Chicago, LA, and Seattle are descending into anarchy.”

      Julia studied Sarge and knew that he was holding something back. Thus far, he had remained calm during this process, but she sensed he was tense after reviewing the news.

      “Is there any reporting on the situation here in Boston?” asked Mr. Winthrop.

      “Fortunately, at least thus far, we haven’t seen any reports emanating from Boston,” replied Sarge. “I don’t think we’re immune from the violence. It’s just not widespread yet.” Sarge only ate a few apple and orange wedges. He was bothered by something.

      “Well.” Julia spoke up, breaking the tension. “Who wants some sorbet?”

      “What a fabulous treat, Julia,” said Mr. Winthrop. His heavy frame shook as he laughed. “Let me help you.”

      “Oh no, you are our guests,” said Julia. “Sarge, would you mind?” He was staring out towards Cambridge.

      “Sure.” Sarge gathered some dishes as the Winthrops and Peabodys engaged in small talk. Julia helped him set the dishes in the sink. Hand-washing the dishes would focus on eliminating bacteria with a minimal amount of water. Julia and Sarge agreed that using dishware was preferable to paper plates and cups as some had suggested. Trash disposal in an urban area was more difficult than the country.

      “Sarge, what’s wrong?”

      Sarge glanced over his shoulder toward the dining table and then leaned into Julia’s ear to whisper, “I was on the English-speaking website for the German newspaper Die Zeit. Chancellor Merkel has called an emergency meeting of the United Nations Security Council in Geneva. Several NATO members are pointing their fingers at Russia for attacking the United States. They’re concerned about a sudden increase in Russian military activity in North America.”

      “Like what?” Julia asked.

      “For months, Russian submarines have maintained a presence off our Gulf and Atlantic coastlines. It’s now being reported Russian ships armed with unmanned submersibles have been seen operating in a major corridor of undersea transmission cables between Washington and Europe. NATO analysts believe the cables are vulnerable to compromise to further isolate America from communicating with the rest of the world.”

      “The Russians taking an interest in our cables is not a new thing,” said Julia. “This potential was raised by Washington a few years ago.”

      “That’s true, but we didn’t do anything about it. Just like we didn’t do anything about protecting our power grid from a cyber attack.”

      “What does it all mean?” asked Julia.

      “Well, there’s more. The Russians have established a major military presence at the abandoned NATO facility near the Arctic Circle. This base gives the Russians a clear shot to our Atlantic Seaboard.”

      “They’re preparing for war. Would they kick us while we’re down?” asked Julia.

      “The Russians may be the reason we’re down. This is their MO.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If the collapse of our grid is the result of a cyber attack, there are several potential guilty parties. The Russians, Chinese, North Koreans, and Iranians constantly initiate cyber intrusions on the private and public sector in America. The Chinese use the cyber realm for espionage—military technology in particular. The North Korean and Iranian cyber capabilities are less sophisticated, but they would love nothing more than to cut off the evil Americans at their knees. But the Russians are different.”

      “How?”

      “In the past, the Russians used their cyber capabilities as a precursor to war.”

      “Like Ukraine?” asked Julia.

      “Ukraine is one example, although their cyber activities were not showcased like in previous conflicts,” replied Sarge.

      Julia finished wiping down the dishes with a moistened bleach towelette. She leaned against the sink and listened as Sarge continued.

      “A better example was the Russian invasion of Georgia in 2008. In preparation for the Russia-Georgia border war, Russian hackers covertly penetrated the Internet infrastructure of Georgia to deploy an array of cyber attacks, logic bombs, and other cyber tools. Once the hot war began, the cyber weapons disabled the Tbilisi government and paralyzed Georgia’s financial system. The resulting uncertainty lead to a de facto international banking quarantine, as international lenders and other payments processors feared infection from the cyber attack.”

      “Was this the first use of cyber attacks?”

      “Oh no. Just a year before, in 2007, entities believed to have been associated with the Russian government or its allies launched a cyber attack against the nation of Estonia. The attack was undertaken as a result of a dispute sparked by the removal of a World War II–era Soviet soldier from a public park. The attacks crippled Estonia’s digital infrastructure, paralyzed government and media sites, and shut down the former Soviet Republic’s largest bank. While a hot war did not result, the Estonian virtual invasion proved to Putin that a cyber attack was a valuable first-strike weapon.”

      “Do you think the Russians did this?” asked Julia.

      Sarge took in a deep breath. “The Russians are moving their naval vessels out of the Arctic base towards our eastern seaboard. Also, reports have the Russia Red Banner Pacific Fleet departing Vladivostok for the Aleutian Islands in Alaska. Despite our purchase of Alaska from the Russians in the 1860s, Putin has eyed Alaska as an oil-rich resource.”

      “He might be making a move against Alaska,” said Julia.

      “Or worse. He might be making a move on us. I believe this is why they have called the emergency meeting in Geneva. The world is pointing the finger of blame at the Russians. Putin might be preparing for war.”
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        September 4

        2:24 p.m.

        The Lowell and Cabot Estates

        Wellesley, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge studied the map as he planned his next route. It was time to pick up the Cabots and Lowells. Mr. Morgan insisted on their retrieval first, but Sarge chose to protect the members of the Boston Brahmin closest to him and Julia. Sarge knew there was no formal hierarchy amongst the Boston Brahmin. Wealth or lineage did not determine leadership. The ability to wield power and influence was the determining factor—and respect. Without question, John Morgan was in charge.

      In an 1860 article in the Atlantic Monthly, physician and author Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., father of the infamous United States Supreme Court Justice, originated the term as a means of identifying Boston’s upper class. Members of the Boston Brahmin formed the core of America’s East Coast aristocracy. Descendants of the earliest English colonists who came to America on the Mayflower, the Founding Fathers, were represented within the group. Most of the Boston Brahmin families could trace their ancestry back to the original seventeenth-century American ruling class of Massachusetts—including governors, magistrates, Harvard presidents and the clergy.

      At first, readers of the Atlantic Monthly became confused at the comparison of America’s gentry to the social caste system in India. Brahmin, in the Hindu tradition, referred to one of four classes of people who supposedly had gained a higher knowledge of the Hindu religion. When asked about the use of the term, Holmes simply replied that the Brahmin were the harmless, inoffensive, and untitled aristocracy of America. After that, the term became used in literary circles of New England and stuck with the descendants of the Founding Fathers.

      Bostonians and the rest of the world were unaware the Boston Brahmin existed as a loosely held organization, complete with an executive committee—and an agenda. While John Morgan was unanimously recognized as the head, Lawrence Lowell, and Walter Cabot were clearly next in the hierarchy.

      The names Lowell and Cabot were learned by every school-age child in Massachusetts when the history of the American Revolution was taught to them. The Lowells and Cabots were also widely considered New England’s first families.

      Lowell was the son of the former president of Harvard and a direct descendant of John Lowell, a federal judge in the first United States Continental Congress. As far back as the sixteenth century, the Lowells and Winthrops were allies and friends. When Governor John Winthrop was named the governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, he immediately called upon the Lowell family to help settle the New England region.

      As part of the present-day contingent of the Boston Brahmin, Lawrence Lowell and Walter Cabot were John Morgan’s closest confidants. They were privy to everything.

      “Turn here on Winding River,” said Dr. Peabody. “The Lowells live at the end of the cul-de-sac on the Charles River.” Sarge pulled up to the security gate that was closed. Dr. Peabody jumped out and entered the code to gain entry. Because the system was solar powered, it remained operable despite the power outage.

      “Thank you for coming with me, Art. As we saw on the way over here, the further we go into this catastrophe, the more dangerous it is to be on the streets.”

      “It’s not a problem at all, Sarge. I’ve trained with my handgun extensively, although I didn’t want to remind Mrs. Peabody of that point. I don’t think she considered the potential for use of weapons while we’re picking up our friends.”

      Sarge exited the truck and replied, “I want to get everyone gathered as soon as possible, Art. I don’t like the fact that some of the families will have to wait until tomorrow.”

      “Has Julia reached Henry Endicott yet?”

      “Not yet. I know that he was instructed on the use of the satellite phone and the protocols to follow in the event of a situation like this one. We’ll keep trying, but I feel compelled to help those we’ve contacted first.”

      Lawrence Lowell greeted them at the door. “Hello, Art! Greetings, Henry! It’s a beautiful day to bug out, as they say.” The men laughed at the elderly Lowell, whose portly belly shook at the reference to bugging out. Most of America’s citizens were probably experiencing panic and fear, Lawrence Lowell was embracing the apocalypse as a new adventure.

      “Hello, Mrs. Lowell,” said Sarge as Constance Lowell emerged from the magnificent stone arched entry.

      “Thank you for coming, Henry,” she said. It did not appear that Mrs. Lowell was quite as enthusiastic as her jovial husband. “Lawrence, I suppose you will need help with my bags.”

      Lowell opened both entry doors to reveal six suitcases, two hanging bags, and a hatbox.

      “Oh crap,” Sarge muttered to Dr. Peabody. He wasn’t sure if he could get all of this in the truck.

      “Connie may have packed a little too much,” started Lowell apologetically. “I tried to explain to her that we could return to get more clothes later.”

      Clueless. “Mrs. Lowell, I’m afraid we don’t have room for all of your bags. We have to pick up the Cabots, and they will have bags of their own.”

      “You see, Lawrence,” Mrs. Lowell said. “We should just drive our car. Why don’t you be a dear and drive the Bentley around? Then we won’t have to inconvenience this young man.” Sarge bristled at the reference but then brushed it off. Mrs. Lowell was elderly and had been New England gentry her entire life. This was just her—way.

      “Mr. Lowell, it’s not an inconvenience, but we have limited space—and time,” said Sarge. “Also, sir, driving a Bentley around Boston right now is a terrible idea.”

      Mr. Lowell pondered for a moment, and then he turned to his wife. “Constance, pick the two most important pieces of luggage, and we’ll hold the suit bags in our laps. I don’t believe you’ll need any hats in the near future.”

      With a pout, she tapped two suitcases and grabbed up her suit bags. She never spoke a word after that. Sarge hoped that she would come around after reality set in. Otherwise, she was going to make things difficult for everyone with her attitude.

      It took only a few minutes to reach the entry of the Cabot Estate. As Sarge approached, he was surprised to see two armed men approaching from his left. He was about to hit reverse out of the private drive when they raised their hands and shouted for him to wait. Sarge pulled his weapon and laid it in his lap. He rolled down his window. He didn’t like being in this vulnerable position.

      “Professor Sargent, we’re with Aegis. We’ve worked with your brother, Steven.” Sarge analyzed their posture and the expressions on their faces. They were not a threat to him. He holstered his weapon.

      “I wasn’t expecting security. When I spoke with Mr. Cabot last night, he didn’t mention having a team present.” Sarge’s eyes darted to the rearview mirror to catch Lowell’s attention. “Mr. Lowell, did you have security as well?”

      “I did,” replied Lowell. “They were sent home this morning just before your arrival. They have families too, Henry.”

      Sarge turned his attention back to the Aegis security personnel. “How many members of the team are on the premises?”

      “There are two more of us at the house.”

      “Okay, thank you for approaching us with caution, and the explanation. Open the gate, please.” The security team operated a remote-access fob and opened the solar-powered security gate. As Sarge drove down the half-mile-long driveway toward the main house, he thought about the dispatch of security personnel to the Lowell and Cabot residences. Does Aegis keep staff available twenty-four seven for emergency security details? Why wasn’t he informed?

      “Mr. Lowell, did you have four security members as well?”

      “Yes, Henry.” Well, they could have brought you to 100 Beacon. Sarge was puzzled by this. Something was nagging at him.

      As he entered the circle drive, the other members of the Aegis team approached the truck. They opened the door for Sarge as Walter Cabot greeted them. After a few friendly words exchanged between the passengers, they were soon on their way.
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        September 4

        4:06 p.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge brought up the last of the luggage. The trek up and down eleven flights of stairs would take its toll as food became rationed. It was important to maintain their nutrition levels, but calorie intake would suffer. The Quinns had spent a considerable amount of time researching nutritional supplements to complement the food stored in their prepper pantry.

      In addition to vitamin supplements, one of the most useful items was high-calorie protein powders. The shelf life was typically a couple of years, but the potency levels would maintain much longer. Susan had stocked their pantry with vanilla-flavored powder. Even past its sell-by date, the intensity of the vanilla flavoring would start to fade. But its value as a supplement could still be used by cooking it with oatmeal, pancakes, and muffins. In an urban environment where the ability to hunt was nonexistent, Sarge considered these drink supplements an excellent source of protein and energy.

      The ambient traffic noise, although sparse, allowed the generator to run. The twenty-two-kilowatt Generac unit, which powered the three floors occupied by the Loyal Nine, was only a temporary solution to their power needs. Their urban off-grid system was designed to run via the powerful generator, which was charged by being hard-wired to the grid. In the event of an EMP or extraordinary power surge, the GE-designed protection devices would act as a shield to the Generac—absorbing the surge. The electronics and appliances servicing 100 Beacon would never be vulnerable to the surge in power.

      Sarge planned to use the Generac for a few hours a day until the solar array could be installed. He had counted on Steven or Donald to help with the task, but Donald was at Prescott Peninsula, and Steven was heading home. He also needed to install the HughesNet Gen 5 satellite Internet system to provide more information options. The Gen 5 was a more complex system than the portable unit Julia was relying upon, and with faster speeds. A similar system was being installed at Prescott Peninsula. Around the country, like-minded friends would be installing their version of the Digital Carrier Pigeon to keep open lines of communication and to share information.

      “Sir, I believe you’ve earned this,” said Julia as she handed Sarge his beloved Gevalia Mocha Latte. He closed his eyes and took in the aroma.

      “Wow, this is heaven. Are you an angel?”

      “Sort of, but not always, sir,” she replied, giving him a much-needed hug.

      “Are our guests settling in?” Sarge asked. The Winthrops and the Peabodys decided to share a room on the ninth floor—known as Penthouse II. They allowed the Cabots and Lowells to share the master suite.

      “They are indeed. Mrs. Lowell has been a little fussy, but the other ladies decided to let her stew in her own madness. I’ve been very impressed with Aunt Stella. It appears she has been practicing shooting with my uncle, and they both have been watching disaster films of late. They have the mindset to survive.”

      “Good,” said Sarge as he finished his latte. “My last stops for the day are the Lodges, Tudors, and Samuel Bradlee. They all live near each other on Beacon Hill. I don’t think I’ll take Art on this trip. That will allow me to chauffeur them all at once—assuming no surprise items of luggage or pets.” Winnie the Frenchie ran through the Great Hall with a plastic water bottle in her mouth.

      “I just called all three of them, and they understand. They will be waiting for you. Can you make it back before dark?”

      “Easily,” replied Sarge. “But I have to say, as the day progresses, the amount of activity in the streets increases. I’ve also noticed a rise in unsavory characters. I believe this evening will be a rough one for some.”

      “Then you better get going and stay safe.”

      “A couple of more things. Did you get in touch with the Endicotts?”

      “No,” replied Julia. “I assume they’re at their condo at the former Fairmont Battery Wharf Hotel. Remember, they purchased the penthouse unit next to Patricia Cornwell.”

      “Yeah, that’s right. I don’t mind getting them, but I don’t want to gallivant all over Boston if they’re not home. Doesn’t General Endicott travel a lot with his new bride?”

      “I’ve heard she is new,” Julia said sarcastically. “She’s younger than all but one of his children. You know all of these ladies were good friends with Jane Anne, his first wife. I’m not sure the latest and greatest Mrs. Endicott will get along with this crew.”

      Sarge laughed. The world had collapsed out there and would in here as well when they showed up.
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        Sunday, September 4

        7:55 p.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Julia made Mrs. Lowell a cup of hot tea. Mrs. Lowell was having difficulty adjusting to her new life. Julia assumed her husband had shielded her from the threats their nation faced. Like so many husbands, Lowell, most likely in an attempt to protect his wife from stress or worry, avoided the subject. She was in a state of shock.

      After Sarge’s return with the last of the Boston Brahmin, except for the Endicotts, who were still out of contact, they decided to gather the group together and discuss the events of the last twenty-four hours. Julia spent the day scouring the Internet for news reports. Fluent in Chinese, Julia spent some time on the official website of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China. Premier Li stressed that China was not involved in the attack on the United States power grid and pledged to build the EHV, extra-high voltage, transformers and replacement parts necessary for damaged units as quickly as possible. However, the time frame for replacing the massive transformers was estimated to be one to three years, and the premier stressed payment must be made in gold or equivalent—not the almighty dollar.

      The U.S. interconnected grid had three main components: generation—creation of electricity; transmission—the cross-regional transportation of electricity; and distribution—connecting the electricity to the end user. America had eighty thousand miles of EHV transmission lines making up the backbone of the power grid that enabled the long-haul transport of electricity.

      Ninety percent of consumed energy passed through a high-voltage transformer at some point. As these transformers failed in large numbers, a cascading effect rippled throughout the entire western and eastern interconnected grid. Reports indicated these EHV transformers were damaged beyond repair, except in Texas, which was not connected to the eastern and western grids.

      EHV transformers were huge, weighing hundreds of tons, making them difficult to transport—in some cases requiring specialized railcars, which were also in short supply. Before the cyber attack on Saturday night, the EHV transformers installed in the U.S. were approaching or exceeding the end of their forty-year design lifetimes—increasing their vulnerability to failure.

      The vulnerability of the critical infrastructure was a frequent topic in the Boston Herald newsroom and among the Loyal Nine. It was agreed that a grid-down scenario was the worst possible scenario for America. While many would die from the lack of power to medical devices, most would die from disease, starvation, and violence.

      After the last pickup of the day, Sarge began to show concern about the conditions outside 100 Beacon. As the day progressed, unrest escalated. Bostonians began to learn through the limited cell phone service that the grid was down nationwide. Julia suspected many were in denial as to whether this event was going to be long-term and catastrophic in nature. Her online research reported unrest across the nation. A brief trip to the rooftop earlier in the day revealed fires burning out of control toward Dorchester, Roxbury, and Mattapan. The sounds of sirens from first responders filled the air—together with black smoke.

      She closed the laptop and whispered to Sarge, “Should we tell them everything we know? I don’t think the husbands have kept their wives informed as to the severity of the situation.”

      “Have there been any news reports directly affecting Boston?” asked Sarge.

      “No—other than what we’ve observed from the rooftop or your outings,” she replied.

      “I think it would be a mistake to sugarcoat the situation. Let’s be factual, but not over the top. A few people in this room need a wake-up call, but there are a couple of the ladies that concern me. Especially Mrs. Lowell. She seems genuinely upset by what’s happening—more so than the others.”

      “What do you think is troubling her, besides the obvious?” asked Julia.

      “I don’t know,” replied Sarge. “Try to engage her in conversation tomorrow. Maybe enlist your aunt’s assistance. She might be in denial, but I sense something else. Anger maybe.”

      Julia recalled a book she’d read on grief counseling. If Mrs. Lowell was grieving over the circumstances or a loss unknown to the rest of the group, she and Sarge would have to choose their words carefully.

      “Let’s get started.” Julia walked into the Great Hall and offered everyone something to drink. Candles were burning throughout the space. Sarge stood in front of the televisions.

      “I wish we were gathered here under more pleasant circumstances,” said Sarge. “We all have questions and concerns. Julia has spent the better part of the day gathering information and staying in contact with our friends at Prescott Peninsula. Before I let her relay the details to you, I would like to take a moment and outline some logistics.”

      “Where are the Endicotts?” asked Mr. Lowell.

      “I’m sure she insisted on the south of France?” sniped Mrs. Cabot, dragging out the pronunciation of France with a considerable aaahhh. Some of the ladies nodded and snickered.

      “We’ve been trying to reach them continuously, to no avail,” replied Sarge. “I’m sure Mr. Endicott was instructed in the procedures to follow. He also knows about 100 Beacon. He is either traveling or perhaps failed to keep his satellite phone unit charged. I will assess the situation tomorrow morning.”

      “I’ll go with you, Sarge,” offered Dr. Peabody. Uncle Art had become a valuable ally to Sarge as the day progressed. Julia and Sarge were able to have frank discussions and assessments with him without fear of raising a panic.

      “Thank you, Art,” said Sarge. “I know there is a lot of uncertainty surrounding this event. There are long-term questions, but the actions we take in the short term will determine our safety.” Julia brought Sarge a bar stool to sit on. She thought he might revert into Professor Sargent if he continued to stand in front of his new class.

      “Thank you, darling,” he said to her. Aunt Stella beamed. She was for Team Julia and Sarge.

      “After the power went off, we immediately prepared 100 Beacon. As you know, John Morgan tasked us with this responsibility many years ago. We hoped a collapse event of this magnitude would never occur, but we prepared nonetheless. All of us equated this plan to insurance. Many of you have insured your homes against fire, tornado, and earthquakes, yet never experienced a loss. Our plans involving 100 Beacon, Prescott Peninsula, and the protection of you were another form of insurance.”

      “Thank you, Henry,” said Mr. Lodge. Julia patted Lodge on the shoulder and mouthed thanks.

      “We have established a protocol for a catastrophic event,” continued Sarge. “Before we picked you up today, Julia and I assessed the situation, conducted a threat analysis to our building, and then established communications last night with a predetermined contact list. These initial steps were deemed critical to secure 100 Beacon in the event human threats developed rapidly.”

      “What kind of human threats?” asked Mrs. Winthrop.

      “Desperate people are capable of doing desperate things,” replied Sarge. “Most Americans only have a few days of food and water in their cupboards. They live paycheck to paycheck. Those families on America’s vast social welfare network will be panicked as they learn their government benefits no longer exist. The majority of humanity will become a very real threat to those of us who have prepared in advance.”

      “Simply put,” interrupted Dr. Peabody, “they will do whatever is necessary to take what we have.” Most in the room nodded in agreement. Mrs. Lowell remained stoic, staring out the window.

      “Very true, Art,” said Sarge. He continued. “Our primary purpose of today’s activities was to gather together our group—all of you, and the Endicotts, of course. I have been in contact with General Bradlee’s nephew, whom we call Brad, at Fort Devens. Many of you know that Brad is the battalion commander at Devens and will be instrumental in protecting all of us in the coming weeks.”

      “Weeks?” asked Mrs. Lowell, snapping out of her trance.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Lowell, I shouldn’t have been loose with my estimates,” sugarcoated Sarge. Julia shot him a glance. You’ve already buckled under pressure, mister. “We do not have sufficient information to make that accurate of an assessment yet. Julia will expand on that in a moment. At this point, Brad is making arrangements to move you to the safety of the Prescott Peninsula. There are active-duty soldiers from Brad’s unit on site and he will assign more, I’m told.”

      “When will this happen?” asked Mr. Winthrop.

      “In the next few days,” said Sarge. “In the meantime, while I want everyone to be comfortable, we must also remain vigilant. We must be prepared to react to any threats from outside, and we must undertake certain operational security measures to minimize our exposure to others.”

      “OPSEC,” added General Bradlee.

      “Yes, sir,” said Sarge. “That’s a military term for operational security. OPSEC is a discipline and a mindset. Our goal is to survive and avoid conflict with others until we can safely deliver you to Prescott Peninsula. We need everyone to stay within the confines of the two penthouse floors and stay off the roof unless assigned there.”

      “Are you going to assign jobs to us?” asked Mr. Cabot. “If so, I would like to be in charge of the wine cellar.” The room burst out laughing, easing the tension. Even Mrs. Lowell managed a smile.

      “I would be happy to assist you, Cabot.” General Bradlee laughed, the unofficial social coordinator of the Boston Brahmin.

      “No foxes in the henhouse, gentlemen,” Mrs. Cabot chimed in.

      “We need everybody’s help in these critical first days,” said Sarge, after allowing the playful banter to subside. “I want to establish a watch team. Some of you are early risers, others may be night owls. We will create shifts to maintain a two-man rooftop observation post. Also, we need to set up a meal schedule commensurate with our generator operating. The generator will be limited to four hours per day, most likely in the afternoons when the outside activity masks the noise. I’ll let Julia coordinate showers, meal prep, etc.”

      “We’d be glad to do our part, Henry,” said Mrs. Lodge. “Please tell us what you’ve learned, Julia. I, for one, am very nervous about this. I trust that you and Sarge will take the utmost care, but we’re facing a greater danger than an extended power outage.”

      Very astute woman.

      Julia walked around the couch and traded places with Sarge. “As the day progressed, I was able to learn more from American news networks,” replied Julia. “We have confirmed that the power grid has been taken down by some sort of cyber attack. The collapsed grid does not include Texas, Alaska, or Hawaii—where the President was on vacation.”

      “How did they get a reprieve?” asked Mr. Winthrop.

      “Texas and Alaska have their own separate power grids,” replied Julia. “For an unknown reason, their grids were not attacked or the attack failed. Hawaii relies on imports of oil and coal for their power, although they also have an extensive solar and wind power program. It was fortuitous that the President was in Hawaii at the time.”

      “Indeed,” snorted Lowell.

      “Has anyone claimed responsibility?” asked Mr. Lodge.

      “Not officially, although ISIS immediately praised the attack,” replied Julia. “The Chinese have officially denied involvement and actively denounced the attack. The North Korean response has been ridicule of America and its way of life. The official Iranian statement was similar.”

      “What about the Russians?” asked General Bradlee. “They have been very active on the border of our territorial waters of late.”

      “They have?” asked Mrs. Winthrop.

      Sarge interjected. “This is concerning, of course. Remember, some of this is conjecture. But the Russians have used cyber intrusions in the past in preparation for military action. We don’t know this to be the case, but the possibility is there.” The room grew silent for a moment. Sarge continued. “I don’t want to alarm anyone, but there is no benefit to hiding the facts.”

      “Sarge is right,” added Julia. “From all accounts, the cyber attack caused extensive damage to transformers and substations across the country. Some estimates claim damage in the trillions to the infrastructure alone, not to mention the loss to our economy.”

      “Somebody will become very wealthy replacing that equipment,” interrupted Mr. Lowell, glancing at Mr. Cabot.

      “It’s not just economic loss,” said Julia. She needed to dissuade some fears. “There will be a loss of lives. This is why we’ve gone to great lengths to prepare. We’ve made every attempt to insulate ourselves from the health and famine issues as well as the societal collapse that is likely.”

      “We’ve seen society collapse all year,” added Mrs. Lodge. “I can only imagine what it will be like soon.”

      “We see the signs already,” said Sarge. “Shock is being replaced with a feeling of dread today. Hysteria is not that far behind.”

      “And then mayhem,” said Mr. Cabot.

      “Precisely,” added Mr. Lowell. “This country has been on the brink for quite some time. Is there any doubt it will fall apart quickly?” Again silence overtook the room. Julia looked at Sarge, seeking guidance. Should I say more, or should we break out the pinochle cards?

      Sarge answered for her. “The next several days will provide us more answers. At some point, the President will have to address the nation in some fashion. What he says may set the tone for how people react. An uplifting message of hope will calm fears. Any other tone might exacerbate problems.” Again, silence.
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        Monday, September 5

        8:55 a.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      It was appropriate on this Labor Day to assign duties to all of their guests. The wives were all tasked with monitoring the communications system Julia designed—the Digital Carrier Pigeon.

      Julia retrieved a handheld scanner, a ham radio, a CB radio, a portable world band radio, and another satellite phone from the Faraday cages on the eighth floor.

      The Bearcat scanner was chosen because of its portability and ease of use. With TrunkTracker technology, it was the first handheld unit that required no programming. The user-friendly digital scanner required the user to input their local zip code, and the unit immediately broadcast communications used by aircraft, public safety, weather spotters, and the military. It was the best way to monitor local activities.

      The BaoFeng dual band two-way radio was perfect for use while the Yaesu base unit and its antenna were being set up. Ham radios were used throughout the world, and Julia cultivated an extensive list of contacts. Her fellow hammers would share information with each other regarding military and geopolitical activities, as well as assist in a future recovery effort. The BaoFeng could monitor ham networks while also being used as a means of communication between the penthouse and the rooftop observation team.

      The Midland portable CB unit had always been a favorite of truckers and travelers. In addition to its forty citizen band channels, the Midland had ten NOAA channels. Sarge would carry one in his car in the event he had to leave the building. A CB unit had a longer range than a typical two-way radio.

      The Sony portable world band radio was a capable backup to the satellite Internet system. With the lack of AM and FM broadcasting from the states due to the power outage, worldwide broadcasts could be heard during the daytime. The BBC was one of the most prominent shortwave broadcasters available on world band radio.

      Finally, Sarge and Julia would each carry their satellite phones. Each of the Loyal Nine had one, except for Abbie, who was always protected by secret service. Both Steven and Katie had their satphones with them, but they’d failed to check in last night as promised. It was too early to panic, Sarge said to Julia last night. Those two can take care of themselves.

      Sarge returned from the rooftop where, with the assistance of his new right arm, Dr. Peabody, he connected the HughesNet satellite dish and the ham radio antenna.

      “You should be good to go,” said Sarge. “I’ll work on the DirecTV hookup this afternoon. Art and I want to go to Battery Wharf and look for the Endicotts.”

      “But they haven’t called and could be anywhere,” said Julia.

      “We talked about that, but we feel it’s our obligation to look,” said Sarge. “Mr. Morgan would expect that of me.” Julia knew Sarge was right, and there was no sense in arguing. This morning appeared to be quiet in their Back Bay neighborhood, so she reluctantly acquiesced.

      “I understand. Let’s try again to raise them on the satphone,” said Julia. “Why don’t you round up your sidekick and gear.”

      “I’ve got the truck in the garage. I’m going to take an AR-15 with us. Art claims he’s comfortable with one. I don’t want to find out today.” Sarge gave her a peck on the cheek.

      “Listen, before you go, I’ll let the ladies know the plan. They can monitor the scanner and CB radio for activity between here and the Battery Wharf area. If there’s any sign of trouble, we’ll raise you on the two-way.” She handed him two of the BaoFeng portable units. “At least this time, you can carry some comms with you.”

      “I need to think about this for a moment,” said Sarge. “There are a few ways to get there, each with its risks. Granted, it’s only a few miles, but Battery Wharf is on the opposite of downtown. Ordinarily, the quickest way would be to take Storrow along the river and connect over to Commercial Street.”

      “Are you concerned with traffic?”

      “Not necessarily. I’ve watched the outflow of vehicles all morning. People are fleeing the city.”

      “I don’t blame them,” said Julia. “Then why not go against the flow?”

      “Mass General is on the way, and I’m afraid there’ll be a mass of humanity there, pardon the pun.”

      “Ha-ha, I get it. But you’re right. You could easily get bogged down. What’s your other option?”

      “I could approach from the south by taking Boylston and picking up Atlantic Avenue.”

      “Okay,” said Julia cautiously. She could see where Sarge was heading with this. “Chinatown.”

      “On any other day, Art and I would stop at Hei La Moon’s and enjoy a plate of dim sum,” said Sarge. “I’m not sure about Chinatown during the apocalypse.”

      Julia could picture it. Fried dough stuffed with shrimp and then wrapped with rice noodles.

      “Last but not least, drive straight through the concrete jungle?” asked Julia.

      “I could take the direct route through the heart of our fair city. We could get bogged down. I have no idea what to expect today. Yesterday was different because we were traversing the suburbs. Even then, the signs were there. As time passes, it will become more dangerous.”

      Julia took Sarge in her arms to provide them both a much-needed hug. Common, everyday decisions took on more import now—life or death significance. “Get ready and I’ll try them one last time. I’ll tell the ladies our plan. They can tell me if they’ve heard any chatter on the police scanner.”

      “I love you,” said Sarge as he tore himself away. “We’ll hurry back, I promise.” Julia didn’t want to let go, but she didn’t want Sarge to know she was worried about him. The last thing he needed on his mind was her emotions weighing on his shoulders.

      “I love you more,” she said as he headed for the stairwell.
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        Monday, September 5

        11:25 a.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge knew this pickup wasn’t going to be routine. He wasn’t sure if the Endicotts were home. But he also knew John Morgan had placed the lives of his fellow Boston Brahmin in the Loyal Nine’s hands. It was Sarge’s duty. Traffic was light on Beacon as he passed the Massachusetts State House. The gold-leaf dome glistened in the morning sun. In its two-hundred-and-twenty-year history, the hub of the solar system, as Oliver Wendell Holmes called it, contained the offices of some of the most influential politicians in history, including John Hancock, Samuel Adams, and Calvin Coolidge.

      Sarge recalled the day his grandfather left office as governor. The large main doors entering the main hall of the building were only opened when the President or foreign heads of state visited and when the outgoing governor exited the building on their last day of office. This ceremony was known as the Lone Walk and had been a tradition for hundreds of years. It was an emotional day for Sarge as a young boy. On that day, he realized the importance of our republic form of government and its seamless transfer of power. Will Americans forget how lucky we are to have a peaceful transition of power from the outgoing government to the new one?

      “We’re going in,” Sarge said as he passed Park Street. Empty cars littered the urban landscape, but there was no evidence of accidents. He weaved his way through the maze of one-way streets towards Boston City Hall. As he turned onto Court Street, traffic suddenly stopped. There were thousands of people crowded in the plaza surrounding the building. They were pushing and shoving to force their way toward the entrance.

      “What the hell?” exclaimed Dr. Peabody. “And where are the cars associated with all of these people?”

      “From what I can see, they’re transients,” replied Sarge. “Look over there. Is that a FEMA truck?” A single tractor trailer rig was parked near the front steps of city hall. Sarge could not see what they were handing out, but he suspected one truckload wasn’t going to satisfy this crowd.

      “This has the potential for disaster,” said Sarge. “I’m gonna try to do a U-turn in front of the Boston Transit station. We need to avoid this powder keg in the making.” As he made the turn, the shouts from the crowd exploded like Gillette stadium full of Patriots fans decrying a bad call by the referee. Apparently, FEMA had already run out of freebies.

      “Clear on my side, Sarge,” said Dr. Peabody. “Let’s get out of here.”

      It took them another twenty minutes to make their way to the Battery Wharf hotel. Julia’s voice came over the two-way.

      “Sarge, do you read me? Over.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “There appears to be a disturbance of some kind at city hall. You might want to avoid that.”

      “Yeah, we know. We were almost in the middle of it. Have you heard of anything else?”

      “No,” replied Julia. “I’ve tried calling the Endicotts continuously since you left. My guess is their satphone is dead.”

      Of course it is.

      “Okay, we’ll keep you posted. Out.” Sarge made his way up Commercial Street and approached the Battery Wharf entrance slowly.

      “They have the entry blocked,” said Dr. Peabody. “I think it’s intentional based upon the way the vehicles are angled. You won’t be able to turn down Battery Street or Battery Wharf.” Sarge surveyed his options. After finding an opening, he pulled into an alley across Commercial.

      “I have no problem walking, but carrying those is not such a good idea,” said Sarge, nodding toward the backseat and the AR-15s. They both looked around for a moment to see if there was any obvious danger. Dr. Peabody spoke first.

      “At the moment, the threats are raising hell at city hall. Let’s cover the guns and try to exit the vehicle when nobody is paying attention.”

      “Agreed. At least for today, the sight of a moving vehicle is not out of the ordinary. If the Boston Wharf security team thought to block the two entrances to their property, it’s entirely possible they’re armed at the entrance.” They waited for a moment and looked to see if anyone was watching their movements. Finally, Sarge was ready.

      “Okay, let’s go,” Sarge said. “Just two guys taking a stroll down the Harborwalk for lunch at Aragosta’s.”

      “A meatball ciabatta for me, and the rigatoni for my friend.” Those days are over, for years.

      As they approached the entry, absent were the traditional bellmen for the Fairmont, now replaced by guys in dark suits with matching sunglasses.

      Sarge whispered, “I’ll state our business and have them do the work for us. I doubt they’ll let us inside, especially without surrendering our weapons. That’ll never happen.”

      Sarge and Dr. Peabody approached the men, who spoke first.

      “Nobody is allowed entry unless they are a verified guest or resident,” said a husky Asian man.

      “No problem. My name is Professor Henry Sargent, and my friend is Dr. Arthur Peabody. We’re here to check—”

      “I know,” interrupted the other guard. Two additional security personnel appeared from their immediate left and right. Was it something I said?

      “You know what?” asked Sarge.

      “I know who Dr. Peabody is,” he replied. “He did my wife’s boobs. Sir, her name is Bobbie McDermott. You might not remember.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. McDermott, but I don’t remember,” said Dr. Peabody. “But it is nice to see you again. How is your wife?”

      “Divorced,” he replied coldly. “She ran off with another dude and took her boobs with her.” This just keeps getting better and better.

      “Oh, well, I’m sorry about that,” said Dr. Peabody.

      “That’s not your fault, Doc. She turned out to be a golddigger.”

      The big guy spoke again. “How can we help you, gentlemen?”

      Sarge took a deep breath. Picking up the Endicotts was supposed to be in and out. No problems. “We came to check on our friends, the Endicotts. They live in one of the penthouses—next to Patricia Cornwell and her husband.”

      “You mean her girlfriend?”

      “What?” asked Sarge.

      “Patricia Cornwell, the author. She’s married to her girlfriend.”

      “Okay. Well, would you mind telling the Endicotts that we’re here? Tell them we’re here to pick them up.”

      Big guy gave instructions to one of his team, who immediately went inside. After an awkward ten minutes of relative silence, a bellman came out with a cart of luggage and the Endicotts in tow.

      “Hello, Sarge,” said Henry Endicott. The Endicott family fortune was based on the most advanced, modern weaponry available on Earth. Would they defend America when we are at our most vulnerable?

      “Hello, Mr. Endicott,” greeted Sarge with a handshake. “We have been very worried about the two of you.”

      “That’s my fault,” said Emily Endicott, his newest wife. “My job was to keep the phone charged, and I forgot. Please forgive the error.” She was dressed for dinner at an upscale restaurant—a stunning dress, heels, and a full complement of jewelry. Young and pretty. Those ladies will not like this.

      “Art, how are you?” Endicott shook Dr. Peabody’s hand. “Gentlemen, this is my wife, Emily. Emily, meet Professor Henry Sargent and Dr. Art Peabody.”

      “You can call me Sarge.”

      He looked at his watch and debated whether to have her change clothes. They had been gone nearly two hours. He decided against the delay and asked the bellman to accompany them to the truck. Once their bags were loaded into the back of the Toyota, Endicott tipped the bellman a hundred-dollar bill, much to the young man’s delight.

      After the bellman left, Endicott laughed and said, “The American dollar is worthless now. Why not give him a big tip?”

      “Where are we going?” asked Mrs. Endicott.

      “We’re taking you guys to my place on Beacon Street, where you’ll be safe for a while,” replied Sarge. “You’ll probably head over to Prescott Peninsula in a few days.”

      “Where?” she asked.

      “I’ll explain later, dear. Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it, okay?” Great.

      Julia knew to maintain radio silence while Sarge was out of the building unless it was an absolute emergency. She knew the squawk of the two-way could put Sarge in peril if he were in a compromised position. He contacted her first.

      “Julia, do you copy?”

      “Five by five. Sitrep,” she replied.

      “How about you with the lingo?”

      “This handsome general is teaching me a thing or two.”

      That was funny, but don’t say stuff like that over the radio. “I bet. Our friends are safe, and we’re heading back. Any advice?” asked Sarge.

      “Avoid the center of the city. That situation has become worse. Also, as you suspected, a riot broke out at Mass General. The staties have closed all roads in the area. The southern route is your best option.”

      “Thank you. We’ll make our way and advise of any difficulty. Out.”

      Sarge started them south toward the John Fitzgerald Expressway. He glanced to his left at the former location of Sargent’s Wharf, founded by his ancestor Daniel Sargent. Today, it was a parking lot.

      “Sarge, I see Smith & Wesson made your AR,” said Endicott. “Why didn’t you choose the Colt SOCOM?”

      “That’s a good question, sir,” replied Sarge. “The Colt is used by most special ops teams worldwide. The S&W is a little lighter. Why do you ask?”

      “My company owns Colt Manufacturing in West Hartford, Connecticut. I had plans to move the facility to Alabama.”

      Dr. Peabody pointed at the traffic jam entering southbound I-93. “You might want to stay to the right on the surface road.”

      “I didn’t know you owned that gun company, Henry,” said Mrs. Endicott. “After that horrible school shooting, shouldn’t you do away with that one?”

      Sarge glanced at her in the rearview mirror. Was she serious? Endicott Industries built weapons systems that could level entire cities—obliterating all its inhabitants. Sarge was momentarily distracted by the conversation and entered the tunnel before he could turn.

      “I was afraid of this!” he exclaimed.

      “What?” questioned Mr. Endicott.

      “I didn’t want to go through the tunnel,” replied Sarge. Traffic began to slow as they approached the exit of the tunnel. Cars were at a standstill as they attempted to merge on the Mass Turnpike. Sarge inched his way through the tunnel until he emerged near the China Gate Plaza. He cut across the famed Chinese checkerboard that was created by a mosaic of bricks in the pavement. Sarge navigated through several parked cars that blocked the gate and quickly shot through.

      Boston instantly changed. The streets of Chinatown, once filled with tourists, were now deserted, and ominous-looking men stood in front of every storefront. Dr. Peabody broke the tension in the truck.

      “They’re standing guard over the businesses. They don’t look like business owners.” Sarge tried to keep a steady speed without drawing unnecessary attention. He could feel the eyes upon them.

      “Maybe we should turn on one of these other roads,” said Mrs. Endicott. Sarge ignored her. He could see far enough down the side streets to realize they were obstructed with manned blockades. He could see the Kensington building just two blocks ahead. As he approached Knapp Street, several men moved to block the street in front of him. There was now a white van immediately on his bumper. Sarge was not going to stop, but he also hesitated to run over the men, who were probably armed.

      Sarge had studied escape and evade techniques and covered the concept extensively with Steven. Of course, stealth was your greatest ally. That was why Sarge chose the Toyota OJ40 instead of the G-Wagen. Speed was only used for emergencies, and in an urban environment, the benefit of speed could be quickly reduced. There was more to employing evasion techniques than putting distance between you and your pursuers.

      Staying calm was key. Sarge had to outmaneuver these guys without endangering his passengers. He was faced with a blockade on every street and a vehicle to his rear. He slowed to a crawl.

      “Hold on, everybody. I don’t think we’re welcome here.” Mr. Endicott handed Dr. Peabody the AR-15. “Art, use your handgun and make sure your arm is outside of the window if you have to fire it. Otherwise, we’ll all concuss. Get down in the backseat, please.”

      He immediately stopped the truck, catching the van behind him off guard. They screeched to a halt. Sarge then lunged at the men in the road in front, who began to pull weapons. Just as he reached Knapp Street, he whipped it to the left and roared toward the men, who were now running toward him. They didn’t expect Sarge’s truck to come at them so fast and jumped behind a concrete construction barrier at Stuart Street. Sarge drove onto the narrow sidewalk and plowed through the stop sign. He barely missed the men at the wall. Careening onto the four lanes of Kneeland Street, he barely averted a head-on collision with another white panel van that must have been dispatched from the other roadblock. This van slammed on the brakes, throwing tire smoke into the air and attracting attention from onlookers.

      Sarge roared ahead with both vans in pursuit. They gained ground on him as he turned onto Charles Street. He was going to use the OJ40 for its intended purpose—off-road travel. He was going to lose them in Boston Common. Cars were stopped at the four-way intersection of Boylston Street, politely taking turns through the intersection. Sarge passed them all on the wrong side of the road and shot the gap between two cars. One of the pursuing vans was not so lucky, jumping the curb and blowing out its front tires. The other van continued its pursuit.

      Obviously aggravated, they began shooting at Sarge as he turned through the stone columns onto the sidewalks of Boston Common. He was in familiar territory now. Not only did Sarge frequently jog on Boston Common, but he was only a couple of hundred feet from where he’d protected the woman and baby from an assault back in the spring. Sarge cut across the grass and under the tree-canopied sidewalks. The van was fishtailing in the sod, and Sarge surged ahead.

      “Time to go where they can’t,” said Sarge. He carefully but quickly drove across a bridge barely wide enough to allow his OJ40 passage. It worked. As they cleared the other side of the lake, the van ripped into the wrought-iron guardrail with its front fenders, causing it to screech to a halt. Sarge came out on Arlington and headed west on Commonwealth in case they gave chase. He didn’t want to lead them to his front door.

      Feeling comfortable he had successfully evaded the van, he turned towards the Charles River and the back of 100 Beacon. He was sweating and wiped his hands on his shirt. He immediately rolled down his window and gasped for air. He was certain he’d held his breath during the chase. Mrs. Endicott was crying.

      “What happened to your head?” asked Dr. Peabody.

      “I hit my head on the window handle,” she replied. “The knob fell off back there.” She handed her husband a black plastic knob.

      “Hold pressure on it, and we’ll get you taken care of upstairs,” said Dr. Peabody. Sarge pulled to the back of 100 Beacon, where several residents were talking. There was a tremendous commotion in the direction of Massachusetts General Hospital, but that was not Sarge’s concern. These people would see the young woman bleeding, and demands for answers would be forthcoming.

      He jumped out of the truck and quickly opened the door. They approached him and peppered him with questions. Sarge ignored them and hustled into the garage. All of these trips in and out of 100 Beacon were drawing unnecessary attention. Sarge knew this had to be the last one until Brad’s transportation arrived.
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        Tuesday, September 6

        5:26 p.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      The unfortunate injury to Mrs. Endicott’s scalp was minor. The favorable result of the treatment of the wound was a bonding between her and the established women of the Boston Brahmin. The entire incident shook Sarge. He discussed the events several times with Julia. He was concerned that he’d overreacted. He wondered if he could have diffused the situation by talking to the men. He couldn’t take that chance. America was now a society without the rule of law. There were no police to call for assistance. The world had become much smaller, and groups were moving quickly to establish their turf. Chinatown was no exception.

      Tuesday was an easier day for Sarge. Only one incident occurred when some of the neighbors were knocking on the steel security door. They shouted questions, and after one last round of fist pounding out of frustration, they left. Sarge would have to deal with the neighbors sooner or later. Julia decided to finish off the fruits and vegetables in the refrigerator, but several of the ladies offered to prepare dinner for everyone that night.

      Sarge and Julia were enjoying a rare quiet moment together. There was nothing new in the news except for some horrific events being reported from various locations across the country. General Bradlee took the lead in news gathering and said he would provide a report at tonight’s meeting. They had not heard from Steven and Katie since Sunday, and although he wouldn’t admit it, Sarge was concerned for his brother.

      “Dinner is served, Julia,” said Aunt Stella. “Are you guys doing all right?”

      “Yes, Aunt Stella, thank you,” replied Julia. “I think fatigue is setting in right now. Sarge needs to rest from all of his heroics.”

      “I’m all right,” Sarge interjected. “Just a lot to think about right now. Let’s eat, ladies!” The three joined the others, and Sarge took his seat at the end of the long dining room table made up of a variety of furniture pieces to accommodate the seventeen diners. Lowell and Cabot were on security duty on the roof, and Julia assured their wives that she’d saved some for them.

      The group made small talk through dinner, and one of the topics of conversation was the economic and social condition of America before the collapse event. Even though this was Sarge’s favorite lecture topic at Harvard, he was oddly quiet. He seemed concerned about his brother, but Julia thought he was more concerned about his reaction to the threats in Chinatown. She would talk to him further when they settled in for the night. First, she would take those old soldiers on the rooftop some dinner.

      The Lowell and Cabot families had been friends for centuries, and the gentlemen on the roof had been best friends since they were young boys. Julia also knew they were John Morgan’s most trusted confidants. As she arrived on the rooftop with their plates of food, she found them deep in conversation. It was not her intention to eavesdrop, but she inadvertently overheard a portion of their conversation.

      “When we met at 73 Tremont, I knew something was afoot,” said Lowell. Lowell and Cabot were staring across the Charles River at several homes on fire. “His words were a reckoning is upon us.”

      “I remember, Lawrence,” said Cabot. “I distinctly remember him adding that a reset is imminent.”

      “Yes, Walter. I realize the Russians and Chinese have been rattling their sabers of late, but how could John or the President envision something of this magnitude?”

      “It does make one wonder. Is this the cataclysmic conflict Samuel spoke of that day?” asked Cabot.

      “It might be,” replied Lowell. “Walter, I have always trusted John to handle our affairs and position us to maximize our financial and political stature. But there is one more thing he said that bothers me. John said It’s coming. We won’t know from where or from whom, but we’ll certainly know when.”

      “His words were either prophetic or contrived. Either way, we live in a new world, and I’m anxious to speak with John soon.”

      Julia didn’t know whether to run or hide. Did John Morgan know this was coming? Even worse, did he have a hand in it? My God! Suddenly, Julia became frightened with the prospect that the benefactors of the Loyal Nine, especially John Morgan, had advanced knowledge of the collapse. She quickly retreated to the rooftop door and pretended to appear for the first time by slamming it closed. Both men were startled by the noise.

      “Hello, night shift!” Julia pretended to be chipper as usual. “I have some dinner for you.” Both men approached Julia and relieved her of the plates. Their expressions reflected the seriousness of the conversation from moments ago.

      “Thank you, Julia,” said Cabot. “I must say the service in this establishment is impeccable. However, a nice bottle of Domaine Meo-Camuzet would lift our spirits considerably. Wouldn’t you agree, Lawrence?”

      “Indeed!”

      “Sorry, gentlemen, you’re on duty.” Julia laughed. “Alcohol is off-limits to the active-duty troops.”

      The men grumbled but accepted their dinner without imbibing. Julia exchanged a few more words and quickly retreated to the penthouse. She had to tell Sarge what she’d heard.
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        Tuesday, September 6

        7:15 p.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “I need to talk to you, Sarge,” said Julia. “I overheard something on the roof.”

      “Okay, but I need to tell you something first,” he started. “Brad called while you were upstairs. He’s sending men to pick up everyone tomorrow morning. I haven’t announced it yet because General Bradlee was in the process of updating everyone on today’s news.”

      “Yes, but you—” started Julia before General Bradlee interrupted her.

      “Julia,” said Bradlee, “this might be of interest to you.” Julia and Sarge joined the group.

      “Yes, General?” queried Julia.

      “As we know, the President is in Hawaii on vacation. Fortunately, the island has full power, and he is maintaining executive office functions at his newly purchased mansion on the big island. He has announced a news conference for tomorrow night to address the nation.”

      “I thought it would have come sooner,” said Julia.

      “Apparently, he’s waiting on some other personnel to join him,” replied Bradlee. “Rumors are swirling that the Vice President has been killed.” Several people in the room gasped.

      “How awful,” said Mrs. Lowell, whose sister went to Villanova with the Vice President’s wife and were still close friends.

      “How did it happen?” asked Dr. Peabody.

      “It was a freak accident and a result of the power outage,” replied Bradlee. “The Vice President was experiencing chest pains while traveling on Saturday night. They were unable to get through traffic to the hospital, and he died of a sudden heart attack.”

      “Was he in Washington?” asked Dr. Peabody. “How could he not get to a hospital?”

      “No,” replied Bradlee. “He was making a campaign appearance in western Pennsylvania on behalf of Mrs. Clinton when it occurred. People were evacuating Pittsburgh, taking up both north and southbound lanes of traffic on the interstate.”

      “I didn’t know the Vice President had heart issues,” said Julia. “In fact, when he contemplated his run for the presidency last year, he was supposedly given a clean bill of health.”

      “At his age, these things can come on quickly and unexpectedly,” replied Dr. Peabody. The room grew quiet, undoubtedly contemplating the lack of medical treatment ordinarily available to all of them. Julia decided to change the subject, although she wanted to talk with Sarge.

      “Has there been any indication that power is being restored?”

      “No,” replied Bradlee. “It’s been seventy-two hours, and apparently the transformers aren’t the only problem. The computer systems the utilities relied on for monitoring and controlling the flow of electricity must be replaced. Obtaining the hardware is not the problem as much as the logistics of delivery. Once operational, they will still be useless without the replacement transformers.”

      “Thanks, General Bradlee,” said Sarge. “I have some good news, I think, for everyone. I spoke with your nephew after dinner. He is making arrangements to pick you up and take you to Prescott Peninsula tomorrow morning. The city is becoming more dangerous by the day, and we run a risk by delaying your trip.”

      “I kinda like it here,” said Mrs. Endicott. Her face was still bandaged, but it was healing. She turned to her husband. “Henry, can’t we just stay?” Sarge knew she would prefer to remain in the more friendly confines of 100 Beacon rather than cohabitate with the Real Housewives of the Boston Brahmin.

      “Dear, I don’t know,” started Endicott.

      Sarge chose to be the villain. “I’m sorry, Emily, but that’s not possible. The city will become a very dangerous place. In fact, Julia and I will need to make a decision once my brother returns. We may come to Prescott Peninsula to join you. In the meantime, you will be more comfortable there, and General Bradlee’s nephew has assembled an excellent squad of Marines to protect you.”

      “See, dear, it’s for the best,” said Endicott. Mrs. Endicott started to pout, which ordinarily worked on her nearly-twice-her-age husband, but Sarge wouldn’t bite.

      “He’s correct,” said Sarge. “Why don’t you guys start packing and get a good night’s sleep. Brad plans on being here at seven in the morning.” The Boston Brahmin and their wives began to shuffle toward the stairwell to the next floor. Sarge caught General Bradlee’s attention before he could leave.

      “General, could I have a moment?” asked Sarge.

      “Of course, Sarge.”

      “Brad said I should ask you about Operation Vigilant Eagle. Do you know what he’s referring to?” asked Sarge.

      “Yes. It was originally intended to be a joint U.S.-Russian counterterrorism operation near the Arctic. The goal was to simulate the hijacking of a commercial jetliner and develop cooperation between the two nations in dealing with the potential terrorist threat.”

      “Okay, why would that be relevant to what’s happening now?”

      “My nephew and I were particularly interested in a domestic aspect of Vigilant Eagle that was not reported on in the media. As part of the FBI’s involvement in the operation, the administration required a domestic terror component.”

      “Like what?” asked Sarge.

      “The FBI was tasked with identifying white supremacists and sovereign citizen extremist groups. Through executive order, the President declared that persons associated with extreme left-wing or right-wing extremist groups were to be considered homegrown terrorists and treated with the same scrutiny as al-Qaeda or ISIS.”

      “I’ve never heard of this.”

      “That’s by design, Sarge. The concern Brad and I had dealt with those placed on the watch list. The vast majority of the groups named were right-leaning politically—the Tea Party, libertarians, sovereign citizens, antiabortion activists. Even vets.”

      “Why would vets be on a terrorist watch list?”

      “As our veterans returned from active duty overseas, the Veteran’s Administration encouraged them to claim they suffered posttraumatic stress disorder. If a vet displayed any angry or irritable mood, they were diagnosed as having oppositional defiant disorder. Under the President’s executive order, our brave military veterans who returned home with either PTSD or ODD are now being monitored. Something as simple as posting an angry Facebook or Twitter rant could land them in a mental institution or, at a minimum, require them to surrender any weapons they may own. What was once hailed as an opportunity to secure more post-service military benefits has now become an opportunity to take away one’s constitutional freedoms.”

      Sarge thought about the importance of this domestic terrorist list. The President, for purely political reasons, could create an enemies list based on certain criteria. All of the criteria might apply to those who didn’t share his political ideology. How far will this President go in a time of crisis? Then Sarge remembered the infamous words of the President’s Chief of Staff when the administration first took office—never let a good crisis go to waste.
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        Wednesday, September 7

        7:00 a.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge and Julia were on the rooftop, standing morning watch, when they saw two Humvees and two M35s, commonly known as a Deuce and a Half, exit off Storrow toward 100 Beacon.

      “Looks like Brad’s men have arrived,” said Julia. “I’ll go downstairs and tell everyone to get ready.”

      “Let’s get everyone out the door and we’ll talk more about what we learned yesterday. We also need to talk about Steven and Katie. But first things first.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Julia said as she and Sarge briskly walked down the stairs. Julia peeled off to the ninth floor, and Sarge went all the way to the security door on the eighth floor. Throughout the day yesterday, there were knocks on the steel door from the neighbors. On day four, desperation would be taking hold of the unprepared. Sarge needed to greet the military personnel and make sure things went smoothly. Sarge wanted to avoid a confrontation.

      As he exited the stairwell, several residents were gathered near the now obsolete elevator. They attempted to get his attention, but he ignored them and went straight outside. He was glad to see a familiar face in Master Gunnery Sergeant Frank Falcone. MGySgt Falcone had been under Brad’s command for many years and would be an integral part of the future of the Loyal Nine. For now, Gunny Falcone was assigned the task of security at Prescott Peninsula. Sarge was glad to see Brad sent his best man to deliver the Boston Brahmin and their families to the safety of Prescott Peninsula.

      “Hello, Sarge,” greeted Gunny Falcone heartily. The two men shook hands as Sarge surveyed the vehicles and the men, who were quickly exiting.

      “It’s great to see you again, Gunny,” replied Sarge. The two men competed in an informal training competition at Camp Edwards in June. Steven and Sarge, as a team, were the only nonmilitary personnel present and did very well against their more experienced counterparts. Brad and his men from Fort Devens were impressed with Sarge by the end of the weekend. Sarge was thrilled to have Gunny Falcone in charge of the safety of his precious cargo.

      “Sarge, Brad filled me in. I have ten men with me. I hope we can make this quick. The southern part of the city is in chaos. Traffic heading westbound on the Mass Turnpike looks like a parking lot as the day progresses. I plan on taking the northerly route through Lexington and Concord along Route 2.” Sarge saw they were already drawing a crowd at this early hour. The neighbors stood on the front steps of the entrance to 100 Beacon, and several other people were approaching the military trucks from all directions.

      “We’re going to attract a lot of attention this morning, so we need to make this fast,” said Sarge. “Can you spare some of your men to help carry our guests and their bags down the stairs?”

      “Absolutely,” replied Falcone as he instructed four of his men to follow Sarge. As they approached the entrance, the neighbors hit him with questions.

      “Why is the army here?”

      “Who are you? Are you in the military?”

      “Did they bring us food and water?”

      Sarge elected to defer to buy some time. “I’ll be glad to answer all of your questions, but first I must comply with the orders of these gentlemen. Now, if you will stand to the side and let them do their jobs, we can discuss it all in a moment.”

      Without waiting for an answer, Sarge pushed his way through the contingent and led the Marines up the stairs. Halfway up, he was greeted by the blustering barrister from a few days ago.

      “What’s going on here?” he said.

      “Sir, I need you to stand aside so these gentlemen can do their jobs,” demanded Sarge.

      “Why is the military in my building?”

      Your building? “Excuse us, sir. If you would like to meet me in the lobby in a few minutes, I’d be glad to address your questions. But for now, move aside!” Sarge bulled his way past the man and a woman who had now joined him. On the eighth floor, he opened the security door and was pleased to see Julia had everyone in line ready to go. She also had a sense of urgency during this process.

      The Marines escorted the Boston Brahmin down the stairs while Sarge and Julia helped them gather their things.

      Sarge turned to Julia and whispered, “I may have some trouble downstairs after they leave. We’re drawing a crowd.”

      “I thought we might. I hoped to avoid that because it’s so early. What can I do to help?”

      “Wait here. I’m afraid the neighbors are going to become a problem for us. But there’s also a crowd gathering around the trucks. I’m comfortable Brad’s men will get going, but I’m sure I’ll face the wrath of some angry people when the trucks pull off without leaving supplies.”

      “Okay. You have your sidearms. Do you want to take an AR too?”

      “No. Just listen to the voices. If you hear me yell enough, then start screaming like you saw a ghost. That should give me enough distraction to take off up the stairs without them.” Julia kissed him on the cheek and told him to be careful.

      Sarge bounced down the stairs to catch up with the entourage. When he entered the entryway of the building, there were a dozen people waiting for him. He took the proactive approach.

      “I know you have several questions, and if you let me assist these soldiers in doing their jobs, I’ll tell you what I know. But please, don’t interfere with them!”

      Sarge turned and quickly ran out the front door before they could protest. Gunny Falcone had his hands full, explaining to the locals that this was not a food and water giveaway. The people surrounding the M35s looked haggard. By day four, most Americans had exhausted their pantry’s food and water supply. These people were relying upon the government to deliver what they needed. Today was not the day. Sarge hoped their exhausted bodies did not rise to some form of violence.

      “Gunny, do you foresee any problems here?” asked Sarge.

      “Not really. My men have been inundated with questions but have remained silent per my orders. They are very aware of the threats desperate people pose to their safety. Brad and I picked the best, like-minded soldiers in our battalion.” The crowd pressed forward as the Boston Brahmin exited the building. Their curiosity prompted more questions about whom the elderly people were and why they were being taken away in military trucks. While Sarge was able to avoid giving them a response, he expected his neighbors blocking the front entrance would demand similar answers. The last of the passengers headed for Prescott Peninsula were settled in, and Gunny Falcone’s men gave him the thumbs-up, indicating they were ready to leave.

      “Thank you, Gunny,” said Sarge. “I imagine I’ll see you at 1PP shortly. My brother still hasn’t arrived from D.C. When he gets here, we’ll decide our next step.” Falcone looked past Sarge to the awaiting residents.

      “Do you need some help with them?” he asked, nodding towards the entry.

      “No, I’ll talk my way through it. I’m good at that.”

      “I’m sure,” said Falcone. “Listen, Sarge, day by day, the situation deteriorates rapidly. The reports we hear at HQ is that the major cities are burning out of control. You may not have experienced it on Beacon Street, but the gang activity is growing. In East Boston, the MS-13 Hispanic gang has taken control of the entire area surrounding Logan International. Chinatown’s Asian population has rallied around the White Devil, who was recently released from prison. Dorchester, Roxbury, and Mattapan have been on fire since before the power went down. They’ve consolidated the gangs behind a gangbanger calling himself J-Rock.”

      “Trust me, I learned my lesson driving through Chinatown the other day,” said Sarge.

      “No, Sarge, it’s worse than that. The gangs are expanding and moving into other parts of the city as an armed force—like an army. When they hit Beacon Street, it won’t be a few of them in a used Cadillac. They’ll come as a unified, well-armed force.”

      Sarge soaked this in for a moment as the crowds began to surround the trucks. “You need to go, Gunny. Thank you for the advice and for taking care of these folks. I’ll see you soon; I’m sure.” Sarge slapped Falcone on the shoulder and headed back to the entrance. In that short time, he planned his approach with the neighbors. Fear is a great motivator.

      As the convoy pulled away, the onlookers turned their attention towards Sarge and 100 Beacon. He turned towards his neighbors and told them all to get back in the building. He pulled the wrought-iron steel gates closed behind them.

      “Quick, does anybody have a key to these doors?” he shouted, attempting to raise a sense of alarm.

      “I do,” came a voice from the rear. “But these doors always stay open during the daytime.”

      “Not anymore,” said Sarge. “Get up here and lock these doors now unless you want all of these people in our lobby!” A portly man made his way to the front and secured the single-bolt lock. Sarge patted him on the back and then led the neighbors away from the front door. He positioned himself at the stairwell in case he decided to make a quick exit.

      “Who are you?”

      “My name is Henry Sargent, and I’m a professor at Harvard. Listen, I would love to answer all of your questions, but there’s no time for that at the moment.”

      “Why not? What’s wrong?” asked an elderly woman with genuine fear in her voice.

      “Everybody, the military told me armed gangs are moving into our neighborhood,” said Sarge. He intended to divert their attention away from him and the top three floors to the more pressing threat—the people outside. He was also going to use this as an opportunity to learn about the thirteen neighbors who stood in front of him. “How many more residents live in the building in addition to us?”

      While the group spoke amongst themselves, Sarge took mental notes of ages, physical capabilities, and attitudes. Who was an ally, and who was a potential threat?

      “There are few more—namely spouses and a couple of elderly parents.”

      “Good. You need to band together as a group and create a watch schedule. The front door and the fire exit need to be under constant guard. When I say constant, I mean day and night, no exceptions.”

      “What do you mean by a guard?” asked the lawyer—a potential threat.

      “Exactly what it sounds like,” replied Sarge. “How many of you own guns?” This is very important.

      Three people raised their hands. Sarge took an inventory. There were two revolvers, a shotgun for skeet shooting, and a Korean-era M1 Garand. Sarge diffused the situation by giving everyone a task and making them feel part of the security effort. He encouraged them to help one another until the situation resolved itself.

      Sarge did not offer to share information learned from Julia’s Digital Carrier Pigeon network nor did he offer to share supplies or weapons. Either one of those things would have put his home and friends at risk. Sarge’s position on sharing the results of their preparedness strategy with others might seem callous and heartless, but it ensured his and Julia’s survival—his priority. Both before and after the collapse event, the extent of their preps was nobody’s business but their own.
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        Saturday, September 3

        9:07 p.m.

        51st State Tavern

        Washington, D.C.

      

      

      Katie brought them another round of beers as the Mets fans in the 51st State Tavern erupted following a Curtis Granderson home run over the home team Nationals. Known as a hangout for New York sports fans, the twelve-year-old haunt was a typical sports bar featuring flat-screen televisions, a pool table, and guy food—buffalo wings, burgers, and cold beer. Situated in the West End near Foggy Bottom, Katie and some of her co-workers would slip away for drinks with the purposeful intent of avoiding their colleagues who preferred the traditional politico hangouts like the Capitol Lounge and Bullfeathers.

      “I thought we came up here to get away from this,” moaned Steven to a grinning Katie. “The stadium is only two blocks from your townhouse. We could have stayed at your place and dealt with mouthy fans.”

      “Shut up, you big baby,” said Katie as she gave him a hug. “It feels good to get out—on a date. We don’t get to do this often. Besides, this is one of my favorite spots. You’re just pissed ’cause I’m kickin’ your ass on the pool table!”

      “Whatever. How do you know I’m not letting you win?”

      “By the look on your face when I do win,” replied Katie. They clinked their Samuel Adams and took a long drink of the lager. Steven racked the pool balls and grabbed his stick.

      “Let’s go, rematch time,” said Steven. Gesturing with his stick, he indicated it was Katie’s turn to break.

      Katie took her position and was ready to shoot when the power surged—brightening the room. Then the 51st State Tavern, and the rest of D.C., suddenly went black. The fans groaned, hurling a few curse words and a chorus of boos at the perceived inconvenience.

      Katie found her way to Steven and said, “You did that on purpose so I wouldn’t beat you again, didn’t you?”

      “Hell no. But maybe I should take advantage of you in the dark!” Steven groped in the dark and tried to grab an elusive Katie.

      “Free beer!” shouted a man in the pitch-black bar, turning the jeers to cheers. For a minute, the patrons waited patiently, searching their cell phone browsers for ESPN.

      Then the phones started ringing. Replacing the muffled conversations were the sounds of different ringtones, pitches, and volumes filling the air. Text messages illuminated smartphone screens while everyone fumbled in the darkness for their most beloved handheld devices.

      Within moments of the lights turning off, the excitement level of the bar turned up to a fever pitch. Not even a Granderson home run could elevate the enthusiasm of the crowd as much as the news coming across their screens.

      “The power’s out everywhere!” shouted one man.

      “You mean in D.C.?”

      “No, the whole country!” replied another.

      “I have my sister on the phone in Kentucky,” shouted a woman. “Their power is out too!”

      The restaurant manager brought out a flashlight to get everyone’s attention.

      “Folks, I’m sorry the emergency lighting isn’t working,” he said. “I’m sure this is just temporary. Please keep your seats and we’ll see if there’s a solution.”

      “No way, let’s get out of here,” screamed an inebriated Mets fan. The manager moved to block the door.

      “Let me repeat,” he began with an authoritative voice. “This is probably temporary. Be calm, please, but if you must leave, I’ll need you to settle your tab first.”

      The displaced New Yorkers would have none of that. Many were angry at losing the televisions. Some were genuinely frightened at the melee that was brewing inside the 51st Street Tavern. Others saw this as an opportunity to leave with free wings and beer in their belly. Regardless of motive, the final guests of the last night of business for the 51st Street Tavern hit the doors en masse, knocking the manager to the floor and carrying their adult beverages with them.

      “Katie, stay against the wall with me until this clears out,” said Steven, pulling her toward him. “We don’t want to get caught in the stampede.”

      Katie was looking at her iPhone and scrolled through a couple of text messages. Katie knew from reports following the San Francisco Bay earthquake in ’07, cell phone usage skyrocketed following a major emergency. Verizon said that within minutes of the 6.6 magnitude earthquake, cell traffic in Santa Clara County increased tenfold. Loved ones were either checking on the safety of family or friends or were simply excited to talk about the drama. Most cell users received circuits are busy or fast busy signals. The inability to communicate with others elevated the public’s anxiety following the quake, which increased demand for first responders and communications networks.

      One of the solutions wireless network providers suggested was the use of text messaging during an emergency situation because the text messages required less bandwidth than a phone call. The use of text helped keep bandwidth available for emergency responders during a disaster.

      “Steven, I have a text blast from the NSA,” said Katie. “This is serious.”

      Steven leaned in and whispered, “Okay, let’s make our way outside and assess the situation. Stay close behind me.” Steven led Katie through the darkness toward the exit. They emerged in the cool night air and made their way under a tree canopy to the right of the entrance.

      “I think the game’s over,” said Katie.

      “What?” asked Steven.

      Katie pointed at the pool cue Steven had carried outside with him.

      Steven continued. “Oh, this,” he said. “Well, I’m not carrying a weapon because your fair city is a gun-free zone. Besides my knife, a pool stick is better than nothing.” Instinctively, Steven felt his pants pocket to confirm his Cold Steel Recon Tactical Knife was in his pocket.

      They stood for a moment and took in the chaos on Pennsylvania Avenue where it intersected with L Street. People poured out of the buildings in search of answers. Typically heavy traffic came to a standstill at the intersection because the traffic signals were inoperative. Fire alarms were screeching from the direction of The Melrose Hotel.

      “Steven, we’ve been attacked,” said Katie. She was scrolling through the messages on her smartphone again to make sure she read them correctly.

      “They know this already?” asked Steven.

      “Yes. Information travels much faster over secure government networks, especially at the time of a disaster. The NSA suspects cyber terror. The grid has collapsed across the country, according to the text.”

      “We’re screwed.”

      “Yeah, all of us, in fact. They want me to come to the White House.”

      “Okay, straight ahead eight blocks,” said Steven, pointing down Pennsylvania Avenue with the pool cue. They jumped back to avoid a Vespa scooter roaring by them on the sidewalk. “Dammit!”

      “Here’s the problem,” said Katie. She was serious. “If I go in, you can’t come with me. You don’t have clearance, and I suspect the White House is on serious lockdown.”

      “Okay. So I’ll wait outside or head back to your place and get the car,” said Steven.

      “Once I’m there, I won’t be able to leave. I’ll be stuck for days, Steven.”

      Steven thought about this for a moment. He didn’t want to be apart from Katie—especially under these circumstances. He also didn’t think Washington would be the safest place to be if a cyber attack was being used as a first strike.

      “Katie, I don’t want to be selfish. But I have to point out a couple of things. If this was a cyber attack, and the collapsed grid is nationwide, life has changed for this nation in a bad way. Just as important, there are some countries, namely the Russians, who use cyber warfare to gain military advantage before an invasion. Estonia, Georgia, and Ukraine come to mind. Either way, we need to stay together—because I love you.”

      Katie let the words soak in. She loved Steven too and did not want to separate. Their corner of the world had become extremely dangerous.

      “I don’t want to be in Washington, D.C., when the bombs start flyin’,” she said.

      “Me either,” said Steven. “Let’s get outta here.”

      “For sure.”

      With the decision made, Steven and Katie made their way down Pennsylvania Avenue through Washington Circle, which resembled a NASCAR track crammed with a thousand cars. K Street, the world headquarters of lobbyists and special interests, was full of cars in both directions. The blaring of car horns was deafening. The shrill sirens of the Capitol Police reverberated off the buildings.

      Thus far, there were no violent outbursts or signs of unrest where they were located. Katie was glad they reached their decision to leave the city without delay because calm could soon turn into bedlam. As they passed the buildings that housed the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, her phone rang. Ironically, it was John Morgan.

      “Hey, you’re getting a call.”

      “It’s Mr. Morgan,” said Katie. “Hello.”

      Katie listened to Morgan’s instructions. She was to contact General Mason Sears’s chief of staff and advise him to expect a call for the general shortly. Katie never questioned the tasks given to her by Morgan. She was paid handsomely and given the additional opportunity to be a part of the Loyal Nine. What’s the harm in facilitating a phone call when the country was collapsing around them?

      They turned south down Eighteenth Street toward the Washington Monument. After she had hung up the phone, Steven quizzed her about the call.

      “What’s on the big guy’s mind besides TEOTWAWKI?” asked Steven. Katie hesitated to make sure her answer wouldn’t be deemed classified by the Big Guy. She considered for a moment and thought the information was harmless enough.

      “Hang on,” she replied, holding one finger in the air as she attempted to get a call through. “Figures, circuits are busy.” She wrote a text, and it went through.

      “He only wanted me to contact General Sears’s chief of staff to expect an incoming phone call from Mr. Morgan. Sears is the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. I suppose Mr. Morgan gets his information from the top of the informational food chain.”

      “I guess so,” said Steven. He grabbed her hand as they crossed Constitution Avenue onto the west side of the National Mall. Typically, the Tidal Basin reflected the lights of the King and Roosevelt Memorials. Tonight, the absence of the moon gave the water an eerie darkness. “Let’s work our way along the water down Maine Avenue. I don’t think it will be a good idea to walk through the inner-city streets. Once we pass the Gangplank Marina, we’ll make our way towards Nationals Park and your place.”

      Katie replayed the phone call through her mind. Morgan had numerous other sources of intelligence, including the President’s staff. Why General Sears? As they crossed under Interstate 395, they were greeted by thousands of newly created pedestrians courtesy of the Metro system’s shutdown. The premature ending of the Nationals game dispersed fans to the west towards Arlington, Virginia, and the south towards Maryland. A mass of humanity, partially in shock and fear, made their way out of the city. But probably the oddest part of the entire hike towards her home was the lack of air traffic at Reagan National. Planes were grounded, the Metro was stuck in place, and confused people walked in all directions. Washington, D.C., was devoid of mass transit. My, how things have changed already!
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        Saturday, September 3

        11:49 p.m.

        27 O Street Southwest

        Washington, D.C.

      

      

      Between the delays for traffic and travelers, together with the extra precautions they took walking across the heart of D.C., it took over two hours to traverse the five miles from 51st State Tavern. Steven and Katie quickly moved through her townhouse to gather up some essentials for the trip. Her Toyota Highlander was spacious inside and could carry a lot of gear. Steven wished she had more gas in it. The gauge read around two-thirds of a tank. They would have to find more along the way.

      “Will you try to call Sarge while I load the truck?” asked Steven.

      “Yes. I wish the satphone had a better charge. If I can’t reach them now, I’ll charge the phone in the truck and try again a little later.” She handed Steven another duffle packed with clothes.

      “Where are the medical supplies that Donald put together?”

      “I keep them in the back of the truck,” replied Katie. “I never remove certain bug-out essentials like the medical bag, a basic clothes duffle, and an everything-else-I-wish-I-had bag.”

      “What the hell is that?”

      “You’ll see it,” she replied. “It probably weighs fifty pounds.”

      “If you had to walk, how would you carry it?”

      “I wouldn’t take all of its contents, only the ones most useful under the particular circumstances.”

      “Everything you wish you had?” asked Steven.

      “Exactly. For example, I have things to create temporary shelters like paracord, mylar blankets, and a tarp. I have ways to procure and purify water like a LifeStraw, Aqua Iodine Tablets, and a small vial of bleach. There is a variety of fire starters like flint, waterproof matches, and wet fire tinder.”

      “Whoa, you’ve been watching that show called Alone where they throw those poor suckers to the wolves in Canada.”

      “That, plus Google is my friend.” She laughed. “I read a lot of survival fiction and imagined myself in the shoes of the characters. I learned from that and picked up the things I thought I might need if I found myself in a pickle out there. Some of this stuff may keep us alive.”

      “Well, I’m impressed. But this should take care of all our needs,” said Steven, patting one of Katie’s 9mm handguns in a paddle holster.

      “No doubt, our weapons will go a long way to protecting ourselves and what we’ve got in the truck.” She moved closer to Steven for a hug. “But a 9 millimeter can’t keep you warm at night, mister.” Steven resisted the urge to postpone the trip until tomorrow in favor of a roll in the sack with Katie.

      “Listen, you better get away from me, or you’ll be in big trouble,” said Steven.

      “Fine,” said Katie with a pronounced pout. He reached down for his duffle and zipped it up.

      “Do you think we should get some sleep and head out in the morning fresh?” he asked, starting to have second thoughts.

      “I’ve got a feeling that leaving D.C. is a good idea. This town can be volatile, and there are plenty of riot-control personnel to clamp down hard on all the citizens of the District.”

      “Agreed,” he said. “I’m gonna pack the truck and then grab some food out of your kitchen for the road.”

      “Let me find a map and try these calls again. Then we’ll leave.”

      “Road trip!” shouted Steven as he walked to the front door.

      “Yeah, road trip!” replied Katie.
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        Sunday, September 4

        1:35 a.m.

        14th Street Bridge

        Washington, D.C.

      

      

      Steven settled in behind the wheel of the Highlander while Katie attempted to use its navigation system. The traffic and weather apps were inoperable, but the preloaded maps and navigation were available. As they made their way toward the Fourteenth Street Bridge heading west toward the Pentagon, Katie thought about her staff and friends who might remain in the metro D.C. area out of a sense of loyalty to their jobs and the government. She had a brief sense of guilt for not fulfilling her duties, but her priority was survival and Steven. There were plenty of bureaucrats in Washington who would love to have her job.

      “I guess it’s obvious,” started Steven. “We’ll avoid the cities at all costs. I have no desire to drive anywhere near Baltimore, Philly, Trenton, or New York before, during, or after the apocalypse.”

      “According to this navigation app, it’s four hundred and fifty miles to Boston as a straight shot,” said Katie. “If we take a northerly route, finding our way as we go, it will be over five hundred miles.” She picked up the map book and started thumbing through the pages to find the state of Maryland.

      “Up ahead!” shouted Steven.

      “What?” Katie looked up from the map. Traffic was at a crawl heading across the Potomac River. “Is everybody leaving the city?”

      “Do you blame them?” asked Steven.

      As they passed L’Enfant Plaza, the traffic began to move a little more often.

      “Nobody is headed into the city.” As the Jefferson Memorial came into view on the south side of the Tidal Basin, so did the military vehicles blocking the eastbound lanes of Interstate 395 and the Fourteenth Street Bridge. “Look, they’ve blocked access to inbound traffic.”

      Several military transports and Humvees blocked the road, and cars leaving the city were stopped and given a cursory inspection before being allowed to pass. As Steven approached the checkpoint, he rolled down his window.

      “Good morning, Airman,” Steven said to the National Guardsman.

      “Good morning, sir,” he replied. “I must advise you that the city is closed to incoming traffic. Once you leave, you will not be allowed back into Washington until further notice.”

      “We understand, Airman,” said Steven. He pointed at the guardsman’s uniform. “You’re with the Mississippi Guard. Aren’t you a long way from home?”

      “Yes, sir,” he replied. “We were deployed two weeks ago as part of a special security detail. We’ve been instructed to cordon off the city. Please keep moving, sir.”

      Steven rolled up his window and gladly continued across the Potomac. He sat quietly for a moment to digest what he just observed.

      “I’ve never seen the military or the government move this quickly,” he said, breaking the silence. “They’ve closed off the city in less than five hours.”

      “And they used National Guardsmen from Mississippi, who were in place two weeks in advance.”

      Steven pulled off onto the George Washington Memorial Parkway and headed northbound along the river. “Do you know of any reason Washington was in need of heightened security?”

      “No, I would have been informed. Maybe the troop deployment was routine. They did expand the Jade Helm exercise into FEMA Region Three this summer. Their stated purpose was to avoid the 2015 debacle in Texas and across Region Nine, where armed citizens monitored their activities. I guess in this region, people might welcome a strong military presence in the event of unrest.”

      Steven thought for a moment about the public uproar during last year’s exercise. As he followed the news, he tried to differentiate between fact and conspiracy. Some aspects of Jade Helm always bothered him. “Have you noticed that the Jade Helm exercise has continued to expand every year?” asked Steven.

      “It makes you wonder if they’re planning for something,” replied Katie. “Nothing has ever crossed my desk that would indicate the government hopes to implement martial law, but most of what I do is international in scope.”

      People were fleeing the city, naturally. But no one, including a lawful resident, was being allowed back into the city. A National Guard detachment was a thousand miles from home, deployed just in time to secure Washington at the time of a catastrophic collapse of the nation’s power grid. Very interesting. It would take them days to travel to Boston, during which time there would be a lot to ponder.
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        Sunday, September 4

        4:22 a.m.

        York, PA

      

      

      Steven and Katie swapped driving after passing Frederick, Maryland. Upon crossing into Pennsylvania near Gettysburg, they turned northeast towards York. They had less than half a tank of fuel and decided to turn off onto some rural roads to look for gasoline and sleep for a few hours. The small York Airport helped on both issues.

      “Turn here,” said Steven, pointing to the entrance to the York Airport on the right. “They might have some ninety octane fuel stored for the Cessnas or their groundskeeping personnel.” Katie cut the lights and made her way carefully along Airport Road. They reached the last building that had lawn-mowing equipment outside of it.

      “I bet there’s gas in there,” said Katie. She pulled the truck to a stop.

      “I bet you’re right, but do you want to climb the fence with the razor wire?”

      “No, smartass,” she replied jokingly. “But I do have bolt cutters in the back.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, and other essential burglary tools, including a lock-picking set and a four-way sillcock key.” Katie laughed because she’d walked right into Steven’s warped sense of humor.

      “A sillycock key? I can assure you, it’s not silly at all!”

      “You are so predictable. Get your mind out of the gutter. A sillcock key is used to open and close various types of water spigots when the handles have been removed. A lot of people remove the handles to keep thieves from stealing their water.”

      “Thieves like you.” Steven laughed.

      “Well, there’s a fine line between survival and looting when after a collapse. But this is another example of where my bolt cutters and sillcock key trumps your nine millimeter.”

      “No argument there.”

      “So, Clyde Barrow, are you gonna do the B and E honors, or do you want a girl to show you how?” asked Katie.

      “I’ll do it, Bonnie. You keep the Edsel running.”

      A few moments later, Steven came jogging out of the building with a five-gallon can of gasoline and a machete. He quickly poured the roughly four gallons of gas into the Highlander and jumped in.

      “How many gallons did you score?” Katie turned the truck around and headed back for the highway.

      “Maybe four gallons—another eighty miles.”

      “What’s the machete for?”

      “Zombies.”
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        Sunday, September 4

        12:35 p.m.

        Allentown, PA

      

      

      Katie and Steven took the opportunity to sleep in the car for several hours before continuing east towards Allentown. The gasoline they acquired would advance them closer to the Connecticut state line, where they planned on taking backroads to avoid Hartford. Once off of the major interstate system, they hoped to encounter less traffic and locate another can of fuel to move them that much closer to Boston.

      “Mother Nature doesn’t stop calling just because the world came to an end,” said Steven as he returned from his morning constitutional.

      “It feels weird, doesn’t it?” asked Katie rhetorically. “Waking up in the car, in BFE Pennsylvania, was an additional reminder that our lives have changed forever.”

      He replaced the toilet paper in Katie’s version of a bug-out bag and rummaged around in the back of the Highlander to find them something to eat before they hit the road. He slammed the hatch shut and jumped in the driver’s seat. “It could be worse.”

      “How so?”

      “You could’ve woken up with a hangover next to a naked Mets fan!”

      Katie gave him a well-deserved slug. “Let’s go, pain-in-the-neck. If we hustle, we can make the four hundred miles or so to Boston by tonight.”

      Steven wheeled the Highlander onto Route 30 and set his sights on Allentown. In this new world, he couldn’t focus beyond one hundred miles at a time. Lancaster and Reading were the next two towns on the map. As America learned about the extent of the collapse, travel would become more precarious.

      “Seriously, the concept of a country with no power is just now settling into my brain,” started Steven. “You want to believe that the utility companies can send out their repair crews and make it better.”

      “We saw the transformers on fire. Some of the substations were still smoldering as we drove through northern Maryland. If this has happened all over the country, there aren’t enough parts to put our Humpty Dumpty power grid back together again.”

      Steven laughed. “Yeah, it may take a year or more to repair the entire grid. I wonder who gets first dibs on restoration.”

      “There’s no doubt that someone will make a fortune deciding that,” replied Katie. “We are a nation totally dependent on electricity and advanced communications. This collapse of the grid is going to be brutal on the country.”

      “Especially on those who haven’t prepared,” added Steven. He looked around the countryside and realized they were approaching Lancaster County—home of the second-largest Amish population in the world.

      There were nearly three hundred thousand Amish in America, the majority of which resided in Pennsylvania, Indiana, and Ohio. This area, known as the Pennsylvania Dutch countryside, was revered for its relaxed, slower-paced lifestyle. Most Americans had limited knowledge of the Amish religion but were very much aware of the Amish limited use of electricity.

      Amish did not use electricity due to their religious belief that too much reliance on worldly influences tied them too closely to the secular world. However, the Amish approach to power was somewhat complicated. Almost all Amish forwent power from the public grid, but the use of batteries, liquid propane, and diesel generators, for example, had become accepted. Many states required the Amish to illuminate their horse-drawn buggies that dotted the landscape of the Amish communities. In Pennsylvania, battery-operated lights were deemed acceptable. But in Nebraska, the much more conservative Amish used kerosene lamps hung on the side of the carriage.

      Steven slowed as he passed a black Amish buggy carrying two men. The wooden wheels bounced on every crack in the road, but they carried on at somewhere between five and eight miles per hour. The large quarter horse seemed to nod his head as Steven passed—show off.

      “These guys don’t give a rat’s ass about electricity,” remarked Steven.

      “They are entirely self-reliant. I’ve studied the Amish, as well as the Mennonites and the Latter Day Saints—LDS. Each of these religions practices self-reliance and preparedness. I’ve never been religious, but now I have to wonder if they had it right all along.”

      As they passed the rows of corn, Steven wondered if the average American was capable of going back to this nation’s roots. They’d been thrust into the nineteenth century and were now on the same level as the Amish. Can a typical family adapt to growing their food, hunting their meat, or healing their sick without the aid of doctors or pharmacies?

      “US 222 takes us straight to Allentown,” said Katie, looking at the map book. “Take the right fork up ahead.”

      As they drove along without incident, Steven checked the fuel gauge from time to time. They would run out of gas on the other side of Allentown. At some point, they would have to turn north to avoid New York City, and gas would become a priority again. Fuel was a problem, but it was manageable. Steven was glad the human element hadn’t reared its ugly head—yet.

      “If the satphone is charged, try to touch base with Sarge and Julia.”

      “I will. The cell phone is totally worthless at this point. Sirius/XM is the same story.”

      Katie placed the call and got through to Julia. They both expressed surprise at the relative calm on both ends. Julia confirmed the status of the nationwide power outage, adding the caveat about the Texas grid being untouched by the attack. Katie assured them not to worry, but that it would most likely be Monday night when they arrived in Boston. Katie promised to call at the same time Monday morning to give them an update.

      “Everything cool?” asked Steven.

      “Oh yeah. Julia is getting 100 Beacon ready for guests.”

      “Oh, of course—our friends and benefactors,” Steven added sarcastically.

      “They’ve been good to us, Steven. It’s our job to protect them.”

      “I know. But as I’ve said before, Mr. Morgan sent me on some dubious missions. I always question his motives, but somehow the results work out.”

      “That’s why you’re a soldier, G.I. Joe.”

      “Very funny, Katie. We’ve learned in the military that the generals, and the politicians who pull their strings, are aware of the bigger picture. We’re supposed to focus on our jobs. But I still get curious about the intent.”

      Katie ran her fingers through his hair, which needed to be cut. “We’ve analyzed the aftermath of your missions for the last year or so. Haven’t we always concluded that the ends justified the means?”

      “Yes,” replied Steven, with a shrug.

      “Then let’s continue to trust in Mr. Morgan and the rest of our friends to make the right choices for our country, and us.”

      Steven slowed as they approached the intersection of Interstate 78. “Look over there, Katie, we must be getting closer to home!” They both laughed. The Samuel Adams Brewery rested quietly to their left.

      “Not quite home, but a taste of home. Boy, could I use a taste of a Sam Adams!”

      “No drinking and driving, sir.”

      “Who’s gonna stop me?” asked Steven as a Camaro swung around them, almost clipping their fender, and roared toward the interstate on-ramp. Steven blared the horn and applied his middle finger for emphasis. “Screw you!”

      “Wow, that was close. Do you think he was late for work?”

      “Forget him. So I hop on I-78?” asked Steven.

      “Yes, and we take it around the Allentown-Bethlehem metropolis.”

      Steven drove a short distance, but the exit ramp to I-78 was blocked by a stalled eighteen-wheeler and a bread truck. “Now what?”

      Katie thumbed through the map and replied, “Maybe we could go ahead and turn north now. The Pennsylvania Turnpike will take us to Scranton, and then we could avoid any traffic coming out of New York.”

      Steven stayed in the right lane and took the ramp. They passed the Camaro that cut them off earlier.

      “Hey, watch it!” said Steven as he gave the driver a long glare. He slowed the Highlander as they approached a line of cars passing through the toll lanes.

      “Surely they’re not collecting money, right?”

      “No kidding,” started Steven. “I guess the state never stops collecting money from—”

      Suddenly, the rear window of the Highlander exploded, sending pieces of glass into the backseat. A gunshot rang out as a bullet flew between them and blew out the windshield.

      “Holy—!” screamed Steven, as he swiveled to push Katie down. “Duck!” Katie sank below the seat and drew her weapon. Steven pulled out his as well.

      “Who is it?” Katie yelled as Steven veered the Highlander toward the concrete barriers lining the toll lanes. Another shot struck the side of the truck.

      “The Camaro. Two guys, firing out the window. Hold on!”

      Steven tried to navigate the truck through a gap in the barriers. More shots were fired, and one struck Steven in the right shoulder. Another hit his seatback and lodged in his back. The impact of the bullets slammed him against the steering wheel. He screamed in pain but kept driving into the grass. The Highlander came to a stop sideways in a ditch along a fence row. Steven slumped over the steering wheel—his head bleeding from embedded glass. His shirt was soaked in blood.

      “Steven. Steven! Are you all right?” Katie was frantic. More bullets riddled the driver’s side of the truck. She rolled out of the passenger door and took a position at the rear fender. Two men were approaching the truck, and she fired at them. One went down instantly. The other turned to run.

      Katie returned to the truck to see about Steven. He was alive.

      “I’m screwed,” he groaned his typical Stevenism.

      “Where are you shot?”

      “Back and right shoulder.” He wiped the blood off his face and looked out his window. “They’re coming back, Katie.”

      Katie looked up as two of the men approached the truck with guns drawn. The third man, only wounded, was making his way to his feet.

      “Come on, we have to go. Can you crawl across the armrest?”

      “Yeah.” She helped Steven out of the front seat, and they crossed through the ditch into the trees.

      “Wait here,” instructed Katie as she ran back towards the truck. She fired in the direction of the assailants to slow their progress toward them. She reached into the back of the hatch and grabbed a bag before turning back towards Steven. Two more warning shots gave her the time she needed to bound through the ditch into the woods. Steven lay motionless in a pile of blood-soaked leaves.
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      Katie held Steven’s wounds to reduce the bleeding and did her best to keep him calm. As he slipped in and out of consciousness, he tried to muster the strength to go after his attackers. She kept him quiet and still. Fortunately, the shooters didn’t pursue them into the woods, electing instead to loot her truck.

      After they had left, Katie assessed Steven’s wounds. It was dangerous to return to the truck with the shooters approaching, but Katie had the presence of mind to grab her medical bag from the backseat. The contents of the bag and Katie’s self-training would save Steven’s life.

      She quickly picked the bits of shattered glass out of his face and forehead with a sterile forceps. She cleaned the facial lacerations with Betadine using Steripad wipes. She avoided using hydrogen peroxide, which could cause damage to the skin. Together with the use of triple antibiotic ointment, she cleaned the wounds and bandaged his face where necessary.

      The bullet wounds were more complicated than the facial lacerations. A .45 caliber slug was embedded in Steven’s back. Fortunately, it was slowed by the impact against the window and its route through his driver’s seatback. It was visible and not deeply embedded, which would have required a surgeon—if there was such a thing anymore. Contrary to popular opinion, typically formed by movies, not all bullets needed to be removed. It made for high drama on the big screen, but was not always necessary in practice. In the case of Steven’s back, the bullet was visibly bulging just under the skin and causing him pain.

      Katie pulled another sterilized forceps out of her medical bag. She told Steven to bite a broken tree branch while she separated the skin. She was able to remove the slug with the other forceps. She bandaged up that wound and turned her attention to his shoulder.

      Again, luck was on their side, to an extent. The entry wound was small in comparison to the hole left by the .45 round. It was possible Steven was only shot with an ordinary .22-caliber bullet. It carried only a couple of hundred foot-pounds of energy compared to the .45-caliber round that impacted its target at nearly five hundred foot-pounds.

      Katie’s first thought was relief that he was shot in the shoulder and not near his vital organs. But she also knew the shoulder was a dangerous place to get shot. It contained vital arteries that fed the arm and parts of the back. There was also a significant nerve bundle that controlled arm function. Again, it wasn’t like the movies where the hero takes a bullet to the arm and still manages to hold onto the airplane wing during takeoff.

      Katie cleaned the entry and exit wounds thoroughly and then bandaged him up. She pulled a bottle of electrolyte water out of her medical bag and gave Steven several Advil. She also started a dose of Fish Mox—a standard form of amoxicillin used to treat bacteria in fish, but commonly used by preppers to stock their medical cabinets.

      After another gulp of the electrolyte water, Steven was becoming more lucid. “So, Doc Holliday, am I gonna live?”

      “Maybe,” replied Katie as she suddenly became overwhelmed with emotion. She began to cry and muttered, “But only if you pay my bill.”

      Steven reached out with his left arm to hold her. He winced in pain, but Katie took advantage of the comfort.

      “Let me find my credit card,” he groaned.

      “I love you, Steven,” Katie was crying now. “I thought you were—dying. You just slumped over the wheel. Blood was everywhere.” Katie’s sobs were mixed with sniffles.

      Steven chuckled and then coughed. “I’m not going anywhere, Katie O’Shea—except to Boston. I love you too.”

      Katie looked into Steven’s eyes and knew he was going to be okay. She wiped her tears away and sat up to look around. It was getting dark.

      “We have to find a place to rest for the night. Do you think you can walk?”

      “Yes, but we also need another car. I guess that yours is trashed.”

      She stood up and brushed herself off. “They took everything, Steven, except the medical bag I grabbed.”

      “Glad you did, Doc. You saved my life with it.”

      Katie wanted to start crying again, but Steven lifted himself to his feet with the assistance of several curse words in a variety of languages, it seemed.

      “Let’s make our way through the woods and see about some shelter. Then we’ll talk about a car.” She helped him as they walked down a deer path and crossed a road that contained only sporadic traffic. They were certain the attackers were long gone, but Katie kept her weapon ready. She had one full magazine left and several rounds in her gun. Steven never got to fire a shot, so he had two full mags, and his 9mm was full.

      “Now we’re talkin’,” said Steven as he gestured to a Land Rover dealership. “I think we should car shop first.” He picked up the pace down a side street toward the back of the Land Rover of Allentown dealership.

      “They have Jaguars too!” exclaimed Katie. They found a spot to sit and observe the car dealership from across the street. Whether to break in and steal a car was not an issue for them. They lived in a world without rule of law. Neither law enforcement nor helpful citizen came to their assistance while they were under attack at the toll booth. Survival was their number one priority, and transportation was the first order of business.

      Katie stood up and checked her weapon. She turned to Steven and double-checked his bandages. “Cop a squat while I walk around the building. Let me make sure no rent-a-cops are hanging around.”

      “Come and get me before you go in, okay?”

      “Of course,” Katie replied. “This is our first major purchase as a couple.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” said Steven as Katie walked into the darkness. He whispered loudly to her, “Land Rover.”

      “Jaguar,” was her answer.

      After fifteen minutes, she returned with a hammer. “I found this in the field behind the building. I think it will make a pretty good entry key to the service department door.”

      After taking a few precautionary moments to observe the surroundings, Steven and Katie made their way across the parking lot to the obscured service entrance.

      “We’re about to find out if the alarm system still works,” said Katie as she smashed the plate-glass door. There was silence except for the shards of glass hitting the concrete floor. “We’re in.”

      Leading the way, both Steven and Katie pulled their weapons in case there was a night watchman with a death wish. They went room to room, clearing the building.

      “It’s tempting to sleep on Mr. General Manager’s comfy sofa for the night, but finding places to sleep is easy,” said Steven. “Let’s pick a model and get out of here.”

      Katie ran for the showroom like a young child. “First dibs! Jaguar is the winner!”

      “No fair, brat, I’m like Swiss cheese with bullet holes,” replied Steven as he struggled to keep up with her. “Besides, we have to do this the smart way.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” asked Katie defiantly as she stood next to a shiny new Jaguar coupe with her hands on her hips.

      “We’ll decide based upon which vehicle has the most gas in it,” replied Steven.

      Katie pondered this for a minute and knew Steven was right. They systematically walked through the showroom and checked for keys and the fuel level of each vehicle.

      Steven proudly proclaimed himself the winner when he found a black Range Rover, supercharged model, containing a full tank. “Turn out the lights, the party is over.”

      “Everybody is a comedian,” said Katie. “Let’s see what else is of use in the building; then we’ll hit the road.” She tossed her medical bag in the back compartment together with a basic first aid kit she found in the service center. Steven gathered up bottled water and snacks from the break room. He changed out of his bloody clothes and put on a drab gray mechanics suit. With his bandaged face, he joked that he looked like Jason in the Friday the Thirteenth movies.

      When they loaded up everything of use, they faced a quandary. “How do we get this thing out of here?” asked Katie.

      Steven looked around and realized the cars were driven into the showroom through a roll-up glass door at the end of the building. It was electric operated.

      “Ah hell,” said Steven. “This thing doesn’t have a manual override. It requires power.”

      “Now what?” Katie and Steven surveyed their options before Katie answered her question. “Looks like I get to drive my Jaguar after all. I’ll drive it through the windows of that portico. You follow me out.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Steven hopped into the front seat of the Range Rover while Katie revved the engine of the Jaguar. She floored it and crashed through the glass. Steven followed after the glass and dust had settled.

      Katie jumped into the passenger side, and Steven roared onto Tilghman Street towards the Pennsylvania Turnpike.

      “Now we’re talkin’!” shouted Steven. “Grand theft auto! What a rush!”

      Just as Steven was tearing up the entrance ramp heading north, Katie socked him with the buzzkill.

      “Pull over up here. I’m driving.”

      Steven snapped his head towards her and then grimaced from pain. “Hold up!” he protested.

      “Doctor’s orders,” said Katie. “You’ve only got one good arm. Now pull over.”

      Steven dutifully pulled over.

      They were back on the road again.
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        Port Jervis, NY

      

      

      Katie checked Steven’s wounds every fifteen to thirty minutes but was pleased that her bandages held. They would have to be changed in the next couple of hours, and after what his body had endured, quality sleep was necessary. She cut through the heart of the Poconos to avoid traveling through downtown Scranton. The famed Pocono Raceway was dark as she passed it on Interstate 80. Traffic was light, and it was a welcome relief. Now Katie viewed every vehicle as a threat.

      Turning eastbound toward the New York state line on I-84, she thought of her career. Katie’s family had stressed the importance of her education as a child. They had taken an active role in her studies, as well as her after-school activities. She was destined to have a promising career in any field that caught her attention. But it was the events of 9/11 that captured her imagination and set her life’s path. While her teenage girlfriends savored the attention of boys and fawned over the latest teen heartthrob, Katie dove into the geopolitical details of the attacks on that fateful day.

      When she voiced her initial reaction at the dinner table one evening, her parents were horrified. She said the events of 9/11 were the single greatest attack on America in its history. She was in awe at what a handful of men could accomplish against the world’s only superpower.

      Naturally, her conclusions drew astonishment and admonition from her parents. She was told never to say that to anyone again. Katie took their criticism, but it did not change her opinion. She studied the events of 9/11 from an unemotional, rational point of view. Without allowing feelings of sorrow for the victims or a sense of patriotism to cloud her judgment, Katie was willing to say out loud what so many would not. 9/11 was a big win for terrorism.

      Katie set her sights on a career in government. At fifteen, she wanted to be a spy. When she told her parents she wanted to attend the U.S. Naval Academy, they were proud. She met Steven in college, and they had been close friends over the years. Now, they were going steady. Katie laughed to herself—if I can keep him alive.

      “I need coffee,” grumbled her patient.

      “Let me find a Starbucks for you, honey. I’m sure there’s one around here somewhere.”

      “You don’t understand. I need caffeine. My head is splitting.”

      “Okay, we’re almost in New York. We need to find a place to pull over for the night and catch some winks. Caffeine is off the menu, but ibuprofen is the next best thing.”

      “Where are we?”

      “We’re near a small town called Port Jervis on the Delaware River. New Jersey is across the river, and New York is up ahead on the other side of town. I’ll pull off after we cross the Delaware.”

      Steven closed his eyes again, and Katie caught a glimpse of his face in the headlights of a passing car. He was incredibly handsome. This man risked his life defending his country and then chose a career where he willingly put his life at risk for a paycheck. Or did he do it because it was enjoyable?

      Katie pulled off at a nondescript exit called Mountain Road. At the bottom of the ramp, she looked down the road about half a mile and saw an illuminated parking lot.

      “Steven, they might have power here.”

      He stirred himself upright and more alert. “Careful, Katie, I’m not in the mood for any surprises.”

      Katie cautiously approached the source of the light until she could see the Greeneville Fire Department. Two of its green roll-up doors were open, revealing a fire engine and a tanker. A few residents were milling around, talking to the uniformed firefighters.

      “Whadya think?” asked Katie. They both studied the surroundings and the people having a conversation in the parking lot.

      “Let’s pull in and circle around to point the truck out in case we have to run. I’ll see if they’re friendly.”

      Katie slowly pulled into the paved lot and circled as if to leave. The group turned their attention toward them, and one of the firefighters managed a wave. Steven rolled down his window.

      “Good evening,” he started politely. “Is there a hospital nearby or an EMS?”

      “No hospital, but we have some medical supplies here. We’re also trained for most nonlethal wounds.” The group approached the Range Rover without hesitation.

      “My wounds are nonlethal, so far, although that was not the intent of the guys who tried to kill us.” Steven looked at Katie and nodded. He opened the door to greet the welcoming committee, showing his hands to keep them visible.

      “Wow, your face is messed up,” said a woman in the group.

      “Windshield, or back window pieces,” started Steven. “Heck, maybe even side window pieces.” Katie studied the crowd and determined they were not a threat. She shut off the engine and joined the group, keeping her weapon holstered and hidden by her shirt.

      “My name is Steven, and this is my friend Katie. We’re trying to get home to Boston, and we were doing pretty well until a bunch of thugs carjacked us at a toll booth in Allentown.”

      “Hi, everyone,” said Katie.

      “My name is Hector,” said one of the firefighters. “I know that toll booth. It’s the perfect choke point.”

      Katie perked up at the use of the military terminology, as did Steven.

      “Are you military?”

      “Retired recently,” said Hector. “I was with the 77th Sustainment Brigade. We provided logistical support to 1st Battalion, 25th Marines.”

      “Wait, were you stationed at Devens? Recently?” asked Steven.

      “I was until February. Do you know Fort Devens?”

      “I do, Brad—I mean Colonel Bradlee is a very close friend of ours.” The rest of the group started smiling as everyone let their guards down.

      “He was our base commander. I still keep in touch with my friends there, especially Gunny Falcone.”

      “Holy—!” exclaimed Steven, catching himself. “Pardon my French, ma’am. Small world, isn’t it? Hector, my full name is Lieutenant Commander Steven Sargent, United States Navy retired. I believe we have a lot to talk about.”

      “We sure do,” replied Hector. He rolled up his sleeve to reveal a tattoo under his forearm—the five red and four white stripes of the Rebellious flag.

      “Choose freedom?” asked Steven.

      “Choose freedom,” was the response from Hector and three of his friends in unison.
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      After a night of conversation and some medical attention for Steven, the two travelers slept hard. Only the roar of the six-hundred-horsepower Cummins engine stirred them awake on Monday morning. Steven smelled coffee.

      He kissed Katie and whispered into her ear, “Wake up, gorgeous.” He felt better after getting a full night’s rest. He walked out of the fire hall’s sleeping quarters and found Hector at the front entrance.

      “Morning, Steven.”

      “Good morning. Do you guys have a call?”

      “A big one, in fact,” replied Hector. “There’s been an explosion and a massive fire at the Indian Point Nuclear Plant in Buchanan.”

      “Whoa, that’s serious.”

      “It could be. Several transformers in unit three have caught fire. Then there was an explosion in the main transformer of Indian Point two. It’s all hands on deck, I’m afraid.”

      “Be careful, my friend,” said Steven.

      “I will. I have lots to live for,” said Hector, pointing towards the kitchen, where two women were preparing food, and the smell of coffee reached Steven’s nostrils. “That’s my wife and daughter. They’ve made breakfast and will hold down the fort until we return.”

      Steven’s first reaction was that of concern. “Aren’t you afraid to leave them here alone?”

      “I understand where you’re coming from Steven, but we live in the country. Port Jervis is not New York City or even Allentown.” Hector gently touched Steven’s shoulder. “We all know each other and look out for our neighbors. Also, there are plenty of friends around.” Hector patted his forearm with the Rebellious flag tattoo.

      With his right arm in a sling, Steven reached out with his left hand to shake Hector’s. “Thank you for what you’ve done for us. The place to crash, the medical attention, and the coffee will give us a boost.”

      “You’re welcome, Commander,” said Hector. “There is one more thing, and please don’t repeat this to my wife. I don’t want her worried.”

      “Okay.”

      “Interstate 84 across the Hudson has been closed due to potential nuclear fallout. They’ve evacuated a ten-mile radius of Indian Point, which includes West Point.”

      “We need to head northeast into Connecticut, but avoid Hartford. What do you suggest?”

      “Check the map and make your way to US 209 towards Poughkeepsie. You can cross there and then make your way across New York into Connecticut. You need to be aware that some towns are closing their borders to travelers. Border closings seem to be happening nationwide, according to what we hear on our ham radio units. I’ve written you a letter on our station letterhead, vouching for you and Katie. I have provided my hamr call letters in case anyone needs to confirm who you are.”

      “Thank you, Hector,” said Steven.

      “Also, please tell your brother thank you.”

      “Sarge?”

      “Yes,” replied Hector. “We’ve read his book Choose Freedom—more than once. It’s an inspiration to us all. We love America—as it was originally intended. Here in Port Jervis, we’ll do our part to make her exceptional again.”

      “Absolutely, buddy. Stay safe and choose freedom!”
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      Steven felt much better in the khakis and Realtree camo sweatshirt provided by Hector. The mechanic coveralls didn’t fit him properly, and the look might attract attention as they made their way home. Steven rounded the curve of US 44, and they approached the Mid-Hudson Bridge. A delegation of law enforcement officers and two retired military bulldozers blocked the route into Poughkeepsie.

      “Let’s see if Hector’s passport helps us cross the Hudson,” said Steven. Steven approached the police barricade slowly and kept his hands on top of the wheel in plain view of the officers.

      “There are snipers on the ridges to our left and right,” said Katie. “Army bulldozers too. What are they expecting?” Steven glanced in both directions without being obvious or appearing nervous to the officers. Sheriff’s deputies approached both sides of the Range Rover with their AR-15s held at low ready.

      “Sir, the bridge is closed to through-traffic until further notice,” said the officer whose name badge identified him as Deputy Mullinax. “We’ll need you to turn your vehicle around and choose a route to the north. There’s another bridge crossing at Red Hook—about fifteen miles from here.”

      “Good morning, Deputy,” said Steven. “I understand your need for security, but we’re low on fuel. Highway 44 provides a direct route to the north of Hartford. We can’t afford any lost gas mileage for detours.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but for the security purposes of our town, only identifiable residents are allowed to pass on the Mid-Hudson Bridge.” Steven reached for the letter on the console, and both deputies immediately raised their weapons and shouted.

      “Put your hands where we can see them, sir. Now!”

      Steven raised his hands and placed them on the dashboard. “I have a letter I need you to read. That’s all!”

      “Both of you step out of the vehicle!” Two more deputies ran to the aid of their partners, with weapons drawn.

      Steven looked at Katie and nodded. They both exited the truck with their hands held away from their bodies.

      “We don’t want any trouble,” started Steven. “Please look at the letter, Deputy. It’s there by the gearshift.”

      A few cars were lined up behind the Range Rover but were keeping their distance. The deputy visually confirmed that the other officers were in position, and he found the letter.

      “Do you have some identification?”

      “I do, it’s in the console. But just be aware, my Glock is in there as well.”

      “Understood.” Deputy Mullinax looked at Steven’s identification and reread the letter. He walked away for a moment and called someone on his two-way radio. After a moment, he returned the letter and Steven’s driver’s license. “Weapons down.”

      “My apologies, sir,” said Deputy Mullinax. “You can relax now. We’re trying to avoid the types of incidents that have plagued other small towns.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Are you related to Professor Henry Sargent?”

      “I am. He’s my older brother.”

      “My brother, Michael Mullinax, is the county executive and a fan of your brother’s writing. Apparently they met in Orlando last summer at a libertarian conference.”

      “Apparently, Sarge has made a lot of friends this year,” said Steven. He adjusted his arm sling, where his Glock 26 subcompact was hidden. No need for this yet.

      “His book made a big impression on a lot of us, which is part of the reason we’re guarding this bridge. After the power went down, our world became a lot smaller. As odd as it may sound, the City of Poughkeepsie must maintain its borders first, and then we’ll concern ourselves with the rest of New York and America. As my brother says, sovereignty starts at home.”

      “He’s right,” said Steven. “Thank you for letting us cross.” Steven was ready to continue.

      “Yes, sir. You’re welcome. Another patrol car will escort you across the bridge and to the east side of town. From there Route 44, or the Dutchess Turnpike, as it’s also known, will take you directly to Hartford. It’s about a hundred miles from here.”

      “Thank you, Deputy Mullinax.” Steven and Katie got into the truck, and Deputy Mullinax leaned into the window and quietly said, “Choose freedom.”
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      Katie and Steven continued their trek across the northern route of Connecticut. They didn’t encounter any violence, but several of the towns they approached were establishing security checkpoints. Hector’s passport helped most of the time. On other occasions, Steven and Katie were forced to detour. With his injury, they were not interested in conflict with local law enforcement or the ragtag militias that protected these small townships.

      The extended amount of time necessary to travel across the state was not an issue except evidence of looting became more frequent, especially north of Hartford. More disabled vehicles were seen on the roadways, and travelers were seen walking or riding bicycles to reach their destinations.

      “Mass-a-two-shits dead ahead.” Katie laughed.

      “Home sweet home,” joined in Steven. “Home of the baked bean.”

      “All hail to Mass-a-two-shits!” exclaimed Katie as they crossed the state line on Interstate 84.

      “I think we’re getting slaphappy,” said Steven. “As much as I’d like to coast right into Beantown tonight, it’s not gonna happen.” Steve tapped the fuel gauge for Katie to see the red low fuel indicator.

      “We’ll be lucky to make it to Sturbridge.”

      “Twenty miles?”

      “Yep.” They passed the rest area and welcome center as they approached Exit 1. “Let’s sleep for the night so we’ll be fresh when we hit Boston tomorrow. If things have deteriorated, we may have to fight our way to 100 Beacon.”

      “What about fuel?”

      “I have a plan,” replied Steven. “Hector gave me a siphon hose and taught me which vehicles are easiest to pull from. This Mobil truck stop might give us some options.”

      “What are we looking for?” asked Katie.

      “Most vehicles from the nineties forward have anti-siphon devices that prevent you from inserting the rubber hose all the way to the fuel. You just end up sucking air. Older models are easier to work with, especially pickup trucks if you have a long siphon hose.”

      “Do we?”

      “Yes—courtesy of Hector’s Passport and Gas Theft, LLC.” Steven laughed.

      Katie was still perplexed. “Do you know the model years of pickup trucks?”

      “Look for the most busted-up vehicles you can.”

      Steven and Katie drove through and caught the attention of a couple of truckers standing by their rigs. After another pass through, they realized there were too many eyes upon them.

      “Too hot, Bonnie,” said Steven. “Let’s work our way up US 20, Worcester Road. Surely something will catch our eye.”

      “It needs to be soon, Clyde. We’re on fumes.”

      They drove several miles along US 20 and then hit the crest of a hill. “Katie, this is our last chance. We can coast down this hill, but then we look for another car or walk the last seventy miles.” Steven let off the gas and put the car in neutral. As they began to coast, Katie yelled for him to stop.

      “Back there, a driveway up into the woods. There was a sign with orange lettering that read Landscape Supply.”

      Steven pulled over to the side of the road and shut off the engine. He didn’t want the fuel lines to run completely dry.

      “How did you see that in the dark?” he asked.

      “They probably have solar landscape lighting. You know, as a sales tool.”

      Steven shrugged. Made sense. “I’ll check it out. Wait here.”

      “No, Steven.”

      “What?”

      “I won’t wait here. This is not a job for a one-armed bandit. We’ll go together.” Katie jumped out of the truck, and Steven followed suit. They hopped over the concrete highway barriers and crossed the remaining two lanes of the road.

      They circled around the back of the greenhouse and immediately found an empty gas can.

      “Crap,” said Steven. Katie crouched behind a hedgerow and pulled her weapon. She was looking in all directions.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I forgot the siphon hose.”

      “You dumbass,” said Katie jokingly. “You suck at burglary. I’ll be right back.”

      While Katie retrieved the siphon hose, Steven looked through the greenhouses and found nothing. There was a large shed with a roll-up door that was padlocked. He quietly tried a side door, and it was unlocked.

      Katie returned. “Any luck?”

      “Yeah. This door is unlocked. Let’s be smart and clear the building.”

      “It’ll be easier with this,” said Katie, holding up one of the solar-powered landscape lights.

      “God, I love you, Katie O’Shea.”

      “I know. Me first.” Katie led the way in and swung left, and Steven took the right side. There was no other room inside, and they quickly determined it was unoccupied. But there were also no filled gas cans.

      “Nothin’ runs like a Deere, unless it’s empty,” said Steven as he siphoned the gas out of two John Deere lawn tractors and a push mower.

      “It’s not quite five gallons, but it should get us home,” he said.

      “Good. I picked up a few burglary tools in case we need them.” She showed Steven a pry bar, a long screwdriver, and another set of bolt cutters. “You never know.”
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        Tuesday, September 6

        9:13 a.m.

        Framingham, MA

      

      

      The decision to drive into Boston on the Massachusetts Turnpike was not an easy one. They could have easily turned north and sought the comfort and safety of Prescott Peninsula. But in their last communication with Sarge and Julia yesterday morning, they’d confirmed their plans were to return to 100 Beacon. Traffic came to a standstill as they approached the intersection with the Boston-Worcester Turnpike.

      “They’re diverting traffic off the Mass Turnpike for some reason,” said Steven.

      Katie studied the map. “We’ll have to go through a toll booth.”

      “No way. Not in my lifetime.” Steven pulled onto the shoulder and began driving through the grass along a utility easement.

      Katie grabbed the dashboard. “Steven, the fence!” Steven revved the engine and drove through the chain-link fence—bouncing both of their heads off the ceiling.

      “What fence?” he asked as he gunned the engine and the back of the Range Rover fishtailed through the pine needles. He bounced them along under the high-voltage lines—which no longer carried any voltage—until they came out on Oak Hill Road. “Which way?”

      “Are you asking me?” asked Katie, rubbing the newly formed knot on her head.

      “You’re the navigator. Do you want me to ask Siri?”

      “No, wiseguy. Hold on.” Katie studied the map for a moment. “Turn right. We’ll pick up Highway 20 again.”

      Katie directed Steven through the neighborhoods until they came out on Turnpike Road at an industrial park.

      “Steven, look!” Katie pointed to their left, where three men were chasing a young woman dressed in a FedEx uniform. “We have to help her!”

      “Katie,” started Steven, “this could be a really bad idea.”

      “Yeah, for her! Stop. Turn here!”

      Steven slid the Range Rover into a turn—barely avoiding a curb and hopping into a cluster of trees. The men were gaining on the woman as she ran through the Penske Truck Rental parking lot.

      “She’s headed for the FedEx building on the right. Fire a warning shot to slow them down.”

      Instead of a warning shot, Katie shot one in the back of the leg, bringing him down in a heap.

      “Katie!” screamed Steven.

      “No rules, remember?” she fired again, missing the other two men, who continued their pursuit. While their attention was directed at the assailants, a BMW sedan crashed into their rear bumper, sending the Range Rover into a spin. Steven overcorrected in an attempt to gain control and skidded to a stop. They were sideways in the middle of the road with the BMW barreling toward them. Katie calmly shot the driver and braced for the impact.

      The BMW struck the right front quarter panel of the Range Rover. The truck did a complete revolution, and the BMW went airborne before hitting a telephone pole that almost split the car in two. Smoke and fluids poured out of their engine.

      “Are you okay?” asked Steven. But Katie was halfway out of the truck before he got a response.

      “Let’s go!” Katie shouted, after confirming the driver of the BMW was dead. Again, without waiting for Steven, she began running towards the FedEx building.

      “Dammit,” muttered Steven as he grabbed his handguns and ran after Katie, who had disappeared through some trees in front of the building.

      He caught up with her at the front entrance. The plate-glass window was broken open with a trash can. She turned to him and held up one finger to her lips—to indicate quiet.

      Steven whispered, “Katie, this is not our fight.”

      “Yes, it is, Steven. I’m not gonna let that girl get raped or murdered. What if that was me in there?” Of course, she had a point. His shoulder was throbbing, and all of the bandages had fallen off his face at this point. I could scare them away.

      With a deep breath and an exaggerated wince, Steven removed his sling.

      “You’re bleeding.”

      “We’ll fix it later.” He holstered the subcompact Glock and carried the other 9mm in his left hand. He was ambidextrous and very comfortable shooting with either hand. “Follow me and listen for sounds. They won’t be able to stay quiet.”

      “I think they’re more interested in their prey than their hunters,” said Katie.

      They entered the lobby of the FedEx facility. Behind the counter, there were two swinging doors. Steven surmised the woman would run into the larger space—the warehouse—which might provide more places to hide. He nodded toward the set of doors on the left and Katie followed. They both crouched as they entered the massive sixty-thousand-square-foot building.

      “Great,” whispered Steven. “Needle in a haystack.” It was pitch black inside.

      “It’s dark. It benefits someone who is familiar with the building.”

      “Let’s wait here a moment until our eyes adjust to the darkness. We can use the slivers of light coming through the top of the steel roll-up doors as our guide.”

      A crash to their right caught their attention. Then they heard the metallic sound of wheels spinning.

      “The package conveyor belt,” said Steven.

      “Come out, come out wherever you are!” shouted one of the men.

      “Yeah, we just want to play,” said the other.

      Steven worked his way along the wall behind the offices. Katie was right behind him, constantly looking forward and then back, to ensure no one caught them off guard.

      “Come on, girlfriend. We’ll have a good time. You know you want some of this!” The men continued to taunt the woman while allowing Steven and Katie to draw a bead on their voices.

      Steven found the conveyer belt that was the source of the earlier noise and decided to follow it into the center of the building. The FedEx panel trucks obscured any light emitting from the exterior doors. He moved quietly to the tailgate of each truck as they followed the presumed path of the two men.

      “Maybe she went through the other doors, man,” said one of the men, his voice up ahead of Steven and Katie’s position.

      “No, dude, I saw those doors swingin’. She’s in here somewhere and I ain’t leavin’ ’til I get me some.”

      Steven was almost upon them when some boxes fell behind him. The men suddenly turned and ran through the darkness, crashing Steven into the wheels of a truck.

      “Gotcha!” screamed one of the men as he jumped on Steven and started swinging at his face. The other man jumped to his feet just in time to be killed by Katie with two shots to the chest. The woman’s shriek from their left provided the distraction Steven needed to roll the heavier man off of him. Before he could pull his backup weapon, Katie put two rounds in the remaining man’s chest. They were both dead.

      Steven groaned. In the darkness, Katie leaned down to see if he was hurt. She could feel the blood seeping into his shirt.

      “Are you okay?” asked Katie.

      “Yeah. That guy was heavy. He ran over me like he didn’t know I was standing there.”

      “Can you stand?”

      Steven lifted himself up, but his knees gave way as he fell against the conveyor.

      “Stay here,” said Katie. She turned her attention to the woman with the hope of getting Steven help. “Hello, ma’am, my name is Katie O’Shea. Are you okay?”

      Silence. Katie tried again.

      “Ma’am, we’re not here to hurt you. We just wanted to protect you from those men. Could you please let me know you’re okay so I can take my friend outside and get him some help? He’s badly hurt.”

      After a moment of brief silence, she replied, “I’m okay. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Do you have a flashlight? It’s dark, and I need to get some medical supplies for Steven.”

      “Hold on.” A door to one of the trucks opened and a light faintly illuminated an area near the office entrance. Then headlights from the vehicle turned on, making it much brighter. One by one, the woman walked down the row of FedEx vans waiting to be filled with packages and turned on their headlights. In just a few moments, it was bright as day inside.

      She peered around the last van and looked at Steven and then Katie.

      “Was he shot?”

      “Yes, but not here. I have to get my bag from the truck. It was crashed by another man that I assume was with these two.” Katie kicked the legs of the dead men. The girl put her hands to her mouth and began to cry.

      “They were going to rape me,” she sobbed. She sat on the sidestep of a truck.

      “Not anymore,” said Katie. “What’s your name?”

      “Valerie.”

      “Valerie, will you stay here with Steven while I get my medical supplies?” Steven’s leg began to buckle, and he landed on the floor with his back to the conveyor.

      “Yes.”

      Katie turned to Steven and checked his eyes and pulse. “Keep him awake.”
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        Wednesday, September 7

        10:51 a.m.

        Boston, MA

      

      

      “I vote the bigger, the better,” said Steven as he surveyed the FedEx fleet. His body had suffered a lot of trauma in the last forty-eight hours, but he was clearly rejuvenated by the night’s rest. At this pace, he wondered if they would ever make it to Boston—in one piece.

      Valerie, the young FedEx employee, had been waiting for her boyfriend to return. He was a FedEx supervisor, and they were the only two employees working at the facility on Saturday night when the power went off. He was going home to grab his guns and some supplies for the trip into Auburndale and her parents’ home. She dutifully waited for three days and, out of boredom, left the confines of the FedEx facility to look around. That was when her troubles began.

      “I agree,” said Katie. “That crappy Range Rover got pushed around by a Beemer—literally.”

      Steven stopped in front of a twenty-four-foot panel truck. “How about this one?” he asked. “It’s as big as a U-Haul.”

      “I don’t care,” replied Valerie. “I quit as of yesterday. I’ll probably never see my last check.”

      Steven stifled a laugh and then realized the girl was serious. All she could think about was her last paycheck. There were two crashed cars and four dead bodies lying around and nobody cared. Day four after the collapse and nobody was surprised at the carnage he and Katie left behind. Imagine what Day 44 will be like.

      “Come on, guys, let’s go,” said Katie. “Valerie, will you be able to drive this thing after you drop us off?”

      “Oh no, you can have it,” she replied. “Just drop me off in Auburndale near Woodland Road overpass. My parents live right down the street. I can easily walk from there.”

      “Let’s roll, then,” said Steven.

      The trio made their way onto the Massachusetts Turnpike and into the city without incident. They dropped off Valerie as requested and exchanged hugs. Steven sensed that the young girl was grateful for her rescue, but still hadn’t grasped the magnitude of the mess her country was in. He hesitated to leave her on the side of the turnpike, but she appeared to feel safe in familiar surroundings. As did he.

      “Do we take the turnpike all the way into downtown and double back?” asked Katie.

      “I say we get off sooner, before Prudential Center,” replied Steven. “I don’t want to go through the tunnel, and I’d like to avoid the toll booth at Storrow.”

      “That’s understandable, but we have to go through a toll somewhere.”

      “Let’s just do it here in Newton,” said Steven. “I can catch Commonwealth and drive this big boy right up to Sarge’s front door.”

      As they drove through Boston University and into Back Bay West, visual evidence of looting and collapse became more prevalent. Stalled cars were the norm, parked in all directions when they had run out of fuel. Storefront windows were broken more often than not. Even the historic Harvard Club was not immune, as smoke billowed out of its upper windows.

      “What will be left of Boston when, or if, this ends?” asked Katie. Steven attempted to turn down Berkeley Street, but the road was blocked. He would have to go up to Boston Common and loop through.

      “Sadly, I haven’t thought about it. It’s all about survival right now. I’ve already had my share of excitement.”

      He steered the truck out of Boston Common and westbound on Beacon. He encountered two stalled vehicles that created a tight squeeze as they drove through. Steven rose up in his seat to look at the abandoned cars on the sidewalk and in the turn lane. People were running and screaming near the entrance of 100 Beacon. He pulled to a stop in the crosswalk.

      The sounds of gunshots reverberated off the buildings.

      “Steven, they’re shooting in front of our building!”

      He inched the FedEx truck closer. “Looks like four to six hostiles behind those parked cars, shooting toward the entrance,” said Steven.

      “Is anybody returning fire?” asked Katie.

      “I can’t tell,” he replied. “We’ve gotta do something.”

      “How many rounds do you have left?”

      “A full mag in each. You?”

      “Same here. I emptied the last of my backup mag in that fat ass who tackled you,” said Katie.

      Steven sat there for a moment as the gunfight continued.

      “Why waste bullets when you have a tank?” Steven hit the gas and roared down Beacon Street. The attackers didn’t notice him until the FedEx truck was on top of their position. Only the last two managed to jump over the vehicles out of harm’s way. The other three were not quick enough as the front of the truck ran over them one by one—crushing them under the weight of the twin rear axles.

      Steven screeched to a halt. Both he and Katie piled out of the driver’s side door, keeping the truck between them and the surviving attackers. The two remaining shooters were caught in the crossfire. A rifle peeked out of the front entrance to the building and fired wildly in their direction, managing to shoot holes in the FedEx truck. Steven reflexively dove behind the wheel wells. Katie waited a moment for the gunfire to subside and then quickly joined him.

      They crouched behind the wheels while several more shots flew in their direction.

      “I know that isn’t Sarge shooting from the building. That’s pathetic.”

      “No doubt. What’s the plan?” asked Katie.

      “You take the back side, and I’ll take the front of the truck. My first shot will be your signal to join in. I’m worried less about the two hostiles than I am the dumbass behind the front door. That idiot might get lucky and shoot one of us.”

      “Got it. But you’re bleeding again.”

      “Yeah, I hit my shoulder diving for cover. Maybe I’m getting too old for this.”

      “Nah. You love it. And I love you. Let’s not get killed when we’re thirty feet from the house, okay?”

      “Yeah, ready?”

      Steven ran towards the front of the truck and gave Katie a moment to get in position. The shooters were hunched together between an SUV and a Mercedes. Katie would not have a clear shot because of the SUV. Steven walked in a crouch along the side of the FedEx truck. He couldn’t get too close to the shooters because Katie might open fire and shoot him by mistake.

      He knew they were scared. He played on their apprehension. Once in position, he rose up with his gun trained on their location.

      “Pssst, hey!” The two men instinctively stood to see who was summoning them, and each received a shot to the chest. Steven shouted, “Hold your fire,” as he ran forward and put a round in each of their heads.

      Katie moved to join him with her weapon drawn.

      “Just like Duck Hunt on Nintendo. Their heads popped up and down they went.”

      “Great job, thanks for waiting for me.”

      “The SUV blocked your line of fire. It was the best—” Suddenly a bullet flew over their head and impacted in the truck. Steven and Katie hit the pavement and crawled behind the SUV.

      “Hostiles?” whispered Katie.

      “No, it’s the dumbass behind door number one.” Steven rose and walked to the back of the bullet-ridden SUV.

      “Hey, be careful!” exclaimed Katie.

      “Screw this,” said Steven. “I could walk right up the sidewalk and that dumbass couldn’t hit me!”

      “Wait for me.” Katie ran up behind him. Steven walked into the open with his hands up.

      “Hey, dumbass!” he shouted at the entrance. “We just saved your collective asses. How about not shooting us as your way of saying thanks?”

      “I don’t know you,” shouted someone from behind the door. Steven saw movement in the windows to the left of the gate. He passed through the iron gates.

      “I’m here to see my brother on the top floor. His name is Sargent. Now lower your weapons so nobody gets hurt. Fair enough?”

      “How do we know you’re not lying?” said an older man’s voice from inside the lobby.

      Steven was losing his patience. “Because there are five dead bodies out here and none of them have your name on it.”

      After a moment, Steven was told to come inside. Katie walked in but with her hands on her weapon.

      The man inside the building used the barrel of the rifle to wave Steven inside, which was a mistake. The moment the barrel moved away from his body, Steven grabbed it from the man with his left hand and kicked his legs out from under him. Katie immediately covered the rest of the room.

      “Hey, what did you do that for?” asked the man as he sat up against the wall.

      “Because you shot at me, dumbass.” Steven emptied the ammunition from the M1 onto the marble floor with a clink. Then he removed the magazine before handing the vintage gun back to the man on the floor. “Nice gun, though. It’s older than me.”

      “Do you know why those men were attacking you?” asked Katie. An elderly woman came into the lobby from the stairwell and Katie wheeled to cover her.

      “They were upset with the man on the top floor.”

      “Did the men say why?” asked Steven.

      “No,” replied the man on the floor. “They were furious. They just cursed at us and started shooting because we wouldn’t open the door.”

      “Let’s go,” said Steven. “You people are going to have to learn to defend yourselves better. You can’t stick your gun around the door like those fools in the Middle East and hope to hit anything.” Steven led Katie up the stairwell. Halfway up the stairs he had to catch his breath. He looked down and saw that he was leaving a trail of blood.

      “You need some stitches.”

      “I do, and beer too.” Steven laughed, but it hurt his shoulder too much.

      Katie went ahead to open the door and found Sarge and Julia waiting. Julia immediately hugged her, and Katie began to cry. Sarge pushed his way onto the landing.

      “Katie, where’s Steven? Where’s my brother?”

      Steven rounded the stairs, his shirt covered in blood.

      “Did you miss me?”
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        Saturday, September 3

        9:11 p.m.

        Triple Q Ranch, Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      The Quinns, J.J. and Sabs settled back into their chairs—relaxed after a fun evening of burgers and beer. The conversation, as it so often did, centered on prepping and the threats America faced. The two couples were not into the arts or the latest news from Hollywood. The home opener for the New England Patriots wasn’t even a passing thought. They enjoyed their family, the Quinn girls, and their friends. Overall, they shared an interest in preparedness.

      Donald once said being a prepper was not a hobby or an obsession. He believed they led a preparedness lifestyle. They were committed preppers. He and Susan hungered for more information on the subject. If they found a new survival tool or learned of an interesting food-storage item, they would incorporate it into their plan. They realized how fortunate they were to have the financial backing of the Boston Brahmin. Most in the preparedness community did not have the resources the Loyal Nine enjoyed. But the prepping principles were the same nonetheless—beans, bullets, and Band-Aids.

      Donald learned to ignore the media and their condemnation of preppers as the tinfoil-hat crowd, hoarders, and right-wing nutjobs. Prepping was like insurance, he had explained to J.J. that afternoon several years ago while they watched the girls play in the pool. A responsible family might carry home, auto, and life insurance. Fortunately, they might never experience an auto accident or devastating tornado damage to their home. But they carried insurance to protect against these calamities nonetheless. Some sensible families stored sufficient food, water, and supplies to deal with the inconveniences of natural disasters. They espoused the FEMA rule of three days’ stored supplies. Donald believed this level of preparedness, while prudent, was insufficient.

      Committed prepping was insurance against those potentially world-changing, catastrophic events resulting in TEOTWAWKI—the end of the world as we know it. He believed many threats were facing the world, and America in particular. The bigger they are, the harder they fall. As the world became more technologically advanced and more reliant on the power grid for survival, the likelihood that a catastrophic grid-down event could bring America to its knees increased exponentially. An EMP, a solar flare, a nuclear bomb, or cyber attacks had all occurred in the past. Any of these could bring America to its knees.

      For a moment, they enjoyed the silence of the Quabbin Reservoir. An occasional loon would make its presence known, but otherwise the Rheem air-conditioning unit behind One Prescott Peninsula was the only sound the two couples heard—until they didn’t.

      At first, what had happened didn’t register on them. Air-conditioning units turned on and off as a matter of course. But one didn’t realize the ambient sounds made by electrically powered appliances. Even sitting outside, in a place as remote and serene as Prescott Peninsula, the low hum from inside the building could be heard—until it wasn’t.

      “Hey, who turned off the lights inside?” asked Donald. He sat up on the edge of the Adirondack chair and looked around. “Do you think the girls are fooling around?”

      “It could be. I’ll check on them,” replied Susan. Susan slipped on her flip-flops and made her way around Sabs’s chair when she accidentally kicked over a beer.

      “Hey, party foul.” J.J. laughed.

      “I’m sorry, Sabs,” said Susan, looking at the dark sky and the new moon. “I can’t see. A little moonlight would be nice.”

      J.J. leaned down and picked up the now half-empty bottle. “It was full too.”

      “Can I get you another beer, Sabs?” asked Susan.

      “No, thanks,” she replied.

      Donald checked his watch. It was 9:13. “Maybe we should wind it up for the night. I’d like to go fishing in the morning. J.J., are you up for it?”

      “You know, I’m not much for fishing. I’m too impatient. But I’ll tag along and help you reel them in. I think the girls were going to explore the peninsula, so we can have some male bonding time.”

      Donald laughed. He was about to add something when Susan interrupted.

      “Hey, guys! The power is out.”

      Instinctively, Donald looked up and saw nothing but stars. The weather was supposed to be beautiful all weekend. “Did you pay the bill?”

      “Amusing,” said Susan. “It’s on autopay. The last thing I heard was the AC running. Maybe Holyoke Electric is having problems.”

      “Now we’re camping out,” Sabs laughed. She pushed herself out of the low-slung chair and began to pick up some dishes from the table. J.J. joined them.

      “I guess we’ll turn in early,” said Donald, turning to J.J. “You wanna start around six in the morning?”

      “Some vacation,” interjected Sabs. She hugged J.J. around the waist.

      “I’m used to oh-dark-thirty,” replied J.J. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen with coffee brewing.”

      As the three carried dishes and cooking utensils inside, a cell phone began to ring.

      “That’s mine,” said Donald. “Susan, my phone is on the entry table. Do you see the display lit up? Can you see who it is?”

      “Darn it!” shouted Susan, with an accompanying thud as she hit a piece of furniture in the dark. “I’ve got the phone, but I was too late. It reads missed call.” Donald led the way into the large entry of the main building dubbed 1PP—One Prescott Peninsula.

      “I’ll get the lanterns and flashlights,” he said. He found his way to the kitchen and set his stack of dishes in the sink. The building was not equipped with emergency lighting like a commercial building might be. Like so many of the projects commissioned by John Morgan on behalf of the Boston Brahmin, the entirety of the 1PP compound was built without permits or the prying eyes of governmental entities. Publicly, the complex was known as a shelter for families fleeing abusive domestic partners. In reality, it was a state-of-the-art bug-out location developed without cost being a factor. Despite the opulence, one of Donald’s twenty-four-dollar Rayovac camping lanterns shed all the light he needed in the pantry. He grabbed a flashlight and another lantern.

      J.J. and Sabs joined him in the kitchen. He provided them a lantern and a flashlight. “You guys can find your way to your bungalow with these. Hopefully, the power will come back on soon enough. If we keep the refrigerators and freezers closed through the night, our food should be fine.”

      “I agree,” said J.J. “Tell Susan good night for us.”

      “I just got a text from Julia,” yelled Susan from the open living area.

      Donald led the way out of the kitchen and lit up Susan’s face with his flashlight. He saw the look on her face. “What?”

      “It reads—grid down, long-lasting, be ready.”

      Donald leaned against a foyer table and set down his lantern. No one spoke until he broke the silence. “Try to call her.”

      “I already did. All circuits are busy.”

      “System is overloaded,” Donald muttered. “Send back a text and ask her for details.”

      Susan began typing.

      He turned to J.J. “Guys, would you mind grabbing a couple of the weather radios out of the pantry,” asked Donald. “J.J., grab our two-way sets. We’ll need to be ready to advise our security after we gather a few more details.”

      “I’m on it, buddy,” replied J.J.

      “Sabs, would you mind going downstairs and grabbing one of the satphones out of the Faraday cages.”

      “No problem, Donald,” replied Sabs. “Weapons?”

      Donald thought for a moment. Julia would not joke about something like this. The text message was cryptic, but they were in the city. She and Sarge had a lot of things to do to secure 100 Beacon.

      “I think so. Sidearms for us, but not Susan. No need to frighten the girls.”

      Susan walked up to Donald after J.J. and Sabs left on their errands. “The message finally went out after several tries. Donald, what does this mean?”

      “I don’t know. Let’s use every information-gathering tool available to us. Our cell phones are Verizon. We’ll have J.J. try his AT&T network. The portable radios might shed some light. Let’s give Julia and Sarge some time to get organized. I’m sure she’ll have her satphone up and running shortly.”

      “What do we do in the meantime?”

      “I need you to focus on the girls. As far as I’m concerned, let them sleep until morning. If the power is not back on, we’ll kick on the generators for short periods of time. They won’t even notice the change.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Anything else I can do?”

      J.J. returned from the kitchen with two radios. Donald took the Sony shortwave world band unit first.

      “Monitor the Sony shortwave for any station, both in the States and abroad. Make notes. We get clear reception out here.”

      J.J. handed Donald the Midland GMRS two-way crank unit out of its box. Donald gave it to Susan. “The Midland will be useful for local communications. You’ll be able to pick up radio stations, citizens band traffic, ham radio chatter, and local law enforcement.”

      “Do you want me to grab any of the computer equipment?” asked J.J.

      “Not yet,” replied Donald. “Let’s make sure this isn’t an EMP attack. There might be more incoming nukes. Let’s not jump the gun and fry our stuff. Susan has plenty to listen to.”

      “All right, I’ll go help Sabs,” said J.J.

      “Before you go, let me have your cell. Susan will continue to attempt contact with Sarge and Julia.”

      J.J. pulled his phone out of his pocket and gave it to an already overloaded Susan.

      “Brad?” inquired J.J.

      “He’s next on my list,” replied Donald. He turned as Sabs emerged from the hidden stairwell with three holstered weapons, a satphone, and a Mossberg Tactical shotgun.

      “Just in case,” she said as she handed the Mossberg to J.J. and distributed the weapons. Because they had trained together, each of the Loyal Nine knew their partner’s favorite weapon and method of carry. Donald insisted in like calibers for their handguns and rifles. He would have preferred common brands as well, but some of the weapons connoisseurs had differences in opinions. Just like sports fans might argue over who the greatest quarterback of all time was, gun owners would endlessly debate the virtues of Glock versus Sig Sauer versus H & K. Regardless of brand, Donald insisted that everyone carry a full-size .45 caliber in a padded waist holster except for Sabs, who preferred a leg holster. He had thousands of rounds of .45 ammunition stored as well as multiple backups for their preferred weapons. The prepper rule of redundancy applied to security as well—Three is two, two is one, one is none.

      Donald turned to J.J. and Sabs. “I need you guys to assess our troop strength—with humble apologies for being tongue-in-cheek. Who does Brad have assigned to us this weekend, and how many are in position?”

      “It’s not Falcone,” replied J.J. “I think it might be Shore.” Chief Warrant Officer Kyle Shore, along with Master Gunny Sergeant Frank Falcone, were Brad’s two most trusted officers.

      “Okay,” started Donald. “Try to raise Shore on the radio and find out where he is. Advise him of the situation in person and help spread the word. We need to put our perimeter defenses on alert but without a bunch of radio chatter.” He rubbed Susan’s back and saw a look of concern on her face.

      “If we can listen to others, they can listen to us. Let’s maintain radio discipline.”

      “We’re on it,” said Sabs. J.J. and Sabs left with their flashlights. Donald thought quietly for a moment until he heard the Kawasaki Mule fire up and head up the trail toward the entry gate. It had been nearly half an hour. We need information. Assess. Secure. Survive.
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        September 3

        9:58 p.m.

        1st Battalion, 25th Marines HQ

        Fort Devens, Massachusetts

      

      

      Brad paced back and forth in his office. Gunny Falcone and First Lieutenant Kurt Branson stood just inside the doorway. The generators at Fort Devens were fully operational, and activity on the compound was frantic. Rumors were rampant among the unit, and Brad was just now getting a full briefing.

      “Yes, General, I understand.” Brad looked at two of his trusted officers, who remained unflappable. Brad continued to pace and finally leaned against the credenza, seated between the American flag and the Standard—the flag of the United States Marine Corps. As he listened, he looked into the eyes of his men. Were they ready for this?

      Brad quickly jumped up and repeated into the satellite phone, “DEFCON 2, sir? What intel do—” Brad was cut off.

      “Yes, sir, I understand. I will watch for further communications.” Brad ended the call and slumped into his desk chair. He set the phone on the desk and motioned for Falcone and Branson to sit as well.

      “Sir, did I hear you correctly?” asked 1st LT Branson. “DEFCON 2?”

      “That is correct, gentlemen,” replied Brad. “First, the extent of the power outage is nationwide and extends into Canada and northern Mexico. Only Alaska, Hawaii, and Texas continue to have power.”

      “Sir, may I speak frankly?” asked Branson.

      “Gentlemen, as I have said, we should maintain proper military decorum when in the presence of the others, but in private, we are a team. Always speak freely.”

      “Thank you, sir. DEFCON 2 indicates the Pentagon is preparing for a nuclear war. Were we nuked?”

      “No. I’m told that an unknown source has perpetrated a sophisticated cyber attack on the majority of the nation’s power grid. The general did not say we were arming the nukes. He said the Joint Chiefs declared DEFCON 2 out of an abundance of caution.”

      “Is this because of the Russian sub activity off the East Coast?” asked Gunny Falcone.

      “Probably,” replied Brad. “Over the summer, the Russians have expanded their presence in the Arctic region. A cyber attack could be a harbinger of war. Time will tell. Under these circumstances, DEFCON 2 is not necessarily a bad idea. I’m just surprised the President agreed with the designation. He typically doesn’t like to ruffle feathers.”

      “You mean, he cowers to the Russians,” said Branson.

      “I get it, Branson. He’s still our Commander-in-Chief,” said Brad.

      “You said speak freely. You know me, sir.”

      Brad stood up and observed the activity on the base. Marines scurried about like ants, stopping to exchange information before hustling to their next stop. He wondered how many of these Marines would ask to leave or simply walk away from their post to be with their families.

      “There’s more,” started Brad. “The general told me to prepare for orders regarding domestic deployment. They are going to call up all reservists, and we will be given orders regarding the use of troops locally.”

      “What do you mean by locally?” asked Branson.

      “The general said to expect National Guard units and Marine battalions to work in concert. We may deploy to Boston to assist local law enforcement.”

      “Martial law?” asked Gunny Falcone.

      “Not yet, but it sure sounds like they’re getting ready for a declaration,” replied Brad.

      “On American soil,” said Branson, shaking his head in disgust.

      “It sure looks that way,” said Brad. “Listen, we know each other well enough. We’ve discussed the fact the United States is in social and economic decline. Our country is a ticking time bomb waiting to explode. While all shocks to our way of life may not put the nation over the edge, a major blow like this cyber attack taking down the grid will be devastating.”

      “Not all explosives are the same,” said Branson, who was trained in explosive ordnance disposal. His job required steady nerves and a calm demeanor. “I’ve worked in a wide variety of environments, and clearly there is a difference between dynamite and Semtex. You have to be extremely careful with dynamite. Semtex can be tossed around or thrown into a fire, and nothing will happen—until the right detonator is used. America is the same way. This country is up to its eyeballs in Semtex. No electricity for an undetermined amount of time is just the detonator required to blow the good ole US of A all to hell.”

      “Branson has a way with words, doesn’t he?” Gunny Falcone laughed.

      “He certainly does,” replied Brad.

      “It’s like a delivery truck,” Branson continued. “You can keep chuckin’ Semtex into the back of it like those monkeys who work for UPS toss packages, and nothing will happen. Without the right detonator, it’s as harmless as a truckload of apple butter. But you add the right detonator, like this cyber attack, and we’re one click of the mouse away from collapse. BOOM!”

      “Suppose the intel you received is correct,” said Gunny Falcone. “If this grid-down event is extensive, it could take months or years to repair. Grocery store shelves are only a few days away from being empty under normal circumstances. Even if they could open tomorrow, the shelves will be wiped out within a couple of hours. Hell, the looters will probably clean them out tonight.”

      “I read that only about two percent of the population in America lives on farms,” said Branson. “That means less than five million people have the means to feed themselves. And they’re heavily dependent on fuel to operate their machinery. It’s only a matter of time until the diesel tanks run dry.”

      “Consider the effect on America’s stature in the world,” said Brad. “Our country was already on its economic last leg. The Chinese were actively devaluing our currency. Our ability to prop up the dollar based upon its link to oil has declined. The petrodollar was on the way out the door already. It’s been a house of cards for some time.”

      “Think of people who are drug dependent,” added Branson. “How are all of these people who rely upon their Prozac and Zoloft going to keep their act together? People who have diabetes won’t be able to receive their insulin. Where will they get their meds? How long will it take for them to get desperate?”

      “All good points, gentlemen, but my concern is the societal collapse aspect,” said Brad. “The general clearly alluded to martial law. America’s moral decline is about to catch up with her. During the Great Depression, there was surprisingly little crime, other than Mafia-related incidents. People were raised with a clear definition of morality—what is right and wrong. Compared to then, our society today is undisciplined, unrealistic, and selfish.”

      “Hell, look at Christmas shoppers,” said Branson. “The day after Thanksgiving, two hundred and sixty million people descend on stores at four in the frickin’ mornin’. They scratch and claw, stampede, and murder over the latest television. Americans will kill each other over iPhones and Michael Jordan basketball shoes. Imagine when the reality of life with no power sets in.”

      “Yep,” said Gunny Falcone. “They’ll look to the government—FEMA. That will be an epic fail. Then, they’ll loot their local stores.”

      “Then they’ll turn on their neighbors,” added Brad. “When that option is exhausted, if they’re still alive, there will be a mass exodus from the cities because they will be unlivable. They’ll be looking for vast open spaces, less violence, and the farmers who can supply them with food.”

      “Do they think they’re gonna be greeted with open arms?” asked Branson rhetorically. “Farmers and the country folks won’t stand for that.”

      “A friend of mine said he doesn’t fear the collapse event itself, it’s the way people react that causes him the most concern,” said Brad.

      “I get that,” started Gunny Falcone. “If martial law is declared, what in the hell do the rules of engagement look like?”

      Brad leaned back in his chair and stared outside, contemplating all of this. “Even without martial law, are there any rules left?”
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        Sunday, September 4

        6:36 p.m.

        Triple Q Ranch, Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      The sun was beginning to set to the west of Prescott Peninsula. There was a lot of activity at the Triple Q Ranch, so named because of its development by Donald and Susan Quinn, on land located at Quabbin Reservoir. The facility was designed with a long-term grid collapse in mind. Donald considered that to be the worst-case scenario that they could survive. Obviously, extinction events were different. In a mass extinction—or biotic crisis, using more scientific terms—there was a rapid and widespread loss of life on every evolutionary level. The most well-known of these occurred in the Jurassic period, which was caused by an asteroid impact and increased volcanic activity. During this period, the majority of life on Earth became extinct. No one could prepare for an extinction event.

      Donald studied the next level of catastrophic events and decided the Triple Q Ranch could keep them alive for a period of time, but eventually food would run out. The most likely example was an explosion of the Yellowstone supervolcano. Yellowstone last erupted six hundred and forty thousand years ago. Scientists had determined that the Yellowstone supervolcano erupted in cycles, and that it was due.

      An eruption would create a nuclear winter—a period of eight to ten years of substantially cooler temperatures and depleted ozone. It would be impossible to grow food in the United States and tough to breathe. The best option for the occupants of 1PP would be to survive until they could evacuate the fallout.

      A grid-down collapse event was manageable in Donald’s mind. He had ten years of food stored. Unless contaminated, the Quabbin Reservoir could provide more than enough water and freshwater fish to sustain them. He planned to harness the energy of the sun to power the Generac generators. The facility was built like a fortress. Donald had an open checkbook, and he used it.

      A few luxuries were implemented in the last two weeks. Thermal-imaging cameras that could detect heat sources in the forest were installed around the perimeter of 1PP. They were hidden in trees, bird boxes, and tree stumps. A blast film was added to the windows to prevent them from shattering during an explosion.

      Donald was also concerned with prying eyes and ears from above. He thought about what would happen to America after the collapse. Will our adversaries look to take advantage of our weak condition? Will our government survive? If so, will we be restored to the freedoms contemplated by our forefathers, or will a tyrannical government rule with an iron fist?

      He thought about this at length and decided to err on the side of caution. He contacted a company called Conductive Composites based in Utah. The company created a nickel-carbon material that was both flexible and robust. It was flexible enough to be formed into wallpaper and sturdy enough to shield electronic devices from an EMP—whether nuclear or solar generated.

      There was an added benefit. Donald set aside a communications room on the second floor of 1PP. Designed more like a Faraday room than a cage, the Conductive Composite wallpaper blocked satellites or ground-based listening devices from gathering information.

      Donald spent the day trying to create a sense of normalcy for Susan and the girls. Brad doubled the military presence on Prescott Peninsula. All perimeter security measures were put into place without incident from outside intruders. Donald worked with a couple of the Marines and J.J. to set up the solar array. He reiterated the importance of sound and light discipline to everyone. There was no need to garner attention from the residents across the reservoir. He knew that time would come, but he wanted to have his security team in place first.

      He spoke to both Julia and Sarge. It appeared they were on track. Although Donald had not heard from John Morgan, he knew Sarge was working diligently to gather up the Boston Brahmin and bring them to the safety of 100 Beacon. There were no immediate plans to deliver them to Prescott Peninsula.

      “Daddy, Daddy!” exclaimed Rebecca and Penny as they rushed out of the trail in the woods. “Look what we found!” The girls held out their dirt-covered hands and displayed a variety of pieces of flint or quartz and a couple of complete arrowheads.

      “Wow, girls, where did you find these?”

      “We walked and walked through the forest and didn’t see anything,” said Penny. “Then we found a stream and started making mud pies. That’s when Becca found the first arrowhead.”

      “I found the first one, Daddy!” Rebecca proudly proclaimed. “It stuck me in the finger when I made my pie!”

      “Let me see those muddy paws,” said Donald as he examined his seven-year-old daughter’s hands. “I don’t see any boo-boos.”

      “It didn’t hurt,” said Rebecca. “Penny and I are going to make necklaces.”

      “Yeah,” chimed in Penny. “Pretty Indian princesses we will be.” Susan and Sabs caught up with the two bundles of energy.

      “Not until you have baths, young ladies,” said Susan. She turned to Donald and mouthed the words, “Do we have hot water?”

      “We do,” he replied. “I just shut off the generators, but the hot water should be good to go.” Donald looked at them both and asked where their weapons were.

      “We didn’t think that we’d need them today,” said Susan. “Besides, we had our sheepdogs nearby.” Two of Brad’s Marines entered the clearing. At Steven’s suggestion, they wore a combination of khaki and Walmart camo—hunting apparel made by either Realtree or Mossy Oak. Donald agreed the soldiers would be less conspicuous by not wearing their issued MARPAT—Marine pattern digital camouflage. As much as possible, Donald and the security team tried to give the appearance of random hunters to anyone on a fishing boat or the banks opposite the reservoir.

      “Come on, girls,” said Susan. “Let’s get you, and your arrowheads, presentable for dinner. Give your daddy a kiss!” Donald kneeled down to accept their generous, muddy hugs. He didn’t mind. Every day that passed would become more dangerous for the girls to play in the woods. Let them make the most of it now.

      He watched them bound up the stairs, and he turned to Sabs.

      “Did they ask any questions?” asked Donald. He and Susan would have to talk to the girls about this. They were old enough to know that school was supposed to start on Tuesday. Donald and Susan had discussed homeschooling the girls, but when the nationally known Winsor School expanded their academic program to include all grades from first through the twelfth, the Quinns decided to enroll them there. With less than five hundred students, all female, the Winsor School was designed to instill confidence and competence in their female students. The girls would miss their school, the teachers, and their friends. Donald would have to address this with Susan by tomorrow.

      “Not at all, Donald,” replied Sabs. “I don’t think they realize anything is wrong.”

      “What about the presence of the sheepdogs?” asked Donald, nodding toward the soldiers, who now had their eyes trained on the surrounding forest as night settled in.

      “Not a problem. One of the guys said their job was to protect them from lions, and tigers, and bears.”

      Donald laughed. “Oh my!”

      “That’s the exact reaction the girls had,” said Sabs. “They immediately started singing and running down the trail. We had to hurry to keep up.”

      “That’s great,” said Donald, his mind wandering. “Susan and I will have to have a talk with them tomorrow sometime.”

      J.J. joined them and gave Sabs a kiss on the cheek. Donald never thought J.J. would be affectionate. He carried a lot of anger from his family relationship, his service in Iraq, and his postwar battles on behalf of wounded veterans. Donald verily believed that J.J. was at peace for the first time in his life. The way Sabs glowed when J.J. was around proved the feeling was mutual.

      A sound caught Donald’s attention. He walked into the clearing and tried to determine what the sound was. The soldiers, who heard it as well, immediately closed ranks around Donald, J.J. and Sabs.

      Whop—whop—whop. As the noise grew louder, it was evident a helicopter was coming closer. The soldiers’ radios came to life as the security team prepared for a potential hostile encounter.

      “Inside!” ordered one of the Marines. Donald leaped up the steps and took a position by the rail. Two more Marines came running out of the woods and began waving instructions.

      “I’ll go with Susan and the girls,” said Sabs. As she ran inside, J.J. emerged with the shotgun. He handed Donald his .45 and a pair of night-vision binoculars. The helicopter circled the building that was barely visible but didn’t attempt a landing.

      Donald studied the chopper and shouted into his two-way radio, “Hold fire. Repeat. Hold Fire!” He grabbed J.J. by the arm. “Grab the lanterns and flashlights. We need to give him a landing zone.”

      “Who is it?”

      “John Morgan.”
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        Monday, September 5

        9:22 a.m.

        Triple Q Ranch, Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      The night before, Morgan’s pilot had expertly set the Sikorsky S-76 on the area illuminated by the lanterns and flashlights. Unbeknownst to Abbie, the helicopter was within moments of being out of fuel. She did not speak to her father during the first leg of the return home until they stopped for fuel at Seymour Johnson Air Force Base in North Carolina. She was too emotional and angry for idle conversation. Nor was she interested in his explanation.

      The remainder of the long trip consisted of his asking her questions about what she’d observed in Tallahassee and during her journey across Florida. Her responses were terse. Didn’t he understand that these were my last hours with Drew?

      It helped Abbie to talk it out with Susan. Abbie appreciated Susan listening and offering condolences. Susan meant no harm and was trying to give comfort, but some of the things she said made it worse. Be strong. He’s in a better place. There’s a reason for everything. He knew the risks of protecting you. Susan was doing her best to fix Abbie’s grief. The loss of Drew could not be fixed.

      Abbie prepared herself a bowl of oatmeal and walked toward the forest. She loved Quabbin Reservoir. During the summer of her first senatorial campaign, she’d crossed the state in a Volkswagen convertible. Driving herself, she arranged to meet with local politicians in small towns like nearby Holyoke, Northampton, and Amherst. She wanted to overcome the stigma of being a rich daddy’s girl. Wearing casual clothes and driving herself to the meet-and-greets was a hit. She was no longer Abigail Morgan, candidate for the United States Senate. She became Abbie.

      “Abigail, good morning,” said Morgan, who joined her with a bowl of oatmeal. “It has been a long time since I enjoyed oatmeal. I suppose it will become the norm for a while.”

      Abbie remained quiet. She spooned into the bowl of porridge, secretly wishing Papa Bear would leave her alone. He did not.

      “I know that my explanations are falling on deaf ears. I won’t try to make you understand the difficult decisions I have made. But I hope that you know, as your father, your safety will always take priority over any matter we face.”

      “Why did we leave Drew behind?” Abbie blurted out.

      “I am sorry about that, Abigail. I will forever appreciate his heroics in saving you and shielding you from harm. But the pilot said we were at risk of being stranded. We would have met the same fate had we not left.”

      You mean the pilot that was whisked away in the middle of the night by one of Brad’s men? How convenient.

      Abbie took a deep breath and finally turned to look her father in the eye for the first time in twenty-four hours.

      “I loved him, Father, and this will hurt me for a long, long time,” started Abbie, fighting back the tears. Somehow, she regained her composure. “I don’t want to discuss the events of yesterday with you ever again. There are no words to help me overcome the loss of Drew.”

      Morgan nodded his head. “I am sorry, dear.”

      “I know,” replied Abbie. “The country is in trouble, Father. It has been for some time. This attack, whatever it is, could destroy America.”

      Morgan relaxed, and a sense of relief came over his face.

      You’re welcome, Father. I’ve let you off the hook.

      “For the last several years, we’ve gone through a period of tumult and upheaval,” said Morgan. “One might say that America has survived periods like this before.”

      “This has been different,” interrupted Abbie. “Our politics, culture, education, economics and religious beliefs became so polarized that our nation could no longer resolve its differences. The America created by our forefathers—our ancestors—was ceasing to exist.”

      Morgan took Abbie’s empty bowl and put it with his. He led her toward a picnic table, where they sat next to each other.

      “The impact of our disarray is not restricted to our borders,” said Morgan. “Our country has become the center of global politics and economics. I believe the growing global conflicts are directly related to America’s failure to govern ourselves, caused in part by the polarization you mention.”

      “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter anymore, does it?”

      “But it does, Abigail. America is due for a revolution. We have reached a point of crisis where our republic will disintegrate due to lack of cooperation, or our woes will be addressed by a drastic change resulting in a revolution. Sadly, this cyber attack may be the catalyst our nation needs to either come together as one or eliminate through attrition those who cannot survive.”

      “What do you mean by that, Father?” asked Abbie.

      “When faced with adversity, as my father would say, some people have the ability to hitch up their pants and deal with a problem head-on. When this country was founded, Americans were self-reliant and strived for self-sufficiency. The assistance of the government was a necessary evil, not a crutch to help them get through life. Compare that to the Americans of today. Over half of them are on some form of government subsidy to meet their necessities. When faced with a natural disaster—whether hurricane, tornado, or earthquake, most people look to the government for help. When this country was at its strongest, Americans looked to themselves first, then to their community or church.”

      “We were self-reliant,” added Abbie.

      “Yes, dear, and we looked to each other for assistance in a time of need, not the government.”

      “So which direction is our nation headed—revolution or self-sufficiency?” asked Abbie.

      “It depends. It could require one to effectuate the other. Our nation has been through this before, although not of this magnitude. From the 1800s until the Civil War, the battle over states’ rights was raging. History has been rewritten in this respect. Our nation was designed to be a Republic—a form of government that places power in the hands of the people. It was never intended to become this massive bureaucracy with power centralized in Washington. The Southern states fought over the issue of states’ rights—with slavery being the impetus.”

      “That’s not the version taught to high school history students,” added Abbie.

      “Correct,” answered Morgan. “George Orwell, discussing the teaching of history, once said in Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union, yesterday’s weather could be changed by decree. In the name of political correctness, America is not immune from this totalitarian impulse either.” Morgan took in a deep breath and let out a sigh.

      He continued. “Following the Great Depression, our country rallied around itself during a time of war. Having a common enemy allowed Americans to put aside any differences they had out of a sense of patriotism. In my opinion, that was the high point of our country’s moral greatness. It has declined steadily since.”

      “So what happens now?” asked Abbie.

      “Our nation has endured many problems,” responded Morgan. “It shall survive the collapse of its societal morals and values as well. Americans will rally to help each other, or they will perish waiting on an inept and overburdened government to take care of them. If people of like mind rally to a life of self-reliance like our forefathers, I believe we will come out stronger than ever. If the people choose to look to the government for help, they will perish.”

      “The cyber attack acts as a reset of sorts, doesn’t it?” asked Abbie.

      “I couldn’t have said it better, dear.”

      The two sat quietly for several minutes. There was activity around 1PP as the soldiers took turns eating breakfast. Otherwise, Quabbin Reservoir was serene and beautiful. Abbie broke the silence. She turned towards her father and took his hand. She knew he was troubled, downcast.

      “Thank you, Father. I feel better.” A smile found his face, which warmed her heart. He means well.

      “Am I interrupting?” said Donald, as he interrupted their moment.

      “No. No, Donald. Of course not,” replied Abbie.

      “I would like to show you both something,” said Donald. Donald picked up their bowls and led them toward 1PP. “Abbie, it’s been a while since you were here. Sir, we haven’t discussed the final preparations I’ve implemented. I hope you approve.”

      “Well, Mr. Quinn,” started Morgan, “I am confident you have spent our money wisely.”

      “Let’s just say that I spent it wisely, and timely. Follow me, please.”

      Abbie took her father’s arm as they followed Donald. She wanted to make it clear to everyone that she and her father were okay. There is no room for family discord during the apocalypse.

      Donald led them inside and gave the empty bowls of oatmeal to Penny in the kitchen. Morgan and Abbie waited for him at the hidden passage.

      After they descended the spiral staircase to the underground levels, Donald showed them the updated library, a dedicated room for hydroponic gardening, and a newly created war room of sorts. This space controlled all of the security cameras and communications within the compound. Within a few days, it would also be connected to the audio-visual system at 100 Beacon. Donald described each room in great detail as they made their way through the underground bunker.

      “Everything is state of the art,” said Donald. “There is one last thing I would like to show you in the library.” He led them back into the room and removed a large Webster’s Dictionary from the shelf. Behind it was a compartment door that contained a biometric entry device similar to the touchpads installed at 100 Beacon.

      “I will program this for both of you today,” said Donald as he placed his palm on the touch pad. A series of gears and locks sprang to life behind them. After the sounds had subsided, one of the bookcases popped forward slightly.

      “Very James Bond.” Abbie laughed.

      Donald smiled as he slipped past them to the partially opened bookcase.

      He turned it ninety degrees, revealing a passage and a thick glass door. “This glass door, made by Armortex, is blast proof. It’s designed to absorb the energy generated by the bomb blast and disperse it. The explosion is more likely to kill the attacker than it is to breach the door.”

      Donald walked up to an eye scanner and pressed a button. “This entry device scans both the retina and the iris. Ocular-based identification reads the most unique form of our physiological characteristics—the eyes. As Abbie knows, one of my concerns at 100 Beacon is that an assailant could gain access to the upper floors by removing our hand to access the keypad.”

      “Mr. Quinn, is that likely?” asked Morgan.

      “Sir, I try not to overlook any possibilities. Ocular-based identification removes that risk. You cannot remove an eyeball and open the locks to this door.”

      “Why is this so important here, Donald?” asked Abbie. Donald looked into the lenses, and the door locks released. He led them inside.

      “Because of this.” Donald stood out of the way to allow Morgan and Abbie entry to the vault.

      “My God,” exclaimed Abbie. “Is this real?”

      “Of course it is, my dear,” answered Morgan. “Well done, Mr. Quinn.” Morgan slowly walked down the twelve-foot span of one-kilogram fine gold bars from Switzerland. Abbie walked in the other direction, randomly picking up similarly stamped one-kilogram bars of silver.

      “These are heavy,” said Abbie, holding the roughly thirty-five-ounce silver bar. “How much is this worth?”

      “We purchased the majority of this when market conditions favored it, did we not, Mr. Quinn?” asked Morgan.

      “Yes, sir. The silver was purchased at approximately fifteen dollars per ounce, and the gold was one thousand one hundred dollars per ounce. The silver bar you’re holding was worth five hundred dollars or so at the time of purchase. It’s probably worth four times that now.”

      “More, Mr. Quinn. Much more.”

      Abbie walked around the room in amazement. She tried to fathom the value of the gold and silver that was stacked to the ten-foot ceiling. She ran her fingers through her hair and gathered the courage to ask.

      “How much?”

      “More than one hundred million dollars initial cost,” replied Donald. “Today’s value is unknown.”

      Abbie looked at her father. He was calculating.

      He muttered, “Much more.”
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        Monday, September 5

        11:11 a.m.

        1st Battalion, 25th Marines HQ

        Fort Devens, Massachusetts

      

      

      Brad entered the briefing room and immediately told his men at ease. A courier had arrived via helicopter from the USNORTHCOM at Peterson AFB in Colorado. Since the cyber event, as the White House insisted the cyber attack be called, the Defense Department had become leery of the security of their communications. Also, Homeland Security was playing a more active role in the military’s decision making. This made Brad nervous. When Brad entered the briefing room and found Agent Joe Pearson of the Federal Protective Services standing at the head of the table, red flags began to wave furiously.

      “Hello, Colonel Bradlee,” greeted Pearson.

      Brad nodded as he walked to his regular chair at the head of the conference table.

      “You might recall that we met last April in your office.”

      I remember. You had a lot to say about insurrection.

      “I do. What brings our friends from FPS to Fort Devens? Aren’t there federal buildings to protect?”

      Some of Brad’s staff shifted uneasily in their chairs. Brad had no intention of making Pearson’s job easy.

      “That’s why I’m here, Colonel. As you know, our worst fears have been realized. The cyber event has damaged our critical infrastructure from coast to coast. Only the Texas Interconnection remains intact in the lower forty-eight.”

      “We’ve heard. How can we help you?”

      “Homeland Security is reassigning certain assets to assist the military with its new role in light of the cyber event. Over the next several days, FPS advisors will be assigned to strategic military installations to serve in an advisory role to the base commanders.” Here it comes.

      “I have two more installation briefings to conduct, and then I will be returning to Fort Devens to assist you on behalf of Homeland Security.” Fabulous.

      “That is very kind of you, Agent Pearson, but my accomplished staff is capable, and we have always followed the orders issued to us like good soldiers. I believe there are some facilities where a man of your talents can be more useful.”

      Pearson took off his glasses and set them on a file folder he dropped on the conference table. He became antagonistic. “Colonel, I recall my April visit with you as if it was the other day. You have a way of using humor to make your points. Agent Nemechek made a similar assessment. I hope you understand this. My assignment to you by Homeland Security, which carries the full weight of the President behind it, is not an offer. It is an order, sir. I hope that you can respect that, and we can work together accordingly.”

      Brad studied Pearson for a moment and then leaned back in his chair and laughed. His aides were unsure how to react.

      “Well, Agent Pearson, welcome aboard. I have never refused an order, regardless of how asinine it is. It is my duty as a soldier. Now, can we get down to business and the substance of this briefing so you can be on your merry way?” Brad’s sarcasm garnered chuckles from his fellow soldiers.

      “Yes, please,” replied Pearson. “There is much to discuss.”

      The only thing to discuss is how to keep you the out of my way. “Well, let’s get to it, shall we?” asked Brad as he nodded to his aides.

      “Okay,” started Pearson as he distributed briefing folders to everyone in the room. “We have actionable intelligence from Clear Air Force Base in Alaska that fishing trawlers are reporting an increase in Russian vessel activity near the Aleutian Islands. We have tracked Russian troop movement into their newly established Arctic military facilities. By our best estimate, they have deployed one hundred eighty thousand troops, two hundred and twenty aircraft, forty-nine ships, and two dozen submarines to the region. These new troop movements come in addition to the submarines that have been patrolling our Atlantic seaboard for months.”

      “I am aware the Russians have established an Arctic Joint Strategic Command,” said Brad, who was more serious now. “Some reports claimed this was military posturing as part of Putin’s desire to show off his military might. Another theory is the Russians were protecting their valuable oil fields above the Arctic Circle. What do you think, Agent Pearson?”

      “Well, I don’t know what Russia is thinking,” replied Pearson. “It’s likely they were just protecting their economic interests.”

      “From whom? Who is threatening the Russian oil fields in the Arctic?”

      “Uhm, I don’t know that anyone is,” replied Pearson. “Most likely he’s showing his capabilities as a deterrent.”

      “Okay. What else do you have for us?” This is a waste of time. He came here under the guise of an intel briefing. FPS and Homeland Security have other things on their mind.

      Pearson distributed another folder marked FEMA Region I. The country was divided into ten regions. Region I included Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Connecticut.

      “Homeland Security will be directing you to secure the FEMA Regional Offices on High Street in Boston. You will assist in the protection of personnel and assets as the High Street facility plays a more expansive role in the recovery effort.”

      “A couple of things, Agent Pearson,” began Brad. “When is this to take place?”

      “By Wednesday at the latest,” replied Pearson. “What else?”

      “Why am I receiving orders from Homeland Security and not USCENTCOM?”

      Pearson stood and began to gather his briefcase. Apparently, the briefing was over. “Colonel, the President has issued a series of executive orders regarding the safety of our nation and the protection of its citizens. Reserve units such as yours will play an integral role in providing a uniformed response in these trying times. The President believes a unit such as yours will be ideally suited for this purpose.”

      “What purpose is that, Agent Pearson?”

      “I will be able to provide you greater detail about the new mission of the 25th Marine Regiment when I return on Thursday afternoon.” Pearson began to walk out of the briefing room when he suddenly stopped.

      “Oh, one more thing, Colonel,” said Pearson, turning slowly to address Brad. “The President, by executive order, has commuted the sentences of all federal inmates below the penitentiary classification. We are no longer able to house and feed them. Please advise the warden of the local federal prison camp to release all inmates in his custody.”

      There were nearly a quarter of a million federal inmates in the Bureau of Prison’s system. With the stroke of a pen, the President just released ninety-six percent of them.

      “Where will they go?” asked Brad.

      “That’s not your problem,” replied Pearson. “Just tell them to go.”
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        Monday, September 5

        5:26 p.m.

        Triple Q Ranch, Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Brad’s Humvee pulled up to the entry gate to Prescott Peninsula. He instructed his driver to wait a moment, and he hopped out to address his men. CWO Shore greeted him.

      “Good evening, sir!” said Shore as he saluted his colonel. Brad snapped a salute in return. “I’ll have the gate opened for you.”

      “Thank you, Shore,” said Brad. “Have you had any incidents?” Brad walked up and down the entry gate and surveyed the surroundings.

      “Our first one occurred this morning, sir,” replied Shore, following closely behind. “Two men dressed in hunting gear rode up to the gate on four-wheelers. They made small talk but did ask some questions. We responded as ordered, sir.”

      “You told them you were private contractors protecting the families?”

      “Yes, sir. They didn’t seem to question our statements, sir.”

      “Okay, good. Carry on, Shore.” Brad headed back towards his Humvee.

      “Sir, there is one more thing about the two men. They inquired about the helicopter. They apparently noticed the chopper’s arrival last night as well as its lack of departure. Just an FYI, sir.”

      Brad nodded and got into the truck. Morgan’s arrival by helicopter caused unneeded exposure to 1PP. When the power was off, any noise was exaggerated. The noise from the rotors probably reverberated from one side of the reservoir to the other. Brad hoped that wouldn’t come back to bite them in the ass.

      As Brad’s convoy entered the clearing at 1PP, he was greeted by everyone, including Mr. Morgan. Brad had limited contact with John Morgan in the past. His uncle, Samuel Bradlee, played an active role in keeping Brad in charge of the 25th Marines. It was his uncle’s close relationship with Mr. Morgan that helped Brad rise to battalion commander status at the fairly young age of forty.

      Brad hopped out and greeted Mr. Morgan first. “Hello, sir, it’s a pleasure to see you again.”

      “Yes, Colonel, it is my pleasure as well,” said Morgan. “My friend, Samuel, has always spoken highly of you. I am very impressed with the security you have provided for this facility. Your men are top notch.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Morgan. In fact, I have another dozen men joining the team tonight.”

      “Excellent,” said Morgan. Brad waved to the rest of the Loyal Nine and Sabs. He addressed his men, who gathered around. “Corporal, have the men refuel that chopper and then secure the fuel tanker in a suitable location in the woods, but not too close to any structure.”

      “Hi, Brad,” greeted Donald. The men shook hands. “I like the fuel truck. But we no longer have our pilot.”

      “We do now.” Brad smiled. “I brought more men in with me, and two of them are checked out on the old Sikorsky HRS Chickasaws. They tell me flying the Chickasaw is like driving a John Deere compared to the S76, which is like a Mercedes. But they all have collective levers, cyclic sticks, and anti-torque pedals. It’s like riding a bicycle.”

      “Sounds good to me,” said Donald. “You never know if we might need this thing at some point.”

      “I agree. When I learned of the chopper’s landing, my initial reaction was not positive. Then I thought of the usefulness the Sikorsky could have to us. So I brought the tanker with me to refuel this bird. We’ll conveniently forget the fuel truck when we leave in the morning.”

      “Come in, Brad,” said J.J. as he put his arm around Brad’s shoulders. The two men had become better acquainted during the build-out of Prescott Peninsula. They seemed to enjoy exchanging war stories. “We’ll buy you a drink.”

      “Pour away, my friend. Listen up, everybody, there’s lots to discuss,” started Brad. “Before we get started, how are Sarge and Julia coming along?”

      Susan spoke up because she had continued to maintain communications with Julia. “Everything is on schedule. Sarge was picking up Mr. Morgan’s associates, and they should all be at 100 Beacon by tonight, or tomorrow morning at the latest. I believe Mr. and Mrs. Endicott were the only ones not accounted for.”

      “What?” asked Morgan.

      “I’m sorry, sir, I thought you knew. As of my last communication with Julia, Sarge has not been able to contact the Endicotts. If he is unsuccessful by tomorrow morning, he plans on going to their residence.”

      “Keep me informed,” said Morgan.

      “Yes, sir,” replied Susan. The group made their way into the large living area, where the Quinn girls were coloring.

      “Uncle Brad!” shouted the girls in unison. They ran to give him a hug. Brad was a career military man who rarely had time for a date, much less a wife and kids. He chose to live vicariously through the Quinns. He was immediately handed a crayon drawing by the youngest Quinn.

      “Look. I drew a picture of Mr. Morgan’s helo-chopper,” said Rebecca.

      “I drew one too,” chimed in Penny. “We don’t have to go to school for a while, so Mommy said we have to practice our artwork every day. This is our first no-more-school school project.”

      “Well, you two have done a fine job, don’t you think, sir?” said Brad as he handed Rebecca’s drawing to Mr. Morgan.

      “You sure have,” he said as he rubbed the child on the head and handed her back the drawing.

      “Girls,” started Sabs, “why don’t we go into the kitchen and see what Private Wilson has on tonight’s menu. Maybe she has some mac and cheese!”

      “Yeah! Our favorite!” exclaimed the girls. Sabs led them out of the room so the adults could spend some time getting up to speed.

      J.J. grabbed a bottle of Glenlivet from the cabinet and poured glasses for everyone.

      “Toast,” said Donald. Each of the group clinked glasses except Susan, who didn’t partake of alcohol.

      “Tell us what you’ve learned, Brad,” said Donald.

      Donald relayed the briefing with Agent Pearson, and everyone agreed the President was taking unprecedented control over the military. He was apparently looking to centralize power over both military and law enforcement functions. Mr. Morgan was the first to raise the issue of Agent Pearson’s role and the role of FPS in general.

      “What do you make of Homeland Security’s involvement?” asked Morgan.

      “I believe Homeland Security has been looking for an opportunity like this one for a long time—and I mean years,” replied Brad. “When Jade Helm was first announced by the Pentagon, I thought it would be a continuation of regular military training exercises in the past. But Jade Helm went further. By taking place across seven states, the most conservative of which were labeled hostile, Jade Helm expanded the size and scope of previous exercises. Many, myself included, saw this as a way to condition Americans to accept a military presence on our streets.”

      “I looked at Jade Helm as a prelude to martial law,” said Susan. “This would not be the first time a major false-flag operation was undertaken while training exercises were being conducted. In ’95, a few hours before the Oklahoma City bombing of the federal building, an ATF bomb squad was seen holding an anti-terror drill there. Later, it came out that despite the FBI- and ATF-maintained offices in the building, none of their personnel were injured in the blast.”

      “Isn’t that a little conspiratorial, Mrs. Quinn?” asked Morgan.

      “However it is labeled, the facts speak for themselves. Here’s another example. As the hijacked airliners were headed toward the Pentagon and the World Trade Centers on 9/11, NORAD interceptor jets designated for just such an attack were hundreds of miles away, preoccupied with their training exercise.”

      “I recall something similar in London in’05,” added J.J. “At the time of the London subway bombings, a training exercise was taking place by a private contractor on another train concurrently with the placement of the actual bombs by Pakistanis.”

      “These false-flag events aren’t uncommon and have been used throughout history to gain an advantage politically and militarily,” said Brad. “It’s impossible to tell whether this is a false-flag event. My biggest concern at this point is the potential use of our military as law enforcement agents on U.S. soil.”

      “Isn’t that prohibited by the Constitution?” asked Susan.

      “Not exactly,” replied Brad. “The Posse Comitatus Act was passed to prevent our military personnel from being used in traditional law enforcement functions on American soil. In fact, our Congress has repeatedly upheld the law, including following Hurricane Katrina. New Orleans was so out of control that Congress considered a law permitting an exception to the Act in cases of significant natural disasters. Although it was passed, it was repealed shortly after that.”

      “Assuming Jade Helm was a dress rehearsal for the imposition of martial law in America, the timing is certainly suspect, don’t you think?” Susan asked rhetorically. “I mean, we’re in the middle of the largest military exercise on the streets of America since the Civil War, and a cyber attack takes down our power grid. Pretty coincidental.”

      “The circumstances do seem odd,” said Abbie finally. Brad noticed that she was quiet, but assumed it was due to the loss of Drew Jackson. Morgan shot her a glance. What’s that all about?

      “All I know is the declaration of martial law is synonymous with the suspension of our Constitutional rights,” said Susan. “Americans should rise up in arms if that happens.” The group sat quietly for a moment and then Morgan spoke up. He finished his drink and indicated for J.J. to pour him another.

      “Assuming, arguendo, that Jade Helm was an extensive military exercise for the very circumstances we find ourselves in today, Mrs. Quinn, would you prefer chaos or control?” Morgan sat back in his chair and studied Susan. She seemed unfazed by the question.

      Susan, taking a deep breath, looked Morgan directly in the eye and answered, “If given the choice between losing my constitutional rights—and the freedoms those rights afford me—in the name of controlling the chaos to which you refer, I’ll choose freedom.”
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        Tuesday, September 6

        10:15 a.m.

        1st Battalion, 25th Marines HQ

        Fort Devens, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Gentlemen, I’m going to give you both the option to go home and turn away from what we have set into motion,” said Brad to his two most trusted officers—Gunny Falcone and CWO Shore. “The actions we take today may ensure our survival and the potential security of the future leaders of our nation. But to some, our actions may constitute treason. I want you to have the opportunity to leave. Go home to your families or friends. I will understand and say that I am proud to have served as your commanding officer.”

      Gunny Falcone walked a few paces away and then returned to Brad. “Forgetting the fact that there’s nothing out there for me, I wouldn’t leave. I am loyal to you, this unit, and America. I believe wholeheartedly in what we’re doing. Regardless of my suspicions surrounding the events that brought us here, I will continue to devote my life to protecting the Constitution.”

      “I’m in, hondo percent!” said Shore. Hondo was Shore’s way of saying one hundred.

      “Gentlemen, I’m humbled by your loyalty and couldn’t be prouder to serve with you. We have a limited amount of time to logistically reposition our assets. When that jackass Pearson returns on Thursday, he’ll find a facility at quarter strength in both troops and firepower. Agreed?”

      “Absolutely, Colonel,” replied Gunny Falcone.

      “Good. The first order of business is to speak personally with each of the Mechanics. Look them in the eye. Confirm their commitment while keeping them on a need-to-know basis. Over the next two days, they’ll gather up the critical assets and weaponry necessary to maintain this unit at battalion strength, but housed in a different location. By dusk tomorrow evening, we’ll start quietly rolling out of here under the auspices of traveling to Boston to assist local law enforcement and for the protection of those FEMA idiots. In reality, we’ll move the Mechanics to Prescott Peninsula.”

      “We’ll make it happen, sir!” said Shore.

      “I’ve been in contact with our fellow patriots and oath keepers throughout the military community,” said Brad. “They’re all making similar arrangements. How many soldiers will follow in our cause is unknown. But those in the Pentagon and the so-called Western White House who underestimate the number of soldiers who will stand by the Constitution against all enemies, foreign and domestic, will do so at their peril. I believe there are far more military personnel who will defy tyrannical orders infringing upon the constitutional rights of freedom-loving Americans than there are those who will blindly follow such orders. As for those who don’t stand with us, let’s hope they go home to their families rather than stand against us.”

      “Sir, once we pull out, what will you do?” asked Gunny Falcone. Brad had thought of this extensively. His battalion would lose more than half its personnel and deployable assets over the next forty-eight hours. Someone would need to provide Agent Pearson an explanation.

      “I’ll stay here and keep Pearson occupied. There are already defections across the country. More soldiers go AWOL every day. He won’t be surprised.”

      “What about the equipment and weaponry?” asked Shore.

      “For one thing, he doesn’t know what we’re supposed to have. I trust that you two can make the records look like a pile of incoherent garbage?”

      “They already do.” Gunny Falcone laughed.

      “Great, I guess,” said Brad. “Remember, he’s not military. He’s a pencil-pushing prick that’s learning on the job. As this thing continues, which I believe it might for months to come, he will grow bored and either move on or go home himself.”

      “Maybe you can take him to Boston and tell him to wait on a street corner in Roxbury,” said Shore. “He can explain to the locals that he’s from the government, and he’s there to help.” All of the men laughed at Shore’s bastardized quotation of President Ronald Reagan’s famous statement.

      In a 1986 news conference, President Reagan famously said the nine most terrifying words in the English language are: I’m from the government, and I’m here to help.

      Brad thought for a moment. Yeah, maybe that’s what I’ll do.
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        Tuesday, September 6

        7:13 p.m.

        Triple Q Ranch, Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Hey, girls, guess what?” asked Susan. Rebecca and Penny came over to where she was sitting with Sabs on the couch. They were all ears.

      “What do we get if we guess it right?” asked Penny.

      Susan laughed at the young negotiator. “Well, you’ll probably never guess, but I can tell you it’ll be loads of fun for you girls!”

      “Tell us now! Tell us now!” exclaimed a hopping Rebecca. The girls looked up at their mom like baby chicks would plead for that big fat worm in her mouth. Chirp, chirp, chirp.

      Sabs laughed and commented, “There is no end to their enthusiasm.”

      “Very true,” said Susan. She pulled the girls in close. “Tomorrow, we’ll be getting lots of visitors to stay with us, and one of them has a cute little French bulldog—Winnie the Frenchie.”

      “Is it for us?” asked Rebecca innocently.

      “No, but I’m sure they’ll let you play with her lots. How does that sound?”

      “Are you serious?” asked soon-to-be teenager Penny.

      “Yes, honey, sometime tomorrow you’ll have a new playmate!”

      “Awesome!” exclaimed Rebecca.

      J.J. entered the room, holding a couple of board games. “Ladies, who’s up for a game of Chutes and Ladders or Sorry?”

      Donald and Susan discussed the possibilities of having to bug out with children. If you had a family with children, a bug-out situation was not as simple as grabbing your bags and hitting the front door. They recognized that kids were not wired for quick, organized reaction. Their needs were far more complicated than adults. One regret Susan had was not teaching the girls more about the possibilities of a disaster and a prolonged stay away from home. When she and Donald sat down with the girls on Monday, it went better than expected. Oddly, it was Rebecca, who was fairly new to school at age seven, who protested the most. She was very social, and not being around children for an extended period would take its toll on her.

      Children of every age need to be adequately sheltered, well-fed, and entertained. This last aspect of prepping was overlooked by many. The Quinns made a habit of playing board games together once a week—Friday night game night. Whenever the family took a liking to a particular game, Susan bought one for 100 Beacon and a backup for 1PP. Lately, the game of the week was either Sorry or Chutes and Ladders. It appeared J.J. was up to the task.

      “I wanna play Sorry!” exclaimed Penny. She ran to J.J.’s side as if being first in line would guarantee her choice.

      “No,” protested Rebecca. “I never win. I want to play Chutes and Ladders!”

      J.J. looked at the women and shrugged. Susan smiled and shrugged back.

      Sabs laughed and whispered, “He’s in a pickle now.” Both women clammed up, leaving the negotiation up to J.J.

      “Okay, I’ll make a deal with you guys,” started J.J. “We’ll play both games if you let me read a bedtime story to you tonight. How’s that?”

      “Deal!” the girls responded in unison. They grabbed J.J. by the arm and escorted him toward the kitchen. As they walked away, the negotiations escalated.

      “J.J., I want you to read us Harry Potter.”

      “No, please read Charlotte’s Web again.”

      “Not two nights in a row. Bad form!”

      “How about Peter Pan?”

      “Yeah!”

      Susan laughed and leaned back on the sofa. Sabs did the same and grabbed a pillow to snuggle. After they were done laughing, Susan spoke.

      “J.J. is great with the girls. He has changed so much over the last several years. I’ll never forget the first few times he came over to the house. He wanted to bring the girls a gift, but he was never quite sure of what was age appropriate. He must have gauged their reaction and studied popular gifts for young girls on the Internet. The gifts became huge hits with the girls, as did J.J. Donald and I began to wonder if he was coming to visit us or play with Becca and Penny.”

      Sabs propped her right leg on the table and then crossed it with her prosthetic leg. She appeared to unconsciously tap her left leg with her prosthetic left arm. Or was it deliberate?

      “The girls always appear thankful for the love and attention they are given,” said Sabs. “Material things don’t seem to rule their lives.”

      “As the girls learned to speak, we taught them four words to help them learn communication skills—please, thank you, all done, and more.”

      “More?”

      “That is comical, isn’t it? We spend our days trying to teach them to be thankful, yet we encourage them to use the word more. However, that enabled us to teach them the meaning of the word no.”

      “Makes sense,” said Sabs.

      “We live in a world of selfishness and entitlement. We wanted to raise the girls to be aware of the basics they might take for granted, the opportunities they are given, and the experiences they enjoy. Believe it or not, we knew it would prepare the girls for a situation like the one we’re in now. By teaching them to appreciate the basics, they live a life of humility, generosity, and happiness. It’ll serve them well if they have to grow up in a post-apocalyptic world.”

      Susan drank some of her water and listened to the playful banter coming from the kitchen. Sabs was silent for a moment, and then Susan noticed she was crying.

      “Sabs, are you okay?”

      “Yes,” she replied, once again tapping her left arm on her left leg. “It’s ironic that I lost my arm and leg saving children. On the one hand, it was the greatest moment of my life. On the other hand, not so much. For years afterward, while I was thankful to be alive, I held a bitterness of what I was left with. By saving those children, I thought I’d never get a chance to hold kids of my own.”

      “Sabs, you did a great thing in Fallujah that day. You’re a real hero.”

      Sabs continued. “Now I have J.J. in my life, and I see how much he enjoys your girls. My dream has been to find a man who loves me unconditionally like he does, and have beautiful babies with him.” Sabs began to sob now, unable to control the tears.

      “Honey, what’s wrong?”

      “I’m pregnant.”
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        Wednesday, September 7

        7:13 a.m.

        Triple Q Ranch, Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Rise and shine with a good cup of joe,” said Abbie to J.J. and Sabs on the front porch of 1PP. They toasted their cups to Abbie.

      “Good morning,” replied J.J.

      “You guys look serious this morning,” said Abbie. “Everything okay?” She leaned against the railing and enjoyed a sip. If it weren’t for the circumstances, 1PP would be a very relaxing place.

      “It’s fine,” replied Sabs. “J.J. is being overprotective.” Sabs finished off her coffee and stood up.

      “Brad had to pull the bulk of the security detail to gather up your dad’s friends and to clean out Devens,” said J.J. “Sabs volunteered for gate duty to fill the void.” J.J. crossed his arms and stared into the woods. He was obviously upset.

      “Listen. Going on patrol with the guys is routine and probably a one time thing although I am perfectly capable, you know. I will always be a soldier.”

      “I get that, Sabs, but there has been more activity at the gate since the helicopter’s arrival.” Ouch.

      “I’m sorry about that, J.J.,” defended Abbie. “My father said we had just enough fuel to get here, and the drive from Norwood would have been very dangerous. The south side of Boston was falling apart Saturday night. Twenty-four hours later would have been worse.”

      “Please don’t get me wrong, Abbie,” said J.J., staring intently at the Sikorsky. “That chopper landing here Monday night might as well have been the rockets’ red glare. In a world with no electricity, a sound as unique as a helicopter probably drew attention from miles around. I’ve already heard that men have approached the front gate with questions.”

      “Wayward hunters, J.J.,” interrupted Sabs. “Stop making Abbie feel bad.” The front porch was filled with awkward silence. J.J. shifted uneasily in his chair as Sabs got her gear together. Abbie chose to remain silent. He was right, of course.

      “I’m sorry, Abbie,” said J.J. finally. “And I’m sorry to you too, Sabs. I was out of line.”

      Sabs walked over to J.J. and pulled his head against her hip. She scruffed his hair like he was a child.

      “I am a soldier. I have some limitations that, thanks to you, J.J., enable me to continue to be what I am—a sheepdog. Somebody has to be on the front line. I have every confidence in the people I love to take care of themselves, but none of you have ever been in combat. You may not be capable of killing another human being, whether in self-defense or otherwise.”

      “What do you mean by sheepdog?” asked Abbie.

      “Most Americans sleep safely in their beds at night, knowing that someone like me is willing to die for their safety, and some choose to deny there are bad people out there ready to do them harm,” replied Sabs. “The sheep pretend the wolf will never come for them. But the sheepdog lives for the opportunity to protect the sheep when that day comes.”

      “I see,” said Abbie.

      “I don’t mean anything negative by referring to anyone as sheep,” continued Sabs. “You can look at it as the egg of one of these beautiful woodpeckers we hear right now. Inside, it’s vulnerable and unable to protect itself. But on the outside, its shell is tough—enabling it to survive. A soldier is like that tough shell exterior.”

      “It’s a dangerous world,” added Abbie.

      “Then you must know the world is full of wolves,” said Sabs. “The wolves will feed on the sheep without mercy. Just like the wolves, some evil people are capable of indescribable horror to their fellow man. J.J., you’ve seen it.”

      “I have.”

      “Then there are the sheepdogs, like me. I live to protect my flock of sheep. I dare the wolf to confront me. That will be ingrained in me for the rest of my life.”

      Sabs stood tall and proud. J.J. stood and hugged her.

      “I love you,” he whispered in her ear as he held her tight. “Be safe.”

      “I love you too, Doc.”

      Branson pulled up on a four-wheeler. “Ready to roll, del Toro?”

      “Roger that, L-T.”

      “I’ll see you guys later!” shouted Sabs as she bounded down the stairs to join 1st LT Branson.

      “Go tend to your flock,” mumbled J.J.
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        Wednesday, September 7

        11:23 a.m.

        Triple Q Ranch, Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Susan joined Abbie in the kitchen to help prepare a lunch of white beans and fish dip. The Quabbin Reservoir was fed primarily by the Swift River. With nearly two hundred miles of shoreline and over twenty-five thousand acres of water, it was the largest freshwater lake in Massachusetts. Trout and bass were the most common fish in the reservoir and were easily caught from the shore. Donald and J.J. incorporated shore fishing as part of their morning ritual. They didn’t take out a boat to avoid drawing attention. Thus far, Steven’s fleet of specially retrofitted Stroker boats was not needed.

      Susan chopped the garlic while Abbie prepared the smoked fish. Some cannellini beans, olive oil, and Wheat Thins finished off the hearty spread. The ladies made some small talk while they moved about the kitchen. The girls were off in the woods with J.J., looking for more arrowheads. Donald was monitoring communications traffic and scouring the Internet via the Hughes satellite system.

      “Do you think the Brahmin will like our setup here?” asked Susan.

      “They’d better,” replied Abbie. “I can’t imagine any acceptable alternative in the country right now, except maybe Texas.”

      “They still have power, so I guess they dodged a bullet. Donald picked up some ham radio chatter from down that way. Governor Abbott ordered the border closed.”

      “The Mexican border is already closed. Do you mean the state’s borders?”

      “Yes. According to the reports, Texas Rangers have been dispatched to every major entry point and are turning people away unless they can prove residency,” replied Susan.

      “Wow. I know Greg. He doesn’t mess around. Sometimes I wonder if he’s extra tough because he was a former prosecutor or because he’s a paraplegic and wants to prove his mettle. Either way, he doesn’t take any crap.”

      “What do you think about him closing the border?” asked Susan.

      “Technically, it’s his state to protect, but I can’t see the President standing for it.” Abbie finished unwrapping the fish and placed it into a food processor to puree. Susan added her share of the ingredients. Before they started the processor, Abbie looked around to see if they were alone.

      “Susan, I’ve been having nightmares.”

      Susan wiped her hands and took Abbie’s hands in hers. “Oh no. Abbie, is it about Drew?”

      Abbie’s eyes welled up with tears. “I don’t know if it’s the pressure of all of this, but I’m having trouble sleeping at night. I share the bungalow with my father, and I’ve woken up more than once crying. The first night he didn’t say anything, but I can tell that I’m upsetting him.”

      “Abbie, you have every right to be upset. Drew was an exceptional man, especially to you.”

      “We became so close that night, Susan. We both admitted that we were in love. But there was no time to enjoy the moment. We were in a race against time, and there was one dangerous obstacle after another.”

      “I know, Abbie, and I’m very sorry. The passage of time might make it better. Would it help to get you another place to sleep? With the arrival of your father’s friends, we can rearrange the bungalow assignments.”

      Abbie thought for a moment and wiped the tears from her cheeks. “No, but thank you. I’ll get over it. I just keep replaying the final moments over and over again. He was reaching out to me, shouting love you, love you.” Abbie started crying again.

      “At least you can hold on to those final words. He obviously loved you very much, Abbie. He saved your life.”

      Susan wiped Abbie’s tears for her and gave her a long hug. Susan knew Abbie’s loss was just the first to be consoled. Abbie finally pulled away and regained her composure.

      “I know, Susan. I just don’t understand why it’s bothering me so much. It’s like an endless loop of a video. I dream the same thing repeatedly. I just miss him, you know?”

      “I do,” replied Susan. They both shared a nervous laugh and returned to the food processor. Susan hit the puree button that created a noise loud enough to wake the dead. So loud, in fact, they did not hear the sounds of gunfire outside.
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        11:35 a.m.

        Triple Q Ranch, Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Susan! J.J.! Anybody!” yelled Donald as he came running down the stairs from the communications room. “Susan!”

      Abbie and Susan ran out of the kitchen to meet Donald. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Where’s J.J.?” he shouted.

      “He’s in the woods with the girls, looking for arrowheads. Are the girls okay? What is it, Donald?” Susan begged for an answer.

      Donald caught his breath and steadied himself. “There’s been a shooting. It’s Sabs. She’s been shot, and it’s serious.” Abbie fell against the wall and covered her mouth.

      “We need J.J. now!” he shouted.

      “Abbie, get him,” said Susan. “You know the creek where they usually go, right?”

      Abbie meekly nodded her head.

      “Abbie! Can you get them?” yelled Donald.

      “Yes. Yes, of course,” she replied and ran towards the front door.

      “Come on, Susan, we need to get the room ready.” Donald began to run for the hallway leading to their version of an ER.

      “Donald, wait!” Susan urgently whispered to him. “Listen to me. She’s pregnant!”

      Donald stopped dead in his tracks. “Who? Abbie?”

      “No, Sabs is pregnant, and J.J. doesn’t know. Nobody knows but you and me.”

      “Oh my God. Susan, she’s been shot in the chest. We have to tell him.”

      “No, we can’t. It will make the shock on his system worse. It’s bad enough that he has to be the one to save her.”

      Donald stopped for a moment to process this. Would it make J.J. try any harder to save her life? Would it be an undue distraction? The distant sound of four-wheelers approaching 1PP shook him back into reality. “I’ll figure it out. Prepare the room for him. You remember what to do?”

      “Of course. I’ve practiced with J.J. several times.”

      Morgan emerged from downstairs. “Mr. Quinn, what is going on?” he asked.

      “Sir, there has been a shooting at the entry gate. Sabina has been shot in the chest. I have to go.”

      “What can I do to help?” Morgan asked as Donald ran for the door.

      “Please continue to monitor the communications room. If there are continued signs of trouble, such as a coordinated attack, please get me.” Morgan stood for a moment and walked slowly up the stairs. Donald didn’t wait for a reply. He grabbed two poufs and propped open the front doors. This can’t be happening. What do I do?

      J.J. came rushing out of the south trail that led into the forest. Abbie and the girls were a moment behind him.

      “Donald! What’s happened to Sabs?” asked J.J. Despite being in reasonably good shape for his age, J.J. was breathing heavily and bent over with his hands on his knees to catch his breath. Donald put his hands on his shoulders.

      “They’re bringing her in,” started Donald. “Catch your breath until they get here. Abbie!” Donald went to meet Abbie and his daughters.

      “Daddy, what’s wrong?” asked Penny, tears of emotion streaming down her cheeks. Donald kneeled down to her level and pulled her and Rebecca close to him. What if it was my daughter who was shot? “Come here, girls. J.J. has to help someone. I need you two to go with Abbie for a while, okay?”

      “Okay, Daddy.” Abbie looked down at Donald and nodded her head.

      “Come on, you guys,” said Abbie. “You haven’t seen my bungalow yet.” She led them behind 1PP just as Donald heard the distinctive roar of the Humvee from the front gate racing down the gravel road. He turned his attention to J.J.

      “J.J., here’s what I know. Two sets of men on four-wheelers approached the front gate and began to question Sabs and Lieutenant Branson. Things got out of hand, but the men left. Branson called some other men to patrol the front security fencing when the men returned and tried to break through the barriers.”

      “Donald, what happened to Sabs?” J.J. was frantic.

      “Shots were fired, and Sabs took a bullet to the chest.”

      J.J. looked dazed. “How could this happen?”

      “J.J., you have to get a hold of yourself. She needs you.” The Humvee roared into the clearing and parked in front of the steps leading into 1PP. The Marines on the four-wheelers took up defensive positions. J.J. ran towards the back of the truck as Branson emerged from the passenger side. As if a light switch had been turned on, J.J. became all business.

      “What’ve we got, Branson?” J.J. allowed two of the soldiers to slide a portable gurney out of the back gate. Sabs was covered with blood, but it appeared to have been stopped. She was barely conscious.

      “Sir, she took a single GSW to the chest. Probably a .308 or Winchester .270.”

      “Exit wound?”

      “Couldn’t find one, sir. Single entry, which I treated with CELOX.”

      J.J. nodded with approval.

      As a combat field surgeon specializing in traumatic wounds, he understood the importance of time. Hemorrhage was responsible for half of combat deaths. In combat, it often took hours to transport casualties off the battlefield to a mobile surgical unit. Also, the hazardous nature of the forward combat zones made it dangerous for medical personnel to provide the requisite attention to the wounded. A standard known as the platinum five minutes was adopted by emergency medical personnel. The theory was that a time-critical patient, such as Sabs, should only spend five minutes in the combat zone until she was seen by the trauma surgeon. Branson’s use of CELOX, a highly respected hemostatic agent, along with assigning one of his men to maintain pressure on the wound, greatly enhanced the possibilities for her survival.

      Sabs was now in the golden hour—that critical time needed by the surgeon to stabilize the patient and begin life-saving treatment. The clock was ticking for J.J.

      “Let’s get her inside,” said J.J. The men carried the gurney into the entrance and quickly got her settled on the surgeon’s table prepared by an awaiting Susan. Donald followed to lend assistance.

      “Thank you, gentlemen,” said Donald as he dismissed the two soldiers and closed the door behind them. He pulled together two curtains and applied the Velcro closures. He tried to give J.J. a sterile environment in which to work. Susan was scrubbed in and wore a surgical gown and hat. She had no training other than what she’d studied online and what she’d learned from J.J.

      After J.J. had washed up, he approached Sabs and touched her cheek. She began to stir awake and moaned.

      “I’m going to take care of you, my brave girl. Please be strong.”

      Sabs’s eyes started to flicker in and out of consciousness. She raised her hand and motioned for J.J. to come closer. She began to cough, and a trickle of blood came out of the side of her mouth before she spoke. “Please save us.”

      Susan looked at Donald over her mask, and he shook his head side to side. A tear ran down Susan’s cheek.

      “Stay with me, soldier. I’ll fix you up. Stay strong, Sabs. I love you.”

      Sabs passed out as J.J. brushed the hair out of her face. J.J. was back to being all business.

      “Okay, Susan, are you ready?”

      Susan nodded.

      “Donald, just in case, I need you to scrub in. We may need an extra set of hands.”

      Donald rushed to the sink and got ready without responding. He was still wrestling with telling J.J. about her pregnancy.

      “Susan, help me cut these clothes off her. Donald, grab those mylar blankets and the hospital warming blankets from the cabinet over the sink. We have to keep her warm to prevent her from going into shock. Branson did an excellent job in stopping the bleeding.”

      Donald returned to the table and assisted J.J. in packing both sides of Sabs with blankets.

      “You can’t necessarily rely on visual entry and exit wounds. Sometimes the bullet can hit a bone, fragment, and then ricochet throughout the body. We don’t have the benefits of an x-ray machine, so we have to look for other indicators of difficult breathing or abdominal pain.” As they gently rolled her over, J.J. inspected her body for other entry or exit wounds. There were none.

      “Okay, let’s keep her covered up. The gunshot wound is severe enough. Death from hypothermia would be tragic.” J.J. retrieved the electronic blood pressure unit from the shelf and handed it to Susan. “Monitor this, Susan. Check her pulse and let me know what you find.”

      Donald watched J.J. work. He admired his friend for what he’d been through in his life. Now J.J. was trying to save the woman he loved. J.J. turned his attention to the wound. He removed the CELOX gauze.

      “With a chest wound, two of my biggest concerns are spinal damage and damage to the lungs,” started J.J. He put his ear to her chest and listened intently. “If you hear a sucking sound coming from the wound, there’s damage to the lung. The concern is allowing too much air in, or out, leading to a collapsed lung.” J.J. nodded and smiled. Apparently, he was satisfied.

      “J.J., her pulse is sixty, and her blood pressure is one hundred four over sixty-one.”

      “Thanks, Susan. Her lung seems to be intact, and the fact that she raised her arm is a plus. Her body temperature is stable. Let me finish cleaning the wound, and then I’ll need to make a decision.”

      “What about the bullet?” asked Donald.

      “Unlike what you see on television where the characters risk everything to remove the bullet, it’s not necessary for most circumstances. Without advanced x-ray capability, the bullet will be almost impossible to find. There are a lot of soldiers out there who still carry shrapnel in their bodies. We’ll monitor her for signs of sepsis by watching her heart rate and fever. To ward off any problems, I’ll set up an IV of antibiotics and—”

      Suddenly, Sabs’s body shook violently. Her jugular veins in her neck became distended. Her breathing became rapid as if she was gasping for air.

      “Susan, what’s her pulse?” shouted J.J.

      “It’s around a hundred. But her blood pressure has dropped. It’s down to ninety over sixty.”

      “She’s going into shock.” J.J. held his fingers to her neck. He shook his head. “Please, Sabs. Please hold on.”

      Her head arched back, and her chest heaved.

      “Blood pressure is eighty-two over fifty.”

      “Dammit, she’s going into cardiogenic shock. The bullet, or a fragment, must have hit a ventricle. It must have found her heart. Please, Sabs! Hold on!”

      Donald caught Susan’s attention. He felt helpless. Sabs was dying, and J.J. didn’t have what he needed to save her. Although they had incredible resources at their disposal, a bullet to the heart was not within their limited capabilities. Donald watched as she stopped breathing.

      “J.J., no pulse!” exclaimed Susan.

      “Please!” he shouted as he began CPR. He furiously began rapid, deep presses on the middle of her chest. His goal was one hundred uninterrupted chest presses per minute.

      “Donald! Grab the defib out of the closet.” As J.J. continued the chest presses, Donald retrieved the Philips HeartStart portable defibrillator and plugged it in.

      “Donald, continue compressions while I prepare the machine. Hurry!” Donald traded places with J.J. and continued pumping her heart.

      He handed J.J. the defib unit, and J.J. made a few minor adjustments to the simple interface. He pulled the handles to activate the unit. He removed the white adhesive pads and placed one under her left breast across the rib cage and the other on her chest above her right breast.

      “Stand clear, everyone,” ordered J.J., who then took a deep breath. He pressed the flashing orange button. A shock was delivered to Sabs’s body, and it heaved slightly off the table. J.J. looked at Susan with hopeful eyes.

      “Nothing,” she said.

      J.J. immediately began hand compressions again. This time, his goal was thirty consecutive compressions, followed by forced breathing. Although mouth-to-mouth breathing was no longer considered necessary during the cardiopulmonary resuscitation process, J.J. was trying all available CPR methods. He tried thirty more compressions and breathing again.

      Susan shook her head as she continued to monitor Sabs’s pulse. She looked at Donald and shook her head.

      “Stand clear. We have to try again!” J.J. reset the machine to its maximum two hundred joules and tried again. Again, her body was given a jolt. He followed up with thirty compressions and mouth-to-mouth breathing. It wasn’t working. He repeated the process.

      Finally, J.J. stopped. He looked defeated. He removed his surgical clothing and dropped them to the floor. He began to cry and lifted Sabs into his arms.

      “You’re the only love I have ever known. I’m so sorry I failed you.” As he cried uncontrollably, Donald patted his friend on the back and Susan hugged them both. The death of Sabina del Toro was tragic. She was one of the good guys.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday, September 7

        4:13 p.m.

        Triple Q Ranch, Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “The convoy is headed your way,” First Lieutenant Branson announced over the two-way radio. Sabs died four hours ago, but it seemed like an eternity. Donald sat on the front porch of 1PP with a glass of Glenlivet. He and Susan hadn’t said a word in about an hour. J.J. sat with his back to them at the edge of the woods. He alternated between sitting there and walking around the helicopter.

      “Should we talk with him?” asked Donald. The loss of Sabs was a shock to all of them, but the situation at 1PP was fluid. Not only were the Boston Brahmin arriving, but Brad was increasing the number of soldiers on Prescott Peninsula to nearly four dozen. The Triple Q Ranch was rapidly developing into a community with a full platoon of United States Marines as its security force. First, J.J. needed time to grieve. But then there was the issue of Sabs’s burial. A proper ceremony should be conducted. In the meantime, the disposition of a dead body was an important medical and hygienic matter. Unlike the pre-TEOTWAWKI world where a morgue was at one’s disposal, a rapidly decomposing body could cause significant health risks to all of those who came in contact with it.

      “I’ll talk to him,” said Susan. “I was closest to Sabs, but I can’t tell him about the baby. It would send him over the edge.”

      “Agreed. Listen, her body is a real health risk. We need to place her in a body bag at the very least. A burial tonight would be ideal, but I suppose we can wait ’til morning. Will you bring it up to him, or do you want me to?”

      “I’ll do it,” she replied. “I’m gonna take him for a walk in the woods. He seems bitter as well. The trucks are coming, and we don’t need a scene.” Susan walked to J.J. and carried a drink for him. Donald threw back the last of his scotch and prepared to greet the new residents.

      “Mr. Quinn,” said Morgan as he approached. He gestured towards J.J. “Is he doing any better?”

      “I don’t know, sir,” replied Donald. “He hasn’t been willing to talk with me about it. Susan is going to console him now.”

      “Let me know if there’s anything I can do. The rest of my friends and associates are coming in now. I will make sure they understand the situation. Shall I speak with him?” Not a good idea.

      “Perhaps a woman’s shoulder is best for now, sir. But, thank you. You and I will have our hands full with our new arrivals. They’ll experience quite a shock to their lifestyle.”

      “Indeed, Mr. Quinn. At first, they might look at this as an interesting adventure and an opportunity to socialize with each other. If this collapsed-grid situation persists, life outside Prescott Peninsula will get ugly. I hope they realize they’re better off here than in Boston.”

      The first of several Humvees entered the clearing together with two troop carriers. Gunny Falcone approached Donald and Morgan first.

      “Gentlemen,” greeted Gunny Falcone. He turned as if to present a new car to a happy buyer. “Special delivery. Two truckloads of slightly grumpy Bostonians, who are no worse for wear.”

      “My name is John Morgan.”

      Gunny Falcone shook his hand. “Gunnery Sergeant Frank Falcone, sir. It’s a pleasure.”

      “Chief Warrant Officer Kyle Shore, sir,” said Shore, who joined the group. Morgan shook Shore’s hand and then smiled as he saw familiar faces descend from the military transports.

      “Gentlemen, sincerely, thank you for keeping my friends safe. Were there any difficulties?”

      “Mr. Morgan, the city of Boston is under assault from within. Because of the detours and delays, it took us eight hours to make a two-hour trip.” The delays caught Donald’s attention. They monitored radio communications and the Internet round-the-clock, searching for updates. There was little information coming out of Boston. Sarge reported gunfire and looting, but nothing near 100 Beacon thus far.

      “What did you see?” asked Donald.

      “We sent one of the Humvees as an advance team to make sure the roads were clear. The Mass Turnpike was very busy in the morning. We elected to take the route to the north through Concord. Getting out of town was the most difficult part. There were several intersections blocked with stalled and burning vehicles. Most retail stores have been broken into. The city is becoming deserted.”

      “This is happening already?” asked Morgan.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I can add that reports from across the country are similar,” added Donald. “Major cities are experiencing mayhem. There’s a mass exodus for the perceived safety of rural towns. But the chatter we’re receiving from ham radio operators is that these small towns are setting up roadblocks to deny access to the refugees.”

      “I’m astonished that this is happening already,” said Morgan. “The power has only been out for a few days.”

      “True,” said Donald. “But people are learning that the power isn’t coming back anytime soon. Panic is setting in.”
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      Susan finished up cleaning the kitchen with Millicent Winthrop and Estelle Peabody—Julia’s aunt Stella. The evening went very well as the new arrivals got settled in their bungalows. The Winthrops graciously allowed Susan’s children the opportunity to play with their French bulldog. It was a welcome distraction for the girls, who were unaware of the death of Sabs.

      “Are you ladies sure you don’t mind watching the girls while we view the presidential address this evening?”

      “Not at all, Susan. Millie and I loathe that man. Don’t we?”

      “He’s so full of crap,” said eighty-year-old Mrs. Winthrop. “Whatever he says won’t be the truth. I miss Ronald Reagan.”

      The three women made their way down the lighted path towards the Quinns’ bungalow. Susan thought she heard voices near the edge of the woods, but she continued on her way. It was another beautiful night, and it was undoubtedly some of the soldiers talking about the day’s events.

      “Here we go,” said Susan as she opened up the bungalow door. Inside, Abbie was on the floor with Rebecca and Penny, who were gleefully being entertained by Winnie the Frenchie. Abbie looked up at Susan, but there was a look of sadness on her face. She was doing her best to hide it for the benefit of the children. Abbie had experienced death twice in a short period. She was clearly troubled.

      “Girls, Aunt Stella and Mrs. Winthrop are going to stay with you guys for a little while. I’ll be in the main house if you need me, okay?”

      “Okay, Mom,” said Penny without looking up. Susan helped Abbie off the floor. “You two be good girls for them, please.”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      Susan stood with her hands on her hips as the girls continued to roll on the floor while Winnie gave them kisses. “They couldn’t care less about me,” Susan observed. She laughed. “Ladies, are you sure about this?”

      “Don’t you worry about them, dear,” replied Aunt Stella. “They’ll tucker out soon enough.”

      Susan and Abbie left the bungalow and started back towards 1PP. Susan heard the voices again. Her curiosity got the best of her.

      “Oh shoot, Abbie, I forgot something. You go ahead without me. I’ll catch up in a moment.”

      “Okay, but I need to talk with you,” said Abbie. Susan paused, but then decided to investigate.

      “I’ll meet you on the front porch.” Susan made her way towards her bungalow and then confirmed that Abbie was headed to 1PP. She removed her flip-flops and quickly moved toward the sounds of the voices. She quietly passed the empty bungalows. Everyone was gathering in the living area for the presidential address. She inched her way forward until she was around the edge of the bungalow where the men were speaking.

      “John, what do you expect the President to say tonight?”

      “I haven’t spoken with him directly, Lawrence, but I have been in contact with David McDill, his former Chief of Staff.”

      “Former?”

      “Yes, Walter. He’s circling the wagons. He has replaced McDill with Victoria Blanchett as his Chief of Staff.”

      “His consigliere,” interjected Lawrence Lowell.

      “I saw this coming,” said Morgan. “They are very close. We have to be prepared for moves like this.”

      “Is our man in place?” asked Walter Cabot.

      “He is,” replied Morgan. “I suspect tonight’s address will be a shock to the nation, but it should go according to plan.”

      “Is there any chance of a double-cross, John?” asked Lowell.

      “With this President, there is always that possibility.”

      Susan heard enough and quickly crossed the clearing toward 1PP. Donald walked out onto the front steps, looking for her. She ran up the steps to him, out of breath.

      “Hey. Hey. Is everything okay? The girls?” asked Donald.

      Susan was trying to catch her breath. She shook her head and held up her hands to quiet Donald. He helped her get steady on her feet. Her heart was racing. This is incredible.

      “The girls are fine. I have to tell you something.” Susan pulled Donald aside and whispered the content of the overheard conversation.

      “Susan, are you sure?” he asked.

      “I’m sure.”

      Abbie walked onto the porch. “Susan, can we talk, please?”

      “Yes, honey, of course. Donald, would you excuse—”

      Abbie held her hands up, indicating that Donald could stay. “It’s okay, Susan. He can hear this.” Before she could speak, her father ascended the stairs with Lowell and Cabot.

      “Good evening all,” said Morgan. “Has he started yet?”

      “No, sir,” replied Donald.

      “Late as usual, I see,” said Lowell.

      “So typical.” Cabot chuckled, shaking his head. The three men made their way through the double entry doors, leaving the Quinns alone with Abbie once again. Susan grabbed Abbie by the hands.

      “Abbie, what is it?”

      Abbie turned around to make sure they were alone. “Susan, I figured it out. I remember now.”

      “What, Abbie?” asked Donald. He and Susan leaned in to hear Abbie’s words.

      “I realize what Drew was shouting to me as my father closed the door of the helicopter.”

      “What was it?”

      “He knew. Drew was shouting he knew.”
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        7:18 p.m. EDT

        Western White House

        Honolulu, HI

      

      

      The blue goose, the nickname for the large blue podium adorned with the seal of the President of the United States, stood empty for seventeen minutes past the hour. The White House press corps, who traveled with the President to Hawaii, was growing impatient. Typically, they would be standing, facing their respective network’s cameras, killing time with their opinion of what the President was going to say. This time, it was different. There was only one camera. Network feeds were unnecessary, as there were no networks available to receive them.

      Flanking the podium to the viewers’ left was the United States flag. To the right was the flag of the President of the United States, which consisted of the presidential coat of arms on a dark blue background. Nothing from this live feed appeared out of the ordinary, although the President’s address would be remembered as extraordinary.

      The President, followed by General Mason J. Sears, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, approached the podium. He began.

      “My fellow Americans and citizens of the world. Tonight I come to you under inexplicable circumstances. On Saturday, September 3rd, at approximately 9:11 p.m. Eastern Time, the United States fell victim to a vicious attack by an unknown enemy. At that moment, the vast majority of the nation’s electrical grid, which provides electricity to nearly three hundred million Americans, was destroyed by an unprovoked cyber intrusion. At this time, forty-seven states, parts of northern Mexico, and southern Canada are without power. Only Texas, Alaska, and Hawaii have been spared.

      “First, let me express my condolences to the wife and family of our Vice President. Join me as we mourn with them following his unfortunate death. I will say a few words in a moment about logistics and continuity of government.

      “Today, we face a threat never before seen by this nation. As Commander-in-Chief, my highest priority is the security of the American people. Our military women and men have kept us safe from the terrorist threats of ISIL and al-Qaeda. Now we have threats to face from within. While our military forces protect us from further attempts to breach our sovereignty, we must remain vigilant as new risks emerge.

      “Let me make two things clear. First, we will find the perpetrator of these attacks and bring them to justice. If this is found to be the actions of a terrorist, they will pay a high price. If this turns out to be a state-sponsored act, they will be brought before the United Nations and held to account. While we have not detected specific, credible evidence of who is responsible for this heinous act, make no mistake, we will.

      “Second, we must now turn our attention to helping our fellow Americans during this critical period in our history. I know many Americans are concerned about their health and safety. Many are hungry and without proper shelter. Some folks are in need of life-saving medications. I want you to know that your government is making it a priority to help you through this as we work diligently to restore power.

      “However, this burden will not rest on the government’s shoulders alone. Tonight, I am executing a series of executive orders that will create the largest citizen-based recovery effort in modern history. Under the auspices of the Department of Homeland Security, and in conjunction with the Federal Emergency Management Agency, we are expanding the role of the Citizen Corps. The mission of the newly empowered Citizen Corps is simple. We will harness the power and resolve of every American citizen who wants to assist in the recovery effort, in order to make our communities safer, stronger, and better prepared to respond to any threats that may hinder the recovery effort. Most importantly, the Citizen Corps will save lives.

      “Those Americans who join with me and become involved in the Citizen Corps will be rewarded with shelter, food, medicine, and a paying job. Those who make the Citizen Corps a success will be provided a significant role in the rebuilding of America as we weather this storm.

      “I am issuing a call to action for all American citizens. Help your government help you. We have established a national network of state, local, and tribal Citizen Corps Councils. These councils will build on community strengths to implement the goals I establish for the rebuilding of America. You will be an integral part of carrying out a local strategy to assist your government, Citizen Corps leaders, and the newly constituted Council of Governors in restoring order and making sure every American has an equal opportunity to survive this calamity.

      “I believe it is your personal responsibility as an American to unselfishly help your fellow man in their time of need. Do not delay. Find your local Citizen Corps leaders and visit one of the thousands of upcoming Citizen Corps Council meetings in your neighborhood. I know you will because it’s the right thing to do.

      “Now, let me address the important matter of continuity of government. With the assistance of the United States Pacific Command—USPACOM, my compound in Honolulu, Hawaii, will become the temporary White House. Until order and electrical power can be restored in Washington, D.C., Hawaii is better suited for conducting the business of the nation.

      “With the unfortunate death of the Vice President, the next member of the government in line to the presidency is the Speaker of the House. At this time, the Speaker is unaccounted for in Wisconsin. The President pro tempore of the Senate, the next in line to the presidency, is also missing in his home state of Utah. As of this moment, the acting Vice President of the United States is the next official in line, Secretary of State John Kerry. At this point, Mr. Kerry is safe in an undisclosed military facility. Once it is clear that the nation is not under additional threats, he will join me here.

      “With me today is General Mason J. Sears, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, to make a statement. I have instructed him to recall all active-duty military, except those required for security at our international facilities, to return home. They should be here with their families, and to perform the duties necessary to protect and serve our citizens.

      “The actions I have taken today are done with an overriding purpose—ensure the continuity of government and protect those among us who are the most vulnerable.

      “I will take a few questions after General Sears makes his statement. Thank you.”
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        Western White House

        Honolulu, HI

      

      

      “My name is General Mason J. Sears, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The text of the following executive order will be delivered to you following the President’s closing remarks. It will be delivered to the United States Postal Service for posting in a conspicuous place. It will also be made available through the offices of the Council of Governors as established in this executive order.

      “It is my duty to read the following executive order in its entirety.

      “This is Executive Order 13777. Dated September 7, entitled DECLARATION OF MARTIAL LAW.

      “By the authority vested in me as President by the Constitution and the laws of the United States of America, including the Defense Production Act of 1950, as amended; Executive Order 13603 entered into the Federal Register on March 22, 2012; and in furtherance of National Security and Homeland Security Presidential Directive 51, herein Directive 51, signed by President George W. Bush on May 4, 2007; and in my capacity as Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces of the United States, it is hereby ordered as follows:

      “PART I: PURPOSE, POLICY, AND IMPLEMENTATION

      “Section 101. Purpose. This Executive Order 13777 incorporates all prior Executive Orders and Presidential Policy Directives that have been established to promulgate the decisions of the President on national and domestic security matters. This Executive Order 13777 establishes a comprehensive national policy on the continuity of the Federal Government. Through the establishment of ten regional Governor’s offices, the Executive Branch will name a National Continuity Coordinator responsible for coordinating the development and implementation of Federal policies to ensure Continuity of Government and the ability to provide the citizens of America certain National Essential Functions, as prescribed from time to time by the President.

      “Section 102. Policy. It is the policy of the United States to maintain a comprehensive and effective continuity capability composed of Continuity of Operations and Continuity of Government programs in order to ensure the preservation of our form of government under the Constitution and the continuing performance of National Essential Functions under all conditions. In addition, it is the duty of the United States to protect and serve our citizens. This Executive Order 13777 declares the United States to be in a state of Catastrophic Emergency, as that term is defined in Directive 51. A Catastrophic Emergency means any incident, regardless of location, that results in extraordinary levels of mass casualties, damage, or disruption severely affecting the United States population, infrastructure, environment, economy, or government functions. The authorities created in this Executive Order shall be used to strengthen our national defense preparedness, and to assist further federal, state, and local law enforcement during this Catastrophic Emergency.

      “Section 103. General Functions and Implementation. All executive departments, agencies, and the newly constituted Council of Governor’s offices responsible for plans and programs relating to national defense and domestic policing, shall:

      
        	Assist in identifying the full spectrum of emergencies facing the Continuity of Operations, including all threats, foreign or domestic;

        	Assess and report any individual or group of individuals who are actively opposing the provisions of this Executive Order;

        	Be prepared, in the event of a potential threat to the Continuity of Government or the security of the United States, to take all actions deemed necessary and appropriate to ensure National Essential Functions.

      

      “Section 104. Implementation. The Office of the President, in association with the cooperation of the National Security Council, and the Department of Homeland Security, and pursuant to Executive Order 13528 entered in the Federal Register on January 11, 2010, as amended and superseded herein, hereby establishes ten Regional Offices of the Council of Governors. The Council of Governors will be maintained in the existing regional offices of the Federal Emergency Management Agency and will be tasked with coordinating the efforts of the National Guard, the Citizens Corps, homeland defense, and the integration of State and Federal military activities within the United States. The Governors will be appointed by the Office of the President based upon merit, and without consideration of political party affiliation. These duly appointed Governors will report directly to, and serve at the pleasure of, the Office of the President.

      “PART II: SPECIFIC PROVISIONS

      “Section 201. Generally. In order to maintain security and order, and provide essential services to the citizens of America, curfews will be established and until further notice, there will be a suspension of certain provisions of the United States Constitution, including, but not limited to, civil law, civil rights, habeas corpus, and such other and general provisions as may be determined in the national interest by the Office of the President. Specifically, but without limitation, the following restrictions and suspensions are effective immediately—all determined to be in the best interests of the nation, and the safety, health, and general welfare of its citizens:

      
        	The First Amendment right of free speech and the press are hereby restricted to the extent such speech or written word is deemed intended to incite a riot or hostilities against the United States. The right of assembly is hereby limited to not more than ten persons, in public or private. Specifically excepted from this provision is the right to freedom of religion in a designated house of worship for so long as such religious gathering is properly permitted by the Council of Governors, and monitored by its designated agent;

        	The Second Amendment right to bear arms is suspended. All weapons, magazines, ammunition, and related accessories are hereby declared unlawful and shall be voluntarily, or forcibly, surrendered to law enforcement designated by the Council of Governors;

        	The Third Amendment restriction of quartering soldiers in private homes is suspended. In order to assure an Enduring Constitutional Government, the nation’s military personnel, members of law enforcement, and appropriately designated members of the Citizen Corps, will have the full force and effect of a soldier within the meaning of the Constitution. Housing for these specially appointed citizens will take priority over all others. Those citizens displaced from their homes will be provided suitable housing at the discretion of the Council of Governors, or its designees;

        	The Fourth Amendment right against unreasonable searches and seizures is hereby suspended. No citizen shall hinder or prevent any action or process in furtherance of the duties of those appointed by the Office of the President or the Council of Governors;

        	The Fifth Amendment right to due process is suspended. All persons subject to appearance before the state and federal courts of the United States will now fall under the purview of the Military Tribunals of the United States;

        	The Sixth Amendment right to a speedy trial is suspended as being an undue burden upon the Military Tribunals of the United States. The right to trial by jury, to be informed of the criminal charges against the person, the right to compel and confront witnesses, and to the assistance of counsel is not suspended. However, the Military Tribunals of the United States may delay the prosecution of individuals based upon the accused’s insistence upon exercising these rights, and all defendants shall be so informed;

        	The Seventh Amendment right to civil trials by jury is suspended;

        	The Eighth Amendment forbidding the imposition of excessive bails or fines is suspended. Specifically, the right to bail is suspended;

        	The Ninth Amendment clarifies that the specific individual rights not enumerated in the Constitution, such as the right to privacy, are given full force and effect as law. These rights may be suspended as deemed necessary by, and in the sole discretion of, the Office of the President and the Council of Governors, in the best interests of the nation, and the safety, health, and general welfare of its citizens;

        	The Tenth Amendment is suspended. By the execution of this Executive Order 13777, all matters of governing shall reside within the Office of the President, the Council of Governors, or their designees.

      

      “PART III: GENERAL PROVISIONS and PENALTIES

      “Section 301. Continuity Annexes. The directives and the information contained herein shall be protected from unauthorized disclosure and alteration. The Continuity Annexes attached hereto are hereby incorporated herein and made a part of this Executive Order 13777 by reference. The Continuity Annexes are hereby designated Classified and shall be accorded appropriate handling, consistent with prior applicable Executive Orders.

      “Section 302. Force and Effect. This Executive Order 13777 shall be implemented in a manner that is consistent with, and facilitates effective implementation of, provisions of the Constitution concerning the exercise of the powers of the Office of the Presidency, with the consultation of the Vice President, the Council of Governors and, as appropriate, their designees. Heads of local, state, and federal agencies shall be prepared at all times to implement the directives issued by the Office of the Presidency deemed necessary and appropriate for the health, safety, and welfare of American citizens and interests.

      “Section 303. Further Directives. The Council of Governors, upon the direction of the Office of the President, is hereby authorized and empowered to issue such further regulations as they may deem necessary to carry out the purposes of this Executive Order 13777 and to issue licenses hereunder, through such officers or agencies as they may designate from time to time.

      “Section 304. Penalties for Violations. Whoever willfully violates any provision of this Executive Order 13777, or any rule, regulation, or license issued thereunder, will be subject to imprisonment and asset forfeiture as deemed appropriate by the Military Tribunals of the United States. In addition, any person who, owing allegiance to the United States, or otherwise, levies war against the United States, or adheres to their enemies, giving them aid and comfort, is guilty of treason. Such person shall be brought before the Military Tribunal of the United States, and if found guilty of treason against the United States, shall suffer the penalty of death.

      Signed under hand and seal by the President of the United States on this seventh day of September.”
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        Western White House
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      The President retook the podium.

      “Thank you, General Sears. Let me add one thing. It goes without saying that these actions are deemed necessary because of the position we have been placed in by this unprovoked attack. The provisions of the Declaration may appear onerous to some. They are not considered permanent. As soon as order is restored to my satisfaction, I will begin to rescind all or part of the Declaration as appropriate.

      “Furthermore, although these provisions have gone into effect this evening at 7:00 p.m. Eastern Time, I recognize it may take several days for the content of the Declaration to be disseminated around the country. Under the direction of Homeland Security, the Council of Governors, and the Citizens Corps Council, we will distribute copies of the Declaration throughout the country. I have instructed General Sears to allow a grace period until Sunday night, September 11, for Americans to comply. Until Sunday evening, law enforcement and the military will be permitted to use their discretion in the enforcement of the Declaration, unless an immediate threat of loss of life or damage to federal property is at stake. In that case, they should act accordingly.

      “Now, I will take a few questions before I get back to work. Jim Acosta.”

      Jim Acosta of CNN News stood and asked, “Mr. President, could you provide any details on the damage sustained to the power grid, and are you prepared to give the American people a time frame for its repair?”

      “Thank you, Jim. We are working with Homeland Security and local utilities to assess the extent of the damage. Because of the massive impact of the cyber intrusions, both computer technology and electrical transformers have been destroyed. Some of these transformers are unique to the particular location in which they were used. This may require the construction of new replacements. It will take days and possibly weeks to provide a final assessment. In addition to protecting the American people, these repairs are our utmost priority.

      “Pete.”

      “Thank you, Mr. President. Peter Alexander, NBC News. We are receiving reports that Governor Greg Abbott has closed the Texas borders to any nonresidents. Further, he has deployed the National Guard to apprehend all non-U.S. citizens and forcibly deport them to Mexico. First, has Governor Abbott committed an act of treason by closing the state’s borders? Second, is the deportation of foreign nationals in direct contravention of your immigration policy?”

      “Governor Abbott has no legal basis for closing access to the State of Texas to any individual lawfully residing in this country, including those who entered our country looking for a better life. Now, whether the actions of Governor Abbott give rise to an act of treason in the eyes of the Attorney General is not for me to decide. I have contacted the governor, and we had a very frank conversation. I told him that his extreme actions constituted a betrayal and disloyalty to his country. He should be welcoming his fellow Americans into Texas so that Texans can do their part in the recovery effort.”

      “Follow-up question, Mr. President. If Governor Abbott refuses to heed your request, what are your options?”

      “It’s too early to address the specifics, Pete. I want to give the governor time to do the right thing. Just know that all options are on the table.”

      “Major Garrett, CBS.” Garrett stood to address the President.

      “Mr. President, along the same line as the previous question. Is there any truth to the fact that the U.S. Border Patrol agents are being recalled to handle other duties?”

      “That is true, Major. Our number one priority is providing assistance to our citizens. This attack was perpetrated on America, but large parts of northern Mexico were affected by the collapse of the power grid. That is not their fault. If allowing our borders to remain open helps those folks affected by our problems, then so be it. And, let me say this as well. I have been in contact with Mexican President Enrique Pena Nieto, who is willing to consider a limited number of our refugees to come to Mexico in exchange for our removing the draconian and onerous barriers we have placed between our nations. I agree with him, and the recall of the Border Patrol agents is in furtherance of this policy.”

      “Let me see. Peter Baker, New York Times. Peter.”

      “Thank you, Mr. President. Are you able to comment at all on intelligence as to the possible motive or perpetrators?”

      “The investigation is ongoing, and the events are fluid. Over the last several days, I have been in contact with our NATO allies who have agreed to provide assistance in the relief effort as well as the investigation. I have opened diplomatic channels with the Russians and the Chinese. As of date, no one has claimed responsibility for this, nor has any military power made a move against us.”

      Still standing, Baker pressed for more. “But, Mr. President, we have reports indicating the Russian military has amassed a significant number of forces and military assets at their Arctic facility. Also, Russian submarines openly patrol just outside our territorial waters on both the Atlantic seaboard and the Pacific coast. Could the Russians have used this cyber attack as the beginning of an invasion of the United States?”

      “Before the event, there were no military hostilities between our two nations. We have no reason to believe that President Putin would be so foolish as to invade the United States. If he does, I intend to invoke Article Five of the North Atlantic Treaty, which states that an attack on one ally shall be considered an attack on all. We will defend ourselves as appropriate.

      “Next up, Luis Ramirez, Voice of America Radio.”

      “Mr. President, you mentioned the United Nations in your opening remarks. Has the UN offered any support in the recovery effort?”

      “Yes, thank you, Luis. I should have expanded on that earlier. Whenever there is a disaster or a humanitarian catastrophe, the United Nations is on the ground providing relief, support, and assistance. Our situation is no different. Through the coordinated efforts of our Department of Homeland Security and Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, the United Nations will be providing aid throughout the nation in primarily heavily populated urban centers. Also, while our forces help maintain stability across the nation, the UN has committed a sizable peacekeeping force, who will work with the Citizen Corps Councils in more rural parts of the country. We are fortunate to have this asset to help reduce tensions in troubled areas.

      “Jonathan.”

      Jonathan Karl of ABC News addressed the President next. “Mr. President, the Chinese are formally demanding that the dollar no longer is considered the world’s reserve currency. They insist that our currency is now worthless without sufficient gold reserves to back it up. How do you respond?”

      “Jonathan, economic tensions have been building for a number of years between our country, the Russians, and the Chinese. Reserve currencies come and go. Arguably, under normal circumstances, the loss of reserve currency status would cause our imports to cost more, and our standard of living would go down. Many argue that our standard of living is too high. Under the present circumstances, the standard of living is the least of our problems. If they wish to devalue the dollar and take away our reserve currency status, so be it.

      “Julie Pace, Associated Press.”

      “Thank you, Mr. President. The Associated Press is reporting that the Federal Bureau of Prisons is preparing to release inmates currently housed in its prison system. Is that correct?”

      “Yes, Julie. The federal government no longer has the personnel nor the requisite provisions to feed and provide medical care for the already overburdened federal prison system. Therefore, I have commuted all sentences of those inmates below the penitentiary level. Also, to assist these able-bodied Americans to transition back into society, such that it is, we are encouraging them to contact their local Citizen Corps Council to volunteer for work. While they will not be paid a salary commensurate with others, they will be housed, fed, and provided medical treatment. I am told this will be effectuated by the end of this week.

      “Last question.”

      Ed Henry of FoxNews stood up. “Mr. President, if I may.”

      “Well, Ed, you don’t seem to have left me a choice, now have you?” The President bristled, his lips pursed.

      “Mr. President, you have declared martial law on a nationwide basis for the first time since the Civil War. You have suspended habeas corpus that will enable the government to seize property or detain persons in violation of their civil rights. Further, by using the United States military on American soil in a law enforcement capacity, you arguably run afoul of the Posse Comitatus Act, which has been in effect for one hundred and forty years.”

      “Is there a question coming, Ed? I have lots of work to do.”

      “Sir, it appears you have violated prior precedent followed by your predecessors in office and several established court rulings of the United States Supreme Court. What is your response to this?”

      “Well, it’s simple, actually. I am the President, and they’re not. If someone objects to the way I am handling my job, they can sue me. But in case you haven’t noticed, the lights are out at the Supreme Court building.”

      The President walked away from the podium without saying another word.
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      General Sears stood to the side of the stage and listened to the President’s final comments in astonishment. His aide, Vice Admiral Kurt Klemons, approached General Sears with his satphone.

      “General, an urgent phone call for you, sir,” said Klemons. “It’s John Morgan, sir.” General Sears took the phone from his trusted aide and walked to a secluded corner away from prying ears.

      “Yes, John.” The four words that General Sears heard from John Morgan were plain and simple—yet chilling.

      

      
        
        The end begins tomorrow.
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        The bigger the lie, the more it will be believed.

        ~ Nazi General Paul Joseph Goebbels
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Terrorism is the best political weapon for nothing drives people harder than a fear of sudden death.

        ~ Adolf Hitler
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The easiest way to gain control of a population is to carry out acts of terror. The public will clamor for such laws if their personal security is threatened.

        ~ Josef Stalin
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        * * *

      

      
        
        If tyranny and oppression come to this land, it will be in the guise of fighting a foreign enemy.

        ~ James Madison
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        * * *

      

      
        
        In politics, nothing happens by accident. If it happens, you can bet it was planned that way.

        ~ President Franklin D. Roosevelt
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        * * *

      

      
        
        It’s easier to fool people than to convince them they have been fooled.

        ~ Mark Twain
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        * * *

      

      
        
        He that cries out stop thief is often he that has stolen the treasure.

        ~ William Congreve, English poet
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        The smeller’s the feller.

        Southern Axiom
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        Thursday, September 8

        4:05 a.m.

        265 First Street

        Cambridge, Massachusetts

      

      

      COGAS, combined gas and steam, permeated the nearly thirty-mile labyrinth of steel pipeline under the streets of Boston’s government facilities, hospitals, businesses, and residential neighborhoods. The Kendall Cogeneration Station, located on the banks of the Charles River in Cambridge, was billed as a sustainable and energy-efficient alternative following the closure announcement of the Pilgrim Nuclear Generating Station.

      Cogeneration is the process of combining steam heat with power by recycling waste heat and converting it into stored thermal energy. It was hailed as an environmentally friendly method of energy production that improved air quality and reduced carbon emissions. One official, who praised the project as being consistent with the President’s desire to protect the environment, also proclaimed Kendall Station as the beating heart and arteries of the city’s power generating system.

      The nearly sixty-year-old Kendall Station was retrofitted with industrial jet engines, which utilized more than one million gallons of fuel oil stored at their facility across the Charles River from Massachusetts General Hospital. The French company that designed the system proudly proclaimed that the Kendall Station was positioned to jump-start the electrical grid following a blackout.

      City officials pressured the company to bring the plant back online. After all, the plant was designed to function following a blackout just like this one. In the early morning hours of day five, after much of America was thrust into darkness, the Boston-based electrical engineering team at Kendall Station believed they had a solution that would refire the jet engines, immediately allowing the plant to produce two hundred fifty-six megawatts of electricity and one million two hundred thousand pounds per hour of steam. Relying upon satellite phone guidance from the expert troubleshooting team based in France, they initiated the necessary steps to return power to Cambridge and much of Boston.

      As with all appliances, incidents with gas-fueled engines and turbines typically occurred during start sequences. The newer cogeneration plants in Europe—France and Denmark in particular—contained sophisticated auxiliary equipment, sensors, and control systems for the purposes of purging pressurized air within the network of piping. The latest technology incorporated into the European plants had large exhaust systems capable of handling significant volumes of stored COGAS during the restart sequence. It was recommended that forced ventilation should continue during idling of the jet engines throughout the start-up process, as high concentrations of unburnt gas could accumulate within the exhaust system and throughout the pipeline distribution network.

      The team initiated the start-up sequence, but the turbines did not rotate. The engineers tried again, but nothing happened as the system misfired. They waited, heeding the warning to limit the number of start attempts. The team, and their French counterpart, was concentrating entirely on the firing of the jet engines. They did not focus on the requisite purging of combustible gases contained within the exhaust system and the pipeline network.

      The team tried again and again. With each attempt, high concentrations of unburnt hydrocarbons backed up throughout the system. When the powerful jet engines finally fired for a moment, the team cheered and shared high fives. But after the engines groaned to a halt, dejection was the mood.

      During the brief operation of the turbines, combustible gases were forced through the pipelines from Cambridge to the west, throughout Boston across the river. The steel pipes swelled, and the gases looked for a place to release—to purge.

      Within minutes, the beating heart and arteries of the Boston power grid had an aneurysm.
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        Thursday, September 8

        5:51 a.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge stood alone on the rooftop of 100 Beacon, staring across Cambridge in wonder of the darkness and the deafening silence that had overtaken his hometown, as Beantown was devoid of vehicle traffic. Ordinarily, Storrow Drive would be awake with commuters making their way downtown. The never-ending low hum of the vehicular traffic on the Mass Turnpike to his south would be evidence of Americans going about their lives, scurrying from one important destination to another.

      Was this the new normal?

      It had only been a few days since the cyber attack took away power and water from two hundred and ninety million Americans. America went from a nation enjoying Saturday night dinner dates or sporting events, to a country struggling to survive—under the specter of martial law.

      Sarge was incredulous as he watched the arrogance of the President’s press conference the night before. He was too wound up to sleep and took Julia’s shift patrolling the rooftop and the rest of the top three floors of 100 Beacon.

      Although information was limited, Sarge was privy to communications via the expansive network set up by Julia. Within a day of the grid collapse, they were fully informed. For other Americans, information was scarce. Not knowing consumed them initially. Then the realities that America was a powerless nation set in—as did the panic. On this sixth day, survival was all that mattered to most.

      I knew this would happen!

      Sarge’s lectures at Harvard Kennedy covered a variety of subjects, including national defense, global governance, and the subject of world economics. He tried to be impartial in his discussions, but it was impossible to avoid inserting his world view when exploring these concepts. He warned his class about the fragility of society and the dangerous threats that one nation could pose to another. He talked about advanced weaponry like electromagnetic pulse weapons, bioterror, and, of course, cyber warfare. Did his students prepare? Doubtful. Sarge knew that most Americans who were interested enough to advanced their level of knowledge on these subjects still had enough doubt in their minds regarding the realities of these threats. Sarge had no doubt, and he prepared accordingly.

      He ambled along the building’s rooftop, periodically looking over the edge for signs of activity along the street. He kicked a pebble into one of the roof’s scuppers and listened as it found its way down the drainpipe to the ground eleven stories below. He stopped and stared out across Boston Common to the southeast. It was completely deserted.

      So this is what TEOTWAWKI looks like.

      Sarge thought about this for a moment—the end of the world as we know it. It doesn’t have to mean it’s the end of the world. The situation was bad for most, but it could be worse. Sarge was exceedingly concerned about the events surrounding the cyber attack. He’d observed the increased Russian military activity along the U.S. coastal waters. Putin had amassed an army in the Arctic. All signs pointed toward a potential incursion onto American soil. It was the Russians modus operandi to use cyber attacks as a precursor to war. Estonia, Georgia, Ukraine, and Turkey had all experienced Russia’s use of cyber warfare to collapse their financial institutions and critical infrastructure in advance of military action. With Americans losing hope every day, the country was weakened. Sarge hoped that the military was prepared for every contingency.

      If the Russians are preparing for World War III, why is the President using American soldiers to clamp down on our constitutional rights by declaring martial law?

      Sarge watched the sun begin to peek through the skyscrapers of Boston, bearing names like John Hancock, Prudential, and the Federal Reserve. Sarge doubted that John Hancock would find anything prudent about the Federal Reserve.

      The situation throughout the country was dire. In the large urban centers, the impact was felt immediately. Opportunists seized the night, taking advantage of a shocked populace and an outgunned law enforcement community. As despair spread across the nation, even midsized cities felt the impact. Julia was able to confirm that although rural areas experienced the collapse of the grid, thus far they had been spared from the collapse of society.

      Where do we go from here?

      With the arrival of Steven and Katie yesterday, Sarge was able to lift that concern out of his mind. They had been out of communication for days, and despite Steven’s extraordinary capabilities, Sarge was worried about his brother. His making an entrance was both theatrical and typical for Steven. My brother is a magnet for excitement. After a brief conversation, and some dinner, Steven started on the rest he needed to heal his gunshot wound. At some point, the four of them would have to discuss their future. There were so many issues to address.

      Should they stay at 100 Beacon or travel to the rural safety of Prescott Peninsula?

      If they remained in Boston, did they hunker down and react to events, or did they become active in any rebuilding effort?

      But a troubling question hung over his head like a dark cloud. Who caused this, and how long will it last?

      “Do we just try to survive?” asked Sarge aloud. He glanced down at the front entrance and then up and down Beacon Street, which was free from activity. The sun was getting brighter and he looked toward Cambridge. He wondered whether he would ever teach again. He thought about the students he had taught over the last ten years. Then, his thoughts were interrupted.
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        100 Beacon
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      Intuitively, Sarge sensed it first. He felt it coming. Inexplicably, Sarge knew it would be devastating. In the relative quiet of Cambridge across the Charles River, a hissing sound filled the air. A gaggle of Canadian geese, which had been resting on the muddy bank of the river, suddenly took flight. Sarge brought his AR-15 to low ready as the first explosions shook the building.

      A geyser of hot steam broke through Amherst Street, which traversed east to west through the heart of MIT. A shower of mud and flying debris rose into the dark sky until it was eye level to Sarge. The cloud of steam continued skyward and then a second explosion occurred to the east. Sarge ducked and then ran past the hot tub towards the cloud undulating into the morning sun.

      The height and breadth of this explosion obliterated his view of Mass General, which was less than a mile away. The entire complex was engulfed in smoke. Drivers, apparently startled by the events, hit each other on Storrow and careened down an embankment towards The Esplanade.

      Another explosion occurred across the river near the Charles River Dam. As 100 Beacon shook from the blast, Sarge ducked again and looked towards the sky. Are we being bombed? Then another violent eruption shook the ground. This time, a large crater formed at the base of the Longfellow Bridge connecting Cambridge to downtown Boston. A towering cloud of swirling steam rose into the sky for nearly four hundred feet.

      Car alarms were sounding all around. Then another explosion came from the downtown area. Steam rose into the sky, taller than the newly completed Millennium Tower, which stood seven hundred feet above ground. For a brief moment, the rising sun was obscured by the debris, and then the winds created gaps allowing the light to shine through.

      Sarge was mesmerized. It reminded him of a scene from the Apocalypse Now movie. The sound of collapsing concrete and steel snapped him out of his trance as he looked back towards Cambridge. Another blast widened the crater at the Longfellow Bridge. The structure had been compromised, and the central span of the bridge was giving way.

      Panicked, some drivers were attempting to back off the bridge, but the steam swallowed them from view. Others frantically turned back towards the billowing steam that surrounded Mass General. Suddenly, the bridge gave way as the structure and deck of a two-hundred-foot span of Longfellow Bridge collapsed into the Charles River. At least a dozen cars sank to the bottom, only the red illuminated taillights indicating their path to the murky depths below.

      A vehicle on the south side of the bridge caught fire. A pickup pulling a trailer rested precariously against the guardrail of the collapsed structure, near the burning car. Sarge could hear the screams of motorists on the bridge, attempting to escape the collapse.

      “What’s happening, Sarge?” screamed Steven as he ran onto the rooftop with Julia and Katie close behind. The sun was rising and their view of the carnage was getting better.

      “Are you okay, Sarge?” asked Julia as she reached Sarge’s side. The four of them looked from Boston to the east across the Charles to Cambridge in the west. The sky was dense with steam, silt, and flying debris. Longfellow Bridge continued to creak as it struggled to stand.

      “I’ve counted at least a dozen explosions,” said Sarge. “Look at the steam rising out of the ground.” Sarge directed their attention to the massive craters left by the escaping steam and debris. Another vehicle crash distracted them momentarily.

      “Were we bombed?” asked Julia. She was trembling as she hung on to Sarge’s arm. She was badly shaken by this, or the culmination of the entire situation.

      “No,” replied Sarge. “I saw it. I mean, I felt it coming.” Sarge looked at the ground, looking for the right words.

      “What do you mean, bro?” asked Steven.

      “I mean, I could tell something was about to happen, and then the ground began to erupt,” said Sarge. He loosened his grip on his rifle and slung it over his shoulder. He turned his attention to Julia and gave her a reassuring look. “Something happened underground. It looks like a bad day at Yellowstone Park.”

      Moisture and debris began to fall on them from the north as the winds picked up. Steven shielded his eyes and looked around.

      “Maybe we should get inside,” said Steven. “I don’t know what this stuff is, but it could be toxic.” The four of them turned toward the stairwell when one final massive blast knocked them to the roof deck. The sound was deafening. Katie and Julia screamed as the guys scrambled to cover them.

      In Cambridge, the Kendall Cogeneration Station, the latest-and-greatest innovation in green-energy production, disintegrated and took three city blocks with it. Lights out, for a long time.
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      Julia stood at the window and watched as the clouds of debris began to dissipate. For over two hours, their views of Boston and Cambridge were obstructed. The reinforced windows Sarge had installed during the initial renovation of 100 Beacon withstood the blast, but the residents of the lower floors were not so fortunate. Virtually all of the windows on the east and north sides of the surrounding buildings were shattered, throwing bits and pieces of plate glass to the sidewalk below.

      A pipeline explosion like this had happened before. In the summer of 2007, an underground steam pipe exploded during the evening rush hour at the Grand Central Terminal. Steam, mud, and pieces of concrete were hurled forty stories into the Manhattan sky. Dozens of people were injured during the blast, primarily from the panic at the busy intersection. The carnage Julia was observing was much worse. There were immense craters spewing steam in every direction of the city.

      She tried not to be overwhelmed, but despair did cross her mind from time to time. She was safe, and they’d sufficiently prepared for a collapse event just like this one. But Julia wrestled with her concern for others. People aimlessly walked along the sidewalk, appearing lost and disoriented. Not only had they lost the lives they were accustomed to, but now their homes were destroyed. Haven’t people suffered enough?

      Katie joined her and stood silently for a moment, taking it all in. Finally, Julia spoke.

      “This is unimaginable, Katie. Look at these buildings. This is not Ukraine or some city in the Middle East. This is our home, Boston. It looks like it’s been bombed.” Julia pressed her palms against the window, unconsciously trying to reach out.

      “I know, Julia,” said Katie. “We’re very lucky.” Katie put her hand on Julia’s shoulder in an attempt to comfort her.

      “It’s not that we’re lucky, Katie. We knew our country faced threats, and we prepared accordingly. But no one could have expected this.” Julia drew a line across the glass with her index finger, tracing the destruction from Cambridge to the north all the way to downtown Boston, where steam still billowed skyward. “We have to do something.”

      The stairwell door slammed, and Julia heard the guys’ voices as they approached. She couldn’t hide her emotions and a few tears streamed down her face. As Sarge and Steven approached, in an attempt to stay strong, she tried to cover her face.

      Sarge knew her too well, however. “Honey, what’s wrong?” he asked.

      Julia tried, but couldn’t contain her feelings any longer. She broke down crying. “Sarge, we have to do something for them.” She sniffled out the words, waving her arm towards the windows. “They didn’t deserve this. Is it fair for us to hide up here in our fortified penthouses while so many innocent people are suffering out there?” Julia couldn’t hide her sarcasm.

      Steven started to speak, but Katie grabbed his arm and pulled him back. Sarge took Julia in his arms and held her until she recovered. Julia had held it together during these first six days. The fast pace in which events occurred and the large amount of activity at 100 Beacon had kept her from focusing on the reality.

      “I understand where you’re coming from,” said Sarge, breaking the tension. “This is a conversation that is overdue. But now that Steven and Katie are safe with us, let’s talk. Okay?”

      Julia, still sniffling, wiped her eyes with her sleeves and nodded. The four made their way to the couches. Katie grabbed a bottle of water for Julia, who held it against her neck. Without the generator running, the interior of 100 Beacon was stuffy and warm. This had a calming effect on her.

      “It’s very dangerous out there, Julia,” started Steven. “I’ve been shot a few times, but never on American soil. I knew things would suck after the collapse, but I didn’t expect to be shooting at each other within days of it happening.”

      “I know, Steven,” said Julia. “But what are we supposed to be doing?”

      “Surviving,” replied Steven. He slumped back into the sofa, wincing as his shoulder hit the padding.

      “We are, but where do we go from here?” asked Julia. “I guess I’m just trying to get an overall view of what we’re supposed to be doing.” She looked to Sarge for guidance, as she was having trouble finding the words to express her feelings. Sarge rescued her.

      “Listen, guys, let’s not put too much pressure on ourselves right now to set a course for our lives,” said Sarge. “First, let’s be thankful we’re still alive. Steven was shot and survived. These two were in three gunfights in five days. I was chased by people who clearly wanted to kill me—just because I made the mistake of driving through their neighborhood!”

      “That’s right,” added Steven. “The situation is only going to get more dangerous. As people get more desperate, they will become a threat.”

      “And obviously, gangs are starting to form,” said Katie. “The opportunists out there know there is strength in numbers. It’s a matter of time before looting gets out of hand.”

      Julia listened to their words, but her focus was still on the injured and the people displaced from their homes. “I know all that,” Julia said. “It’s a matter of time before our neighbors, or thugs, try to beat our doors down. Isn’t there something we can do right now, today, for the people who just had their asses blown up?” Julia shouted the last part of her statement. She could tell that the consensus was to stay put. Her gut told her she should try to help others. It would come back to them someday.

      The room was silent for a few awkward moments. Sarge stood and walked towards the windows, hands in his pockets. Shaking his head, he turned and spoke.

      “My, no, our number one priority is survival and staying safe. This may sound crass and insensitive, but those people out there are not our problem. Our decisions need to be practical, considering the risk versus the reward. There are—”

      Julia interrupted. “What if we were the ones suffering from injuries? Look at Mass General. It’s like a war zone! What’s the harm in going over to offer a helping hand? I’m not saying we have to give up our food or guns or precious medical supplies. Let’s just, you know, help somebody!”

      Katie and Steven remained silent, and wisely so. Sarge would always be the one to make decisions for the group. This responsibility carried a heavy burden, especially after the collapse of society. Julia stared at him. She would not go against his wishes, but she would not be happy if he turned down her pleas.

      “What I was about to say was,” started Sarge, “there are bigger plans for us down the road. I’m not entirely certain about what caused these events, but that conversation can be held another time. I do know this. The Declaration of Martial Law by the President came quickly, as if prearranged. Steven and Katie’s observations of National Guard placement in Washington was organized at warp speed. There are aspects of this that stink to high heaven. If my hunch is correct, I believe we will play a significant role in saving Boston and maybe our nation. But, in any event, we have to maintain our humanity.”

      Sarge walked back to the window, where the view of the city was becoming clearer. Julia joined him and held him around his waist. She whispered into his ear.

      “I love you, Sarge. Let’s see if we can help them. Even if it’s just one.”
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      Sarge and Steven went over the final preparations. The group agreed that Steven would remain behind and monitor a rooftop position with the Barrett .50-caliber rifle. Sarge, Katie, and Julia were going to walk up Storrow Drive to Mass General. The walk, which was less than a mile, would take about ten minutes. Steven would provide them some cover for the first half of the trek, but after that they were on their own.

      Sarge thought they could help with the victims, as well as get a sense of what was happening in the city. The martial law declaration just took effect the night before, but he doubted the more onerous provisions had been implemented already—such as gun confiscation. All three of them would carry a concealed sidearm as well as two radios to contact Steven in the event of trouble.

      Sarge would never admit this to Julia, but this was a terrible idea, in his opinion. He believed in the concept of karma, to an extent, but willfully entering what looked like a war zone for an unknown purpose just didn’t make sense. He needed to indulge Julia, not only because he loved her, but because she hadn’t been out of the building to witness the devastation firsthand. Moreover, she had no idea how the collapse had affected people. Going to Mass General was a relatively safe way to show her the realities of a post-collapse America.

      “Listen, Sarge, I need to talk to you about something before you go,” said Steven. He pulled Sarge to the side, out of earshot of the girls. “It’s about Katie.”

      “Don’t worry, buddy, I’ll keep her safe,” said Sarge.

      Steven looked past Sarge again and leaned in to whisper to his brother, “I’m not worried about Katie. I’m worried about anybody who might get in her way.”

      “Whadya mean?”

      “Listen, when we were getting back here, she embraced this whole without rule of law thing a little too quickly. She’s well trained and handles herself as good as you or I would in a dangerous situation. I think she might be a little quick on the trigger, if you know what I mean.”

      “You two went through a lot out there, Steven, she did what she had to do, right?” Sarge wasn’t overly concerned, but wanted to hear Steven out.

      “I agree, and she impressed the hell out of me. I’m just saying Katie didn’t think twice about shooting a guy in the back because she assumed he was going after that girl to rape her or something. No warning. No hey you. No stop or I’ll shoot. It was just boom, done. Another dead guy to notch on the bedpost.”

      “Well, did she waste any ammo in the process?” Sarge laughed, trying to make light of the situation.

      “No, of course not. All I’m saying is that Katie may be turning into a shoot first, ask questions later kinda gal. In my experience, that is not always the best way to diffuse a dangerous situation. Gun battles should be avoided, not encouraged.”

      Sarge considered this statement for a moment. Steven had seen more gun battles than any human being should. He had more experience in combat than Brad. He had to respect his point of view on this. “Should we cancel this deal and maybe have a talk with her?”

      “No, go ahead,” replied Steven. “What could possibly go wrong between here and the hospital, right?”

      “A ton, that’s what. Are you saying Katie’s a loose cannon? If so, this is a bad idea.”

      “I don’t think so,” replied Steven. “It could be she was being protective of me. I don’t know yet. One thing is certain, though, you can count on her out there. I’d rather have a gunslinger by my side than someone afraid to use their weapon when needed.”

      “Okay, got it. Three or four hours, max. I’ll let Julia get her fix. I hate to patronize her, but I think it’s necessary for her to see what’s going on out there. Plus, I want to see what’s happening in other parts of the city. At some point, soon, we have to decide whether we are going to stay here or join the others out at Prescott Peninsula.” Sarge adjusted his holster and covered it with his shirt.

      “If it were up to me, we’d be on the Miss Behavin’, heading for Bermuda.” Steven slapped Sarge on the back and the men walked toward the security door. “Alright, ladies, keep an eye on Sarge for me. He’s not a very good shot.”

      “Get your ass on the roof.” Sarge laughed. “Don’t shoot me with that .50 cal if there’s a problem.”

      Sarge descended the stairs with his hand on his weapon. He didn’t anticipate any issues within the building, but he maintained a heightened state of awareness nonetheless. Julia stayed several steps behind him, and Katie brought up the rear, constantly surveying the doors from the other floors. They did not encounter any other residents. Have they left?

      Stepping onto Beacon Street, Sarge stopped to scan for any hostiles, but his attention was quickly grabbed by the scene. The vehicles, including the FedEx van that Steven drove the day before, still blocked the road in front of them. Bullet holes riddled the van, and the lifeless bodies of the four assailants were lying in the road. Someone had covered them with a sheet, but birds were pecking away at the hand of one of the dead.

      Julia gasped and held her hand to her mouth. As they cautiously walked toward the street, the smell of the decomposing bodies began to reach their noses.

      “Come on, let’s get away from this entrance before we’re noticed,” said Sarge. He quickly led them around the corner and towards Storrow and the Charles River.

      “Katie, are those the men who were attacking the building yesterday?” asked Julia. She turned to look again, but Sarge grabbed her hand and urged her along. As they walked swiftly down the sidewalk, their feet crunched on broken glass. Sarge glanced up and to his right, noticing some residents of another building watching their movements. He could feel their eyes. I don’t like this at all.

      They crossed the median and walked along Back Street before finding the sidewalk. Sarge turned and glanced toward the top of 100 Beacon. Steven stood on the wall with his hat turned backwards. He was giving Sarge the middle finger. Yeah, screw me too, bro.

      Dozens of stalled cars dotted Storrow as they walked briskly up the sidewalk. As they crossed Pinckney Street, some residents of a nearby building were standing on a balcony and began to shout at them.

      “Hey, where are you going?”

      “Do you have any food?”

      “Do you girls wanna come up and party?”

      Sarge moved between Julia and the fence and picked up the pace. He glanced at Katie to see if she was going to shoot them. Fortunately, she walked faster as well, but turned and walked backwards, not wanting to lose sight of the men.

      Two hundred yards later, they caught their first glimpse of the river and Longfellow Bridge. The three stopped to take it all in. From the middle of the river, toward Cambridge, the bridge was gone. Both the east- and westbound lanes were collapsed. Emergency vehicles blocked the entrance ramp in front of them, but there were no officers accompanying the vehicles.

      They made their way past Cambridge Street, which resembled a parking lot full of abandoned cars. The infamous Liberty Hotel, where the Bilderberg Conference was held just three months ago, was barricaded, and the entrance was manned by security personnel.

      “Let’s go this way,” said Sarge as they entered Grove Street and followed the sign to the emergency room entrance. What they saw caused them to stop in their tracks. Hundreds of people lay in the open promenade typically used for patient drop-off and the emergency room entrance. A makeshift triage had been established for the victims of the pipeline explosion.

      As they got closer, they could hear the moans and cries of the injured. The smell of burnt flesh filled the air. Julia and Katie immediately held their hands over their mouths. Julia was fighting back the tears. Sarge stopped them before they crossed Fruit Street.

      He looked Julia in the eyes. “We don’t have to do this. None of us are prepared for what we are about to see.”

      She looked at him and then surveyed the rows of temporary cots and the personnel scurrying about. “We have to try, Sarge.” She pushed past him towards the barricades, where a single police officer was attempting to hold people back. A frantic hospital candy striper was attempting to check on the status of loved ones for the distraught family members gathered around.

      Julia approached the officer. “My name is Julia Hawthorne, with the Boston Herald. We’re here to—”

      “Miss, no reporters,” said the officer. “These folks have their hands full, can’t you see that?”

      “No, you don’t understand,” started Julia, but Katie interrupted.

      “We have medical training and we’re here to help,” she said to the officer. “My friends and I can lend a hand wherever needed.” Katie grabbed Julia’s hand and pushed forward past the crowd, attempting to walk past the officer.

      “You stop right there,” he shouted. “Medical personnel only.”

      A doctor dressed in blue scrubs overheard the scuffle and approached them. “What’s the problem here?”

      “No problem, Doc, these people are trying to force their way in,” the officer replied. “Now move along. I don’t have time for this!”

      The young doctor turned his attention toward Katie. “Did I hear you say you had medical experience?”

      “We do,” replied Katie. “All of us are trained in advanced first aid. You look like you could use a hand, or three.”

      The officer became distracted by a woman trying to walk around the other end of his barricade. The young doctor saw this as well and quickly waved them through.

      Sarge extended his hand. “I’m Professor Henry Sargent from Harvard. These are my friends Julia Hawthorne with the Boston Herald and Katie O’Shea with, uhm, she works in Washington.”

      The doctor looked puzzled. Katie perked up and helped Sarge with the introductions.

      “I’m a spook, or at least I used to be.” She laughed.

      “A what?” he asked.

      Katie and Julia started laughing.

      “Listen, that was another life. How can we help you, Doctor…” Katie searched for a name badge.

      “Daugherty. I’m Dr. Judd Daugherty, a third-year resident here at Mass General. As you can imagine, we’re a little shorthanded. This is the biggest mass casualty incident in the history of the hospital.”

      Mass General had a storied history. Founded in 1811 under the guidance of John Warren, an ancestor of J.J.’s, it was the original teaching hospital of Harvard Medical School. It was the third-oldest hospital in America and conducted the largest hospital-based research program in the world. It commanded the best of the best in the medical field, but it was clearly challenged by the events of the last four hours.

      At this moment, Mass General was overwhelmed with the injured. The number of casualties far exceeded what Sarge envisioned, and he was glad that Julia convinced them to assist. These were Bostonians, and they needed help.

      “Well, Dr. Daugherty, what can we do to assist?” asked Sarge.
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      Julia and Sarge followed Dr. Daugherty as he led the trio to a temporary scrub station. A table was manned by a nurse who was handing out clothing, gloves, and temporary badges.

      “We’ve had our staff arrive without their scrubs or IDs,” pointed out Dr. Daugherty. “Sadly, several of the injured are hospital personnel. One of the explosions occurred on the east side of the campus near the ambulance entrance. There’s a thirty-foot-wide hole in the middle of Blossom Street. A part of the building collapsed and we began treating the injured in the ER.” Dr. Daugherty motioned over his shoulder to the glass entrance of the emergency room.

      He continued, “We lost generator power yesterday afternoon. The feds promised us more fuel, but nothing was delivered. When the injured started arriving at dawn, it was too dark inside the building to deal with the mass casualties. We had no choice but to treat the vast majority of the victims out here.” Dr. Daugherty turned and looked across the asphalt entry. “Welcome to our new burn unit.”

      Julia tried to count the cots and the injured. She estimated three hundred injured and less than fifty hospital personnel. Some were dressed in scrubs, others were in street clothes. All wore masks to cover their nostrils from the smell.

      “I’ve never smelled anything like this,” said Katie.

      “Some of the people were actually burned by fire as a result of the car accidents on the Longfellow,” said Dr. Daugherty. “But the majority of the injured have been exposed to extremely high temperature steam and hot debris, which hit them without warning. I have to warn all of you, some of these injuries are grotesque. The most severe cases have been moved inside for treatment. But you will still see some third-degree burns, and you need to be prepared for that.”

      “How will we know what to do?” asked Julia.

      Dr. Daugherty turned to the personnel manning the table and began to gather clothes, masks and gloves. He gave them each a blank identification badge and a black sharpie.

      “Write your names on here and put Daugherty in parentheses underneath. That will let hospital personnel know that you are assigned to me. I’m going to take you on rounds and assign you to assist certain patients.”

      “We don’t have any experience with burn victims,” said Sarge. He didn’t want the doctor to expect too much from them.

      “I understand,” he replied. “Listen, this is unprecedented for our staff. Come over here and let me give you an overview of our approach today.”

      Julia and Katie followed him as he walked toward some mobile racks filled with gauze, ointments, and other medical supplies. They were running low.

      “Sarge,” Julia whispered as they followed behind, “thank you for letting me do this. I wanted to help, but I also wanted to see. But you knew that, didn’t you?” She stopped in front of him.

      “I did,” replied Sarge. “I’m glad we’re here.”

      “Okay,” interrupted the doctor. “Unfortunately, we have to triage these patients as if we were in a third world country or in a remote location without a hospital. Thanks to whatever it was that happened Saturday night, the medical treatment these patients will receive is not that different.”

      “With the power grid down, do you have to pick and choose which patients get priority?” asked Katie.

      “That’s true under any circumstances, Katie,” replied Dr. Daugherty. “In a mass disaster event, the goal of the triage unit is to separate burn patients from trauma patients. Ordinarily, we would send them to the burn unit and others to the trauma center. What we are doing today is acting as a triage and burn unit for those who have experienced first- and second-degree burns. Although, as I said, there are some victims that indicate third-degree burns.”

      “How do you tell the difference?” asked Sarge.

      “Well, a trauma patient has obvious life-threatening injuries, usually to the brain, internal organs, and certain extremities. We identified these patients and moved them inside to avoid exposure to bacteria.”

      “Aren’t third-degree burns the worst?” asked Katie. They walked through the rows of patients as Dr. Daugherty stopped and looked at charts while he adjusted bandages.

      “Yes. The degree or severity of most burns is determined by the depth and size of the burn. There is, technically, a fourth-degree burn where the damage caused by a third-degree burn extends beyond the skin into tendons or even bones. Clearly, that is a trauma case, and those patients are inside. Most of the third-degree burns—identified by a widespread thickness of blistered skin that has a white, leathery appearance—are also inside. We have to be careful with the third-degree victims because the damage can reach the bloodstream and affect major organs. I won’t show you a third-degree burn.”

      Julia was fascinated by the learning experience. It would be difficult to leave the hospital today knowing that these patients required much-needed attention. Katie wandered ahead, and Julia caught Dr. Daugherty’s eyes admiring Katie from the rear.

      “Are you single, Doctor?” asked Julia.

      “What? Uhm, yes, but please don’t mistake what I was doing,” stuttered the young, handsome doctor.

      “It’s okay, Doc, Katie is pretty, but she is taken.” Julia laughed.

      “No, it’s not that,” he said. “She’s carrying, isn’t she?”

      Sarge stopped and looked at Julia. He had to trust this young man. “We all are, Doctor. It’s not a very nice world anymore.”

      “You don’t have to tell me that, look around you,” said Dr. Daugherty. “Besides, I have a compact nine strapped to my ankle.” They walked and caught up to Katie staring down at a patient whose eyes were bandaged.

      “How’s he doing?” asked Katie. She brushed the hair out of her eyes.

      “Sarge and Julia, I’ll make this gentleman your first patient,” said Dr. Daugherty. “He was brought in from the Craigie Bridge. When the last explosion took out the area east of the Kendall Square plant, steam and debris hit most of his upper torso. His eyes were severely damaged and so was his throat. We hope that he will be able to see again, but thus far he has been unable to speak.”

      “This is so sad,” said Julia. “What can we do to help him?”

      Dr. Daugherty picked up a clipboard and examined the notes. “He’s due for a change of bandages and dressings. Everything you need is in the plastic bin under the bed. Do you need instructions on how to clean a wound and reapply the antibiotic ointments with loose gauze?”

      Julia looked at Sarge and replied, “I think we can do that.”

      “All right, don’t worry about his throat or eyes. I’ll come back in a moment after I assign Katie a couple of patients.”

      “Okay,” said Sarge. As Katie followed Dr. Daugherty, she shot back a glance and a smile. “She seems to be enjoying this. Well then, Nurse Julia, let’s take care of our first patient.”

      Julia reached under the cot and pulled out the bin holding the supplies. Sarge reached in and pulled out an identification badge.

      “Look, Julia, our patient has a name,” said Sarge. “He’s a professor at MIT—Andrew Lau. I’m Professor Henry Sargent from the Kennedy School. Hey, look at this. It’s a bitcoin. Well, Professor Lau, this must have been your good-luck charm.” Sarge flipped the coin into the air.
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      Donald and J.J. stood on the front porch of 1PP and looked across the clearing, which had been filled with picnic tables resembling a medieval outdoor dining hall. The population of Prescott Peninsula consisted of sixteen Boston Brahmin, four members of the Loyal Nine, and a platoon of Marines who were constantly rotating in and out of Fort Devens.

      They watched as the group ate a lunch prepared by Susan, and Mrs. Peabody. Donald had successfully assigned duties and shifts to all of the Boston Brahmin and their wives. Most were accepting the fact that their lives had changed substantially, and they needed to make the best of it. Only Mrs. Lowell seemed to be bitter, and Donald intended to find out why. Her attitude was substantially different from the other Brahmin wives.

      “Donald, I’ve got to get out of here,” said J.J., breaking the silence. “Whenever I look across the opening, I visualize Sabs sitting here with us, having a beer. Then, that helicopter comes into my line of sight. It’s that contraption, and the arrogance of John Morgan for bringing it here, that got Sabs killed.”

      Donald stayed quiet for a moment, not knowing what to say. It was hard to find the right words to help a grieving friend. Laying the blame at the feet of John Morgan might not be fair. Intruders attempting to gain access onto Prescott Peninsula were inevitable. Sabs was a soldier, and she knew the risks of going on patrol and protecting the gate. On the other hand, Donald was proud of the stealth way he’d brought this project together over the last one hundred days. All of the OPSEC practiced by him and his team was for naught when the Sikorsky came sailing in that night.

      “You can’t go back to your home, J.J., it won’t be safe.”

      “I know. I’ll take a bunk at 100 Beacon. Hell, I’ll take my chances on the streets or helping out at the VA hospital. Donald, I’ll lose my mind if I stay here.”

      “I get it, buddy,” said Donald, patting his friend on the back. “Let’s talk about it later. They’re winding up lunch, and Brad is going to bring us up to speed on what he’s learned from his command.” The two men walked down the porch steps and joined the others as Brad stood to address the group.

      “Everyone, let me get started, if you don’t mind,” said Brad as he stood between 1PP and the tables full of new residents. “I think this daily briefing, as Donald calls it, is a great idea. We’re all hungry for information. I think it’s important that we hear it from one person rather than second- or thirdhand. This helps prevent the dissemination of inaccurate news and prevents undue speculation about the events going on around the country.”

      “First, let me address the issue of last night’s address by the President. Because I am skeptical of the President’s intentions, I undertook to contact my superiors to determine how much of this declaration would be put into practice and what provisions were merely designed to be a deterrent against unlawful behavior. The information I’ve received indicates the President is sincere in his words. He aims to create a police state and is using the cyber attack as his justification.”

      Donald looked into the faces of everyone to gauge a reaction. Most were shaking their head in disbelief. John Morgan remained stoic, unaffected by Brad’s statement. He continued.

      “The President is moving swiftly to implement his executive orders. At this point, there has begun a gradual rollout of government control over Americans. Travel is being restricted through periodic checkpoints. The Department of Homeland Security has established VIPR checkpoints at critical bridge crossings across the country.”

      Art Peabody raised his hand. “What does VIPR mean?”

      “VIPR stands for Visible Intermodal Prevention and Response team,” replied Brad. “The VIPR teams are designed to protect critical infrastructure, transportation in particular, during times of national emergencies like terrorist attacks. I’ve been told that the VIPR teams are taking it one step further. They are restricting traffic between locations. For example, they’re restricting traffic in and out of D.C. Local municipalities, in an attempt to restrict refugee access to their towns, are following suit.”

      “That’s understandable,” interrupted Lawrence Lowell. “Wouldn’t most cities and towns want to take care of their own first, then worry about outsiders later?”

      “That may be true on the local level, but there’s more to it nationally,” replied Brad. “In addition, the checkpoints have established a satellite communications network with the U.S. Northern Command in Cheyenne Mountain. USNORTHCOM has stepped up their assistance of state and local law enforcement in enforcing the President’s Declaration of Martial Law. The checkpoints are detaining citizens based upon certain criteria.”

      “What are the criteria?” asked Donald.

      “I don’t know yet,” replied Brad. “I have been summoned to meet the new Citizen Corps governor of FEMA Region I. I expect to learn more then. From what I have been told, our unit is going to perform both a security function as well as a law enforcement capacity. It’s as I suspected the other day, which was confirmed last night. The Posse Comitatus Act has been ignored by this president.”

      “What else have you learned, young man?” asked Brad’s uncle, Samuel Bradlee.

      “Sir, there are rumors of crackdowns on free speech and the rights to assemble,” replied Brad. “In Atlanta, a group of people carrying Confederate flags marched into the city, demanding to speak with the Citizen Corps governor of FEMA Region IV. From what I’m told, the governor sent National Guard units into Forsyth County, which is one of the most conservative counties in north Georgia, searching out certain families. They were alleged to have committed treason against the United States. They were arrested without a warrant, removed from their homes, and their assets were seized. This happened before the President’s announcement last night.”

      Susan stood up and asked, “How is this happening so quickly? The government is always a model of inefficiency.”

      “Susan, I’m as surprised as you are,” replied Brad. “I know there are mechanisms in place for continuity of government and defense of our borders. But I believe this administration has taken extraordinary measures to gain control of the population. Further, it appears that the President has a pretty good idea of which Americans will be loyal to him and which ones are a threat to his power.”

      Donald watched Morgan and Abbie during Brad’s discussion. While Abbie seemed interested in Brad’s revelations, Morgan appeared to be disinterested, almost uncomfortable by the details. He looked at his watch several times during the course of Brad’s statement. You gotta catch a train, Mr. Morgan?

      Brad continued. “There is one more thing. Apparently a steam pipeline that runs through the city from a generation plant in Cambridge has exploded.” Brad paused to allow the chatter to die down.

      “Was it a terrorist attack?” asked Art Peabody. His wife held his arm for comfort.

      “We don’t know yet,” Brad replied. “I’m told that the mayor was pushing the company to bring the system back online when something went wrong. At dawn, the steam buildup was too much for the system and began to explode out of the ground. Supposedly, a large span of the Longfellow Bridge collapsed into the river. Hundreds of people have been injured.”

      J.J. leaned in and whispered to Donald, “I’m going with Brad to help. The hospitals will be short-staffed under the circumstances.” Great. Now J.J. had an excuse to go back to Boston. Mr. Morgan wouldn’t like the fact that their only doctor wanted to leave.
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        Friday, September 9

        3:00 p.m.

        Citizen Corps Region I, Office of the Governor

        99 High Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      James O’Brien had paid his dues, and now he was being rewarded for his efforts and talents. O’Brien thought he’d reached the pinnacle of his career when he was elected President of the Boston Carmen’s Union nine years ago. He had been into battle with lawyers, administrative law judges, and recently, Governor Charlie Baker. He always had his membership’s best interest in mind, and they loved him for it. O’Brien, who stood about five feet six inches tall, was known for standing up for the little guy. Now, he’d been handpicked by the President to be one of ten newly installed Citizen Corps governors, who would have unimaginable powers and control. It’s time to rattle some cages.

      “Sir, your first appointment is here,” announced a casually dressed assistant that was O’Brien’s nephew.

      “Let’s get started, then,” he replied. “Send him in.” O’Brien settled his portly frame into the chair at the head of the conference room table. The seal of FEMA Region I hung prominently on the wall behind him.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. O’Brien,” said the gentleman from the Department of Homeland Security. “My name is Joe Pearson. I’ll be your liaison to the President as we move forward.”

      “Well, Pearson, it’s good to meet you,” said O’Brien gruffly without standing or shaking hands. “Sit down, and let’s get right to it, shall we? What exactly will you do to assist me in my new job?”

      “Sir, the President is making certain federal assets available to you for the purposes of carrying out his Executive Order 13777.”

      “For example?” asked O’Brien. He leaned back in his chair and lit a cigar. Governor O’Brien may smoke wherever he wants.

      Pearson sat for a moment before speaking. “The President’s goal is to help as many as possible cope with this disaster. He’s concerned about their health and safety. He wants to quickly distribute food and necessary supplies. He wants to make sure all Americans have decent housing.”

      “Well now, Pearson, that is the plan, isn’t it? Help people?”

      “Yes, it is. That’s where the Citizen Corps comes in. I am here to help you establish local Citizen Corps Councils and to—”

      O’Brien blew out a puff of smoke and held up his left hand. “Let me stop you there, Pearson. I’ll have no trouble picking the right people to head up MY team. What I need to know from you is when do I get the tools necessary to take control of MY region. I need to implement the rules and regulations envisioned by the President to restore order. I need the food, medicine, and supplies to distribute to those Americans who get with the program, if you know what I mean.” O’Brien didn’t like Pearson. He was typical of all snotty-nosed bureaucrats. But, if the man delivered, O’Brien would cut him some slack.

      “I understand,” said Pearson, clearly uncomfortable at O’Brien’s approach.

      “There need to be some controls in place; otherwise there would be anarchy. Don’t you agree, Pearson?”

      “I do, Mr. O’Brien,” responded Pearson.

      “Governor,” snapped O’Brien.

      “Governor?” asked Pearson.

      “Yes, Governor O’Brien,” he replied. “You see, Pearson, our country is descending into lawlessness. People who’ve had it the best in this country now think they can run things. They live in houses ten times bigger than what they need. They drive around in their fancy cars, not once riding the public transportation system our government provided them. They have pantries stocked with food and swimming pools full of water. These rich fools don’t give a rat’s ass about the little guy.

      “They will learn to spread the wealth around, one way or another. They will also learn to respect my authority, as granted to me by the President. I am now the duly appointed governor, and I will be treated accordingly. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, of course, Governor,” replied Pearson sheepishly.

      “Now, the first order of business is I need the military to help me move forward,” said O’Brien. “I want you to sit tight while I meet with one of my commanders. Peter! Send in the next appointment.” O’Brien took another drag on his cigar and studied Pearson. I showed him.

      His nephew Peter opened the door, and Brad entered and immediately stopped. The cigar smoke had filled the room, making it uncomfortable for any nonsmoker.

      “Close the door behind you, Peter,” said O’Brien. “What’s your name, soldier?” O’Brien never had much use for the military in the past. But now, they were his military.

      “My name is Lieutenant Colonel Bradlee of 1st Battalion, 25th Marine Regiment based at Fort Devens,” said Brad. Brad looked around the room before adding, “Hello, Agent Pearson. I’m surprised to see you.”

      O’Brien sat back in his chair. These two don’t like each other. “Have a seat, Colonel. I’m James O’Brien, duly appointed governor of Region I by the President. I take it you two know each other.”

      “We do, Governor,” replied Pearson. “We’ve met at Colonel Bradlee’s office on two occasions.”

      O’Brien didn’t rise through the ranks of the union without being able to analyze body language and know what his adversaries were thinking. If there was animosity between them, so be it. One will keep tabs on the other for me.

      “Good,” said O’Brien. “The first order of business is to establish a few ground rules. First, nothing happens in my region unless I know about it. Second, we all serve at the pleasure of the President. He has a vision for restoring our country to greatness. We will follow all of his directives, even if they don’t necessarily align with our own point of view. Third, when I need something, it’s as if the President himself asked for it. Are we clear?” O’Brien purposefully took a deep draw on his cigar and filled the air to the point it even nauseated him somewhat.

      “Yes, Governor,” said Pearson.

      Brad sat silently for a brief moment, staring at O’Brien. Finally, he spoke. “What can I do to help?”

      “I need security established around this building, Colonel,” replied O’Brien. “Put in place your best soldiers. Once the word gets out that this office has been established, I don’t want every Tom, Dick, and Harry thinking they can stop by for a chat.”

      “Okay,” replied Brad dryly.

      “There’s one more thing, Colonel. I want to train my own security force to conduct the initiatives outlined by the President. In Massachusetts, I have handpicked forty-four men for this purpose. I will have them report to Camp Curtis Guild for training Monday morning. I expect you to personally oversee their training, Colonel. Pearson, I want you to make sure they receive all the equipment they need to pursue the missions required by this office. There are forty-four armories located in Massachusetts, one for each of my men. Do whatever it takes to give each of them access immediately. Are we clear?”

      “Governor, the Massachusetts National Guard armories are controlled by Governor Baker,” said Pearson.

      O’Brien slammed his hand on the table and stood. “Charlie Baker don’t run anything anymore, you hear me? I do! Why? The President said so. Now, I want the keys to those armories. My men will be equipped to conduct the business of this office. Got it?”

      “I’ll take care of it,” said Pearson.

      O’Brien turned towards Brad. “What about you?”

      “I’ll see your people at oh-eight-hundred Monday morning, Governor.”
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        Friday, September 9

        7:20 p.m.

        Citizen Corps Region I, Office of the Governor

        99 High Street Rooftop

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      O’Brien stood on the rooftop of 99 High Street and stared out across Boston Harbor. He had big plans for this city, and the rest of the states in Region I—Connecticut, Rhode Island, Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont. Boston was the big prize for him. It was his home. Controlling Boston would be critical to establishing his power base. Then he could deal with the other states within his region.

      “Well, look at you, Mr. Governor Big Shot!” exclaimed a voice out of the darkness.

      O’Brien turned and started to laugh. “Marion, my friend!” he shouted back. “You are the only man who can get away with that. Come on over here and share a drink with me.” The two men shook hands heartily, and O’Brien poured them a drink. He lit another cigar.

      Marion La Rue was a longtime member of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters until he retired. He was periodically called upon by union leaders in Boston to undertake special projects, which included orchestrating the walkout of MBTA bus drivers during the St. Patrick’s Day festivities. Most of his assignments required months of planning and were flawlessly executed. Although the death of Pumpsie Jones was unforeseen during the St. Patrick’s Day project, it ultimately helped gain the MBTA union the upper hand.

      “Am I allowed to call you Jim, or should I use your highness?” La Rue laughed. The men clinked glasses and downed the scotch. They both stood at the edge of the roof and stared off into the rapidly disappearing daylight.

      “Isn’t this somethin’?” asked O’Brien.

      “Sure is. I’m glad you found me. I took the missus and our stuff over to my sister’s place. When your guys showed up at the door, I almost shot ‘em. When they told me you were the new governor, I told them to kiss it and slammed the door in their face.”

      O’Brien’s whole body shook with laughter. “Listen, I’m still shocked by these events too. This whole situation presents a tremendous opportunity for us, my friend. Before I tell you what I have in mind, I need to know if you’re in. You and I have been friends for thirty years, Marion. We need each other now more than ever.”

      La Rue poured another glass of scotch and drank it all. He poured each of them another glass. “Of course I’m in, Jim. But you’ve got all the power. What do you need me for?”

      O’Brien pulled up a chair at an outdoor dining table and motioned for La Rue to do the same. “I’m a believer in turning a crisis into an opportunity. I need someone I can trust implicitly, not these mopes assigned to me by the government.”

      “Obviously, I’d take a bullet for you, Jim. You know that. So what’s the plan?”

      “Region I encompasses a lot of territory. I need to establish myself with the people of these other states, but I think it all starts right here in Boston.” O’Brien tapped his index finger as he spoke. “Once I get Boston under my control and running the way I want it to run, the rest of the region will follow by example. Of course, if they don’t, then we will have ways of dealing with that.”

      “You have a solid base of support here,” said La Rue. “The unions have a strong representation in the community. We just need to get in touch with them and tell them what to do.”

      “Yes, that’s part of it. To gain respect as their governor, I also need to give the rest of the population a reason to believe in me. Listen, power is not only what you have, but it’s what your adversaries think you have. Our people, the working men and women, will respect us because we’re the same. It’s the money people, you know, the ones who bought their yachts and big houses on our backs, that need to understand who’s runnin’ things now.”

      “So what do we do about them?” asked La Rue.

      “In a normal world, before the lights went out, a threat is usually more terrifying to scare people than the thing itself. For example, when the blacks invade the malls, do you see the fear in the eyes of people? Black people aren’t there to rape, pillage, and burn. But the whites that fill up these malls don’t know that. They think just the opposite. So they’re afraid.”

      “Are the tactics the same now that the power has gone away?” asked La Rue.

      “Not necessarily. Remember, a good tactic is one that your people enjoy doing the most.” O’Brien took another swig of the scotch and winced. He was feeling good now.

      “So, do you want me to round up the blacks and send them to the malls?” asked La Rue.

      O’Brien laughed and toasted La Rue. “Very funny. No, what we need are some useful idiots. I don’t want to get in bed with the blacks necessarily, but I do have a plan for them. Tell me what you know about the gangs of Boston.” O’Brien stood and walked next to an air-conditioning unit. He began to pee while La Rue spoke.

      “Let’s start with the blacks who are primarily located to the south in Mattapan, Roxbury, and Dorchester. They have never been able to coalesce as a unified group until recently. At the Boston Marathon, a large group of gang members came together as part of a Black Lives Matter march. The leader of the Academy Homes gang in Roxbury is a kid named Jarvis Rockwell. They call him J-Rock.” When O’Brien returned, La Rue took his turn at the restroom.

      A full glass of scotch awaited his return. La Rue continued. “The Academy Homes gang, representing a large territory in central Roxbury near Martin Luther King Boulevard, has about five hundred members. J-Rock rose up the ranks starting as a runner, and graduated to enforcer by age sixteen, when he supposedly committed a double murder against an encroaching gang. At age twenty-three, he was the undisputed leader of the Academy Homes gang. At the Marathon, he marched side by side with his pregnant girlfriend and the leaders of the Franklin Field Boyz and the Castlegate Road Gang. I guess they found a common purpose. Anyway, you know how that ended. The thing got out of control and J-Rock’s girlfriend lost their baby.”

      “Is he still runnin’ things?” asked O’Brien.

      “As far as I know,” replied La Rue. “Afterwards, he sat down with the leaders of the rival gangs mafia-style and they all came together. Jim, they’ve got a small army down there.”

      “What about the Mexicans?” asked O’Brien.

      “You mean the El Salvadorans out east?”

      “Same thing.”

      “Kind of,” said La Rue. “They’re brutal. A Central American drug cartel known as Mara Salvatrucha, or MS-13, predominantly operates in the East Boston ghettos, though they recently started to spread out all over the city. They’re headed up by a banger named Joaquin Guzman. This guy’s been deported four times, but he keeps coming back.”

      “You say they’re brutal?”

      “They’re rapists and conduct murders using machetes, like those ISIS radicals. MS-13 already controls the alien smuggling routes along the Mexican border. They’ve teamed up with al-Qaeda terrorists and run the largest Islamic terrorist smuggling network in the country.”

      “That’s a helluva combination,” said O’Brien.

      “Then we have the Asians in Chinatown,” said La Rue. “They’re different from MS-13 and the blacks. I guess I could call them businessmen. MS-13 is all about demanding respect and revenge killings. They’re heavy into drugs. The black gangs just want to loot and steal. But the Asians operate a huge oxycodone-running operation as well as legitimate businesses, but with an iron fist. They’re led by a white guy.”

      “You’re kiddin’me, right?” asked O’Brien.

      “Nope. He goes by the nickname Bac Guai John, or White Devil.”

      “Seriously?” O’Brien filled their glasses with the last of the scotch.

      “He’s got quite a story, like a celebrity. Hell, they did a whole article on him in Rolling Stone magazine.”

      “Does he think he’s John the-teflon-don Gotti?” asked O’Brien.

      “Pretty close.” They both sat silently for a few minutes and finished their drinks.

      “Can they be controlled?” asked O’Brien.

      “They’re all businessmen, Jim,” replied La Rue.

      “Listen up, here’s what I want you to do.”
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        Saturday, September 10

        8:20 a.m.

        Massachusetts General Hospital

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      J.J. was filling his backpack with medical supplies when Katie and Steven came down the stairwell. He wanted to be left alone. Sabs was on his mind constantly, and he felt the anger come back. For years after his retirement, J.J. carried a lot of anger with him. He was disappointed in the lack of appreciation the veterans of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan received in the media and by politicians. The mistreatment of vets at the VA hospitals made it worse.

      Gradually, with the help of the Quinns, the anger over the atrocities of war and lack of respect for the soldiers who did their duty subsided. Falling in love with Sabs put his life on a new course. Then she was ripped away from him, by a bullet, on American soil. He tried to save her, but her wounds were too severe.

      He hurriedly finished packing because he wanted to leave. He was not ready to engage in idle conversation.

      “Hey, Doc!” said Steven. “I’m glad we caught you. We were thinking about tagging along. You know, it’s really not safe on the streets alone. Katie and I’ve got cabin fever and were gonna check things out around the building anyway.”

      J.J. could tell Steven was trying hard to be chipper. It didn’t matter. “Thanks, but no,” he said. “I’d rather go alone.” He started for the stairwell and Steven followed him.

      “Listen, Doc, I know you’re going through a rough time. But you are too valuable to us to get hurt by some thug wanting to steal your backpack or something.”

      Katie added, “Plus, let me introduce you to Dr. Daugherty. He’s a great guy and really cares about his patients. I’m sure you two will hit it off, and he can help you hit the ground running. C’mon, J.J., let us walk you over there.”

      J.J. knew they were right, of course, so he acquiesced. Katie and Steven strapped on their weapons and made J.J. do the same. He hadn’t thought of carrying his sidearm before, and he was glad they brought it to his attention. Maybe I am in a fog.

      The trio walked quietly to Mass General, taking a different route than the day before. As they turned onto Cedar Street in the heart of Beacon Hill, J.J. was amazed at how deserted the streets were. Vehicles were abandoned in all directions. The intersection of Pinckney and Cedar was completely blocked due to an accident. But there were very few pedestrians. No one was willing to make eye contact with them, much less engage in conversation. Bostonians were scared.

      As they approached the entry of the hospital, J.J. was pleased to see that the patients had been moved inside. Sarge had described the scene to him last night when he arrived at 100 Beacon. J.J. was concerned that bacteria in such a non-sterile, open-air environment could cause infection for the burn victims.

      Security had been increased as well. When Katie was able to gain access by using her hospital badge, J.J. realized that bringing them along was a good idea. They quickly located Dr. Daugherty, who had only slept a few hours since his arrival on the scene Thursday morning.

      “Hi, Katie,” said Dr. Daugherty. He pointed up and down the corridors. “As you can see, we’ve moved everyone inside, but there aren’t enough beds to take care of everyone. More came in throughout the day Friday, and rooms are assigned based upon severity of wounds. Also, the ER has been filling up with gunshot victims.”

      “It’s not going to get any easier for you, Doc,” said Steven, extending his hand. “I’m Steven Sargent. This is our friend Dr. J.J. Warren. As I’m sure you know, the Warren family founded Harvard Medical and were field surgeons at the Battle of Bunker Hill. J.J. was an Army battalion surgeon at Joint Base Balad in Iraq.”

      “Nice to meet you, Dr. Daugherty,” said J.J. as the two men shook hands. “Most recently, I helped PTSD victims at the VA Jamaica Plain campus.”

      “Call me Judd. Without a doubt, we can use a doctor of your capabilities and experience. Our immediate need is to help the burn victims, but I have to say, I’ve never seen this level of despair among the patients or their family members. I don’t know if it rises to the level of post-traumatic stress disorder, but it’s the closest I’ve witnessed.”

      “And I’m J.J. In a nutshell, there are five types of PTSD, ranging from a normal stress response to the most severe cases of complex PTSD. The complex cases, which are also called disorder of extreme stress, are usually found among individuals who have been exposed to prolonged traumatic circumstances, such as childhood sexual abuse.” The group moved against a wall as two orderlies pushing a gurney sped past them.

      “My guess is that the vast majority of your patients are undergoing a normal stress response to this single event. Their response will be characterized by intense bad memories, emotional numbing, feelings of unreality, or bodily tension and distress. These patients usually achieve complete recovery within a few weeks. I suggest a group debriefing experience for both patients and family members. Debriefings would begin by briefly reliving the event and discussing the survivors’ emotional responses to the event. I would put an emphasis on the survival aspect. Without diminishing their trauma, they need to be reminded that they survived.”

      “You mentioned other types of PTSD, J.J. What are those?” asked Katie.

      “Well, there is acute stress disorder that is characterized by panic attacks, confusion, paranoia, and being unable to perform basic daily functions. The next level is called uncomplicated PTSD, which involves the re-experiencing of the traumatic event. Finally, there is PTSD comorbid with other psychiatric disorders. These patients already have psychiatric issues that are exacerbated by the traumatic event.”

      “It will be difficult to diagnose these PTSD levels in this chaotic environment,” interjected Dr. Daugherty.

      “That’s true,” said J.J. “You don’t have sufficient personnel, whether trained or otherwise, to conduct a proper evaluation. The best you can do is interview and counsel the obvious cases.”

      “Dr. J.J. Warren, welcome to the team,” said Dr. Daugherty. “Are you up for it?”

      “I am if you’ll have me,” replied J.J. “I’m glad to be able to help.”

      “Judd, may I check on a few of the patients we helped the other day?” asked Katie.

      “Sure, Katie. Just go to the nurses’ station, flash your hospital ID badge, and they’ll help you out. I’m gonna show J.J. around.”

      J.J. and Dr. Daugherty started down the hall.

      “I’ll be honest, you’re the first person I’ve met named Judd,” said J.J. “Your accent is Southern, isn’t it?”

      Dr. Daugherty laughed. “Oh yeah. Back home they referred to me as J-U-Double-D Party Daugherty. After med school, the party train pulled out of the station. Let’s get you into some scrubs.”
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        Saturday, September 10

        8:20 a.m.

        Massachusetts General Hospital

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Katie led him to the nurses’ station, where an older woman was frantically trying to help several family members locate their loved ones. Lack of computer technology and phone communications took her out of her routine. The woman was in a frenzy and accomplishing very little.

      “I’m going to try to help her for a moment, and then I want to check on this list of patients Julia wrote out for me,” said Katie as she stood on her toes to give Steven a kiss on the cheek. “Stand over there, stay out of the way, and if you lay eyes on any of these cute nurses, I’ll crush your nuts. Fair enough?”

      “Damn! I’ll be a good boy and stay out of trouble.” Steven kissed her back and watched as she returned to the nurses’ station to offer her help. He had never been in love with a woman before. Katie was clearly someone he could spend the rest of his life with, as best they could in this post-collapse world.

      A commotion at the stairwell grabbed his attention and he instinctively felt for his weapon. Some uniformed soldiers were making their way up the stairs and pushing civilians out of the way. They approached the nurses’ station.

      “Who’s in charge here?” yelled one of the lieutenants at Katie. Steven inched closer to the desk. Clearly, these guys were in a foul mood. Two other men joined his side.

      “Stop barking orders,” said Katie, leaning in to see the soldier’s name. “Lieutenant Rose, I’ll try to help you, but you are scaring people who have had a rough couple of days.”

      Steven moved to the side to get a better view. Rose! What brings you here?

      He immediately recognized Second Lieutenant John Rose, who had represented the 1st Brigade Combat Team at the exercise hosted by Camp Edwards last summer. Rose and Steven had battled it out in more ways than one during the training competition, including a simulated knife fight, where Steven made Rose look foolish. Based on attitude, Rose needed a refresher course.

      He slammed a photo on the counter and stared Katie down. “We’re looking for this man. Have you seen him?”

      Rose was part of the 10th Mountain Division stationed at Fort Drum, New York. What are they doing in Boston? Steven moved to intervene. Katie stepped back from the counter with a three-ring binder containing the names of the patients admitted to the hospital.

      “What’s his name?” she asked.

      “Mike Austin. He’s a fugitive and he’s wanted for questioning.”

      Steven walked up to Rose, and the other two soldiers moved toward him.

      “Aren’t you boys a little bit out of your jurisdiction?” asked Steven. “In case you haven’t noticed, this is Boston, not New York.”

      “What?” screamed Rose, who spun around to face Steven. “Sargent, is that you?”

      “Rose, you need to tone it down, pal. Perhaps you left your manners at Fort Drum.”

      “Shut up, Sargent, this is military police business,” said Rose, pointing at the Citizen Corps patch sewn on his sleeve. “Stand down while we conduct it. Last time I checked, you are a civilian.”

      Steven got into Rose’s face. “And you’re still a douche bag. You wanna go for another round outside. I’d enjoy kicking your ass, again, in front of your friends.”

      Katie intervened. “Guys! Enough! Lieutenant Rose, there is nobody here by that name. Now please, calm down and leave.”

      Rose ignored Katie and stood nose to nose with Steven, who returned the glare. “It’s your lucky day, Sargent,” Rose hissed through his teeth.

      “You need to find some mouthwash, asshole.”

      “Let’s go, men,” instructed Rose as he pushed his way past Steven. “We’ll see you around, Sargent.”

      “You better pack a lunch and bring a few more friends next time, Rosey,” Steven shouted to their backs as they walked toward the stairs. Katie joined his side as the long line of people looking for their loved ones suddenly disappeared.

      “What the hell was that?” asked Katie.

      “Rose is a douche!”

      “Obviously you two have a history, and you can tell me all about it later,” she said. “But you can’t blow up the hospital, Mr. Badass.”

      Steven caught his breath and he started to calm down. The veins returned to his neck where they belonged. “Fine. You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “Much better, Steven,” said Katie. “Let me look at this list Julia gave me and see if I can locate any of them. Hold on.” Katie went back to the nurses’ station and began to flip through the list of patients. She suddenly stopped and returned to Steven.

      She grabbed him by the arm and pulled him to the end of the hallway past several wide-eyed patients. Steven seemed to have an effect on the onlookers.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Steven.

      “You’ll see. Come on!”

      They approached a nurse who was standing just inside the patient’s room.

      “May I help you?” she asked. Katie showed her the hospital badge as they entered the room.

      “Yesterday, I helped Dr. Daugherty attend to this man,” said Katie. “How’s he doing?”

      “Somewhat better,” replied the nurse. “His hearing has returned, but his eyesight is limited due to the burns. We’ve kept him under sedation until just a little while ago. He’s able to respond to commands and seems coherent. A few more days, and his sight will gradually return.”

      “That’s good news,” said Katie. “May I talk to him?”

      “I think so, for just a moment.” The nurse remained in the room.

      Steven wandered over to the window and peeked through the blinds. He stared at the collapsed Longfellow Bridge. Everything is collapsing.

      “Andrew, are you awake?” asked Katie. Steven turned to see the patient lift his hand.

      Katie gently grasped it and spoke again. “My friend was helping take care of you yesterday. The nurse says you’re doing better.”

      He squeezed her hand once. Steven looked at the nurse, who was smiling. Katie looked nervously at him and then at the nurse.

      “Oh, that’s a good idea. You can squeeze my hand once for yes, twice for no.”

      He squeezed it again, once.

      “Is this your bitcoin on the table?” she asked. No squeeze. Bitcoin?

      “I’ve brought my friend with me today. Would you like to meet him?” One squeeze. Katie hastily motioned for Steven to come over to the side of the bed.

      “I want you to meet Professor Andrew Lau from MIT.”

      Steven froze. Are you kidding me?
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        Saturday, September 10

        6:45 p.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Brad gave Gunny Falcone and CWO Shore some final instructions and sent them back to Prescott Peninsula. He needed time away from the activity of 1PP to talk strategy with Steven and Sarge. A lot had happened in the week since the cyber attack. Brad needed to have a few drinks, decompress, and come up with a plan to deal with Governor O’Brien and Pearson.

      As he entered 100 Beacon, the first thing he noticed was a lack of security. He climbed the stairwell and carefully opened each door—looking for signs of life. The building appeared to be abandoned. Did everybody leave? Were they dead? At what point would he and his men be ordered to conduct door-to-door searches in a city with nearly a million people?

      He activated the biometric keypad and made his way to the top floor. Julia greeted him as he entered the Great Hall.

      “Brad, I’m so glad you’re here.” She gave him a much-needed hug and led him toward the kitchen island, where a makeshift bar had been set up.

      “What’s your pleasure, sailor?” Katie asked with a laugh.

      “Whisky, dirty glass,” replied Brad. Steven and Sarge joined the group and shared some backslaps with Brad. It had not been that long since they were all together, but under the circumstances, it seemed like an eternity. Brad downed his first glass. “Hit me again, bar wench!”

      “Hey, soldier, you better be careful.” Steven chuckled. “She may just knock your ass out!”

      Katie filled his glass and the group made their way to the couches. Brad looked around for J.J.

      “Where’s our Armageddon doctor?” he asked.

      “He’s gonna work at Mass General for a few days as they clear the patient backlog from the explosions,” replied Steven. “He really needs to clear his head anyway.”

      “He took her death personally, you guys,” said Brad. “I’m told he reluctantly let her go out on patrol to begin with. Then, when he couldn’t save her…” Brad looked into his glass before he drank it down. He stood and walked to the bar and poured himself another. I need this.

      “We understand,” said Julia. “We all loved Sabs and considered her one of us.”

      Steven raised his glass in a toast. “A toast to the fallen.” They all clinked glasses and finished their drinks. While they were refilled, Brad walked through the room and looked into the darkening Boston skyline. He caught his breath and walked back to the group.

      “There’s a storm brewin’,” said Brad as he sat down. “This Governor O’Brien is a real piece of work.”

      “Here’s what I know about him,” said Julia. “The paper did a background story on O’Brien years ago when he took the helm of the Carmen’s Union. He’s known to be hard-nosed. He’s almost a throwback to the fifties era of union bullying tactics. His battles with Governor Baker over the MBTA are legendary. There is absolutely no love lost between those two. In fact, they don’t speak to each other.”

      “He’s got a Napoleon complex, from what I’ve seen of him,” added Sarge. “In his public appearances, he’s overly aggressive and domineering.”

      “What do you think he has planned, Brad?” asked Katie.

      “He wants his own personal military force,” replied Brad. “He’s taking this martial law declaration very seriously. He’s almost, uhm, opportunistic.”

      “In other words, he has an agenda and he plans to use his new power to settle some scores,” said Sarge.

      “You nailed it, Sarge,” said Brad. “Sounds like a certain President I know who went on and on about fundamentally changing America. It’s been changed all right.”

      “Maybe I should just take him out,” offered Steven.

      Brad laughed, although he was aware Steven was serious. “I’m afraid they would replace him with another like him,” said Brad. “At least this guy is predictable. I also think he can be manipulated. I have a plan for that.”

      Brad spent the next hour talking with the group about his plan. He would be putting a lot of trust and responsibility upon one of his men. But they all agreed that it was time for them to ramp up the Mechanics and be prepared for the inevitable violent clashes with some of their fellow Americans.

      “What are you hearing from our friends in the military?” asked Julia.

      Brad took another sip of his drink and exhaled. “Martial law is considered a public law of necessity,” he replied. “Ideally, the President will never have to declare martial law in response to a national crisis. The best scenario envisions the nation responding to such a crisis with civilian agencies in the forefront and the Department of Defense in its traditional support role. You’d really like to see the communities pull together to help each other.”

      “Katie and I saw that on our road trip back from D.C.,” said Steven. “In rural Pennsylvania and New York, small towns seem to rally and circle the wagons around their friends and neighbors.”

      Julia leaned forward on the sofa. “You guys know I’ve been monitoring communications across the country,” she said. “The cities are falling apart, and the rest of the nation is hanging tough. State and local governments seem to be doing okay, except in the mid- to large-size cities. Cities like Chicago, Detroit, and Memphis are on fire.”

      “The military has been ordered to enter some of these areas, but they’re considered too dangerous,” added Brad. “When state and local law enforcement or first responders become overwhelmed in an environment of chaos and panic, one of the President’s obvious options for restoring order would be to declare martial law. We may see this response as an extreme option, well beyond what is contemplated under the Constitution relating to disaster-response actions or limited military support to civilian law enforcement authorities.”

      “Naturally, I’m not in favor of the President’s declaration of martial law because it is too broad in scope,” said Sarge. “I agree that necessity should be a mandatory precondition to impose a state of martial law. Necessity justifies the declaration and implementation, but it should also measure the extent and degree to which it should be employed. This President has used necessity as a justification for suspending the Bill of Rights. It’s an overreach.”

      “I agree, Sarge,” said Brad. “I’ve studied the Army Techniques Publication, ATP 3-39.33: Civil Disturbances. The Army details preparations for full-scale riots within our borders which may deem the deployment of troops a necessity. The ATP provides various scenarios under which the Constitutional rights of American citizens can be suspended in times of civil unrest.”

      “Why didn’t the President use the powers granted under this publication?” asked Katie.

      Sarge stood and paced the floor. “Because he has bigger plans,” he replied. “It’s logical that a President should be able to impose martial law to preserve the nation, even if not explicitly authorized in the Constitution. President Lincoln once asked: ‘Are all the laws, but one, to go unexecuted, and the government itself to go to pieces, lest that one be violated?’”

      “In other words, if the Prez decides the Constitution should be set on fire, who are we to argue? Am I right?” asked Steven. He slammed his empty glass on the table in front of him.

      “Some might argue the President should have the inherent authority, in fact, the responsibility, to preserve the nation in a time of extreme crisis, even if it means taking actions in contravention of the Constitution.”

      “Because he considers the action a necessity and in the nation’s best interests,” said Steven sarcastically.

      “That pretty much sums it up,” added Julia. “This is why elections matter. The President is using the collapse of our nation as an opportunity to exert his ideology on the entire nation and to stomp on his political opposition. This is much worse than the societal war we experienced between the haves and the have-nots. This is a battle for the heart and soul of America’s freedoms.”

      Brad nodded and raised his glass in Julia’s direction. Well said.

      “People are going to have to pick a side,” said Sarge. “Are you a patriot, or are you a loyalist to this tyrannical government that has arisen out of this crisis?”

      They sat quietly for a moment until Steven spoke, breaking the silence. “There’s one more thing. Today, I went with Katie to Mass General, and I ran into someone I know.”

      “Yeah, our old friend Rose,” interrupted Sarge. “You need to know this, Brad. Soldiers from Fort Drum are wearing Citizen Corps badges on their uniforms. They busted into Mass General looking for a so-called fugitive. Do they have jurisdiction here?”

      “Well, none of the normal rules apply anymore,” replied Brad. “First off, it’s a violation of the Constitution for any military members to be acting as domestic police personnel on American soil. But after Thursday night, as we just discussed, they ripped the Constitution to shreds and threw it out the window.”

      “It’s going to become very difficult to determine who the good guys are under these circumstances,” said Sarge.

      “Yeah, but I’m not talking about Rose,” said Steven as he stood up and began to pace the floor. He stared out the window, hands in his pockets, before he spoke again. “Last month, Mr. Morgan sent me on an operation with Malcolm Lowe.”

      “Malcolm Lowe, Morgan’s do-boy?” asked Brad.

      “That’s the one,” replied Steven. “He actually did a good job, although I’d forgotten about the details until something jogged my memory today.”

      “What was the op?” asked Brad.

      “He sent us undercover locally to hire a hacktivist group called the Zero Day Gamers. They were the group that hacked into Abbie’s computer after the Democratic National Convention in July.”

      “What did he hire them to do?” asked Sarge.

      “We don’t know,” replied Katie. “But a couple of weeks ago, Morgan had Steven and his Aegis team abduct the hackers and deliver them to a warehouse.”

      “Then what?” asked Brad.

      “I don’t know,” replied Steven. “Lowe handled it at that point, and his own team took over security. We were pulled out of the equation.”

      “What are you guys saying?” asked Sarge.

      “I’m saying that I don’t believe in coincidences, that’s all,” replied Steven.
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        Monday, September 12

        8:00 a.m.

        Camp Curtis Guild

        Reading, Massachusetts

      

      

      Camp Curtis Guild, a Massachusetts Army National Guard Reservation located fifteen minutes north of Boston in Reading, was commissioned in 1916 during the First World War. CCG, known for its variety of training facilities, was widely recognized in the law enforcement community as the location of their SWAT competitions. It was an ideal location for the training of military and law enforcement personnel. Today, it was going to be used for the training of Governor O’Brien’s Citizen Corps enforcement team leaders—a mixed bag of union thugs, criminals, and tough guys.

      Brad and First Lieutenant Kurt Branson stood alone at the entrance of the sixty-five-thousand-square-foot maintenance facility that was ironically shaped like a stealth bomber. Brad had plans for the new governor, and 1LT Branson had to be stealth to make it work. As the vehicles carrying O’Brien’s men began to enter the parking area, Brad took this opportunity to give Branson a history lesson.

      “George Washington was a master of deception. The fight for our independence was a story of patriots and acts of great sacrifice, Lieutenant. You are about to play an important role in what I see as a similar battle against a tyrannical government.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Branson. “I understand what needs to be done. It will be hard for me to give even the appearance of disloyalty to you and my principles. But it is necessary, sir.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. During the Revolutionary War, General Washington utilized a wide variety of intelligence-gathering methods. Some of the people who performed these missions paid the highest price in order to forge a new nation.”

      Some of the new arrivals shouted greetings to each other. Brad knew that this group would be tight-knit, exhibiting the kind of camaraderie necessary for a fighting force. Unfortunately, their ideals and purposes would be misguided. Brad continued.

      “Washington had a passion for intelligence gathering, and he recruited the best people to spy for him. His spies developed elaborate cover stories and backed up others to protect themselves. They were adept at sending information via code and other covert methods. But they were especially successful at military deception and counterintelligence.”

      “I have to gain O’Brien’s trust first, right, sir?” asked Branson.

      “When he arrives, don’t move too fast or he’ll suspect something,” replied Brad. “You’re a smart guy. The opportunity will present itself. Play on his ego. When you meet our governor, it will be real obvious that his ego is as big as his belly.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “As your relationship with O’Brien becomes more secure, we’ll begin feeding him false information. If you’re good at it, he’ll believe you. If he suspects something, well, just be aware of shifting winds, Branson. Don’t put yourself in danger.”

      “No problem, sir,” said Branson.

      O’Brien parked his red Cadillac ATS in the grassy area in front of the building and extricated himself with a lot of effort from the front seat. He made his way toward Brad and Branson.

      “That has to be him. He walks like the Penguin character in the Batman movies.” Brad stifled a laugh, as did Branson. He was gonna do just fine.

      “Good morning, Governor,” said Brad, using his best impression of greeting a superior. It took Brad a tremendous amount of effort not to show his disdain for O’Brien. “Welcome to Camp Curtis Guild, the best training facility in the Massachusetts Guard.”

      “Yes, it is, that’s why I picked it.” O’Brien bristled. “Are all of my men here?”

      Brad caught his breath. “Governor, they appear to be arriving now,” he replied. “We are ready for forty-four trainees. I would like you to meet Lieutenant Branson. He’s our best trainer.”

      “Branson,” gruffed O’Brien.

      “Hello, sir,” said Branson. “It will be an honor to train your men, sir.”

      “Good,” said O’Brien. He turned as the first group began to approach.

      “Sir,” said Branson to O’Brien, “I would be remiss if I didn’t make a suggestion.”

      “What is it, Lieutenant?” asked O’Brien.

      “Well, sir, you’re the most important person in Massachusetts and the northeastern part of the country,” started Branson. “Arguably, you are one of ten critically important people in the nation, charged with the responsibility of rebuilding America.”

      O’Brien stood a little taller and his chest puffed out with pride. “That’s true, soldier.”

      “Sir, you should not drive yourself anywhere,” said Branson. “You should have a uniformed, military security detail with you at all times.”

      O’Brien studied Branson for a moment and then spoke. “You’re right, young man, I should be well protected,” said O’Brien. He turned towards Brad. “A man of my stature should have a captain of the guard. This man is only a lieutenant. I want you to elevate his rank to captain, effective immediately!”

      You pompous fool! Why don’t I just kick you in the nuts instead!

      “But of course, Governor,” said Brad, gritting his teeth. Former First Lieutenant, now honorary Captain, Kurt Branson was smiling. “Well, Captain Branson, I will get you those bars forthwith.”

      “Thank you, sir,” said Captain Branson, saluting his colonel. Then Branson, inappropriately, but for effect, saluted O’Brien. “And thank you, Governor, for the confidence you have placed in me. I look forward to training these men and molding them into the leaders you envision.”

      O’Brien returned the salute. Brad could tell that he was hooked on the attention.

      “After training today, Captain, you will escort me back to my offices,” said O’Brien. Addressing Brad, he used the incorrect designation and said, “Commander, I want you to assign your best men to Captain Branson to act as my protective detail. Is that understood?”

      “It is, Governor,” replied Brad. “I’ll handpick them myself.” You can count on it.

      “Sir, if there is nothing further, I’ll gather the men and we’ll get started,” said Branson. He left as O’Brien and Brad turned their attention to an approaching Pearson.

      “Good morning, gentlemen,” announced Pearson as he joined them. “I wanted to attend the first day of training to make myself available to you, Governor.”

      Brad stood silently, attempting to avoid conversation with Pearson. Brad sensed that Pearson was always probing him, trying to determine Brad’s intentions.

      “I have some interesting news for you both from the Western White House,” started Pearson.

      “Is this something that I should have been made aware of through more direct channels?” asked O’Brien. “As governor, I shouldn’t receive information second hand.”

      Pearson shifted uneasily and Brad watched the power struggle between the two men. Brad planned to drive a wedge between these two and ultimately create a rift of distrust.

      “I’ve been told by a friend in Hawaii that the President has asked the United Nations to increase its presence here and in Mexico,” said Pearson. “The U.N. has amassed troops along the Texas-Mexico border as a show of force.”

      “Are they going to invade Texas?” asked O’Brien.

      Brad became concerned at the thought of this. Texas continued to defy the President by not complying with his executive orders or his authority in general. Governor Abbott easily tripled his Texas State Guard with volunteers. The ranchers had a sizable contingent assisting them in closing the borders with neighboring states.

      “It’s a possibility,” replied Pearson. “Abbott’s activities, and those who agree with him, are un-American. There are people in need around this country, and Texas refuses to share their good fortune. The President addressed an emergency session of the United Nations General Assembly by satellite. He asked for, and received, a resolution calling on Governor Abbott and the people of Texas to cease all hostilities against the United States. They were instructed to stand down as U.N. peacekeeping and humanitarian forces entered the state for the purposes of gathering food and supplies for the rest of America.”

      “It’s about time!” exclaimed O’Brien. “Why should Texas have it easy? Abbott’s pretty selfish, in my opinion.”

      Brad shifted uneasily on his feet. He wanted no part of this conversation. He’d already expressed his opinion in front of Pearson too many times in the past. He needed to tone it down, or they would use it against him.

      “The President agrees with you, Governor,” said Pearson. “They’re calling the border with Mexico, which follows the path of the Rio Grande River, the blue line.”

      “Why not the red line?” asked Brad. “Doesn’t the President refer to crossing the red line as a point of no return, like drawing a line in the sand?” You know, like the red line he establishes and then quickly ignores once it’s crossed.

      “The blue line is a media term,” answered Pearson. “It refers to the fact that the United Nation’s colors are blue.”

      “Makes sense,” muttered Brad.

      Pearson continued. “The U.N. is determined to keep the borders open between Mexico and the U.S. per the President’s instructions,” said Pearson. “The U.N. has pledged its willingness to move into the U.S. in any capacity deemed necessary by the President.”

      “Do you mean an occupation of America?” asked Brad, unable to contain himself. “We are perfectly capable of taking care of ourselves.” Pearson and O’Brien exchanged a glance. I knew it! They baited me into a reaction.

      “Colonel, it appears there have been mass defections across the country by our soldiers and law enforcement personnel,” said Pearson. “Apparently, they felt it was important to put their needs ahead of their country.”

      “Have you had defections?” asked O’Brien.

      “We have experienced soldiers leaving,” replied Brad. “That is a real problem. I’ve heard this from other base commanders around the country.”

      “So, you would agree that a United Nations presence is necessary to keep the peace, since our military is depleted or otherwise occupied,” stated Pearson.

      This guy sounds like a damn lawyer. “That’s not up to me,” replied Brad. “First Battalion, 25th Regiment stands ready to help our country get back on its feet. We’re ready to do whatever it takes.” Even if it means taking you two down.
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        Monday, September 12

        6:00 p.m.

        Citizen Corps Region I, Office of the Governor

        99 High Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      As newly ordained Captain Branson entered the conference room at 99 High Street, he found O’Brien pacing the floor. He took Brad’s advice to heart and tried not to come on too strong with his governor, but the opportunity to gain his confidence worked out perfectly. O’Brien and Pearson watched the training exercises most of the day before getting bored. Captain Branson had no intention of creating leaders out of the band of thieves designated the Citizen Corps enforcement team. In fact, the physical aspect of the training today made them look more foolish than like leaders.

      This was Branson’s first opportunity to be alone with O’Brien and Pearson. He would have to tread lightly to further gain their trust.

      Pearson announced himself as he entered the room. “Great training day, don’t you think, Governor?”

      Good start.

      O’Brien pulled up a chair at the end of the table and crushed the cushion as he sat. “I thought so too, Pearson,” he replied. “Captain, you seemed to work them pretty hard at times. These men aren’t soldiers, they’re leaders. I need them to understand tactics, not how to run through an obstacle course.”

      “Yes, sir, I understand,” said Branson. “The training schedule for the week will be progressive in nature, sir. I’m trying to take a twelve-week basic-training matrix and condense it into a week or so. Certain aspects can be eliminated, but they’ll be ready when I’m done with them.”

      “How long?” asked O’Brien. He motioned for Pearson and Branson to sit. “When will they be ready?”

      “I think I can have them ready by Monday to perform basic law enforcement functions,” replied Branson. “You refer to them as team leaders. May I assume that they will have subordinates under their command? And will they require similar training, sir?”

      “I need them ready by the end of the day Thursday,” said O’Brien.

      “Ready for what, may I ask, sir?” asked Branson.

      “Ready to do the President’s business, that’s what!” O’Brien sternly replied. “In case no one has noticed, there is chaos in the streets and I need a fighting force to deal with it. My people!”

      Branson was taken back by O’Brien’s sudden change in mood. He went from a normal state of mind to a much more volatile attitude. His face showed the sudden shift as well. Even Pearson noticed it.

      “Of course, sir,” said Branson, trying to pacify the man. “I will accelerate their program. Is there anything in particular you’d like me to focus on?” Branson was probing, trying to see what the governor had in mind.

      “Arrest procedures, for starters. They need to learn how to quickly gain control of a situation and subdue someone who refuses to cooperate with their demands. I want them to learn advanced interrogation techniques as well. They also need a day of weapons training.”

      “Speaking of weapons, the President is insisting that we try to get all weapons off the street,” said Pearson. “I can provide you some suggestions based upon successes in other jurisdictions.”

      “Let’s hear them,” said O’Brien.

      He was calming down again. Branson observed these highs and lows in O’Brien’s demeanor. He was an open book. This would make it easier to manipulate him. Branson had already used the fear-then-relief procedure earlier in the day. By playing on O’Brien’s ego, he was able to elevate his importance while placing an element of fear in the back of O’Brien’s mind. Branson was able to disarm O’Brien’s defenses, which made him less likely to be mindful or make rational decisions. Branson had easily manipulated O’Brien into accepting him as head of his security detail.

      Pearson continued. “Two things have helped in this regard. First, the governors are ordering all gun stores and pawnshops to turn over their weapons to the Citizen Corps. This not only removes a large portion of weapons off the street, but it helps arm the newly designated law enforcement personnel in performing their duties.”

      “How the hell does that work? Do we just send them a certified letter?” O’Brien laughed. “What’s the other suggestion?”

      “In my capacity with Federal Protective Services, I am able to gain access to the National Guard armories in your jurisdiction, Governor,” replied Pearson. “This option is a little tricky politically and requires more time to implement. But it is an option for you.”

      O’Brien sat back in his chair as he clearly pondered his options. Branson didn’t like either one. Arming his band of thieves with a large arsenal was not an option. He needed to buy some time and report this back to the colonel.

      “Sir, may I make a suggestion?” asked Branson.

      O’Brien didn’t answer, but waved his hands as if to indicate by all means.

      “Organizing a group of men to confiscate weapons from local gun shops would be a fast and effective way to get weapons for your team. We could use them to train as well. I presume that under the President’s Declaration of Martial Law, you are not required to give notice of such activity. Am I correct?” Branson looked at both Pearson and O’Brien for the response he anticipated.

      “Yes, we can do whatever we want,” replied O’Brien. “What do you have in mind?”

      “Well, sir, during tomorrow’s training session, let me handpick four men for this task,” replied Branson. “I will identify those men who seem to be more advanced than the others. You know, capable of getting the job done, sir.”

      “I like the way you think, Branson,” said O’Brien. “Then what?”

      “Tomorrow evening, under your authority, sir, this team will go store to store and confiscate every last weapon and box of ammunition,” replied Branson. His mind was reeling. He needed to get Pearson involved somehow. “If Mr. Pearson doesn’t mind assisting, he could work with the men tomorrow afternoon at Camp Curtis Guild and prepare a list of stores for the first night’s work.”

      “Sure, I’d be glad to help,” said Pearson. “I just need to know where to start.”

      Branson stood and walked over to a telephone table. He found the yellow pages and thumbed through to the gun shops. “Just a suggestion, but you could hit them geographically,” he said. “Maybe hit the stores north of the Charles after training tomorrow. On Wednesday, hit the stores west of the city, and so on.”

      “Okay, I like Branson’s plan,” said O’Brien. “Now, what about the armories?”

      “It will take me several days to gather the keys to the vault, as they say,” replied Pearson. “But I should have everything in place by Friday.”

      By O’Brien accepting Branson’s suggestion for confiscating the weapons from gun stores, he now accomplished the foot-in-the-door method of manipulation. He’d offered an easy solution to the problem, which was quickly accepted by both Pearson and O’Brien. Now he would manipulate them into following his lead on the real request—access to the armories.

      “With respect to the armories, if Mr. Pearson wouldn’t mind working with me directly, I have a couple of ideas,” said Branson. This was Branson’s chance to gain control of this situation and set up Pearson at the same time. “Of course, I will have to accelerate the training of the men,” started Branson. “It’s not ideal, but they are fast learners.” Branson had command of the room.

      “I’m listening,” said O’Brien as he lit up a cigar.

      Branson continued. “Let’s face it, gentlemen, we’re raiding the armories of the Massachusetts National Guard. This will be a shock to the system in that a clear message is being sent to state and local politicians—Governor O’Brien is the man in charge now.”

      O’Brien leaned back in his chair and let a huge puff of smoke into the air. He was clearly enjoying this moment. Branson recalled later that O’Brien resembled Boss Hog from the Dukes of Hazzard.

      “Ironically, there are forty-four armories and support facilities in the commonwealth,” continued Branson. “Some are remote, and others may not have sufficient assets to warrant our efforts. I believe that Mr. Pearson and I can work together to identify the two dozen most lucrative targets and hit them one by one. We’ll divide the men into two-man teams and assign an armory to each. Mr. Pearson and I will make the rounds opening the facilities, and while they clean out the weapons, we’ll travel to the next location.”

      “I like it, Governor,” said Pearson. “We can do this quickly and efficiently.”

      “When?” asked O’Brien.

      “Here’s what I suggest, Governor,” replied Branson. “Vehicular and pedestrian traffic drops considerably after dark, sir. Also, we don’t want to throw our activities in the face of local politicians trying to hold onto some semblance of authority. If I may be frank, sir? The political struggles for power between your office and the obsolete local officials need to be fought another day. Our singular focus should be on confiscating these weapons and equipping our teams.”

      “I’m glad you’re on board, Captain Branson,” said O’Brien. “I’ve always had a knack for picking damn fine personnel.” He took another draw off his cigar.
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        Monday, September 12

        8:00 p.m.

        Citizen Corps Region I, Office of the Governor

        99 High Street Rooftop

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Once again, O’Brien found himself alone atop the 99 High Street offices assigned to him by the Citizen Corps. He hated the FEMA offices he’d inherited within the building. They were too simple—typical government bureaucrat cubicles and cheap furniture filled every room. He was the governor of Region I, and his offices should reflect that status.

      This evening would set the tone for the next few weeks in his quest to subdue Boston and create long-lasting alliances. Once that was accomplished, he could spread his influence throughout New England. His new man, Captain Branson, was a great addition to his team. He was very impressed with the first day of training, although it was focused too much on military protocol. He told Branson afterwards he needed the training sped up, and he wanted the men to learn interrogation tactics as well.

      O’Brien turned as the stairwell door opened and his first guest appeared, escorted by Marion La Rue. O’Brien sized up his new potential ally, Joaquin Guzman.

      La Mara Salvatrucha, or MS-13, was an international criminal enterprise that originated in Los Angeles. The majority of the gang was comprised of Central Americans, primarily from El Salvador. Known locally for their drug operations, they gained particular notoriety for their illegal immigration and human-smuggling operations.

      In 2005, MS-13 began meeting with al-Qaeda in El Salvador for the purposes of assisting them with entry into the United States. Boston, in particular, became a port of entry for Islamic terrorists. One of the al-Qaeda operatives who trained the suicide bombers for the attack on the USS Cole was an Eastie, the nickname for those who live in East Boston.

      Guzman had over a thousand hard-core gang members under his control. For decades, the Italian Mafia ran drugs in East Boston, until MS-13 arrived on the scene. Guzman had been deported four times by Immigrations and Customs Enforcement—I.C.E., only to return via their underground smuggling network. His feats were legendary, and the loyalty of his MS-13 soldiers was undeniable.

      As he approached O’Brien, Guzman observed Boston Harbor. He looked nervously around the rooftop, then turned his attention to his host. O’Brien spoke first.

      “My name is Governor O’Brien. I trust that Marion explained to you the purpose of this meeting?”

      “Yeah,” replied Guzman. “Am I the only one here?”

      “For now, but we’re waiting on one more.”

      As the stairwell door opened, Guzman abruptly swung around and felt the back of his waistband for his gun.

      “Here’s our other guest,” said O’Brien. Captain Branson led a man across the roof through the dark. When the man’s identity was known, Guzman reacted.

      “Yo! What’s he doin’ here? Nobody said nuthin ‘bout that jerk-off bein’ here!”

      “Calm down, Guzman,” said La Rue. “We’re all friends today. This is a meeting that will benefit us all.”

      “Rockwell, I take it you two know each other,” said O’Brien. “Captain, you can leave us now.”

      Branson moved in to respond. “Sir, these men are notorious gangbangers and murderers,” he said. “The purpose of this meeting is none of my business, and as the head of your security detail, I am sworn to secrecy. But there is no way in hell, sir, pardon my French, that I’ll leave you alone with these two.”

      O’Brien laughed. “Okay, Captain, but I need you to stand over there to observe but not listen,” he said. “Some conversations are on a need-to-know basis.”

      Branson nodded as he stepped away after giving the men another glance.

      Jarvis Rockwell, known within the black gang community as J-Rock, had become the undisputed head of the newly unified black gangs of the south Boston neighborhoods of Dorchester, Roxbury, and Mattapan. Typically, the black gangs were divided along geographic turf lines. In Boston, there were no national gangs like the infamous Bloods and Crips.

      The previously hostile gangs came together following the death of J-Rock’s unborn child during a clash with police at the Boston Marathon. He used the event as a catalyst to lead a wave of black violence against law enforcement, especially white cops.

      “What up?” said J-Rock as he nodded to Guzman.

      Guzman glared in response.

      “This meeting won’t take long,” interjected O’Brien. “I asked La Rue to bring you here so you can hear my words and know what it is I expect from you in return.”

      The two men relaxed and turned their attention to O’Brien and away from each other. Although they had never crossed paths, having kept the peace throughout J-Rock’s rise to power, they represented wholly different cultures and approaches to business.

      “Okay,” said Guzman.

      O’Brien walked to the edge of the roof and looked to the street below, which was virtually empty. He reminded himself that a good tactic was one your people enjoyed—Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals, number six.

      “We find ourselves in difficult times, but a situation that is full of opportunity,” started O’Brien. “I share a point of view with our President that focuses on the needs of the many against the survival of the few. Under the circumstances that we face, I don’t believe it is fair that a bunch of rich people get to save themselves because they have their own bunkers or a house stocked with food.”

      Guzman and J-Rock listened intently, but remained silent throughout.

      O’Brien continued. “I know that your people are suffering out east, Guzman. The same is true down your way, Rockwell. I want each of you to resist the urge to turn on each other to survive, and especially not on your own. I think there is a better way.”

      The men glanced at each other and nodded.

      “We’re listening,” said J-Rock.

      “We will be working hard to get food and supplies from Washington, or whatever source they have available,” said O’Brien. “But the government assistance may be slow in arriving. We need to look at ways to help ourselves.

      “I believe there is a way to help your people survive, and erase injustices, prejudices, and other atrocities that you have endured by our society. I have no interest whatsoever in preserving the wealth and greed of Boston’s rich for it to proliferate again when the power comes back on. This is our opportunity to even the playing field.”

      “What do you have in mind?” asked Guzman.

      “These are dangerous times, as I’m sure you both have witnessed,” replied O’Brien. “The scenarios your people face are too grim for us to talk about. I believe it is better to all die trying to survive together, saving one another, than to allow the majority of working men to die so a minority of rich people can survive.”

      Both Guzman and J-Rock were nodding in agreement. O’Brien liked the way this was going.

      “Here’s what I propose,” he continued. “I believe in justice and fairness. If our survival cannot be achieved without achieving a level playing field for all, it’s not worth it. We need to achieve the greater good through whatever means are necessary.”

      “How do we do that?” asked J-Rock.

      “I control the military and law enforcement for the entire New England region,” replied O’Brien. “There are parts of Boston full of food and supplies that can help save the lives of your families and neighbors. I don’t have the personnel to get these things, but you do.” O’Brien walked to the roof’s edge again and then spoke, with conviction.

      “I am telling you to gather your men, enter the neighborhoods of Boston’s wealthy, and take whatever you want. None of my people will stand in your way. I guarantee you safe passage and the ability to right the wrongs that have been forced upon you by this country since it was formed. These reparations are long overdue, gentlemen!”

      O’Brien basked in the excitement of these two former adversaries, who were thrilled at the opportunity given them. He was, however, completely unaware that Captain Branson overheard every word.
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        Tuesday, September 13

        10:10 a.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Morgan listened as Donald finished up the morning briefing for everyone. He’d requested that Donald reduce the amount of detail associated with the collapse, as it was having an adverse effect on the morale of the Boston Brahmin, and their wives in particular. Mrs. Lowell appeared to be especially hard hit with the change in lifestyle and circumstances, and Morgan intended to address this with Lawrence in a moment.

      He motioned for Donald to join him at the edge of the clearing. “Mr. Quinn, I have only spoken with Henry one time in the ten days since the attack. I expected to see him here by now. Is there a problem?”

      “No, sir,” replied Donald. “Sarge is working closely with Steven and Brad to keep tabs on our new governor. It appears that O’Brien is taking his job to heart and his newfound power is being wielded at will.”

      “Don’t you think I’m entitled to a report on these activities?” asked Morgan. He was not concerned with a perceived slight. Morgan was starting to feel excluded. He was never one to become overly suspicious to the point of paranoia, primarily because he was always in control of a situation.

      “Yes, sir, of course,” replied Donald. “At this point, the governor is attempting to disarm the citizenry first, with the further goal of centralizing law enforcement activities under his command. We’ll continue to monitor this as it develops.”

      Morgan studied Donald closely and then shrugged and walked away. He didn’t see Donald let out a sigh of relief.

      “Walter, Lawrence,” shouted Morgan across the yard to his two most trusted members of the inner circle, “may I have a word?”

      The two quickly left their conversation with Art Peabody and approached Morgan.

      “Yes, John,” said Lawrence Lowell. “Is everything okay?”

      Morgan nodded and gestured for them to walk with him. He led them down a well-worn path through the woods that made a one-mile loop to the south of 1PP. Before he spoke, he allowed the lead member of his security detail to rush past them to lead the way. The second member trailed dutifully behind. Since the attack on the front gate that led to the death of Sabs, Morgan insisted that two men accompany him when he was away from camp. Out of precaution, Donald kept a two-man team on Morgan at all times.

      “Lawrence, we have several things to discuss, but I must address a personal matter with you first,” started Morgan. “It’s not so sensitive that Walter must be excluded. In fact, he has noticed the issue as well.”

      “What is it, John?” asked a concerned Lowell.

      “Your wife has been acting strangely, Lawrence,” said Morgan. “I understand that the attack and the resulting lack of power has caused angst and stress for us all. But Constance seems very angry at our circumstances. Mary has noticed it as well, am I right, Walter?”

      “Very true, John,” replied Cabot. “Everyone responds to a crisis differently, but all the wives have pulled together to make the best of it. Constance has not. She seems to be holding a grudge of some sort. Haven’t you noticed this?”

      Lowell walked along quietly and put his hands in his pants pockets. Pride and force of habit caused Lowell to continue dressing as if he were headed for the office. He shook his head as he spoke.

      “I’ve made a mistake, my friends,” said Lowell. “It was out of love and emotion that I said too much to Constance. When the event occurred, she was very frightened for us, but also for our children and grandchildren. I tried to calm her down the best that I could, but in my efforts, she saw through my façade. She forced me to admit that I was aware that the cyber attack was preplanned.”

      The three men walked silently for nearly twenty yards. Morgan knew the stability of their group would be in jeopardy if they became aware of his involvement. Constance Lowell had the ability, in her emotionally charged state, to expose his scheme to the others.

      “Can you control her, Lawrence?” asked Morgan.

      “I think so, John, but can you tell us how long this might last?” asked Lowell.

      “I don’t know, Lawrence,” he replied. “There are a lot of factors to consider. What can we do to ensure Constance doesn’t cause a disruption?”

      “Honestly, John, she’d prefer to be around family,” replied Lowell. “I must assume that bringing them here is not an option.”

      “No, I’m afraid not,” said John.

      “I could take her to Hyannis Port, where our daughter lives,” suggested Lowell.

      Morgan pondered this for a moment. He couldn’t guarantee the safety of his lifelong friend, but it was perhaps a better option than having his potentially unstable wife, and an unforeseen complication, remain at Prescott Peninsula.

      “Lawrence, my old friend, it won’t be safe for you out there,” said Morgan. “Hyannis Port is a long way from the cities, but eventually it will be affected by desperate people.” Morgan placed his arm around Lowell, who was clearly shaken by facing this reality.

      “I understand, but I don’t know what else to do to help my wife,” said Lowell. “She is so angry at me, at us. Perhaps a change of scenery will make it better. Truthfully, I’m at a loss.”

      The men walked further as Morgan weighed his options. He didn’t want to lose his friend, but he couldn’t tolerate a mutiny either.

      “Allow me the opportunity to discuss this with Colonel Bradlee,” said Morgan. “Perhaps he has some suggestions for your security. Now, there is something of importance I need to discuss with you both.”

      Suddenly, the soldier stopped in front of them and dropped to one knee. He held his fist up, indicating that the men stop as well. They also moved to an area of cover just off the trail. The second member of their security detail ran quickly but quietly past them and joined his fellow Marine. Morgan’s heart raced as he listened. From their right, they heard the sounds of twigs breaking on the forest floor. Leaves rustled as something approached the trail. The soldiers, now slightly separated, raised their weapons and waited for the approaching intruder.

      Morgan peered around an oak tree and watched as a nearly one-thousand-pound moose lumbered across the trail about thirty yards in front of them. Nearly six feet tall at its shoulders, the enormous member of the deer family walked across the open path and across to the other side, where he stopped for a snack of browse—the twigs and new growth that is the preferred diet of moose.

      The three men exhaled and began to laugh. The soldiers quickly resumed their positions and awaited Morgan and his friends to continue on their walk. Once the group began moving up the trail, the moose decided to move deeper into the woods to seek protection.

      “I don’t know, John, this place seems like it’s pretty dangerous too.” Cabot chuckled. “Did you see the size of that animal?” Cabot lifted his arm over his five-foot-ten-inch frame.

      “I guess it could have been worse, Walter,” added Lowell. “It could have been a bear!”

      Lowell and Cabot laughed, enjoying the moment, which eased the tension between the men. The laugh was short-lived.

      “That’s why I brought you on this walk, my friends,” started Morgan. “I’m afraid the Russian bear has come out of hibernation, and it is roaring.” Morgan proceeded to detail the news he’d received from General Sears about recent Russian troop movements and incursions into U.S. territorial waters.

      Over the previous twelve months, Russia had expanded its presence in the Arctic as well as its submarine activities off the U.S. coast. In the past, the Kremlin held the advantage on the ocean surface, but the Pentagon dominated beneath the waves. But that, Morgan explained, had changed.

      General Sears shared intelligence with Morgan about a new high-speed drone submarine that was capable of delivering a nuclear warhead developed by the Russians. Even when the U.S. defense capabilities were fully functional, the nuclear-tipped, torpedo-shaped weapon, nicknamed Kanyon, was capable of avoiding their customary response.

      Morgan added, “This new weapon is designed to damage our nation’s coastal areas by creating wide areas of radioactive contamination that would render our coasts uninhabitable. This is a concern for your family, Lawrence, and anyone who lives within fifty miles of the shore.”

      “How does it avoid our naval defenses, John?” asked Cabot. Cabot Industries was the world’s premiere shipbuilder and a major supplier to the U.S. naval fleet.

      “The speed and depth of the drone would be massively in excess of the capabilities of any manned submarine in the world, much less those of our Navy,” replied Morgan. “A drone submarine with these characteristics would be invulnerable to interception.”

      “What about our ground-based missile systems in Alaska and California?” asked Lowell. They were approaching the end of the mile-long loop on this trail, and Morgan stopped them to finish the conversation.

      “We’ve been obsessed with the North Koreans, so those missiles are pointed at the DPRK missiles and the Iranians,” replied Morgan.

      “What are the Russians up to, John?” asked Cabot. “Are they going to kick us when we’re down?” Both Cabot and Lowell were looking to Morgan for reassurance.

      “I don’t know, but I will find out,” replied Morgan. “I’ll make contact through our usual backchannels. At this point, I can’t rule out anything.”

      “What does the President think?” asked Lowell.

      Morgan, for the first time, looked distressed during the conversation. He kicked at a few stones lying on the path.

      “I don’t know, Lawrence, he has stopped taking my calls.”
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        Tuesday, September 13

        1:00 p.m.

        Chinatown

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge navigated through the stalled vehicles on Stuart Street as he cautiously approached the roadblock manned by members of the Asian gangs of Chinatown. He chose to drive his Mercedes G-Wagen despite the risks associated with driving an expensive vehicle around the streets of postapocalyptic Boston. After his made-for-TV chase last week following his last foray into Chinatown, he deemed it prudent to leave the Toyota OJ40 at 100 Beacon. “No sense in getting our collective asses shot up before we hit the checkpoint,” he’d mused to Julia and Steven as they pulled out of the garage earlier.

      He’d hesitated to bring Julia with him, but her background in China and her ability to speak fluent Chinese should assist them in getting through safely. Once they met with the head of the Asian gangs, the language barriers would evaporate.

      They approached the intersection of Washington and where Stuart became Kneeland Street. Large panel trucks formed a V, blocking access. Armed men motioned for Sarge to turn left onto Washington. This area was beginning to look all too familiar to Sarge as he momentarily relived the chase scene. When they approached Beach Street to turn into Chinatown, four large Asian men with AK-47s approached the vehicle.

      Sarge rolled down all of the windows in the G-Wagen and instructed Steven and Julia to make their hands visible to the guards. He looked to Julia to take the lead in conversing with the men.

      Although Julia was fluent in both Mandarin and Cantonese, she told the guys that she would use the more common Mandarin dialect, as it was typically favored among Chinese speakers. After several minutes of conversation and waiting while they relayed the purpose of the Loyal Nine’s visit to Chinatown, they were instructed to follow a lead vehicle to their destination.

      This trip down Beach Street allowed Sarge to see things from a different perspective, rather than the tension-filled ride last time. Along the walls of the worn row houses and above the formerly bustling shops and restaurants were the faded plaster markings of the houses and restaurants that were here before the collapse. Rooflines remained, defined in weathered brick that shifted from deep red to charcoal black, but they were now inhabited by wandering guards dutifully standing watch over the streets below.

      Near the end of Beach Street was Ping On Alley, where immigrant Chinese workers first settled in the 1870s. Gone were the double-parked trucks and sidewalk vendors hawking clothes and vegetables. There were no scantily clad women standing near the pay phones, which were topped by green and yellow pagodas. Closed were the late-night restaurants with the brash neon marquees shouting Dim Sum, Cocktails. A yellow sign that read Jeannie Beauty & Hair was hanging by its last nail from a wooden roof canopy. Two weeks ago, Jeannie, a Malaysian woman, offered facials and foot reflexology. Today, the shop was empty, and Jeannie was dead.

      There were seven thousand residents of Chinatown squeezed into forty-six acres between downtown skyscrapers, two highways, and a sprawling medical complex. In addition, thousands of Boston-area Asians maintained close ties with this neighborhood, many of whom came to escape violence and oppression in their homelands of China, Vietnam, Cambodia, and elsewhere.

      Prior to the cyber attack, Chinatown was thought of as a vibrant neighborhood, a safe place to raise a family, and a place where gangs still ruled the streets. The gangs were accepted by all as a necessary evil. Today, it was a close-knit group of survivors sharing what they had with others similarly situated. This was their heritage, as their ancestors had all been through situations like this before.

      The vehicle caravan stopped just short of the Chinatown Gate in front of the Gourmet Dumpling House. At the end of a short stretch of brick buildings was a door that led to a basement social club where men would once gather late into the night to play mahjong, a game in which bets were placed on matching tiles. Now, it was the safe haven of John Willis, the only Caucasian in Chinatown and the undisputed head of the Ping On gang. He was known as Bac Guai John, or more commonly as the White Devil.

      Willis was born in the working-class Boston neighborhood of Dorchester, which was known for hockey-playing Catholic kids and the birthplace of the famous Wahlberg actors. The path of his life would more closely follow another famous resident of the old neighborhood—gangster Whitey Bulger.

      He grew up fatherless, and after his mother died when he was fourteen, he found himself alone and struggling to survive. Willis learned to protect himself by bulking up his body with an extreme weightlifting program and the use of steroids. At seventeen, he was stronger than most adults and easily landed a job as a bouncer at an after-hours Asian nightclub. While working late one night, he helped save the life of a high-ranking member of the Ping On gang who had come under assault. This landed him in their good graces, and Willis was essentially adopted by the gang.

      Over time he rose through the ranks and became the leading oxycodone importer from South Florida—a three-billion-dollar-a-year industry. He also became known as the White Devil. Now, the days of organized crime were over, and the fear of being hunted by the feds had passed. Willis had one goal in mind, and that was to preserve Chinatown for those he considered family.

      “This way,” said a short, stocky guard in Mandarin. He swung the rifle barrel like it was a policeman’s traffic baton. Julia, followed by Sarge and Steven, descended the stairwell into a dimly lit bar. They were greeted by several other men who immediately separated the three members of the Loyal Nine and frisked them. One of the men became a little too friendly with Julia during the process, but she gave Sarge a reassuring look.

      “Come sit down,” came a voice out of the darkness past the pool tables. A faint red candle burned on a table in the corner. The sound of a chair sliding on the floor indicated they were going to greet their guest.

      Sarge was amazed at the size of Willis. He towered over Steven, who stood six feet three inches. He wore a black polo shirt that barely contained his biceps. The White Devil looked more like a white elephant. Sarge spoke first.

      “My name is Henry Sargent, but you can call me Sarge. This is my brother, Steven. This is Julia Hawthorne.”

      Julia, who knew the White Devil’s story from years of media coverage, immediately engaged him in Mandarin. This proved to be an excellent way to break the ice, and Willis relaxed.

      “Please, call me John,” he said laughingly. “Only my wife does anymore, and the lawyers, of course.”

      “Thank you for seeing us,” started Sarge. “You don’t know us, and we only know you by reputation. I believe you are a devoted husband, and I know that you have a heartfelt sense of community. Your choice of career is none of our business.”

      Willis laughed again. “I can say this with absolute certainty. Whatever has happened in this country sure is bad for my business. Nobody could buy my products even if I could manage to find any to sell!”

      Sarge humored the notorious gangster by laughing with him. We need this guy’s help—for his muscle.

      “Let me get right to the point because time is an issue for us both,” said Sarge. “There has been a new governor appointed by the President. He is power hungry and will stop at nothing to control anyone who resists his demands.”

      “What does he demand?” asked Willis. He leaned on the table, clearly interested in Sarge’s information. His muscular arms bulged as he flexed his fingers.

      “He intends to enforce the martial law declaration announced by the President last week,” replied Sarge. “He has recruited an army to help him with the task of confiscating weapons, food, and supplies from any source available, including people’s homes.”

      “What kind of army?”

      “The kind that poses a direct threat to you and those that you are attempting to protect,” replied Sarge. “He gave a blank check to La Mara Salvatrucha and the unified black gangs out of the south led by Jarvis Rockwell to enter Boston without fear of retribution by law enforcement.”

      “I know J-Rock,” said Willis. “He’s a punk. Guzman heads up the Hispanics. He’s crazier than those ISIS jerkoffs. How do you know this?”

      “We just know,” replied Sarge. He couldn’t give away too much information received from their new mole—Captain Branson.

      “What does this have to do with me?” asked Willis.

      “The Callahan Tunnel is shut down,” replied Steven. “The only open route across Boston Harbor is through the Ted Williams Tunnel. Get the picture?”

      “Yeah, by the time the MS-13 clear the Fort Point Channel, they’ll be right here at our doorstep.”

      “Exactly,” added Sarge. “We need your help to stop them or at least thin their ranks before they can roll into Boston and make life rough for all of us. J-Rock will be our responsibility.”

      Willis leaned back in his chair to stretch. He looked at Steven as a boxer would assess his adversary. “Just who are you, exactly?”

      “We’re just a group of people who love Boston and our country,” replied Julia. “We don’t want to see our city destroyed by people who would take advantage of others during this crisis. Despite our differences in ordinary times, we share a common purpose now. Protect our homes and the people who are vulnerable to opportunists.”

      Willis sat quietly for a moment and then spoke to Sarge. “You know they call me the White Devil, and there is a reason for that. You’re asking me to take on those head-choppin’ assholes from El Salvador, which I’m capable of doing. But I’m supposed to count on you to take on J-Rock and his boys. I can get on board with the enemy of my enemy is my friend thing. J-Rock and his kind won’t hold back, and you don’t look like no White Devil to me.”

      “I’m not,” said Sarge, pointing to Steven. “But he is.”
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        Thursday, September 15

        8:00 p.m.

        630 Washington Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Steven gathered the group leaders of the Mechanics in the Boston area for the first time. The city was becoming more dangerous by the day, and the level of desperation of ordinary Americans was unprecedented. People who were self-reliant were being targeted by those who had not prepared or by a newly burgeoning criminal element of hopeless survivors. Those who were used to accepting government handouts were still given a preference but demanded more. Lawlessness became the norm, and Steven knew it was by design. The takers were getting even with the makers.

      They chose an iconic location in Boston that was full of symbolism. The forty-three-thousand-square-foot building located at 630 Washington Street was centrally located and bordered their new allies in Chinatown, who provided round-the-clock security.

      The first floor, formerly the home of Dunkin’ Donuts, contained a full kitchen, which Steven had equipped with a generator that utilized the building’s exhaust system to vent the fumes. The second floor was a large open space furnished with tables, chairs, and large chalkboards. This was ideal for large gatherings, like the one this evening.

      The third floor was used for office space prior to the cyber attack, but it was now retrofitted to conceal supplies and weapons for the use of the Mechanics. A thorough search might reveal the hiding places Steven devised, but a cursory examination by the untrained eye would not.

      The fourth floor provided barracks and sleeping quarters for displaced members of the Mechanics and their families. Because of its close proximity to downtown, the fourth-floor barracks was originally considered temporary housing. The fifth, or top floor, provided Steven’s hand-chosen leaders a permanent place to live. Following the new alliance with the White Devil, many members of the Mechanics now called 630 Washington Street their home.

      It was the symbolism of this location that was ironic. It was the site of the famous Liberty Tree. At the time of the revolution, a great elm tree stood in front of a grocery store here. It had wide spreading beautiful branches, and for many years was the center of business in Boston’s original South End. Several large elms grew nearby, and this area was known as the Neighborhood of Elms.

      On August 14, 1765, this particular tree was selected for hanging the effigies of those men who favored passage of the detested Stamp Act. On September 11th, a three-by-two-foot copper plate, with large golden letters, was placed on its trunk bearing the inscription The Tree of Liberty.

      Thereafter, nearly all the great political meetings of the Sons of Liberty, and their insurgent arm known as the Mechanics, were held in this square. Embedded in the wall of the building located at 630 Washington Street was a tablet marking the spot of the historic landmark, bearing the inscription Sons of Liberty, 1766.

      The British made the Liberty Tree an object of ridicule. During the siege of Boston in August of 1775, a party of British Loyalists defiantly cut it down. The Liberty Tree, which was planted in 1646, stood strong for one hundred and twenty-nine years. It was at this spot that the seeds of liberty were sown by the original Loyal Nine.

      Steven looked at these brave men and women who comprised his modern-day Mechanics. All were prepared for this eventuality, but none could have imagined the battles would be in defense of their freedoms. It was time to get the evening started, so he quieted down the crowd.

      “Listen up, everybody, we need to get started.” The raised voices died to a murmur as the Mechanics gathered around. Steven continued. “First, let me thank Don Scott, the regional supervisor for the REI sporting goods outlets in the Boston area, for gathering up these BaoFeng radio units and the Goal Zero portable solar panel chargers. Let your employer know how much we appreciate their generosity.”

      Scott stood up and received a few pats on the back. “No problem.” Scott laughed. “I paid them with a check when I dropped off the keys to the stores the other day.”

      “Just add it to your expense report, Don,” said Steven. He laughed as he watched Sarge hand out the new frequency codes. “Radio comms are critical to us now more than ever. We are all going to be involved in armed confrontations. Not only will the radios allow us to report intel, but they will enable you to request help if you are overrun.”

      “These are your new active channels,” interjected Sarge. “Prior to the cyber attack, we all communicated through MURS channel 3, 151.9400. Those of you are active HAMRs know this to be a common channel utilized by like-minded patriots around the world. Steven and I believe that the government knows this as well.” Sarge stood back and yielded the floor to Steven.

      “The bottom line is that we can’t trust them,” started Steven. “I believe people like us are being targeted by the government, especially in light of the martial law declaration. We have to be mindful of shortwave listeners, other ham operators, or Citizen Corps personnel monitoring conversations via radio scanner.” Steven took one of the frequency flyers from Sarge and held it face forward to make his point.

      “As you know, there is no such thing as a secret frequency,” he continued. “Anyone with a scanner can push the seek button and lock onto your conversation within minutes. We believe the government may be utilizing spectrum analyzers or scanner features like Close Call and Signal Stalker to monitor frequencies. Don helped us put together an SOP—standard operating procedure—for comms.”

      Scott stepped forward and added, “Never give away your location if at all possible. Pay particular attention to the channels I’ve identified here as tactical. If you face a possible capture situation, or in the event of suspected eavesdropping, announce your desire to go to our backup frequencies, which you will find attached as page two. These should be committed to memory. In that event, announce the change to everyone using the code word Brady. Think of Tom Brady calling an audible during a play. This will alert everyone to the fact that our tactical frequencies have been compromised, and to utilize 151.600 until we can assign new tactical channels.” Scott stepped away and gave the floor back to Steven.

      “On the next matter, it turns out we correctly anticipated the moves of our new governor,” said Steven as he was greeted with a chorus of boos. He laughed until they subsided. “Staging the break-ins at Atlantic Tactical, Boston Firearms, and the other local gun stores was genius. This left his Citizen Corps goons walking out of the stores with nothing but their pricks in their hands.” Steven shared high fives with the Mechanics. It was important to establish esprit de corps, a sense of enthusiasm and devotion, amongst the Mechanics. They would begin to risk their lives for their families, neighbors, and country tomorrow. This camaraderie would help keep them alive.

      Steve went on to describe the mission of the Mechanics for Friday night. Using his most trusted lieutenants, he divided them into groups and assigned the highest-capacity armories to each. He and Brad determined it would not be possible to stop all of O’Brien’s men on their raids of the Massachusetts Guard armories Friday evening, nor did they want to. As Brad said, sometimes you had to give a little to avoid suspicion. Three-quarters of O’Brien’s men would not return on Saturday, having been abducted and locked up at the former federal prison facility at Fort Devens. The President had ordered, through Pearson, the inmates there released. Brad intended to fill it back up with O’Brien’s thugs.

      Before he gave Sarge the final words of encouragement, he added, “All we can do is delay the governor and his Citizen Corps butt-buddies. At some point, the President will order the military into Boston to shut down dissent and our insurgent activities. I hope that our soldiers will obey their oath to the Constitution and stand down. As a soldier, I would never turn on my fellow Americans. Let’s continue to be a gnat in their ear. Let things play out. Above all, survive. Always live to fight another day.”

      “Choose freedom!” came a shout from the rear of the room. Yells of choose freedom echoed throughout the room.
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        Thursday, September 15

        9:00 p.m.

        630 Washington Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge took in the whole scene for a moment. These three dozen plus strangers were taking up arms to fight a tyrannical government, just like his ancestors had done two hundred and fifty years ago. It was a humbling experience for Sarge as the Mechanics shouted choose freedom. When he began writing the book one year prior, he never imagined that its words would inspire Americans to this level of patriotism. Based upon the reports they were receiving all across the country, freedom-loving Americans were surviving and standing up for their rights. Now, he was doing the same.

      Sarge raised and lowered his arms, motioning for everyone to quiet down. Although chairs were available, no one sat in them. Their adrenaline and excitement ran high—much like it did for the colonists during those historic meetings at the Liberty Tree.

      “My friends, America is the most exceptional nation in the history of the world because our forefathers had vision. That vision guided them in creating the United States Constitution and the Bill of Rights. They are unequivocally the greatest political documents ever written.

      “Our founding documents provide something vastly different than almost any people of any government has believed in human history. Most governments in the past have believed that might makes right. The king or ruler has all the power, and the people are expected to be dependent subjects. Out of fear of repercussions, most of the dependent class accepted their fate.

      “Not in America. Our Founding Fathers said no. They believed that God gave us our inalienable natural rights. No government, or the individuals who are responsible for its operation, could possibly possess the power to violate these God-given rights.

      “Government was never intended to be the source of our rights, and the Constitution was never meant to be interpreted as a source of giving a greater power to one man in Washington or an unelected tyrant over here at 99 High Street!” The Mechanics cheered Sarge’s words. They were looking for a leader. In this moment, Sarge knew it was time for him to fill the role that so many encouraged him to assume.

      “In our country, over time, the rule of law and the freedoms to which we have grown accustomed have been lost. With few exceptions, Americans were too ignorant and unconcerned to do anything about it. The more often the rule of law was set aside, the more difficult it became to reestablish it. Now, the rule of law envisioned in the Constitution ceases to exist except as a distant memory.

      “The reality is that a cloud of tyranny has descended upon America. Our President, and those who think like him, recognizes that for tyranny to be successful, the American people must first be disarmed.

      “As history has proven time and again, a disarmed populace can easily be led to slaughter. But unlike the tens of millions executed in ethnic, religious and political cleansings of the last two centuries, Americans have a rich tradition of personal liberty and the right to bear arms. It is embedded in our culture and guaranteed by our Bill of Rights.

      “Even before the attack of September third, those who would ignore the Constitution within the halls of government knew that if they pushed too far, they might incite a revolution. After the declaration of martial law, the time to revolt may be upon us.

      “The Second Amendment wasn’t enacted just to arm hunters, as this President would have you believe. It is there for the American people to defend themselves against the criminal element, to protect themselves against terrorists and radical ideology, and it’s also there to push back against a tyrannical government that has overreached its power.

      “This President does not trust the law-abiding American citizen, especially in this time of turmoil. His solution is to disarm us, but I submit to you, my friends, this has caused a revolution in America, the seeds of which are happening in buildings like this one all across the nation.” Sarge paused to allow some applause and shouts of encouragement to subside.

      “We are not the enemy. The law-abiding gun owners in this country and the freedom-loving patriots like those in this room are the solution to the problems facing us in these difficult times. The enemies are the terrorist group who caused our power grid to collapse and an overreaching government who intends to profit from our nation’s demise.

      “James Madison, one of our Founding Fathers, once wrote that the United States Constitution preserves the advantage of being armed. This is a fundamental right all Americans possess over the people of nearly every other nation, where governments are afraid to trust their people with arms. This right holds true two hundred fifty years later.

      “This President believes that the circumstances we face oblige the government to form an army of those loyal to the government, the so-called Citizen Corps. That army can never be allowed to violate the liberties of the American people. Such infringement will never happen for so long as there is a large body of like-minded patriots who stand ready to defend their rights and those of their fellow Americans.

      “We are not alone. The Mechanics are all over the country. Steven saw them in Pennsylvania and New York. We talk to them from California to Florida, and from Maine to Washington State.

      “Know this, during the American Revolution, the active forces in the field against the king’s tyranny never amounted to more than about three percent of the colonists. This small group gave their lives to protect their God-given natural rights to liberty and property. Never underestimate the abilities of a small group of committed citizens to change the course of a nation. In that respect, history can, and will, repeat itself.”

      Sarge looked into the eyes of these brave men and women, true American patriots. Many were clearly moved by his oration.

      “I will leave you with these words from Thomas Jefferson:

      “The strongest reason for the people to retain the right to keep and bear arms is, as a last resort, to protect themselves against tyranny in government. Jefferson asked, what country can preserve its liberties, if its political leaders are not warned from time to time that the people preserve the spirit of resistance? Let them take up arms against us. The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.”

      “Hear, hear!”

      “Choose freedom!”
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        Friday, September 16

        7:00 p.m.

        Massachusetts Guard Armory

        275 Union Street

        Braintree, Massachusetts

      

      

      Following the Civil War, the U.S. government was becoming increasingly concerned over the possibility of widespread civil unrest and class warfare. In 1877, the War Department authorized the construction of fortified armories to be used by local militia, the predecessor to today’s State Guard units. The early armories were often ornate, redoubt-like structures. One of the first in the nation, built in Rhode Island, resembled a castle. At the turn of the twentieth century, the predominant architectural philosophy was that a building should proclaim its purpose. Churches should be welcoming, jails needed to appear oppressive, and armories should be suggestive of a fortress.

      Armories were intended to be gathering places for the local militia to train as well as to store their arms and munitions. Today, armories—or their more recent politically correct designation, readiness centers—were used by the National Guard and military reserve units for the same purpose as contemplated in the 1800s.

      The facility at Braintree was one of the largest armories maintained by the Massachusetts Army National Guard and held the same purpose as their original nineteenth-century counterparts, the storage of arms. It was a prime target for Governor O’Brien as a means to arm his Citizen Corps.

      But Braintree was also a stronghold for the Mechanics. Settled in 1625, the town of Braintree was the birthplace of John Adams, John Quincy Adams, and John Hancock. Its residents were patriots and loyal to the Mechanics.

      Steven and his team waited on the caravan led by Pearson and Captain Branson to arrive. Based upon their early morning meeting with Branson, a plan was set in place. The Braintree Police Department across the street would appear abandoned. In fact, their chief of police, Walter Russell, and two of his officers would assist Steven. Most of the homes in the area of Union Street and Williams Court were evacuated, as families were told to stay with friends temporarily. Steven and Chief Russell didn’t want anyone hurt by stray bullets.

      The intelligence received by Steven was invaluable in planning this operation. But the lack of radio communication with Captain Branson in the four hours prior to the caravan’s arrival provided an unexpected, yet complicating, surprise.

      “Brain One, this is Brain Trust, do you copy?” said Steven into the BaoFeng’s microphone clipped to his olive drab, plate-carrier vest created by 5.11 Tactical. Brad had assigned similar kits to everyone participating in tonight’s mission. They contained ceramic armor plates and were relatively lightweight.

      Steven missed Slash and the other members of the Aegis team. Tonight, no other member of his team was active duty or ex-military, as this operation could not involve Brad’s men and the mission could go awry. Only one other person had post-collapse combat experience. Katie insisted on being part of the action, to no one’s surprise.

      The operation was fairly straightforward. There were four teams of two strategically placed around the facility. Steven and Katie took up a position that gave them unobstructed views of both the entry gate and the rear of the facility through which the arms would be removed.

      At the rear of the armory, another team was hidden underneath a tarp in a parked M35 Deuce and a Half cargo truck. The M35 was delivered by Brad’s men earlier in the day and would also be used to transport their prisoners to Fort Devens.

      Chief Russell had two teams on the ready. One team would block the entrance with a City of Braintree garbage truck after Captain Branson and the other vehicles left for their next pickup. They would then cover the front entrance. Chief Russell’s second team would cover the south side of the building on Williams Court and assist with the surprise raid on O’Brien’s men.

      “Roger, Brain Trust,” Chief Russell replied. His men wore comparable olive drab tactical gear rather than their customary black law enforcement issue. Captain Branson knew that O’Brien would insist upon ballistic protection, and that his only source of this type of gear was the Boston Police Department. To avoid friendly fire and prevent confusion, Steven followed Branson’s suggestion and issued the military-style gear. “We have them in sight. They are about a mile up Pilgrim’s Highway. ETA, two minutes. Over.”

      “Roger, Brain One,” replied Steven. “Showtime, people. We’ll go on my signal. Nice and smooth.” Steven flexed his fingers and took a deep breath. He hadn’t performed his role as Nomad since he led the team into Frankfurt back in May, a career he thought he’d left behind.

      “Target approaching.” Chief Russell’s voice was heard over the radio units. Steven rolled his head on his shoulders and released some tension. He raised his SCAR 17 and flipped the caps off his FLIR night scope. He carefully followed the lead vehicle, a military HUMVEE, as it came into view. The right turn signal was on as it approached the gated entry.

      “Great,” Steven muttered.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Katie. She raised her M4 to sight the incoming vehicles as well. “Is that a Cadillac?”

      “Yeah, that’s what’s wrong,” replied Steven. “Branson and I worked out a prearranged signal if something was not according to plan. He would use his blinker when he entered the compound if there was a potential change. The Caddy probably contains our illustrious governor.”

      The vehicles entered the oversized parking area one by one and took a wide swing in order to point outward. Captain Branson’s HUMVEE drove within a few yards of Steven and Katie’s position, who quickly ducked under the thick underbrush to avoid detection. Following O’Brien’s Cadillac were two twenty-four-foot-long MBTA Red Line maintenance vehicles, which resembled U-Haul moving trucks. Each contained three men. The remainder of the caravan was comprised of similar vehicles labeled green line and red line maintenance.

      As the vehicles came to a stop, Captain Branson and Pearson exited first. O’Brien stayed in his vehicle until Branson approached and opened the door for him, not out of courtesy, but more likely to indicate it was safe to come out. Pearson motioned for the two maintenance trucks to back up to the rear of the building.

      Steven swung his rifle around the perimeter of the armory. He was relieved to see that the occupants of the remainder of the caravan stayed with their vehicles, which were parked along Union Street, but still running. They won’t be here long.

      “Stick to the program,” said Steven into his mic. “This dog and pony show will pull out soon enough.” He took a deep breath and settled into the brush as Katie did the same.

      “Do you think O’Brien will be with them all night?” asked Katie. She took a drink of her water bottle and adjusted her vest. “This thing is heavy.”

      “It’ll keep you alive,” said Steven. He rolled over so that he could face Katie, who he could barely see in the dark. All of the members of the team wore camouflaged face paint. “Listen, no hero crap tonight. I want to take these guys without firing weapons. This whole operation will create a buzz around the city as it is. We don’t need the optics of an armed assault.”

      “I’m not trigger-happy, Steven. Do you think I enjoyed killing those guys on the way back to Boston?”

      “Yes,” he replied dryly.

      “Okay, well, maybe a little,” said Katie. “Listen, it all happened so fast and it was remarkably easy. I guess my adrenaline took over, and my mind knew what needed to be done. But I haven’t second-guessed myself once. They had it comin’.”

      “I don’t disagree, but we don’t know anything about these men. For all we know, they’re just trying to feed their families and will do whatever the governor asks to survive.”

      “Well, that’s a load of bull.” She raised her voice, prompting Steven to place his hand on her shoulder in an attempt to calm her down. “People made choices before and after the collapse. They’re cleaning out this armory to kill people like you and me. There are no rules of engagement anymore. There are no more rules. You said it yourself.”

      “Yeah, but there is a moral compass.”

      “Maybe for you and me, but not for them. Nobody is going to say hands up or I’ll shoot. We’re not gonna get the benefit of halt, you’re under arrest. Now, it’s all about shoot first, and ask questions later. Kill or be killed.”

      Steven didn’t respond and sat in silence for a moment, contemplating what Katie said. He was a trained killer. Within days of the collapse, he was almost killed for no reason, other than to take their car and what meager supplies it contained. They’d witnessed men chasing a defenseless girl with the intent to rape her and ultimately kill her. He’d killed four men who were firing upon the residents of 100 Beacon. All in the first few days! Maybe Katie’s right?

      He allowed his mind to drift momentarily while the nameless faces of the people he’d killed crossed through his memories. How many had there been? A hundred. A thousand. There will be more.

      The sound of raised voices brought him back to reality. Steven rolled back into position and looked through his scope. O’Brien led Pearson and Captain Branson back towards their vehicles, proudly carrying an M16.

      “This one goes with me,” O’Brien shouted as he swung the weapon wildly from side to side. Katie inched forward in her hide and trained her M4 on O’Brien.

      “Let me shoot him and get it over with,” said Katie.

      “Forget it. Trust me, a preemptive strike on this guy is tempting, but now is not the time. Captain Branson is looking around. He can feel our presence.”

      “They’re getting in,” said Katie. O’Brien dropped himself into the front seat of his Cadillac. Captain Branson brought the big 6.2-liter diesel engine to life and eased the truck out of the parking lot. Without using his turn signal, he turned right onto Union. They left for their next destination, where more of the Mechanics would be waiting.
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        * * *

      

      “Brain One, this is Brain Trust. Radio check, over,” Steven whispered into the microphone attached to his kit.

      “I read you lima charlie,” replied Chief Russell. “The street is quiet.”

      “Brain Trust, this is Brain Two. In position.” They were located on the south side of the building. As soon as the convoy pulled out, they cut their way through the chain-link fence.

      “This is Brain Three. Ready, on your signal.” Brain Three consisted of two former security guards who worked for CitiBank. They were positioned in the back of the M35.

      Steven looked at Katie and nodded. She was ready.

      “Moving,” he said to the team. He and Katie left the cover of the underbrush and made their way across the parking lot towards the rear corner of the building. Chief Russell and his partner approached the front door to secure any possible exits. To Steven’s right, Brain Three was barely visible underneath the tarp, but their guns were clearly leveled on the back entrance. The cloudy night helped reduce visibility.

      As they reached the corner of the armory, Steven signaled for Brain Three to cross the parking area while Steven covered their movement. They immediately took up positions in front of the MBTA truck.

      The plan was for Steven and Katie to enter the building first. Unfortunately, they had limited information on the interior layout. Chief Russell was familiar with the front of the building, which was accessible to the public, but not the storage rooms and the vault in the back. They would have to go in blind. The element of surprise was critical.

      “Brain Trust, moving,” whispered Steven as he and Katie walked in a low crouch along the back side of the building toward the double steel doors, which had been propped open by two folding chairs. They ducked under two windows covered with iron bars to avoid detection.

      “Move,” replied Brain Two, who could barely be seen on the far side of the building. Steven had had a few hours earlier in the day to train the other three teams. Thus far, there were no hiccups.

      “Brain Trust in position,” said Steven. Moving was the response on the radio as Brain Two joined them on the other side of the entry. At this point, hand signals would be used. The two teams would move into the building, with Steven and Katie entering first and taking the left side of the building. Brain Two would clear the right side, and Brain Three would push through the middle to keep the hallway clear of O’Brien’s men.

      Steven moved inside and rapidly paced up a thirty-foot hallway and assessed the building’s layout, determining that the vault was ahead and the walls on the right were partition walls made of drywall. He could hear muffled voices coming from a large open area ahead, but he wanted to clear the rooms that appeared at the end of the corridor.

      Steven entered the room on the left first, immediately scanning for targets in a ninety-degree arc from left to right. It was uninhabited. Although he was oblivious to anything that was not a human being until he was satisfied that the room was empty, he did notice the room was full of clothing and nonlethal military gear.

      “Clear left,” he whispered into the mic.

      Brain Two followed suit, clearing the room on the right side of the hallway. The six members of Steven’s team moved forward in unison until a loud thump struck the concrete.

      “Damn,” exclaimed the voice. “This stuff’s heavy!” The dim glow of a battery-operated lantern illuminated three men attempting to move ammunition crates onto a dolly.

      Steven moved toward the entry with Katie in tow. Two men moved along the right side of the hallway with them. Where is the fourth guy? If this was an Aegis operation, these three would already be a heap of dead bodies. But his team consisted of rookies and amateurs. He could not afford a firefight. He held his fist up to signal the others to wait. He turned and whispered to Katie.

      “I can only see three of them. The fourth guy needs to be located before we make our move. Cover me.”

      Steven quietly moved into the room, hugging the wall next to the crates of ammunition. He swung his weapon side to side, looking for the fourth man.

      Bingo! “I’ve got the fourth hostile. Keep eyes on the other three.”

      “Roger,” said Katie.

      The fourth man was examining an M203 under-barrel grenade launcher, which was designed to be attached to either an M16 or M4. Steven shouldered his SCAR 17 and switched to his silenced sidearm. He had to get up close and personal to avoid alarming the other three men. Catlike, Steven snuck up behind the distracted man and placed the barrel to the back of his head.

      “You don’t need to die tonight, pal,” Steven hissed. “Very slowly, and quietly, set that down. Remove your weapon and remain face forward. Are we clear?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” said the man as he began to breathe rapidly. He complied with Steven’s request and kept his hands spread apart.

      “Hands on top of your head and slowly turn toward your buddies,” said Steven. “Nobody has to die tonight, got it?”

      “Okay.”

      “Brain Trust has one secured,” said Steven. “On my signal, let’s wrap this up.”

      Steven guided the man towards the center of the vault. Once he had a clear field of vision of the other three men, he said, “Go!” The sounds of shuffling feet caught the men’s attention, but their reaction time was too slow. Katie yelled first.

      “On the ground, assholes! Now!”

      “Down,” shouted another member of Steven’s team.

      Steven yelled, “Hit the ground now!”

      The confused men swung towards Steven’s voice and then fell to their knees. They were stunned by being caught. Steven pushed his captive to the floor.

      “Hostiles secured,” he announced into the radio. “Frisk these guys, then zip-tie their hands and feet. We still have work to do.” He looked around the armory’s vault. He was glad O’Brien didn’t get his hands on the contents.

      “We got ‘em,” said Katie, breathing heavily from the adrenaline. “Are you impressed?”

      “Hell yeah,” replied Steven. “You did great, and you didn’t shoot anybody.” He laughed.

      “They didn’t deserve it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sunday, September 18

        9:00 a.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Abbie’s life revolved around politics and climbing the imaginary ladder of success. She was near the top rung, the likely next Vice President of the United States, and the ladder was abruptly pulled out from underneath her. She didn’t have a partner, that significant other, to act as her sounding board or a shoulder to cry on. His lifeless body was left in a heap on a rain-soaked patch of St. Augustine grass in Florida.

      For two weeks, Abbie mourned the loss of Drew. She hadn’t dated anyone since her breakup with Sarge over a decade ago. They maintained a friendship, but any sign of intimacy was gone. Now she was alone, deserted on the Prescott Peninsula with her father and his friends. She had no sense of purpose.

      There was so much uncertainty in the country, which diminished her feelings of self-pity. Reports were coming in daily of looting, riots, and murderous gangs taking over the city. Law and order was rapidly disappearing, only to be replaced by a Citizen Corps that used its newfound power for personal gain.

      Donald was winding up the morning briefing—long on despair and short on hope. He can’t fake it anymore. Donald and Susan approached her and sat down on top of the picnic tables. Abbie managed a smile before she spoke.

      “Gee, Donald, you really know how to liven up a crowd.”

      Donald laughed as he replied, “Yeah, I’m a little short on material today, or every day, for that matter.” Susan put her arm around Donald and smiled as she looked into the eyes of her husband. He added, “How are you holding up today, Abbie?”

      “I’m better today, thanks,” Abbie lied. She searched for a subject that might take her mind off her loneliness. Texas. “What are you hearing out of Texas, Donald? Are they still closing their borders?”

      “As a matter of fact, there is a little bit of news that I picked up last night from a few ham radio operators,” replied Donald. “The governor continues to defy the President. He is refusing to allow anyone into the state that can’t prove their residency. The Texas Rangers have expanded significantly and are essentially deporting anyone, American citizen or otherwise, from the state. It’s getting ugly, but Abbott feels like he has a duty to protect his citizens first.”

      “Greg plays hardball,” said Abbie. “Before all of this happened, he was pushing his Texas Plan, which was part of several proposed amendments to the Constitution.”

      Susan perked up and asked, “What is the Texas Plan all about?”

      Abbie enjoyed the opportunity to discuss politics with her friends. She missed the campaign. She missed the head of her security detail even more. Abbie sat on the picnic table opposite the Quinns and explained the plan.

      “Governor Abbott was fed up with liberal, activist courts infringing upon states’ rights,” she began. “He was attempting to strengthen the Tenth Amendment, which provides that the powers not delegated to the federal government by the Constitution were reserved to the states and its citizens. It was Greg’s opinion that our Congress had become neutered by a President who consistently acted in violation of his Constitutional authority. I’m sure the Declaration of Martial Law sent him into circuit overload!” The three laughed, although the serious topic was anything but funny. This felt good to Abbie, so she continued.

      “The President’s increased use of executive orders to circumvent the authority of Congress was destroying the foundation upon which America was built. Our Congress began to accept these actions as commonplace, which eroded the people’s confidence in our government. Greg’s solution was to propose several amendments to the Constitution and officially called for their ratification at a Constitutional Convention.”

      “I like his approach,” said Donald. “Unfortunately, the crap hit the fan before we could fix the fan itself.”

      “It was a long shot anyway, Donald,” said Abbie. “Greg thinks like a revolutionary. You might recall that the President issued several executive orders last year restricting gun rights. He took to the airwaves and town hall meetings to exploit the deaths of innocent people to further his political agenda.”

      “I remember that,” interrupted Susan. “Governor Abbott issued a tweet in Greek—Molon Labe—which stands for come and take it. I admire him for taking a stand.”

      “Yeah, me too,” added Donald. “Abbie, what do you think the states should do when the federal government usurps their power?”

      Morgan joined the conversation and sat next to his daughter. Abbie didn’t mind her father’s presence. She was in her element now.

      “It’s an interesting dynamic,” replied Abbie. “There are occasions when a state carries out resistance to the federal government’s unconstitutional use of power. Texas closing its borders is a prime example. If a particular state takes an action that the federal government doesn’t like, but that has the support of the people of that state, the federal government can’t do anything about it unless it is willing to use force.”

      “Have we gotten to that point?” asked Susan. “I assume the President is sending troops to intervene, and we know the UN has amassed their so-called peacekeeping forces along the Rio Grande.”

      “There may be a war, Susan,” replied Abbie. “I hope it doesn’t come to that. Ordinarily, when several states oppose an unconstitutional encroachment by the federal government, the states can organize a powerful means of opposition. The citizenry can refuse to co-operate with the federal officials. Also, the state legislatures can enact laws to thwart and impede the federal government from furthering its unconstitutional schemes.”

      “James Madison wrote about this in The Federalist Papers,” interjected Morgan. “Madison wrote that not all states will necessarily oppose unconstitutional overreach by Washington. Nevertheless, this should not impede those states that do. It was originally envisioned by the Founders that the states could choose not to implement the federal government’s directives. This changed over the years with the carrot-and-stick approach to government.”

      “What do you mean by that?” asked Susan.

      “Over time, as the federal government grew, lawmakers found a way to centralize power in Washington,” replied Morgan. “During the Civil War, Congress sought a way to fund the expenses. They established the Commissioner of Internal Revenue, who was given vast powers to collect taxes on behalf of the federal government. As the decades passed, those in Washington began to realize they could control the states by making the money available to them—for a price.”

      “A hefty price,” said Abbie. She admired her father in moments like these. He was knowledgeable, confident, and spoke with conviction. Over the years, he had shielded her from the details of his business and political dealings. Plausible deniability, he would say to her. Despite her misgivings about his methods, she always respected his successful results. She studied him as he spoke. He looked tired, as if he was holding onto an inner pain. Her beloved father had aged considerably over the summer. If he would open up to me, I might be able to help.

      “That’s right, dear,” said Morgan. “Washington made the states increasingly dependent upon federal coffers to operate. The money, whether raised in taxes or through the operation of the printing press in later years, was available to those states that toed the line. If a particular state resisted the federal mandates placed upon them, they wouldn’t get their share of the pie. As a result, their citizens suffered in some cases, which brought political heat on state lawmakers.”

      Donald attempted to sum it up. “So, the carrot is the almighty dollar and the stick is the government’s threat of my way or the highway.”

      “Very eloquent, Mr. Quinn.” Morgan laughed. Donald smiled as he earned another hug from his wife. “The President has divided our country by cultural regions. While it is true that his new Council of Governors is based on FEMA regions, he has strategically placed people loyal to him in each position of power. I suspect he will use the same carrot-and-stick method to bring those regions politically opposed to him into the fold.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Susan.

      “Let’s use the southeastern part of the nation as an example,” replied Morgan. “This is FEMA Region IV. Those eight states represent the vast majority of the old Confederacy and almost always vote Republican in presidential elections. The President sought to appoint an insider to the governor’s position that would be, shall I say, tolerable to the Southern point of view.”

      “So centrist-democrat Congressman Jim Cooper, from Tennessee, was his choice,” said Abbie.

      “That’s correct, but Cooper is not cooperating,” said Morgan. “He’s not toeing the company line, as they say. I suspect he will be replaced with someone more heavy handed soon.”

      “The carrot-and-stick approach is not working with Cooper?” asked Susan.

      “No, Mrs. Quinn, it is not,” replied Morgan. “It has not worked in Texas either. I believe the President is going to make an example of Texas.”

      “These are difficult times,” said Donald. “How will Texas stand by itself against a President who has more power than any of his predecessors?”

      “I don’t know, Donald,” replied Abbie. “But the world is watching.”
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        Sunday, September 18

        8:00 p.m.

        Citizen Corps Region I, Office of the Governor

        99 High Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Brad rode in silence as he took in the decaying landscape of Boston. Broken glass littered the streets, as did the abandoned vehicles. Some roads were impassible as the city, or the governor, took no effort to tow them out of the way. Brad marveled at how quickly things had unraveled.

      Dealing with the dead was an even bigger problem. Now that the nation was in its third week of the collapse, Americans began dying of natural causes due to dehydration, disease, and starvation. Brad verily believed that murders were the leading cause of death, and suicide was on the rise due to the lost hope of the people.

      The widespread belief corpses posed a major health risk was inaccurate, especially if death resulted from trauma. In third world countries, dead bodies were likely to cause outbreaks of diseases such as typhoid fever, cholera or plague. In a postapocalyptic America, decomposing bodies might transmit gastroenteritis or food poisoning syndrome for survivors if they contaminated streams, wells or other water sources. In Boston, nobody was taking steps to dispose of the dead, whether by burial or cremation.

      Gunny Falcone slowly maneuvered the HUMVEE towards the headquarters of the new Citizen Corps governor. Brad and Captain Branson were summoned to meet with O’Brien. Although Brad expected a tongue-lashing of some kind, he didn’t care. Under the circumstances, their plan worked, as twenty-six of the forty-four armories were protected. Brad had a prison full of O’Brien’s men under armed guard at Fort Devens, and their own armory at 1PP was capable of equipping a battalion. He was anxious to see how the governor was handling this setback.

      “Wait here, Gunny, but stay frosty. Everyone should be considered a hostile.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Brad entered the lobby, which looked more like Don Corleone’s men who had hit the mattresses than the offices of the regional governor. Clearly, the governor was on edge. Brad knew it was a matter of time before O’Brien called upon the President for help—probably in the form of an outside military presence. Brad was frisked and then escorted up the stairs. Captain Branson and O’Brien were waiting for him in the conference room.

      “You’re late,” gruffed O’Brien.

      Brad didn’t respond.

      He motioned for Brad to sit down by waving his arm in the general direction of a chair. Brad kept his eyes trained on O’Brien. He intended to use the stare as a form of intimidation. Plus, he wanted to study O’Brien further, as this was only their second meeting. Captain Branson had effectively become the liaison between Brad and O’Brien, but Brad wanted to establish his own connection with the man.

      “Colonel, Mr. Pearson will not be joining us,” offered Branson. “We need to discuss a few things that will not involve him.”

      “May I speak freely, Governor?” asked Brad, playing the part of dutiful soldier.

      “Go ahead.”

      “Prior to the cyber attack, Mr. Pearson was insistent upon moving my regiment’s assets to other locations outside of your region, sir,” said Brad. “I voiced concern to my superiors that Mr. Pearson did not have our unit’s best interests at heart.”

      “What are you thinking, soldier?” asked O’Brien. He leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands on his belly. Brad thought he looked bigger than their first meeting.

      “Pearson is a civilian, sir, and as such, he might have loyalties and interests elsewhere.”

      “Like where, Colonel?”

      “Region II, sir. I’ve received word from Fort Drum that they are gearing up for a major offensive into New York City to restore order. Once that has been achieved, the governor of Region II will be installing a new mayor.” O’Brien listened intently as Brad spoke. The seeds of doubt were planted.

      “You think Pearson is a part of that?” asked O’Brien.

      “I have two pieces of intel for you, Governor. First, Pearson is a native New Yorker and his former boss at Federal Protective Services is the governor of Region II.” Brad stood and pulled three photos out of his jacket. He slid them across the table to O’Brien, who picked them up and examined them. They depicted three Green Line Maintenance trucks driving up to a checkpoint where Interstate 90 crossed the Hudson River.

      “What are these?” he asked.

      “They were taken by a checkpoint security cam outside Albany, New York, sir. Your men and your weapons are en route to Fort Drum.”

      “This guy took my guns?” asked O’Brien. “Where the hell are my men?”

      “We believe your men may have received a better offer, sir,” replied Brad. “But I have a solution.” Time for the pitch.

      “I’m listening.”

      “My Marines are loyal to their country, sir. They are willing to die for her. But they also have families that they want to care for and protect.”

      “That’s understandable,” O’Brien interrupted.

      “Throughout the military, troops have abandoned their posts to go home,” said Brad. “The same is true at Fort Devens. I believe I can persuade them back to active duty if we could make room for their families and give them priority access to provisions and supplies.” I’ll give you an army—my army.

      “I don’t see a problem with that,” said O’Brien.

      “With your permission, sir, I’ll reassemble my regiment under the promise of food, shelter, and safety for them and their families.”

      “Do it,” O’Brien said as he stood. He added, “Branson, give the colonel whatever he needs to expedite this.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Captain Branson. Brad and Branson stood to leave when O’Brien walked toward the window overlooking a rain-soaked Congress Street.

      “One more thing,” said O’Brien. “Issue a treason warrant. Bring me Pearson!”
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        6:00 p.m.

        Town Hall

        Belchertown, Massachusetts

      

      

      Residents of Belchertown, Massachusetts, shuffled their way across Belchertown Common toward the makeshift stage. In Small Town, U.S.A., war memorials were defining features of the landscape. They usually featured iconic statues that served as focal points in, and sometimes symbols of, the town’s hub—its center of activity.

      The defining feature of the Belchertown common was the commanding presence of a Civil War monument. Standing twenty-six feet tall, including the Union Civil War soldier, the monument cast a long shadow as the sun set to the west. Illuminated by the sunset, a bronze plaque on the west side of the base read:

      
        
        ROLL OF THE HONORED DEAD WHO WENT FROM BELCHERTOWN AND FOUGHT IN DEFENCE OF LIBERTY AND THEIR COUNTRY

      

      

      The residents of Belchertown were about to be encouraged to wage war, in the name of their country, by its newly appointed town chairman of the board of selectmen, Ronald Archibald.

      “Gather around, folks, we’d like to get started so that you folks can get home before dark,” shouted Archibald, the head of the Central Massachusetts Citizen Corps office. “We have a lot to discuss, and then there will be a brief question-and-answer period.”

      A week after the Declaration of Martial Law, Archibald was contacted by Pearson, who was acting on behalf of Governor O’Brien. Archibald was one of five selectmen on the board, but not the chairman. After several lengthy interviews that day with Mr. Pearson, it was determined that the politics of the chairman was not a good fit for the Citizen Corps, and he was summarily dismissed. Archibald, an environmental law attorney and president of the Belchertown Lions Club, was a perfect substitute.

      Pearson approached the stage and sat in a folding chair behind Archibald. Although there had been several informal gatherings of the Citizen Corps team leaders with Pearson, this was the first opportunity to address the residents as a whole. The turnout was around five hundred people, mostly men.

      “Thank you, everyone, thank you,” said Archibald. “As many of you know, our President is doing everything in his power to protect the citizens of our nation and small communities like this one. When I was asked to head up the Citizen Corps council in Hampshire County, which now includes the entirety of the Quabbin Reservoir, I was concerned that I couldn’t achieve the lofty goals set by our President. With the help of our new governor, James O’Brien, and the folks at FEMA, we have been able to secure some fresh water, food, and medical supplies for those of you who have chosen to work with me in the rebuilding effort. I know it isn’t much, but it’s a start. I’ve been assured that there will be more to come.” Archibald had lived in Belchertown his entire life and was acquainted with nearly all of its residents. He relished this opportunity to shine in front of his constituents.

      “I know we’ve encountered a few rough patches, and the supplies will start coming in again. In the meantime, we need to band together to help ourselves,” continued Archibald. He held a printed flyer over his head and turned from left to right for effect. “After my appointment, I distributed flyers and posted them in prominent places around the county as well. I wanted everyone to have the opportunity to voluntarily comply with the President’s declaration. We are all in this together, my friends, and it isn’t necessary that we become at odds with our neighbors.”

      The flyer stated the primary directives of the Declaration of Martial Law requiring weapons and ammunition surrender, the turning over of excess food and supplies, and a pledge of allegiance to the spirit and intent of the Citizen Corps.

      “Unfortunately, not all residents have been cooperative in our efforts to gain compliance with the President’s declaration,” he continued. “We are now entering our third week of this disaster, and it is time to move toward the next phase of implementation. I commend those of you who joined us in our efforts, and you will be rewarded. But I must ask one more thing of you.

      “I’ve divided my region into ten geographical parts, each with an appointed Citizen Corps team leader. These team leaders have been given the written authority to conduct house-to-house searches of their neighborhoods to ensure compliance with the President’s directives. They have been given the requisite weapons, manpower, and promised support to effectuate this purpose.” Archibald paused as the attendees mumbled amongst themselves and began to shift nervously on their feet. He had anticipated this reaction.

      “This action could have been avoided had our friends and neighbors simply complied with the flyers I distributed. But hostilities can still be avoided in another way. I need your help in identifying those among us who selfishly hoard food and supplies for themselves. Those who are unwilling to share their bounties put you and your families at risk. Further, anyone who refuses to relinquish their weapons as required for the safety of the community puts us all at risk.

      “More food and supplies are on the way. Our government is here to help us. As an incentive to those of you who cooperate with me today, you will be earmarked for additional shares of the supplies.”

      The crowd’s demeanor picked up, and nods of approval were abundant. He created an army of snitches.

      “After the meeting, the Citizen Corps team leaders will disperse throughout the common and hold up a sign indicating their assigned subregions of Hampshire County. Please introduce yourself to them and have comfort in knowing that any information you share with them, or me, will be held in the strictest confidence.” It was time to take a few questions. The residents asked a variety of questions, for which Archibald had no answers. When was the power going to be restored? What about outsiders trying to move in? Somebody stole some of my chickens, what can be done about that?

      The last question, asked by one of the residents, needed to be addressed, and he had prepared a response.

      “What’s going on at Prescott Peninsula? Are you gonna do anything about Jimmy Fulks, who was shot in cold blood?”

      Pearson leaned up in his chair and got Archibald’s attention. “What’s this about?”

      Archibald nodded and mouthed I got this.

      “I know this has been on everyone’s mind and I appreciate your concern,” said Archibald. “As you know, Prescott Peninsula has been converted into a community for the protection of abused families. But we know very little about it. I don’t know if the families are safe, how many are there, etc.”

      A resident shouted, “Maybe they have extra food and supplies to share with the rest of us?”

      “Yeah, we need to know this, right, Archie?” Archie was used as a nickname by Ronald Archibald’s friends.

      “I agree, everyone, and I intend to broach the subject with them,” replied Archibald. “Prescott Peninsula has been designated part of my territory, and therefore, they must comply with my rules. We’ll deliver that message loud and clear first thing tomorrow morning.”
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        Wednesday, September 21

        8:00 a.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      The Citizen Corps contingent of eight men led by Archibald approached the front gate of Prescott Peninsula, which was manned by CWO Shore and three of his men. On Brad’s instructions, none of his personnel wore uniforms during patrols. Khakis, camo pants like those made by Wrangler, and solid-color T-shirts in black, olive, or green were suggested.

      CWO Shore immediately saw he was outmanned and contacted 1PP to send another team to the front entrance. He quickly instructed his men to spread out and take defensive positions on both sides of the gate and near the guardhouse. His military training sensed a potential conflict, and he wasn’t gonna lose another man. Shore took Sab’s death pretty hard because it happened on his watch. He didn’t give a rat’s ass about the local who raised his gun to shoot her.

      As the two SUVs skidded to a halt in the gravel, Shore raised his weapon to low ready and stood firm in front of them. He trusted his men and knew that they would tear these locals to shreds if they considered raising their weapons in his direction. The driver of the lead vehicle stepped out of the GMC Yukon, as did his companion in the passenger seat. The other men began to open their doors when Shore shouted at them.

      “That’s enough! This is private property. Remain in your vehicles.” Red dots appeared from all directions as his men lit up their targets. They were sending a message to the visitors.

      “Now, there’s no reason for all of this animosity, my friends,” said Archibald. “My name is Ronald Archibald from nearby Belchertown. I need to speak to the person in charge here.”

      Shore stood firm and repeated his warning, “This is private property. You need to return to your vehicle and leave now!”

      “Are you boys military?” asked Pearson, but he didn’t receive an answer. After a few moments of awkward silence, Shore heard the sound of approaching four-wheelers with his requested reinforcements. “My name is Joseph Pearson with the Federal Protective Services. Mr. Archibald has the full authority of the President to enter these premises.”

      “Back in your vehicle, sir,” said Shore, instantly recognizing the name. He was glad he was wearing his Oakley sunglasses. “I won’t ask again.”

      “Or what?” shouted one of the men from the other vehicle. “You gonna shoot us like you shot Jimmy in cold blood?”

      The four additional soldiers arrived and quickly dispersed, taking positions behind the HESCO barriers. The sight of the additional security personnel caused the visitors to cower behind their doors or return to their vehicles.

      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing here, but let’s get one thing straight,” said Archibald. “I am the head of the Citizen Corps in this area, and Prescott Peninsula, hell, all of Quabbin Reservoir, comes under my jurisdiction. You tell your superiors that I will be back tomorrow. They will speak with me. They will obey my instructions.” Angrily, Archibald reached into the truck to grab something, which caused all of the red dots to be trained on him. He had a stack of flyers and threw them on the road in front of Shore.

      “You give this to your boss and tell him I’ll be back tomorrow with a whole lot more questions than I had when I got here,” shouted Archibald, shaking his head and shoulders side to side with a swagger as he turned to walk back to his truck. “Let’s go!”
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        Wednesday, September 21

        3:00 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Aside from world leaders, top government officials and longtime family friends, only a few people could elicit a personal response, much less a face-to-face meeting, with the President of the United States. This President had many close advisors, including Rex Tillerson, the ExxonMobil chairman; Andy Stern, outgoing president of the Service Employees International Union; and Billy Tauzin, the head of the Pharmaceutical Manufacturers of America. Big Oil—Big Labor—Big Pharma. Then, there was Victoria Blanchett, the gatekeeper of the President’s circle of confidants.

      They were part of an elite group of American political movers and shakers capable of directing the highest levels of government to do their bidding. The stature of America’s elite power brokers was determined by a variety of factors, including legislative victories, overall lobbying expenditures, and the number of visits to the White House. After all, can one really be a power broker without multiple trips to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue?

      Morgan had never visited this President at the White House. He preferred to remain in the shadows. He considered himself a lobbyist, of sorts. He had an incredible knack for determining a politician’s true agenda and then manipulating their goals to mesh with his. Sometimes, Morgan would create opportunities for the Boston Brahmin based upon the politician’s blind spots.

      The cyber attack was the most strategic and ambitious of these opportunities. However, Morgan underestimated the President, a mistake that he would attempt to rectify. Morgan considered himself a close confidant of the President. He was instrumental in placing him into office in 2008. But now the President was more than aloof, he was avoiding Morgan.

      In August, he met with the President, who was vacationing in Morgan’s home on Martha’s Vineyard. The two agreed to pursue this course of action—the reset. They also pledged to do so in concert with one another. The message Morgan sent to the President’s Chief of Staff was clear—we need to continue our Martha’s Vineyard conversation.

      “Mr. President, it has been some time since we’ve had an opportunity to speak,” started Morgan.

      “That’s true, John, but I’ve been a little busy.” The President bristled.

      “Then I’ll get right to the point. We need to discuss bringing this to an end, Mr. President. Our companies are ready to deliver the computer servers, transformers, and the overseas personnel to restore power across the country. We’re prepared to fulfill our end of the bargain. I need your approval to set things into motion with DARPA.”

      DARPA, an acronym for Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, was an agency of the Department of Defense responsible for developing new technologies for the military. Created in 1958 under the authority of President Eisenhower, scientists at DARPA had produced hundreds of technologically sophisticated tools used by the government in every capacity.

      Companies controlled by the Boston Brahmin, as an integral part of the military-industrial community, worked closely with DARPA program managers. One of the projects initiated in the past year was known as RADICS—Rapid Attack Detection, Isolation and Characterization Systems. The project, still in its infancy, was designed to provide early warning of impending cyber attacks on critical infrastructure as well as rapid forensic identifications of cyber threats. The RADICS project was also expanded to include mitigation and damage control following a successful attack by isolating unaffected networks, repairing damaged ones, and coordinating efforts to replace damaged electricity transmission components, like transformers.

      Morgan knew that billions of dollars would be made from the cyber attack, and not just in the United States. Every advanced nation in the world would pay handsomely for the innovative technologies and the response protocols established by the Boston Brahmin’s companies.

      “There’s still work to do, John,” said the President, placing emphasis on Morgan’s name. “You’ll make your money now let me finish what I started.” This conversation was not going the way Morgan intended. The President was surly and combative. He’s mocking me.

      “Our goals may have differed, Mr. President, as we discussed at Martha’s Vineyard. But we both agreed on what brought us here. We’ve made our point, and the American people have suffered enough. It’s time to give them the hope and change that you envisioned many years ago. It’s an opportunity for you to cement your legacy among world leaders.” Morgan was trying to exploit the President’s vanity.

      “Let me be clear, John. We’ve only begun this process. You, and privileged white Americans like you, don’t understand the plight of the common man. You don’t understand what my people have experienced for hundreds of years.”

      Morgan was incensed. My people? “With all due respect, Mr. President, this is not the time for political rhetoric,” said Morgan sternly into the satphone. “We need to bring this to an end.”

      The President ignored him, shouting into the receiver, “White people don’t have to worry about their race being targeted by police as they walk down the street. White people have been unjustly enriched for centuries on the backs of people of color. White people don’t have to worry about being passed over for a job interview because they have a black-sounding name.”

      Morgan had had enough. “What is your point, Mr. President?” asked Morgan. “Not so long ago, someone with a self-described funny name was elected President. White people like me supported that President. The President I supported pledged to bridge the racial divide in this country, not widen it. So, what is your point?” Morgan repeated the question, this time shouting.

      “My point is, John, that the time has come for the reset you seek, but it will fulfill my vision, not yours. I envision a country in which everyone is equal—socially, economically, and politically. This country became rich by invading, occupying, and looting poor countries around the globe. In the name of capitalism and free markets, this country has achieved its power by economic plunder. This stops now. It’s true that I pledged to bridge the racial divide of this nation. I also pledged to fundamentally transform America. The job is not done.”

      The line went dead.
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        Wednesday, September 21

        6:00 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Morgan suddenly felt clammy and light-headed. He found his way to a chair in the small bungalow and sat down. No one had ever spoken to him that way. “I’m John Morgan,” he unknowingly said aloud.

      The numbness he was experiencing in his jaw and extending down his left arm was not new. Although there was no history of heart disease in his family, his cardiologist had diagnosed him as being hypertense. It had been developing gradually over several years as he developed sleep apnea. His first concern was that the stress of his job was the cause. His physician assured him hypertension had little to do with stress and a lot to do with issues surrounding his kidneys, thyroid, and sleep issues.

      Recently, his prescription was changed to an ACE inhibitor called lisinopril. Morgan failed to communicate this change to Susan, who was responsible for maintaining the pharmacy at 1PP. Morgan ran out of his lisinopril a week ago and began taking a generic diuretic class of blood pressure medication instead. His body was not handling the transition well.

      His shortness of breath subsided, and he wiped the sweat from his face and neck. Morgan was able to make his way to a pantry cabinet and found the low-dose aspirin. His hands shook as he took the aspirin, quickly chasing it with water. This cannot be happening to me. I’ve got to calm down.

      He lowered himself into his nearby bed and thought about the conversation with the President. The President had avoided him, and that was telling in itself. The emotional outburst revealed the President’s true feelings. He had violated rule number one, which was never let them know what you’re thinking.

      Perhaps the President was blinded by his anger, which would prevent him from thinking clearly. But Morgan could not take any chances. They would be in danger now. The President would consider Morgan a threat and take steps to minimize his influence. Or worse.

      Morgan had recovered from his episode and was seeing the situation with more clarity. It was time to move forward. He used the satphone to place a call to General Sears. After a brief tussle with a new aide, General Sears came on the phone.

      “Hello, John.”

      “Mason, this won’t take long,” said Morgan.

      “I appreciate that, but I’m here for you, John.”

      “In your dealings with the President, is his focus on repairing the damage to the nation or something else?” asked Morgan.

      “I would call his actions and attitude strategic scheming. As you know, I am not part of his inner circle. I become involved in the process once his decision has been made.”

      “Who are his primary advisors?” Morgan paced the floor and glanced out of the windows of the bungalow. Susan and the girls were gathering pine tree nuts near the edge of the woods.

      “The usual suspects, including Giles and Blanchett, are always by his side. But he’s brought back an old friend—his favorite general.”

      “Are you talking about Cartwright?” asked Morgan, who suddenly snapped to attention.

      “One and the same. James Hoss Cartwright, former vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs, is back and has become an integral part of the President’s advisory team.”

      “You had him stripped of his security clearance when he leaked the details about Stuxnet,” said Morgan.

      Cartwright had conceived and ran the cyber operation known as Olympic Games, which included Stuxnet and other highly sophisticated pieces of malware aimed at the Iranian nuclear effort. Stuxnet entered Iran’s nuclear apparatus through hacked suppliers. The Stuxnet worm was introduced into five component vendors that were key to Iran’s nuclear program, including the one that developed the centrifuges. These firms became unwitting Trojan horses for Stuxnet. Once the malware infiltrated the Iranians’ network and compromised the data at the critically important Natanz plant, it set back the Iranian nuclear program several years.

      “I was told privately that the President urged Hoss to release the information to the media,” said General Sears. “The administration authorized the leaks in order to increase the President’s bona fides on national security prior to the last election. Of course, the White House denounced the leaks and demanded an investigation. The fire storm was then dumped in my lap. I had no choice but to recommend his security clearance be stripped.”

      “How can he possibly advise the President without the necessary security clearance?” asked Morgan.

      “The President isn’t following the rules anymore, John,” replied Sears.

      Morgan chuckled. He never has. “Mason, what is the consensus within the military?”

      “Most are angry, especially at the dictates coming out of the White House,” replied Sears. “Morale is in the tank, and trust in the President’s decisions is minimal at best. Nobody wants to take actions against peaceful Americans trying to survive, but the orders from the President are more directed toward the law-abiding than they are against those wreaking havoc in our cities.”

      With the Declaration of Martial Law, the President exerted the most extreme assertion of domestic executive power in the history of the republic. Morgan anticipated this, but the heavy-handed approach against those who disagreed with him was surprising. There was no functioning Congress, and the President was not taking steps to reconvene one. The courts were closed, with no plan to bring them back into session. The President was wielding power without any checks and balances. Morgan took a deep breath and chose his next words carefully.

      “Mason, we may be approaching a constitutional crisis in our country. You need to carefully compile a list of those high-ranking officers who would stand with us if the President needs to be removed from office.”

      “John, are you suggesting a coup d’état? This will be a difficult subject to broach with anyone under my command. Remember those three words—duty, honor, country.”

      “Of course I remember them,” said Morgan. “I pledged them myself many years ago.”

      “Honor is a commodity in short supply these days outside of the military,” said Sears. “Our military is the single greatest fighting body in the world today because of this one word.”

      Morgan interrupted. “I am keenly aware that the men and women of the U.S. military take their oath seriously when they pledge to support and defend the Constitution.”

      Sears fired back. “We also pledge to obey the orders of the President of the United States and the orders of the officers appointed over us. According to regulations found in the Uniform Code of Military Justice, that last part is important. The UCMJ Article 92 requires all members of the United States military to obey lawful orders.”

      Morgan didn’t like arguing with General Sears. One confrontational phone call was enough for today. But he had to pursue this option. “Do you consider the President’s actions to be a lawful order?”

      “Article 92 works to define what a lawful order is, but in a nutshell, it’s any order given by a superior authority in good standing.”

      “Unless,” added Morgan, “that order conflicts with the Constitution, U.S. law, standing lawful orders, or is issued by someone who does not possess the authority to issue that order. I’m also familiar with the UCMJ’s loose definition of an unlawful order.”

      “But, John, removing the President from office, forcibly or otherwise, is not our job. Nor do we have the requisite constitutional authority. We’d be just as guilty as the President if we initiated a coup.”

      Morgan remained quiet for a moment as he realized the overthrow option was not viable. He knew the law prohibited it. Article II of the Constitution established the President as the Commander in Chief. Regardless of the actions of a sitting President, unless he was legally removed from command, he was in charge. The honor of the military precluded them from doing anything against their commander, regardless of their personal opinions. The nation as a whole might believe a President had no honor at all, but that was what made our military better than him. They did have honor. Ultimately, they might not like what he was doing, but they would stand with their honor intact and continue to obey all lawful orders issued by their commander.

      “Mason, you’re right,” started Morgan. He knew a commander unfit for duty could be removed from office. But there was a process required by the Constitution. In the case of the Commander in Chief, that task resided with Congress. The House of Representatives must impeach him, and the Senate then had to enforce that impeachment, passing sentence and removing him from office. “A military coup would not be constitutional and thus a violation of the oath every service member takes upon entrance to the U.S. military, and that just isn’t going to happen. Our military members are too honorable to stoop to extra-constitutional measures regardless of the consequences.”

      “That’s right, John,” said Sears. “But let me put your mind at ease about all of this. The men under my command are not blind. They see what the President is attempting to do, and they want no part of it. Let’s just say the commanders in the field are initiating a work slowdown.”

      Morgan felt relieved that he had not alienated the most important asset available to him in government. It was time for him to reassure Sears.

      “Mason, thank you for hearing me out. I apologize if my concern for our great country led me down the wrong path in search of a solution. We face a monumental task. It will take great leadership to put the country together again.”
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        Wednesday, September 21

        8:00 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Donald led the entourage along the southernmost shore of Prescott Peninsula. Brad walked alongside him while Gunny Falcone, CWO Shore, and Captain Branson walked twenty yards behind. Not that the contingent needed protection, but simply due to protocol, two seasoned Marines brought up the rear.

      Initially, when Donald, Brad, and Steven discussed creating a safe haven for the Boston Brahmin on Prescott Peninsula, they enjoyed the illusion created by Donald to discourage curiosity seekers from encroaching upon their extraordinary bug-out location. Prescott Peninsula met all the most important criteria for creating a secure survival retreat.

      First, it was close enough to Boston that they could get there without refueling or encountering significant resistance.

      Second, it was a good distance from the major population areas, which enabled them to avoid the resulting social unrest and the likelihood of a medical crisis, which could result from lack of resources or sanitation.

      Third, the Quabbin Reservoir provided them an excellent water source, which was one of the most important considerations when choosing a bug-out retreat. The Peninsula was surrounded by the largest body of fresh water in Massachusetts, but also included fresh-water springs and underground well water.

      Fourth, 1PP was well concealed from outsiders. Centrally located in a heavily wooded area, the current residents could move freely around the compound without fear of detection from those across the shore. Donald did stress the practice of light discipline out of precaution. As fall approached, the leaves would drop, and their cover would gradually disappear.

      Fifth, Prescott Peninsula offered them the ability to survive by adopting a self-sustainable lifestyle, which typically involved hunting, gardening, and raising livestock. Freshwater fish was abundant, as well as a variety of wildlife, which they could hunt as a future option. Their food stores were sufficient to maintain the Boston Brahmin and the growing military contingent for about a year. Planting the gardens would become a priority in the spring if the power outage continued.

      Other factors typically considered were the threats of natural disasters and the prohibition of local governmental entities pursuant to zoning regulations and ordinances. Under the present circumstances, the county zoning restrictions were the least of their problems, which was why Donald brought them down for this conversation.

      “Here we are,” said Donald. It was nearly a full moon, providing excellent visibility across the reservoir toward Little Quabbin Island and the mainland, known as Quabbin Hill. Donald pointed toward the southeast. “There. Do you see the boat launch?”

      “Yeah, just around the point,” replied Brad. He lifted his 6 x 50 mm Bushnell night-vision monocular to his right eye and panned the shore across the lake. He slowly surveyed the banks from the boat launch to the west towards Belchertown. He saw the draw of a cigarette create a bright red cherry. “Someone is smoking on the bank near Belchertown.” Brad lowered the monocular and handed it to Gunny Falcone, who looked as well.

      “What’s that structure across the way?” said Gunny Falcone. He lowered the monocular and pointed due south from their position to the top of a concrete building sitting on top of Quabbin Hill. “It looks like the top of an air traffic control tower. Is there an airport over there?”

      “It’s not an airport,” replied Donald. “It’s the Quabbin Reservoir Observation Tower.” Built in 1940, the eighty-four-foot tower provided spectacular views of the Quabbin Reservoir watershed and the surrounding landscape.

      “Let me see,” noted Brad, who missed the structure the first time. He took another look through the monocular. “The leaves are dropping already. When they all fall over the next week or so, someone in the tower could have a clear line of sight to 1PP. How far is it from the Observation Tower to 1PP?”

      “Approximately five miles,” replied Donald.

      “Too far for a sniper,” mumbled Brad, “but not for a Stinger.”

      Gunny Falcone nodded.

      “Belchertown is about a mile from the shore,” continued Donald, pointing toward the southwest.

      At Prescott Peninsula, Donald coordinated security while Brad dealt with Governor O’Brien. Frequently either Gunny Falcone or CWO Shore were pulled away to perform their official duties. Brad confided in Donald that he was having difficulty juggling the security of Prescott Peninsula with the duties assigned to him by his superior and the monitoring of O’Brien. Donald was taking a bigger role in the defense of their bug-out location.

      Donald continued. “They’ve been watching us. I’ll show you on the topo map when we return, but I thought it would be useful to see the topography in person.”

      “It’s possible that Pearson recognized me at the gate this morning,” said CWO Shore. “I had my sunglasses on and tried to use my weapon as a distraction.”

      Brad interrupted him. “Don’t put this on yourself, Shore. It doesn’t matter how we change our attire; even a hack like Pearson will recognize military, whether undercover or fully dressed out.”

      “Also, this has been going on since the shooting at the front gate,” added Donald. “I believe the local residents are getting curious and might take it to the next level.”

      “They also appear to be organizing patrols by boat,” added Shore. “We confronted two fishermen along Rattlesnake Den Road on the west side this afternoon, but they weren’t fishing.”

      “They were observing our reactions to their presence,” said Brad.

      “That makes sense,” Donald interjected. “It appears we’re being stalked, gentlemen.” The men remained quiet as Brad took another turn using the monocular.

      “We always knew this would be tough to defend because of its size,” said Brad. “Before the cyber attack, we defined the perimeter as a restricted area by providing a physical and psychological deterrent to unauthorized entry. This served notice to the locals that entry was not permitted. But it has piqued curiosity, and the shooting incident didn’t help.”

      “The security fencing at the top of the peninsula has worked well,” said Shore. “We haven’t had anyone attempt to breach it. It has helped that the team we have in place up there is permanent. They know that fence, trust me. We’ve all logged hundreds of miles walking it.”

      “The luxury of our permanent personnel will be tested soon,” said Brad. “As far as my superiors know, and our new governor, most of my men are AWOL. Branson is in a strategic position and can’t be pulled out. Falcone will always be with me. Shore, you are very important on that fence. We are still vulnerable along the shoreline. I need more eyes on the water, to free up my men to conduct the actual patrols and be a quick-response force in the event the locals try something.”

      “I have an idea,” said Donald. “I have a lot of warm bodies at 1PP who are bored out of their minds.”

      “Are you gonna put the old people in the patrol boats?” Captain Branson laughed.

      “No, but why can’t they be equipped with radios and binoculars,” replied Donald. “It will give them a sense of purpose and free up your Marines to conduct patrols and nighttime security.”

      “That could work, Colonel,” said Gunny Falcone.

      Brad thought for a moment and then nodded. “Pick the most trainable ones, Donald. Radio discipline and situational awareness will be critical. By adding the extra eyes on the water, we’ll have a better chance of dealing with any hostiles.”

      “I’ll put it together tomorrow,” said Donald. “What about Pearson?”

      “We need someone to infiltrate the good people of Belchertown and find Pearson at the same time,” replied Brad. “I think I know two spooks that are available.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Friday, September 23

        6:00 p.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Brad dismissed Gunny Falcone and advised him to take Captain Branson back to Prescott Peninsula. A combination of the increased patrols and the volunteers from the Boston Brahmin enabled his officers to monitor the activities of the nearby residents. Their activities on the water and the banks of the Quabbin Reservoir were increasing. The residents of Belchertown were preparing for something. He hoped his plan would work.

      J.J. greeted him at the door and was in good spirits. Apparently, his time away from 1PP and the terrible memories of Sabina’s final hours had subsided. J.J.’s self-imposed therapy was helping others. This helped him cope with his own psychological issues.

      “Greetings, Colonel,” said J.J with a salute and a laugh. Clearly, he was in a good mood. “Thank you for meeting with us in our humble abode.”

      “Shut your cock holster and listen up,” replied Brad as he gave J.J. an unexpected hug. The two men had never been best buds, but now they shared a common bond—a fallen comrade.

      “Very funny, Brad,” said Julia as she approached him with an adult beverage. “After your visit with our illustrious governor, I suspect you could use one of these.”

      “Roger that,” said Brad. “The man is a real piece of work, but the fact that he is an open book plays to our advantage.” He took off his gear and laid it on the floor under the wall of televisions.

      “What’s the latest?” asked Sarge. He pulled up a bar stool and swiveled back and forth. “Dealin’ with that guy must be a challenge.”

      “It is, Sarge,” replied Brad. “His mood swings are incredible. One moment, he’s leaning his fat ass back in a chair, puffing on a cigar. The next minute, he’s enraged. Face red. Veins pulsing out of his neck. Then he’ll go back to Mr. Chill Governor.”

      “You have to wonder,” started Katie. “Maybe he’s bipolar?” She opened two beers and handed one of them to Steven. They clinked bottles before drinking.

      “I’m no psychobabble guy, but he definitely is volatile,” replied Brad. “This enables me to read him and manipulate his decision making, which is one of the reasons I’m here tonight.”

      “Oh, we thought you were excited to watch another riveting address from his highness, the President.” Steven laughed.

      “Well, there’s that,” said Brad. “Actually, I have a job for you, my friend, and Katie, too.”

      “The dynamic duo.” Sarge laughed.

      “Superman and Wonder Woman!” shouted Katie as she jumped down off the bar stool and struck a pose.

      “I was hoping for Mr. and Mrs. Smith—Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie,” said Brad.

      Steven started laughing hysterically. “Yeah, I want Angelina Jolie!” he shouted.

      “How about I beat your ass, Commander!” came the response from Katie, who chased him around the sofa a couple of times.

      “Seriously, guys,” interrupted Brad as he tried to bring the group back to business. “We have a problem developing out at Prescott Peninsula.”

      Brad went on to explain the events of the last several days, including the appearance of Pearson at the front gate and the increased activity of the locals on the banks of the Quabbin Reservoir. He relayed his plan to the group.

      “I’ve secured O’Brien’s approval to hire Steven and Wonder Woman here to locate and apprehend Pearson, a man now wanted for treason.” Brad pulled flyers out of his kit and handed one to everybody. They resembled a wanted poster from the nineteenth century.

      “How did you manage this?” asked Sarge as he studied the flyer.

      “With the help of my man, Branson, we convinced O’Brien that Pearson was responsible for the failed attempts to secure the weapons from the armories,” replied Brad. “I provided him images of the MBTA vehicles traveling toward Fort Drum in New York. O’Brien took the bait.”

      “What’s our role in this?” asked Steven.

      “We’re going to kill two birds with one stone,” replied Brad. He handed a letter to Steven on Citizen Corps stationary, which included the signature and seal of Governor O’Brien. “This letter will provide you safe passage through any government checkpoints. I also had Branson secure several blank copies of the sealed letterhead. You never know when they’ll become useful.”

      “Hey, Nomad, we get to kill somebody!” exclaimed Katie.

      Steven shot her a look. Brad knew that even amongst the Loyal Nine, he didn’t like his Aegis code name mentioned.

      “Not exactly,” interrupted Brad, effectively saving Katie from the death stare. “We need to lend the appearance that he is being brought in for questioning. I don’t want to raise suspicion with the people of Belchertown, or the governor, as to our motivations. I prefer to look at this as an abduction.”

      “Where do we take him, Fort Devens?” asked Steven.

      “Yes. We’ll lock him up with the rest of O’Brien’s thugs,” replied Brad. “At some point, we’ve got to come up with a plan for those guys. I can’t hold them forever. Hell, I can’t feed them forever.”

      “Okay, this is doable,” said Steven. “What else?”

      “While you’re there, see what you can learn,” said Brad. “This fellow Archibald, a former attorney, is the head of the Citizen Corps in the region. I believe he might be planning an assault on Prescott Peninsula.”

      “We’ll find out what’s going on,” said Steven.

      “I’ve got the best of the best out there running security, but we’re outmanned,” said Brad. “The front gate is relatively secured by the fence and the team I have in place, but the shoreline perimeter is massive. If they come at us all at once or in a concentrated location, we’d get overrun. Try to get a feel for their numbers. Are they training? How will they come at us? You know the drill.”

      “Got it,” said Steven.

      Sarge stood and walked toward the window and cleared his throat. Brad knew his friend was analyzing their conversation.

      “What do you think, Sarge?” asked Brad.

      “Sun Tzu, in The Art of War, argued a brilliant general was one that could win without fighting,” he replied. He returned to the group. “I just wonder if there is a way to get Belchertown to stand down.”
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        * * *

      

      The group weighed their options on dealing with Belchertown and also traded information on what was going on around the country. The President was scheduled to address the nation at 9:00 p.m. Because of the late hour, Sarge did not want to risk firing up the generators just for the privilege of watching the President on the Hughes satellite network. They were still diligent in practicing light and noise discipline in the evening. Julia brought in the radio, and she tuned it to the local emergency broadcast station that was recently activated.

      “Here we go,” she said. Everyone gathered around the radio, a scene reminiscent of the 1930s.

      “Good evening. Tonight, my fellow Americans, and citizens of the world, I come to you with information about the source of the vicious cyber attack perpetrated upon our nation and its critical infrastructure.

      “During my address of two weeks ago, I pledged to you that we would identify our attackers and bring them to justice. We now have credible evidence that the attack on our nation was undertaken at the behest of the Russians.

      “As a nation, we are at a crossroads between war and peace, between disorder and hostility, between hope and fear. Around the globe, we have received an outpouring of support from our allies and from some unlikely sources. Over the years, our country has inserted itself into the affairs of others, and one might think that this act of aggression against us is well deserved.

      “It is not for Russia to act as judge and jury on the sins of our past. Recently, Russian aggression in Europe recalls the days when large nations trampled smaller ones in pursuit of territorial ambition or economic gain. They have their own cross to bear.

      “Despite this act of aggression against us, the United States must continue to meet our responsibility to observe and enforce international norms. It is my belief that we gain more from cooperation than conquest.

      “Over one hundred years ago, a World War claimed the lives of many millions, proving that with the terrible power of modern weaponry, the pursuit of an ever-expanding empire ultimately leads to the graveyard. Some suggest that it might take another World War to roll back the forces of imperialism, the notions of racial supremacy, and nationalistic aggression to ensure that no nation can subjugate its neighbors and claim their territory.

      “Now is not the time for such a war, although the actions of the Russians clearly justify it. I have a vision for this world as one in which a nation’s borders cannot be redrawn by another. Whatever the motivations may have been for the Moscow government to undertake this attack upon our nation, America must defend herself.” The President paused for a moment, and the radio broadcast went silent. He continued.

      “Tonight, I am invoking Article Five of the North Atlantic Treaty, which provides that an attack on one member state shall be considered an attack on all. I am asking NATO member nations to join us in the defense of America against the hostilities initiated by Russia.

      “Further, I have formally invited the United Nations peacekeeping forces into the United States for the purposes of law enforcement activities to quell social unrest. This will free up our military to protect our borders against further Russian aggression. I have already spoken with Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, who has all available forces in route to our shores. Their presence will be felt immediately, and they will be on prominent display.

      “Until this threat passes, we must maintain order on our streets. The most vulnerable among us will suffer if we do not. Together, in concert with our NATO allies and the UN peacekeeping forces, we will meet the challenges we face. We will take concrete steps to address the danger posed against our nation from outside our borders as well as from those within our borders.

      “Tonight, I ask every American to participate in this effort. Those who have joined their local Citizen Corps office in rebuilding our community will find their lives fulfilled and their family well fed. For our citizens who refuse to comply with the reasonable guidelines I have established for the protection and rebuilding of the nation, I suggest that the future of this nation belongs to those who are prepared to rebuild, not destroy. That’s an immediate challenge to you, my fellow Americans, and it is the first challenge we must meet.

      “Join me, so that we may focus our attention on the enemy who put us in these inexplicable circumstances. If you refuse, you risk suffering the same fate as our enemies.”
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        Saturday, September 24

        7:26 a.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Brad joined Sarge on the roof with a cup of coffee. Sarge was finishing up his shift on perimeter patrol of 100 Beacon. He took the mug and inhaled the aroma.

      “Good morning,” greeted Sarge as he took his first sip. He looked out across an increasingly quiet Boston cityscape. One of the oldest cities in the nation, and the twenty-fourth largest, was desolate. Three weeks into the collapse, people were dying from dehydration caused by dysentery, lack of food, and, now increasingly, murder. “Normally, the roar of commuters into downtown would be deafening. Today, you can actually hear the geese on the Charles. I have to be honest, in a way, I like it.”

      “Most of us never stop to appreciate the things around us because we create busy lives for ourselves,” said Brad. “Even when we take time off from our jobs and activities, most of us insist upon having the television on or an iPad attached to our arms. It was nearly impossible for many Americans to sit still, much less quietly. Some of our new recruits were counseled for sleep disorders when they first joined our unit.”

      “Why?”

      “They were unable to fall asleep without a TV going,” replied Brad.

      “What did the counselors suggest?”

      “Exercise.” Brad laughed as he took a sip of his coffee. “So I ran their asses off before bed every night until they passed out. Problem solved.”

      The two men stood in silence for another moment as the sound of an ambulance siren wailed in the distance. Sarge put his rifle down on the table next to his coffee. He rolled his neck and shoulder to ease the tension in his muscles.

      “Dammit, Brad, I saw something like this coming. We all knew it was a possibility. During my lectures, I would talk about the various threats our nation faced. I discussed it with people when the publisher sent me on book signings. Hell, I even engaged people in conversation on Facebook. I just wonder if it sank in to anybody.”

      Brad patted Sarge on the back and responded. “Of course it did, Sarge. It rubbed off on me. Listen, with what I’ve seen in combat, I know the horrors of collapse. But I could’ve ignored the warnings because I was surrounded by tanks and troops. You opened my eyes, and I’m sure that you opened the eyes of your students, readers, and yes, your Facebook friends too.”

      “I wanted to change people’s perspectives through facts,” said Sarge. “I’ll never forget the debate—no, argument—I had with another Harvard professor. He called me a fearmonger.”

      “You’ve gotta be kidding.”

      “Nope. He said that my lectures on economic collapse, cyber warfare, and the threats of an EMP attack were nothing more than an attempt to scare my students into following my political ideologies.”

      Brad laughed. “Let me guess, you’re also part of the tinfoil-hat crowd.”

      “Yep, that too,” replied Sarge. “Isn’t it incredible that a group of people so intent upon teaching tolerance are the first to demean and call names?”

      “Oh yeah,” replied Brad.

      “Think of the stigma attached to the term preppers,” Sarge continued. “One time, I went to Google to research the prepper’s mentality. I start typing in the letters and then Google auto-populates preppers mental illness and preppers mental disorder. Google doesn’t lie.”

      “That’s a joke!” shouted Brad.

      “Well, maybe their algorithm doesn’t lie. Most people’s perceptions are developed through the news media, television, and movies. The mainstream media reports typically portray the preppers in a negative light. It’s hard to lead a preparedness lifestyle when you are constantly vilified for it.”

      “Look around us, Sarge,” said Brad. “You saw this coming, and you made sure all of us were ready. We owe you a debt of gratitude.”

      “Thanks, Brad. But we all have played an important role in surviving this collapse, now I think we might end up playing a bigger role in putting the country back together. Something inside me says that our work is yet to come.”

      The rooftop door opened, and Steven emerged with Katie in tow. “Hey, we’re ready to shove off.”

      “Yeah, J.J. is coming with us too,” added Katie.

      “Really? I thought he needed more time,” said Sarge.

      “Julia spoke to Susan,” replied Katie. “I guess Penny Quinn is having trouble with her braces. J.J. is now our Armageddon orthodontist too.” The group laughed.

      Steven pulled Sarge aside and whispered, “You guys got this? It’ll be just the two of you for a couple of days.”

      “Yeah,” Sarge replied. “There are reports from the Mechanics of black gang activity towards the South End in Jamaica Plain, around Fenway, and especially on the South Boston Waterfront. I guess MS-13 got frustrated with the tunnels being guarded by our new friend the White Devil. They took to the water as an alternative. So far, nothing has happened in Back Bay or Beacon Hill.”

      “Okay, bro. If you’re scared, I can leave Katie behind to protect you.” Steven slapped his brother on the back with a hearty laugh.

      “Screw you,” replied Sarge. “Take care of yourself out there. No heroics, okay?”

      “Yes, dear.” Steven scampered off as Sarge pretended to draw his .45 from its holster.
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        * * *

      

      After Brad left with the others, Sarge found Julia in the kitchen, cleaning her sidearm. He admired her beauty for a moment. Just three weeks ago, they were having an intimate conversation about their future. Then the lights went out, and the world turned upside down.

      “You look really sexy right now,” said Sarge as Julia put her gun back together. “You know, we’re alone for the first time in several weeks. Maybe we should…”

      “Forget it, horn-dog.” Julia laughed as she evaded his grasp. “I want to go downstairs and check on our neighbors. We’ve been able to help them with some food and water, but they have to be running out of supplies.”

      “Fine,” replied Sarge with a pout. “But afterwards…”

      “Maybe, big boy. Let’s go see.”

      Unconsciously, Sarge and Julia exhibited the new norm as they prepared to leave. Each of them checked their handguns and holstered them. Whenever they left the safe confines of the top three floors, they carried their weapons of choice in the building—the KelTec PLR-16. The PLR, an acronym for pistol, long range, was perfect for close-quarters encounters. It used the same magazine and ammunition as their AR-15 platform rifles. Julia preferred it for its light weight at just a little over three pounds. Sarge liked it because it was well balanced and provided him the same firepower as his beloved Smith & Wesson AR-15.

      As they reached the security door, Sarge looked through the peephole to check for any surprise visitors. It was clear. He turned to Julia and spoke.

      “Remember, everyone is a potential threat. Behind every unopened door, there could be a weapon pointed at us.”

      “Got it,” she replied. “We’ll start from the top and work our way down.”

      Sarge led the way as they descended the stairs. He understood Julia’s compassion, but he didn’t like taking unnecessary risks. In times of desperation, even your neighbors could turn on you. He argued this point with her before their first visit to the remaining occupants, to no avail. She insisted on looking after the neighbors.

      A vibrant building with an interesting history, 100 Beacon consisted of forty-one-hundred-square-foot floors, which contained multimillion-dollar residences. Now, most of the units were abandoned. The opulent furnishings remained in the upscale units, but were now enjoyed by ghosts.

      Sarge and Julia worked their way to the bottom floor, only encountering three occupied flats along the way. Patrolling the bottom floor was Sarge’s least favorite attorney, the man who had paid him a little too much lip service when he was helping the Winthrops and Peabodys into 100 Beacon following the cyber attack.

      “Good morning, Mr. Marshall,” greeted Sarge. Attorney Jase Marshall and Sarge were able to set aside their differences, finally, and were on speaking terms. But not on a first-name basis. “How is your new gun working out?”

      “Much better, Professor,” said Marshall. “The Garand was clearly inadequate for the war zone in which we live. This shotgun makes more sense for what I’d use it for. Fortunately, I haven’t had to use it since your brother arrived that day. Knock on wood, it’s been pretty quiet.”

      “Do you have help with your security?” asked Julia. She handed him a bottle of water out of her backpack and a pack of thirty-six-hundred-calorie ER Bars. He smiled and nodded his thanks. He glanced through the front door before setting his shotgun down to accept the gift.

      “I do, but it isn’t much,” he replied. “There’s another resident on the fifth floor next to my place that comes down from time to time, but he isn’t doing so well. He’s been losing a lot of weight and is very weak.”

      Sarge and Julia exchanged concerned glances.

      “Did he leave the building today?” asked Sarge. They’d knocked on all of the doors as they came down, and nobody answered on the fifth floor.

      “No,” Marshall replied. “He took the night shift and I replaced him a few hours ago.”

      Sarge nodded. That must be it.

      “The building is mostly abandoned now,” observed Julia. The three snapped to attention as a car drove slowly in front of the building before speeding off. “I hope the other residents have located safer surroundings, perhaps with family outside of the city?”

      “Mostly,” replied Marshall. “To be honest, I’ve lost track. I’ve located keys to their units in the super’s office. I’m ashamed to admit that I’ve gone through their kitchen cabinets, looking for food and drinks. I’m at a loss otherwise.”

      Sarge was witnessing firsthand the effect of the power outage. People were starving. They were losing hope. They were disappearing without notice. This once fully occupied building was down to three residents besides themselves. Eighty percent of his neighbors were gone after just three weeks.

      “Mr. Marshall, how well do you know your neighbors?” asked Sarge.

      “Pretty well. I was the head of the building’s association of residents. You wouldn’t know that because you never attended any of our meetings.”

      Sarge let the comment pass. He continued. “I mean, not the ones who remain, but the residents who have left.”

      “We’re all acquainted with each other, if that’s what you mean,” said Marshall. “But I don’t know where they are.”

      Julia gave Sarge a puzzled look.

      “What if I told you I could bring you some help? I have some trusted friends, good people, that could temporarily occupy these abandoned units and lend a helping hand in the process. Do you think your, I mean our, neighbors would allow them to stay in their homes until this situation gets better?”

      Julia whispered, “What are you thinking, Sarge?”

      “The Mechanics.”
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        Saturday, September 24

        11:06 a.m.

        Town Hall

        Belchertown, Massachusetts

      

      

      Archibald and Pearson leaned over the conference table in the property assessor’s office. John Whelihan, the director of assessments, brought out another stack of maps from the plat cabinet.

      “This is very confusing,” said Whelihan. “There haven’t been any permits pulled or licenses obtained on Prescott Peninsula since the radio observatory was constructed out there decades ago. Here are the plats for the entire peninsula, including the specific area around the observatory.” Whelihan pointed to the observatory, the present location of 1PP.

      Archibald took the plats and rolled them out across the table, using hardbound copies of the Massachusetts General Laws Annotated to hold them down flat. He and Pearson studied them further. Archibald summoned the three men directly reporting to him that had military experience. There were other retired military personnel in the community, but they refused to volunteer their assistance to the Citizen Corps. Archibald told Pearson they would be dealt with after the Prescott Peninsula situation was resolved.

      “What have they built out there?” asked Pearson. He leaned back from the table and rubbed his temples. It was his curiosity regarding the activity at Prescott Peninsula that kept him in Belchertown an additional day. He needed to get back to Boston.

      “Supposedly, it’s a safe haven for families fleeing an abusive relationship,” replied Archibald. He stood up and threw his pen on the maps. “I was there for the ribbon-cutting ceremony back in June. Hillary was there, as was Senator Morgan. The press was everywhere. Then, that was it.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Pearson. He leaned against the wall and folded his arms.

      “I mean there wasn’t any more press. Nobody has been past the security detail since the gate and fence were constructed. The only people observed going in or out are military personnel.”

      Pearson’s first thought was CIA. There was something wrong with this picture. Why would a home for abused mommies need military-style protection?

      “Also, the helicopter,” added Whelihan.

      “What helicopter?” asked Pearson.

      “Most of us heard it the night after the power went down,” he replied. “As far as we know, it never left.”

      “Was it military?” asked Pearson.

      “We don’t know,” replied Archibald.

      This stank to high heaven. He was about to ask another question when two of Archibald’s men entered the room with a flyer.

      The room became quiet as Archibald reviewed it. Pearson saw that the two men stared at him continuously, and he became annoyed. Archibald looked up at him.

      “Archie, what’s going on?” asked Pearson. He moved forward to get a better look at the paper.

      “This was delivered through our Citizen Corps mail system,” replied Archibald. “Seems you are in a bit of trouble, Joe.” He handed Pearson the flyer, which indicated he was wanted for treason. It was signed by Governor O’Brien. He started laughing, which caught everyone in the room off guard.

      “This is ridiculous and obviously fake. What the—?” Pearson protested as he reached for his jacket and satphone. Two men moved to block him but he tried to push past them. “I’m just getting my phone to call the governor!”

      “Check his coat,” ordered Archibald. The men produced a satellite phone, but no weapon. “Pat him down too.” Archibald stood firm while his men confirmed that Pearson was unarmed.

      “C’mon, Archie, this is some kind of joke or something,” pleaded Pearson. “Let me call the governor now and sort this out. There’s no need for all of this.”

      Archibald studied him for a moment and then handed him the phone. “Fellows, give me a moment with Mr. Pearson,” he said. The room cleared, leaving Pearson alone with Archibald. “Look, Joe, I like you. You’ve been a straight shooter with me. This could be a hoax, or our governor has gone off the rails. I’ve learned that he’s like that.”

      “It has to be something like that, Archie. Let me call him and find out, okay.”

      Archibald studied him for another moment and then leaned in to whisper, “I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt. By the same token, I don’t want any part of the conversation that you’re about to have. I’ll wait outside.”

      “Fair enough,” said Pearson. He dialed O’Brien’s number after Archibald left the room. The phone rang several times and there was no answer. He checked the number and tried again. Same result.

      He began to sweat in the enclosed room with no ventilation. He looked around nervously, searching for answers. Pearson had seen enough of O’Brien to know that he was nothing more than a union thug with a lot of newfound peon power. If this flyer was real, and it certainly appeared to be, he wasn’t going to submit himself to an idiot like O’Brien.

      Pearson walked to the window that overlooked the two-hundred-year-old, historic Clapp Memorial Library. The parking lot and grassed area leading to the building was empty. I’ve got nothing to lose. He quietly opened up the wood-clad window and lowered himself to the sidewalk below. Within moments, he escaped into the woods bearing the colors of fall.
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        * * *

      

      Steven slowly approached the security barriers at the intersection of Mill Valley Road and Washington Street. Several vehicles blocked the three-way stop, preventing him from continuing. He and Katie had experienced a similar roadblock entering New York from Pennsylvania. This time his arm wasn’t in a sling and the guards of the fine hamlet of Belchertown weren’t proudly saying choose freedom. Citizen Corps patches were prominently displayed on every jacket of the men who approached their car with weapons drawn. This was undoubtedly enemy territory.

      “State your business!” the lead guard shouted at Steven from a safe distance.

      Steven was careful to show his hands to all the men who surrounded Sarge’s Toyota Bandeirante. He pulled O’Brien’s letter from the dash and handed it through the window. The lead guard took the letter and examined it. He backed away to use a two-way radio, but Steven was unable to hear the conversation. After a few moments, the guard returned.

      “Out of the vehicle, and slowly,” the man ordered.

      Steven looked at Katie and nodded. Both of them exited simultaneously, keeping eye contact on the welcoming committee.

      “We have weapons,” announced Steven. “We’re both going to remove them and allow you to search our vehicle. We don’t want any misunderstandings here. Nobody needs to be a hero or get killed. Fair enough?”

      “Remove your weapons and place your hands on your head,” ordered the lead guard.

      Steven and Katie complied. After a few moments, their vehicle had been searched and the lead guard was satisfied that there were no surprises. “Come with me, please.” He led Steven and Katie to a panel van and opened the side door to allow them in.

      “Mr. Archibald, the chairman of our board of selectmen will see you. Your vehicle and weapons will be returned to you afterwards.”

      Steven and Katie dutifully complied. There was no reason to escalate hostilities with the townspeople. This was a time to learn and observe.

      Their driver continuously looked in the rearview mirror at his passengers while the man in the passenger seat kept a handgun pointed at them. Katie decided to play the ditzy-girlfriend card.

      “Oh, honey, isn’t this town quaint? I’d love to live here after this is all over. What do you think?”

      Steven tried to stay serious, but he knew Katie was trying to break down the barriers with their guards. “Absolutely, look at that beautiful old Victorian. I bet those trees are hundreds of years old.” Steven wondered if Katie was impressed with his knowledge of architecture.

      “Sir, are these homes reasonably priced?” asked Katie of the guard.

      He laughed at her. “Lady, nothing’s for sale anymore. Most of the town’s residents have moved on and left their places behind. The rest of us are here to help Mr. Archibald.”

      Katie leaned forward in the seat to allow the driver to notice her figure. “Do you think he might need some more help?” she asked innocently. “I mean, we kinda hate the city now. It’s not as safe or pretty as here.”

      The guard lowered his weapon somewhat as he flirted with Katie. “Well, young lass,” he started, assuming Katie’s Irish heritage. “there is always room for one as pretty as you.” He grinned, exposing a few missing teeth.

      The driver wheeled the van to the front of the town hall, and they were greeted by two police officers. They slid open the van door and motioned for Steven and Katie to get out.

      “Come with us.”

      Steven and Katie, sandwiched between the four armed men, entered the town hall, and the first thing they saw was the large contingent at the end of the hallway by a door labeled conference room.

      “Wait here,” said one of the men as he entered the large, open space. He spoke with Archibald, who motioned for Steven and Katie to enter. He immediately extended his hand to greet Steven, who shook it in return.

      “My name is Ronald Archibald. I understand the governor sent you folks,” he said. While Steven spoke with Archibald, Katie wandered around the room, appearing nonchalant.

      “Nice to meet you,” replied Steven. “Thanks for taking the time to meet with us. You look very busy, so I’ll get to the point. Governor O’Brien has instructed us to locate Mr. Joseph Pearson. The governor’s office believes he is in Belchertown.”

      Katie continued to wander around the room, making small talk with the men reviewing the maps and plats spread on the large conference table.

      “He was here, but has since disappeared,” replied Archibald.

      Steven saw that Katie was making progress with the men in the room, so he took his time with Archibald. “When did you see him last?” he asked.

      “It’s been several hours. We discovered he was wanted for treason. Because we weren’t sure of the authenticity of this paper flyer, we allowed him the opportunity to call Governor O’Brien.” Archibald handed Steven the flyer issued by O’Brien. Steven examined it briefly and then set it on the table. He saw that the men were studying various maps of Prescott Peninsula.

      “Are you organizing a search party?” asked Steven, glancing around the room.

      “No, we’ve got bigger fish to fry, as they say,” replied Archibald. “Pearson never caused me any problems, and my constituents’ needs rise above a manhunt for an alleged traitor.”

      Katie had toured the entire room and caught Steven’s eye. She nodded that she was finished.

      “Is there anything you can tell us, Mr. Archibald, that might assist us in finding this Pearson fella?” asked Steven.

      “Not really. He never returned to his hotel room. He didn’t carry a weapon either. The only thing he left here with was a satellite phone.”
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        * * *

      

      Pearson sat in the woods and stared across the lake. With the darkness and the mist of the rain obscuring his view, he was unable to see any activity. The falling rain caused him to shudder, or maybe it was nervousness as he awaited a call from the assistant director of Homeland Security.

      Pearson’s superiors had no knowledge of any treason charges against him and were just as surprised as he was to learn of the impending warrant. They were very interested in Pearson’s theory of what brought the charges in the first place, as well as the mystery surrounding the Quabbin Reservoir. It was pouring down rain now, and Pearson tried to take cover at the base of an oak tree, but the leaves were sparse. Come on! I know it’s Saturday, but someone needs to straighten this out.

      Finally, the satellite phone rang, and Pearson, in his haste to answer it, dropped it in the wet leaves. He quickly snatched it up.

      “Hello,” he answered, out of breath. For several minutes, Pearson listened to the caller and only occasionally spoke. “Yes, sir. I’m on my way, sir.”

      The line went dead, but Pearson found new life. He started south along the shore at a quick trot. There you have it! I knew he was up to something!
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        Saturday, September 24

        2:49 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      The most common orthodontic problem in children is called malocclusion, or simply bad bite. Sometimes this is genetic, other times it can be caused by the early or late loss of baby teeth. The Quinn’s daughter, Penny, began to exhibit evidence of misalignment when she was eight years old. Her orthodontist, Dr. Daniel SinClair, suggested dental braces for Penny as her adult teeth came out. After two years, her braces were beginning to give her problems and needed to be removed. Naturally, under the circumstances, Dr. SinClair was unavailable.

      “Okay, Penny, J.J. is going to take care of your braces,” said Susan as she cupped a worried Penny’s face in her hands.

      Donald leaned down next to their daughter to reassure her. “Honey, you’ll be in good hands with J.J. When he finishes up, you’ll feel great and your smile will be worth a million bucks!”

      “Thank you, Daddy. I just wish Dr. SinClair was here to do it.”

      Donald patted her on the head and he whispered to J.J., “We’ll go downstairs when you’re done.”

      J.J. nodded. “Okay, my good little Prim and Proper Penny Pincher—” J.J. laughed as he knelt down next to the nervous young girl “—the most important thing you can do for me is hold still, okay?”

      “Okay, J.J.,” replied Penny. She looked up to Susan and added, “I’ve got this, Mom.”

      Donald thought to himself that this world was no place for children. His girls were very fortunate compared to the horrors other children were facing out there. But Penny was growing into a confident young woman, just a week before her eleventh birthday, which fell on October twenty-first.

      He got his daughter settled on the surgical table while J.J. adjusted the lights. He gave Penny a kiss on the forehead. J.J. gathered a few instruments, including one not normally used in a medical context.

      “Susan, please keep Penny still for me,” said J.J. “It will be a natural reaction for her to flinch. A little bit will be okay.”

      Susan nodded and looked to Donald for reassurance. He gave her a thumbs-up.

      “I can’t believe I missed this,” interjected Donald. “I’m sorry, J.J., I thought I was pretty thorough and thought of everything.”

      “You did pretty good, Donald,” said J.J. “Look around us.”

      Donald looked around the room full of medical devices and instruments. Everything here was readily available online or at local medical supply stores. The most expensive item was the portable defibrillator that J.J. had used in his attempts to revive Sabs. Hopefully, that would not be needed again.

      “I would think about the mundane tasks people performed each day,” started Donald. “I then thought about how those tasks could be achieved in a grid-down scenario. We talked about women’s health issues at length, didn’t we, honey?”

      “I think we were very thorough in most respects,” replied Susan. “Typically, women and children are most affected by poor sanitation conditions. I thought of everything from personal hygiene to birth control.”

      “That’s right,” added Donald. “And even though we don’t personally agree with its use, we even included the Plan B morning-after pill in the medicine cabinet over there.” Donald pointed to a large, locked corner cabinet.

      “Don’t feel bad, you guys,” said J.J. as he produced a set of needle-nose pliers from the instrument sterilizer. A tear came to Susan’s eyes as she saw the tool.

      “I look at our baby’s sweet mush every day,” said Donald, becoming emotional at the sight of Susan’s tears. “I could have purchased a pair of ortho pliers for around fifteen bucks on Amazon. How could I have missed that?”

      “Hey, hey, you two—” J.J. laughed “—this little girl is way tougher than you two wusses. Do I need to clear my O.R.?”

      Both of the Quinns laughed as J.J. and Penny looked at them.

      “Okay, sorry,” replied Donald, speaking on Susan’s behalf. Nervous parents.

      “You did have the foresight to print hard copies of Where There is No Dentist from the Freedom Preppers website,” said J.J. “Also, the introduction to orthodontics book is a huge help.”

      “I’m ready, J.J.,” interrupted Penny. Everyone laughed at the child’s desire to get it over with.

      “Okay, Penny Pincher,” said J.J. He put on a pair of surgical magnifying glasses, which included an LED headlight. “Open wide.”

      Penny obliged.

      “Obviously, you don’t want to grab the tooth, as it may crack. Dental brackets have a groove close to the tooth face designed to make their removal easy. I’m also going to use my finger to support the back side of the tooth, which has the added benefit of keeping the patient steady. Let’s take care of the first one.”

      After removing the rubber bands from the dental brace structure, J.J. took the pliers and squeezed the bracket at the front of the tooth. He gave it a slight torqueing motion.

      “You only need to give the braces a gentle squeeze. You don’t want to pull forward.” The first brace came loose after another wiggle. J.J. was separating the brace from the bonding glue, which was very strong. After twisting the brace, the glue remained on the tooth. J.J. continued to work his way around Penny’s mouth until all of the braces were removed. There was only a little bit of bleeding, which he dabbed with a Q-tip.

      “That wasn’t so bad, was it, Penny Punkin’?” asked J.J., who had a wide variety of nicknames for the Quinn girls.

      “Nope, but my teeth feel funny,” replied Penny. “They’re rough.”

      “That’s the glue used to hold the braces in place,” said J.J. “Dr. SinClair would have a solvent for you, but we have to improvise.”

      “What can we do about the glue?” asked Susan. She helped Penny sit up and gave her a wet washcloth to bite down on, helping ease the discomfort.

      “The glue could take years to wear off completely,” started J.J. “But I have some pretty simple instructions for you. He walked over to the counter and grabbed a box of baking soda and peroxide. “There are hundreds of uses for baking soda, and this is one of them.”

      He mixed a paste from two teaspoons of baking soda and one-half teaspoon of peroxide. Peroxide caused the baking soda to bubble, so he mixed the two slowly to avoid a mess.

      “Sit up straight, Penny,” instructed J.J. “Susan, hold this towel under her chin to keep from creating a mad-dog foamy mess, right, little one?”

      Penny grinned and nodded her head.

      “Don’t swallow this, Penny. Let the mixture spill out, okay?”

      Another nod.

      J.J. took a battery-powered toothbrush and began to move the mixture over Penny’s teeth for a moment or two. During this process, J.J. explained that brushing with the peroxide and baking soda softened up the glue, which enabled him to scrape it off with a dental pick. He cautioned to use care when scraping to prevent accidental removal of the enamel, which could lead to tooth decay.

      “Spit it all out into this bowl, Penny, and then we’ll rinse your mouth out a couple of times.”

      “It’s yucky.”

      “I know. Now, I need you to floss for me, okay? After that, let’s rinse again, please.” J.J. directed his attention to Susan as he washed his hands.

      “This will help remove the glue, but it certainly isn’t the perfect solution. Once a day, have a brushing, picking, and flossing session with Penny. Be sure to rinse her mouth out thoroughly to get rid of loose dental glue and residue.”

      “Thank you so much, J.J.,” said Susan, giving him a hug. “She was so uncomfortable. I didn’t know what we would do.”

      “Well, this has been a first for me, I can assure you,” said J.J. He handed her a small tube of Orajel. “She will have a little discomfort around her gums for the next couple of days. This will help numb the pain.”

      “All done,” announced Penny with the biggest smile she’d shared in a long time. “How do I look?”

      “Like a princess!”
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        * * *

      

      Donald and J.J. descended the stairs into the lower levels of 1PP. It had been two weeks since J.J. left for 100 Beacon, and Donald had been busy on a project. He was anxious to share the details with his friend.

      “Thank you, J.J.,” said Donald as they reached the bottom floor of the former radio observatory. “Susan was worried.”

      “It was a simple procedure. The key is to take your time and not get aggressive with the brackets. Fortunately, the removal wasn’t complicated by gum disease or TMJ pains. She should heal up nicely.”

      Donald reached into his pocket and pulled out the keys to the locked steel door. Certain rooms remained locked and inaccessible, like this one, the weapons room, and the vault full of a billion dollars in precious metals. This particular room had become Donald’s workshop and man-cave.

      “What’ve you been working on?” asked J.J.

      Donald led him into the room and closed the door behind them, turning the bolt lock as well. He moved past J.J. and switched on the lights over his long workbench. Tools were organized on a pegboard wall, and there were charging stations for his lithium ion batteries.

      Donald’s shop was designed to perform a number of functions, including weapons cleaning and repair. There was a Hornady reloading press and several bins filled with a variety of cartridges. Donald had acquired all of the essentials for ammunition reloading, including dies, a priming tool, and a powder scale.

      The large center worktable contained drawers filled with a variety of nuts, bolts, and screws acquired at Lowe’s during the build-out of 1PP. Donald was a hands-on supervisor during the process, thinking of useful tools and construction materials to benefit them in a postapocalyptic world.

      “I’d like you to meet our force multiplier,” said Donald proudly. He lifted a device off the workbench and set it on the table for J.J. to see.

      “What the hell is this thing?” asked J.J. as he walked around the table and studied the device without daring to touch it. On a small square bracket with rubber feet, Donald had welded an eighteen-inch-diameter satellite dish. Attached to the dish were several electronic components with wires interconnecting them. A black rubber handle was located behind another box, which contained a toggle switch and a red push button.

      “This is an RFW—a radio frequency weapon,” replied Donald. “If all goes well, it will be the first of three that I will build in case we need it.”

      “Are you out of your mind?” asked J.J.

      “Not at all. Listen, radio frequency weapons, also known as directed-energy weapons, use electromagnetic energy on specific frequencies to disable electronics. The principle is similar to that of high-power microwave weapons used by the military. These military systems tend to be much more sophisticated and are more likely to be in the control of technologically advanced nations.

      “The RFW, by contrast, is simple and low voltage enough that it can be deployed by anyone. I found a detailed schematic online. I purchased the necessary components on Amazon, at Radio Shack, and at the local electrical supply. Instructions for assembling the components and how to use the RFW were available online as well.” Donald leaned back against the workbench and folded his arms.

      J.J. studied the RFW for a moment before speaking. “You’ve built an EMP device?”

      “The force multiplier,” replied Donald. “is capable of causing damage to targeted electronics. It is intended to be a highly capable nonlethal weapon. It’s designed to be focused on a particular target, but can be used safely from a distance. That’s why RFWs are also called directed-energy weapons. It has the capability of rendering an attacker’s electronics useless. Just like an EMP.”

      “Donald, this has a lot of potential. We could use it defensively against attacking vehicles or boats. We could also use it covertly against a facility that had power restored or is operating through a generator.” J.J. picked up the force multiplier. It was fairly heavy at seventeen pounds, but remarkably balanced. The bracket holding the components protruded underneath the handle, enabling the operator to use the base as a counterweight. The toggle switch and push button were within easy reach of the operator’s thumb.

      “What are all of these parts?” asked J.J. as he gently set the device back down.

      “After I obtained the plans, I set about finding the parts listed on various websites,” replied Donald. As he spoke, he pointed to each of the components. “I purchased the Sharp magnetron on eBay. This is called the waveguide assembly, which I obtained from a microwave oven. This is an eighteen-inch aluminum dish made by CETC. This PAPST fan is designed for computer servers and compact air conditioners. It will keep the magnetron cooled down if it has to be used for long periods of time.”

      “How long do you have to use it for it to have the desired effect?” asked J.J.

      “Short bursts are sufficient for most buildings and vehicles,” replied Donald. “Aircraft require a longer burst.” He looked J.J. in the eye to study his reaction.

      “You can disable an aircraft with this?”

      “I think so,” said Donald. He continued with the tour of the force multiplier. “This is a high-voltage YEO transformer that I bought from Sears. Everything is wired together, including the capacitor. Then it is properly grounded, or it won’t work.”

      “Have you tried it yet?” asked J.J.

      Donald put his hands in his pockets and shook his head. “No. I’m afraid to around here. What if it works better than I thought? I don’t want to fry our own electronics!”
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        Sunday, September 25

        3:55 p.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “It’s been quiet around us until now,” said Julia as she and Sarge stood on the rooftop of 100 Beacon. “That gunfire is from down the street, Sarge.” From the top of the building, they had a clear line of sight to the east toward Boston Common. Smoke began to rise from the vicinity of Starbucks and DeLuca’s on Charles Street.

      Sarge leaned over the roof’s edge to get a better perspective with his binoculars, but his view was obstructed by the Greek Consulate. The commotion to their west concerned him more. The sounds of breaking glass and gunfire were common now, but this was dangerously close.

      “I knew we weren’t going to be insulated from the violence,” said Sarge. “The respite of the last week or so wasn’t going to last. That’s why the idea of relocating some of the Mechanics to our building is important. I thought we could wait until Steven and Katie returned.”

      “Sarge, look,” yelled Julia as she pointed west on Beacon Street. “Those men are shooting the plate-glass doors of the Branson Museum and going in. There are at least six of them.” Gunshots rang out again on the north side of Beacon as another group of men stormed a brownstone apartment building.

      “They’re wearing football jerseys, the Oakland Raiders,” said Sarge. An NFL team’s attire held a special appeal to gangs. Typically the gang would adopt a color and then find an NFL team that coincided with them. Black had always been popular, which related back to the early Westerns when the bad guy was always dressed in black. The Raiders jersey was highly symbolic for gang members, who were drawn to the black and silver colors together with the swashbuckling pirate logo. “These guys are part of J-Rock’s crew.”

      Now screams filled the air as more gunfire was heard, closer this time. Not good. Sarge and Julia didn’t have much time. They left the rooftop and descended to the eighth floor, which contained their armory. Steven and Katie were due back soon, and the best they could do was hold off the approaching gang members. Sarge and Julia both put on tactical body armor vests. Sarge inserted the quarter-inch steel plates and pulled their cummerbund-style closures tight. These vests could withstand a range of ballistics up to .308 rifles and .44 Magnum handguns.

      After grabbing an AR-15, they filled their utility pouches with magazines. They inserted a sixty-round magazine for starters. Sarge outfitted Julia’s vest with a two-way radio, and he did the same.

      He looked her in the eyes and then he kissed her. “I love you, Julia. We can do this.”

      “I love you too. You need to get across the street before they get closer. We have to turn them away, Sarge.”

      “They’ll seek the path of least resistance. Right now, nobody is standing up to them. We just cannot let them enter the building.” Sarge led her to the stairwell and gave her gear one last check.

      “I’m ready. We’ve got the high ground, and they’re cowards; otherwise they wouldn’t be doing what they’re doing. Now go. I’ll wait for your signal.”

      Julia left and bounded up the stairs toward the rooftop. Her job was to keep the gangbangers from entering the fenced courtyard of 100 Beacon, where they could benefit from some cover. If they entered the building, then Sarge would have to clear every floor on his own.

      Sarge went down the stairs and found his attorney friend, Mr. Marshall, manning the front entrance alone. He was sweating profusely from nervousness.

      “You’ve heard the gunfire,” started Sarge. “Marshall, I need you to hold it together. Can you do that?”

      The man nodded, unable to speak out of fear.

      Sarge took him by the shoulders. “Here’s what we’re going to do, okay.” He led Marshall into the wrought-iron-enclosed courtyard and pointed across the street toward the five-story brownstone. Its doors had been broken in two weeks ago, and several windows on the second floor were broken. “I’m going to run across the street and take up a position on the rooftop. Julia has done the same upstairs. I want you to stay inside the doorway and shoot anyone who comes in, except me, of course. Got it?”

      “I think so,” said Marshall. “I’ll stay in the building until you come for me.”

      “Good. Crouch behind the reception desk but keep the gun pointed at the door. These guys are wearing black and silver football jerseys. I think they’re a gang from Roxbury. If we do our job, you’ll never see them. But, be ready, Marshall. Now is not the time to check out.”

      “I’m good,” he said as he returned to the entryway.

      Sarge checked the street and quickly darted behind the disabled U-Haul truck left there weeks ago by Steven. Finding the street clear, he ran through the crosswalk and up the eight stairs to the entrance of the building, which appeared to be vacant. Where did everybody go?

      Sarge’s heart was racing. He never imagined that he and Julia would be protecting 100 Beacon by themselves. The key was to prevent access to the building. If he could reach the rooftop, he would have mobility, the element of surprise, and the height advantage.

      Sarge ran inside and looked for the stairwell. It was locked. Dammit! He needed another way up. He remembered the fire escape on the front of the building. He poked his head back out and didn’t see anyone. He hopped over the railing and ran through the last remnants of hostas in the flower bed. Using the brick windowsill for assistance, he climbed his way up into an elm tree. Like a spider monkey, Sarge gradually made his way to the height of the second floor, where he could reach the railing, but it was just out of grasp. He decided to climb higher into the tree where he could jump down onto the steel grate landing of the fire escape.

      He made the jump, but landed with a thud and rolled into the red brick wall. Pain shot through his shoulder that took the brunt of the blow. Julia’s voice came over the two-way radio.

      “Hey there, Spiderman, aren’t you a little old for that?”

      Sarge looked up to the top of 100 Beacon and then his middle finger was raised upward.

      Julia commented, “So rude.”

      Shaking off the pain of the fall, Sarge climbed the stairs and reached the roof. He swung his legs over the edge and found a solid surface. He took a moment to gather himself and catch his breath.

      He looked up and down Beacon Street. The building housing Starbucks was fully engulfed in flames now. There were no fire trucks responding. Afternoon showers had rolled through Boston yesterday afternoon, but the skies were clear now. To the west, several cars drove slowly in front of the buildings containing the attackers. Periodically, a Raiders-clad thief would run out of the building carrying some form of loot. He would deposit the goods in the car and run in for more. The occasional gunshot was an indication that a resident had attempted to thwart the gang.

      “Now we wait,” said Sarge into the two-way. The two groups were working their way up the street, but the group on his side was advancing faster. He hadn’t considered this. He’d secured a position with the intent to secure 100 Beacon. Now, he found himself protecting this side of the street first.

      “Do you copy?” he asked Julia.

      “Go ahead.”

      “This side is advancing faster than your side. I doubt they’ll come to the rooftop. Do we make our presence known and defend this building first, or wait and see how it develops?”

      Julia hesitated before responding to Sarge. “It’s getting late. I don’t think these guys will want to conduct these raids in the dark, do you?”

      “No,” replied Sarge. He glanced at the progress of the other group. They were approaching Fisher College, the long stretch of buildings next to 100 Beacon. “They’re operating by force and intimidation. By wearing their gang colors and blasting their way indoors, they send a clear message to the building’s occupants. Stand down, or die.”

      “If that’s the case, the end of our block is a natural stopping point for them,” said Julia. “The next building down from you takes them to Arlington and Boston Common. On my side of the street, they’ll be in the next block where the fire is getting worse.”

      “Stand by,” said Sarge. He would prefer to take them separately. Ideally, one group would be preoccupied in a building while he and Julia took the other group out in the crossfire. If the others rushed to their side, then Sarge and Julia, taking advantage of the confusion, could pick them off as they made their way down the sidewalk. Several gunshots to his left interrupted his thoughts.

      “Sarge, they’re coming,” said Julia.

      Sarge’s heart was racing. He needed the groups to split in two. The men were running in and out of the building next to his location. He looked west on Beacon, and then the decision became clear. The gangbangers broke through the entry doors to Fisher College. They faced a maze of hallways, corridors, and classrooms. Unlike the residential brownstones, which contained a couple of units per floor, the gang members on Julia’s side of the street would be tied up for some time trying to find anything of value.

      “Get ready,” said Sarge. “We’ll take this group first. Also, take out their vehicle. The others will come pouring out of Fisher College like a bunch of cockroaches. We don’t have a very good line of sight because of the tree canopy. We’ll take out as many of them as we can, as well as the trailing vehicles. There are four cars altogether.”

      “Got it,” said Julia, adding, “Happy hunting.” She had become a stone-cold killer.

      Several minutes later, the last of the Raiders exited the building next to him and tossed a few fur coats into the back of an awaiting dry cleaner’s van. There were five men, plus the driver. Sarge fired first, raining NATO 5.56 rounds on top of the vehicle and into the bodies of two of the men. The other men ran for cover at the back of the van, and Julia tore up the asphalt, missing them at first. Then she found her mark. The final rounds sailed through the windshield, instantly killing the driver, who slumped over the steering column, activating the wiper system.

      Because the gang was clustered together, it took less than thirty seconds to kill all of them, plus the driver. The other group of looters were still inside Fisher College. The sound of squealing tires filled the air as the other three cars sped into reverse.

      “Shoot the other cars!” Sarge yelled into the mic as he began shooting. He shot out the tires of the closest vehicle, and the driver attempted to exit through the passenger side. Julia shot the driver several times. One of the cars attempted to turn around and crashed into the side of a black maintenance vehicle. The driver, in desperation, backed up and pulled forward, continuing his attempt to turn around. Sarge emptied the rest of his magazine through the car’s windows, killing the driver.

      The last car, a Lexus grocery-getter, had backed out of range, using the tree canopy for protection. As predicted, the remaining five looters came out of Fisher College, but using different points of exit. Both Sarge and Julia fired on them, killing two and wounding one who rolled into a hedgerow. The other two thugs piled into the Lexus and sped away.

      “Hold your position,” said Sarge. “Let’s make sure there are no surprises.”

      The last attacker lay in the bushes, screaming in pain. He was crawling through the boxwoods, trying to make his way to a descending stairwell that led to a drug counselor’s office.

      “What do we do with number fifteen down there,” said Julia, referring to the man’s blood-soaked replica of the jersey worn by Raiders’ wide receiver Michael Crabtree.

      Sarge adjusted his sight and shot the man in the head. He replied, “Nothing. He just retired.”
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        Sunday, September 25

        12:26 p.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Hey, we’re out front. Over,” said Steven into his two-way radio. He and Katie chased a lead on Pearson that took them toward Albany, New York, before they were turned around by the New York Army National Guard at the Hudson River. The state was experiencing an unprecedented nuclear disaster just fifty miles to the south of the checkpoint at the Indian Point Nuclear Power Plant.

      When Steven and Katie were taken in for the night at Port Jervis weeks ago, a small fire department operated by a former soldier at Fort Devens named Hector took them in for the night, giving them some much-needed rest. On the next day, the entire volunteer fire department left to help their comrades put out a fire at the main transformer of Indian Point #2. Also, several transformers in unit #3 had caught fire. Apparently, the battle to put out the fire was lost.

      Refugees were streaming northward along Interstate 87 towards the New York state capital of Albany, where FEMA camps had been established. The prevailing winds would carry any radioactive contamination to the east into Connecticut. When Steven encountered the checkpoint, their letter signed by O’Brien didn’t grant them passage into the state, but it did allow them to fill up their gas tank for the return trip.

      “Roger, come on up,” replied Sarge.

      “What the hell did I miss, bro? There are dead dudes all over the road out here.”

      “We’ll fill you in. Over.” When Steven checked in late last night, Sarge alluded to some visitors, but refused to elaborate over the radios, which made sense. Steven counted nearly a dozen Raiders strewn all over Beacon Street. The dead bodies were beginning to pile up.

      Steven and Katie stopped by the kitchen to grab something to eat. They were operating their generators sparingly, but the refrigerator remained cold, allowing them to preserve leftovers from meals. They made themselves a tuna salad wrap and headed up to the rooftop, a welcome change from the MREs of the last two days.

      Julia welcomed them as they walked out into the unusually warm fall day. “Greetings, weary travelers. I see you found the tuna.”

      “Yeah, my favorite,” replied Steven with a mouthful of the wrap. He used the remainder to gesture over his shoulder. “You guys create all that carnage?” He took another bite and studied his brother. Sarge had impressed him in the past with his abilities as they trained together. But shooting at stationary targets and experiencing live rounds were different matters altogether. Over the last few years, he’d elevated Sarge’s training to include real tactics that had been proven in combat and black ops. From the looks of Beacon Street, the student had digested everything and put it into practice.

      “Julia did it,” replied Sarge dryly.

      “It wasn’t all me,” she protested. “Sarge started it. Those poor men were just minding their own business, and Sarge opened up on them. The welcome-wagon people fired him because of it.”

      Steven polished off his sandwich and started laughing. “There’s broken glass everywhere, in addition to the dead guys. What were they doing?”

      “The Raiders, as we called them, are part of J-Rock’s gang,” replied Sarge as he started walking toward the front of 100 Beacon. “They were forcing their way into buildings down the street by shooting up the entry doors. This form of doorbell ringing probably scared the residents into hiding, allowing the gang to have their way with any valuables.”

      “Like what?” asked Katie, who was leaning over the roof’s parapet to get a better view.

      “The last guy was loading fur coats into that van before Sarge closed down their operation,” replied Julia. Then she laughed. “I guess they were getting ready for winter.”

      “Julia held her own, guys,” said Sarge. “We lit ‘em up, and when the rest of the crew scampered out of Fisher, we sent them a message as well.”

      “Did you get them all?” asked Steven. Regardless of the answer, his brother had stirred up a hornets’ nest.

      “No,” replied Sarge, who hesitated for a moment before adding these prophetic words, “They’ll be back.”
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        Monday, September 26

        7:00 p.m.

        Citizen Corps Region I, Office of the Governor

        99 High Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      O’Brien was incensed. He was too enraged to smoke a cigar. He paced back and forth through the conference room as Brad and Captain Branson made excuses for their failures.

      “For over two weeks, you’ve promised me the military personnel I need to carry out the orders my President assigned to me!” yelled O’Brien. He would turn and face the soldiers from time to time for emphasis. “Where is my army?”

      “Governor, as I have said,” started Brad, “my troops have returned to their families. They are no longer available by phone or other means of contact. This is happening all over the country, sir.”

      “Recruit more men,” demanded O’Brien. “I lost more than half of my guys because of that stupid armory fiasco.”

      “Sir, we aren’t authorized to commission soldiers into the military,” replied Brad. “Even if we could, the city is largely abandoned. The rampant crime has sent the majority of the population into the countryside.”

      O’Brien glared at La Rue, who sat quietly in a wing chair near the front door. He needed his consigliere to advise him, and he was sick of the double-talk from these two leathernecks.

      “Where is Pearson? I thought you had a bloodhound after him. It’s been three days!”

      “Sir, our man followed Pearson into New York, but they were denied access into the state. We still believe that Pearson fled to Fort Drum.” O’Brien was seeing through the lies. This charade was over.

      “Would it surprise you to know that Pearson was right under our noses? He wasn’t in New York! He was in Belchertown!”

      Brad and Branson remained stoic. O’Brien realized that these two were not going to crack, nor would they ever obey his authority. He needed them replaced, but an alternative had to be arranged.

      He calmed his nerves, and then he leaned over the table into the faces of Brad and Branson. “Get out! You two are dismissed!” Permanently.

      O’Brien swung his arm and gestured for La Rue to follow them out. He needed to think and make a call. In the three weeks since his appointment, he’d accomplished nothing. Nothing! He had envisioned enriching himself and his closest friends during this opportunity that presented itself. He had plans to get even with a lot of political enemies, as well as knocking down the fat cats around here a notch or two. For weeks, he’d relied upon those idiots to provide him with the military support and weapons necessary to set things straight after years of oppression forced on the common man. They were just a couple of screw-ups. Or were they?

      He stared out the window into the deserted streets of Boston. Each day, fewer people appeared and even fewer cars. Bostonians had abandoned their homes out of fear. Had he made a mistake by unleashing the gangs on the city? The lack of opposition did make it easier for his teams to clean out the upscale homes in Brookline and Chestnut Hill, but there was more to do. If he could delegate this humanitarian crap to someone else, he could take care of the business that was important to him. He needed help.

      La Rue returned and interrupted O’Brien’s thoughts.

      “They’re gone.”

      “Good,” O’Brien gruffed. “Those two are worthless.”

      “No,” said La Rue. “They’re good at what they do, which is lie.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Just consider this, Jim,” started La Rue. “Whenever they came up with an idea, their attitude was full of excitement and suggestions. But as things began to go wrong, they clammed up and offered nothing except I don’t know.”

      O’Brien dropped himself into a chair and exhaled. He considered La Rue’s words for a moment and it began to dawn on him. “They’ve been playing me the whole time,” he shouted.

      “Exactly. Everything they have proposed was with the intentions of stalling your directives.”

      O’Brien sat up in his chair and mindlessly twirled the phone on the table. “Do you think the colonel had this planned from the beginning?”

      “I do. From the training to the installation of his security team, the colonel’s plan was to delay your plans while learning your intentions with a mole—Captain Branson.”

      “But, Marion, Branson helped with the armory raids. Wouldn’t he be violating some military oath or law or something?”

      “Maybe so, but his commanding officer was probably in on it,” replied La Rue. “How do you punish a co-conspirator?”

      “Every armory raid was a success, except…”

      “Yeah, Jim, except for the fact that more than half of our people disappeared into thin air, and so did the weapons from the largest armories,” said La Rue, finishing O’Brien’s thought. It was starting to make sense to him now.

      “The colonel hijacked our weapons and our men! Those images of the MBTA trucks rolling into New York were real, right!” O’Brien slammed his hand on the table and stood, walking back to the window. “What do you think happened?”

      “I think the pictures, produced of course by Colonel Bradlee, were either faked or real. But our guys and the weapons weren’t in those trucks. They’re somewhere else.”

      “Where?” O’Brien was starting to see the importance of having another set of eyes that he could trust.

      “I believe they may be in the prison camp at Fort Devens. I’ll go up there tomorrow and see what I can find out.”

      “Take some men with you, Marion,” instructed O’Brien. “I’m gonna need you through all of this. But one more thing. Where does Pearson fit into all of this?”

      “I think he was set up to take the fall,” replied La Rue. “Think about it. He didn’t run and hide after the armory raids went bad. He went to Belchertown to do his job, which was to get these Citizen Corps councils up and running.”

      O’Brien nodded his head and chuckled. “He tried to explain everything to me over the phone, but I guess I spooked him.”

      “I was here, remember? You were very nice to him, trying to convince him to come in and talk about it. You scared the crap out of the man, Jim.” Both men laughed.

      “I guess I’m not very good at nice,” said O’Brien. The laugh enabled O’Brien to steady his nerves, and he lit up a cigar. “Marion, thank you for helping me make sense of this. We can get on track now, and I think I know how. Go home, get some rest, and find out what the hell is going on at Fort Devens. But don’t take any chances. I’ll have help on the way soon.”

      As La Rue left the conference room, O’Brien took another deep draw on his cigar. He hesitated a moment before he finally picked up the phone. He dreaded making this call because he didn’t want it to be perceived as a sign of weakness. The President had placed his confidence and trust in him. It was not just the embarrassment that concerned him, it was the fear of replacement. In normal times, O’Brien knew it was damn near impossible to fire a government employee. These weren’t normal times, and he worked for a President who expected results. He wiped his sweaty palms on his pants and made the call.
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        Monday, September 26

        7:15 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      John Morgan understood the quest for power and control. His entire life’s work centered on the use of money and advantage to increase his wealth and that of the Boston Brahmin. He was a master of the arts of manipulation and intimidation as tools to achieve his goals. These talents had served him well, but now he was feeling outmaneuvered by a petulant President who suddenly grew a set of balls. Using the well-known quote by Job in the Bible as an analogy, Morgan knew that what he gave, he could take away. It was time to take down this President.

      Morgan understood Vladimir Putin. He was ridiculed for his deception and was frequently ostracized by most leaders of the free world. His economy was frequently in shambles, only to be rescued by rising oil prices in times of turmoil. He was often thwarted in his schemes to enrich his political allies by the rule of law or international sanctions. But he never gave up.

      For all of the setbacks, Putin remained in undisputed control of the Kremlin. While his adversaries, namely the United States and the West, were successful in these insignificant skirmishes, they were losing the war with Russia over Putin’s real goal—reconstituting the former Soviet Union.

      Morgan understood Putin’s intentions for Ukraine. Domesticating Ukraine through his routine tactics of threats and bribery was his first preference, but the military invasion had side benefits. It demonstrated the costs of insubordination to Mother Russia. Putin thought Ukraine’s government was merely a puppet of the West, and the conflict had usefully shown who was boss in Russia’s backyard.

      When Morgan agreed to conspire with Putin to create a false-flag event in December of the prior year, he knew it would have serious ramifications for global financial markets. Uncertainty could provide opportunities for large profits for those who were certain of the outcomes. Both Morgan and Putin were certain of the outcome of Steven’s mission that cold winter day.

      Morgan and the Boston Brahmin profited immensely from the crashing currencies. Putin successfully rallied support for his plans militarily by creating a false-flag event that convinced all of Russia to support him. Best of all, it sowed discord among Putin’s adversaries—among Europeans, and between them and America.

      As such, a single false-flag event fractured the West’s approach to Russia’s expansion. The Europeans no longer supported Washington’s approach and stood idly by as Putin advanced into the Arctic. The European Union and NATO were Putin’s real targets. To him, Western institutions and values were far more threatening than any army.

      If the truth were to be told, Putin would have ordered the cyber attack. Putin was notorious for using criminal groups and other hackers with no overt links to the Russian government. Russian cyber operations against Ukraine on December 23, 2015, Georgia in 2008, and Estonia in 2007 appear to have been carried out for the most part by unassociated, so-called patriotic hackers—although the affected governments and independent security researchers charged a relationship exists.

      The President of the United States knew this perception existed. He also knew that the Russian troop movements in the Arctic, as well as their naval operations off the U.S. coasts, made headlines daily. Morgan gave kudos to the President for pointing the finger of blame at Putin in his address to the nation the other day. The President, using the power of his megaphone as the leader of the free world, effectively generated a false-flag event out of thin air.

      Morgan wanted to reduce the effectiveness of this brilliant geopolitical chess move. It was time to make a deal with the devil. Morgan had two choices. He could ask Putin to withdraw on all fronts, making the President look foolish in the process. Or he could repeat history.

      France had been secretly aiding the American colonies since 1776 because the French were angry at Britain over the loss of colonial territory during the French and Indian War. In 1776, the Continental Congress sent their top diplomat, Benjamin Franklin, to France to secure a formal alliance.

      France agreed to aid the colonists by providing military arms and financial assistance. Spain and the Netherlands joined France, making it a global war in which the British had no major allies. In the 1777 Battle of Saratoga, France’s support deepened after the Americans beat the British, proving that the colonists were committed to independence and worthy of a formal alliance.

      During the American Revolution, France sent an estimated twelve thousand soldiers and thirty-two thousand sailors to the American war effort. By 1778, Franklin was in France, signing the Treaty of Alliance, which formerly made the fledgling nation and France allies against Great Britain. In addition, the Treaty of Amity and Commerce recognized the U.S. as an independent nation and promoted trade between France and America. The French supported the revolutionary-minded colonists in their military efforts until they gained full independence from Great Britain.

      The key to Morgan’s decision was the United States military. He needed to trust the assurances of General Sears that the military would not raise arms against American citizens. He was aware of the growing rift between the commanders. Perhaps the President was aware as well, hence the growing presence of United Nations forces on American soil.

      Another unknown was the effectiveness of the President’s Citizen Corps program. Were Americans turning on each other? Clearly, that was the desired effect. Currently, the military was preoccupied with the potential threat from Russia, who had now surrounded America’s borders. If the military can’t stand up to the President, his newly created Citizen Corps and a possible United Nations force, who can?
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        Tuesday, September 27

        12:07 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “I’m told that the United Nations ships left Morocco on Friday and are now approaching Bermuda,” said Brad. “At first, intel indicated that the ships were destined for Mexico, possibly to beef up the U.N. troop levels at the Texas border. My friend at NORAD told me today they changed course last night. Their destination now appears to be our northeast coast.”

      “Do you have any indication as to which port?” asked Donald.

      “No, not yet,” replied Brad. “My source also tells me that the ranks of the so-called U.N. peacekeeping force has risen dramatically.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Morgan.

      “The U.N. peacekeeping function is not a full-time job,” replied Brad. “They pull personnel from all over the world to conduct law enforcement matters and to draw on military experts. These functions make up only about ten percent of the one hundred thousand or so total troops. The other ninety thousand come from countries like India, Pakistan, China, and various African nations.”

      “I’m surprised we’re not a bigger part of their operations,” said Donald.

      “Believe it or not, there are less than a hundred American contributors to the U.N. forces,” said Brad.

      “We constitute three-quarters of NATO troops, but rest assured, we pay for the United Nations contingent,” added Morgan. “In this case, an operation of this size was undertaken at the behest of the President and paid for with American money.”

      “That’s the other point I need to make,” continued Brad. “The size is well beyond the normal UN contingent. The troop contributions have quadrupled. The peacekeeping force is now four hundred thousand strong, thanks to large increases in the Chinese, Indian, and Pakistani contingents.”

      “Are you saying that the UN troop numbers have grown to four hundred thousand?” asked Donald.

      “Based upon our best intel, yes,” replied Brad.

      “How many troops do we have on active duty in the U.S.?” asked Morgan.

      “Although there are over a million military personnel stationed at home, only a fraction are combat troops,” replied Brad. “Of those, I am guessing that less than twenty percent are on duty now. The number absent without leave are unfathomable.”

      “Are we outgunned?” asked Donald.

      “If the intel numbers are accurate, yes, we are,” Brad replied.

      Gunny Falcone and CWO Shore drove into the clearing where Brad was talking with Donald and Morgan. He paused, allowing the four-wheeler to come to a halt. He waved them over.

      “Sitrep, gentlemen,” said Brad.

      “Sir, the lake traffic has increased substantially,” said Gunny Falcone. “The western inlet of the reservoir has been quiet, but there has been a lot of activity on the shore from fishermen.”

      “They’re not catching anything, sir,” interjected CWO Shore. “They are spread out down the shore incrementally and are observing us. I’ve placed our own observers inside the tree line, and in some cases, our personnel are in makeshift tree stands.”

      “What about on the main body of the reservoir?” asked Brad.

      “There has been a major escalation in boat traffic,” replied Gunny Falcone. “Three or four days ago, we might see half a dozen fishing boats scattered around the lake. Now, there are a dozen in view during the daylight hours.”

      “The other interesting thing, sir, is this,” added CWO Shore. “No one has approached our shoreline or the front gate since the encounter with Pearson and that guy named Archibald. It’s as if they are waiting for something.”

      “Thank you, gentlemen, that is all,” said Brad as he dismissed his men. He turned to Donald and Morgan, who spoke first.

      “It appears that matters are reaching a boiling point, both locally and on a national level. Are you gentlemen comfortable with your plan to protect Prescott Peninsula?”

      “Yes, sir,” replied Brad. “It will come with bloodshed, primarily for the locals. As a military man, I need to make sure I understand the rules of engagement. We have been warning intruders and turning them away as they get close.”

      “But based on the increased activities and the information received from Steven and Katie, it is apparent that the residents of Belchertown intend to attack us,” said Donald. “How do we avoid bloodshed?”

      “Is diplomacy out of the question?” asked Morgan.

      Brad shook his head and sighed. “I’m afraid that any interlude toward a peaceful solution will only raise more questions and possibly invite inquiry from this new governor or higher up.”

      “At this point, they view us as a private security force,” added Donald. “Perhaps Pearson convinced them otherwise. Either way, we can’t allow them on Prescott Peninsula. If they don’t heed our warning, most of them will die.”

      Morgan suddenly became quiet and began to massage his left arm. Brad looked at Donald, who became concerned. “Mr. Morgan, are you feeling okay?”

      “It’s this damned diet, Mr. Quinn,” said Morgan. “The constant meals of beans and rice are not what my digestive tract is used to.” He continued to massage his arm, but his face reddened, and his eyes appeared to be bloodshot.

      “Sir, why don’t we have J.J. take a look at you?” said Brad.

      Morgan held his hands up to cut off further debate. “I’m fine. You two are as bad as my daughter. Just make sure my friends are well protected. I’m going to lie down for a while.” Morgan slowly walked away as Susan approached the group.

      “Is he okay?” asked Susan. “He looked a little shaky.”

      “I guess so,” said Donald. “Listen, the girls are having a good time. May I take Brad for a moment?”

      “Sure, I’ll be here.” Donald turned to Brad.

      “There are a couple of things that you need to see,” said Donald as he led Brad into 1PP. An hour later, Brad was introduced to the force multiplier and enough precious metals to buy an army, or start a new country.
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        Tuesday, September 27

        9:00 a.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Julia rubbed Sarge’s shoulders as the two stood on the rooftop of 100 Beacon for their morning watch. Steven and Sarge got in late from a reconnaissance mission with the Mechanics to the local food bank. They confirmed that O’Brien was hoarding the supplies received from FEMA. He was not distributing them to the remaining citizens.

      For the last several nights, the sounds of gunfire filled the relative quiet. Car traffic was virtually nonexistent now, as most residents had either fled the city or didn’t have any gasoline. Reports were being received that moving vehicles were being attacked as they approached blocked intersections. Even if you were one of the fortunate few with gasoline, you were in danger of losing your vehicle to marauders.

      “Tell me about the rest of the country,” started Sarge. “How are other cities dealing with this?”

      Julia took a sip of coffee and kissed Sarge. “Thank you for the coffee, honey.”

      “Let’s enjoy it while we can,” he said. “I think we need to cut down on our generator usage. It’s so quiet, it might draw attention.”

      “You mean more attention than the dead bodies that are piling up around the building?” She laughed.

      “Yeah, that’s true. So, what’ve you heard?”

      “The reports are varied,” Julia replied. “In the big cities, chaos is the word used most often to describe the aftermath. In the locations where the Citizen Corps governors’ offices are located, some semblance of order is being restored. In the midsize cities, it’s a bloodbath in some cases. The law enforcement personnel of the smaller towns are abandoning their jobs to protect their families. The military personnel, or what’s left of them, are being redeployed to gain control of the major cities. In some cases, they are clamping down hard.”

      “Like where?” asked Sarge.

      “Chicago, New York, and Philadelphia, for example. The military has been accused of firing indiscriminately on unarmed citizens. FEMA’s supplies are running low and being redirected at the discretion of the newly appointed regional governors. Some residents have attempted to stage protests, and it’s become ugly.”

      “Donald and Susan used to think the Jade Helm exercises were intended to prepare the military for civil unrest,” said Sarge. “Those opinions would have been laughed at a month ago. Now look.” Something caught Julia’s attention to their north.

      “The groundwork for dealing with a catastrophic event like this one has been in place for years,” he continued. “These executive orders, both before and after the cyber attack, allowed the government to exercise absolute control over every aspect of a citizen’s life.”

      Julia looked through the binoculars at an altercation between two men on the river side of Storrow Drive below them. It appeared they were fighting over a liquor bottle. She offered the binoculars to Sarge, who simply shook his head.

      She continued. “In other parts of the country, the ranks of the Citizen Corps have swelled to huge numbers. With the promise of food, shelter in the form of confiscated homes, and power to bully their fellow Americans, the formerly worthless members of the population are now able to flex their muscles.”

      “These executive orders made no effort to justify the destruction of our freedoms, and no effort to explain how their idea of totalitarian control would stop the rioting, looting, and murders,” said Sarge. “Soon, they will begin to experience corruption and bureaucratic infighting. This occurred in similar situations in fascist Italy, Nazi Germany, and the old Soviet Union.”

      “Guess what happened in all of those instances?”

      “You bet,” replied Sarge. “The oppressive governments collapsed. Their efforts at totalitarian control provoked more political turmoil, and eventually the people rose up against the governments, or they were destroyed by a greater enemy, like us.”

      Another man joined the fray below them. Sarge raised his weapon to get a closer look through his scope. There was now a three-man battle for the last bottle of vodka in Boston.

      “Citizens are being detained in the rural areas for refusing to comply with the Citizen Corps rules ordering them to relinquish their weapons and stored food,” said Julia. “The dreaded FEMA Camps are coming to fruition.”

      “I was afraid of that.”

      “Well, it gets worse, Sarge. Apparently the rumored Enemy’s List, which was supposedly maintained at the direction of the President, is very real.”

      “Are you talking about Main Core?” asked Sarge.

      “Yes. The database is huge, having been compiled with intelligence information from the NSA, FBI, CIA and other governmental agencies, including ATF.”

      “I read the list includes Americans who have been considered unfriendly and thus enemies of the state.”

      “That’s right. It’s being utilized now by the Citizen Corps. I’m receiving reports the gun confiscations are being directed at people with concealed-carry permits and who have registered their weapons. This is making it very easy for the President to locate the firearms of law-abiding citizens.”

      “Naturally.” Sarge shrugged. “It’s too difficult to disarm criminals.”

      “It also includes people based upon their social media posts, voting records, and even those who hold ham radio licenses.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” asked Sarge.

      “No,” she replied. “I am sure to be in the Main Core database for a number of reasons, including being a HAMR.”

      “How would that be dangerous?”

      “From my experience, most ham radio operators are libertarian or conservatives politically. That puts you in the crosshairs of this president. I monitor the radio waves every day, and almost all of the transmissions come from people like us. Anyone who obtained their ham call letters is a potential target.”

      “Should we have anticipated something like this?” asked Sarge. “We knew the government tracked everything.”

      “Hindsight is twenty-twenty,” she replied. “But if we had it to do over again, we would never buy our weapons through a licensed FFL, using only online sources like Armslist. I rarely used my ham radio before the cyber attack. I should have purchased the equipment, stored it in a Faraday cage, and left it alone. As for social media, I can think of dozens of so-called patriotic pages and groups that I frequented that placed me on the Main Core lists.”

      “It’s hard to stay off the government’s radar,” said Sarge.

      “I know, but we didn’t have to make it easy for them.”

      The two stood in silence for a moment as they contemplated the all-reaching, all-knowing big-brother government that controlled their lives prior to the grid going down. Now, Julia wondered when they would show up at their door.

      “Fortunately, they haven’t visited us, yet,” she added.

      “Brad’s deception on the new governor worked well while it lasted. We’ve been fortunate to hold him off. Brad knows that he’s been made and that he might be in danger of losing his oak leaves.”

      “How will he take it?” asked Julia.

      “He’ll be fine,” replied Sarge. “We just need to provide him a new group of patriots to command.”
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        Wednesday, September 28

        8:49 p.m.

        630 Washington Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      The Mechanics entered the second floor of 630 Washington as Sarge sat quietly on top of an old wooden desk, dangling his feet and gently kicking the sides with his heels. He thought of the famous quote by George Santayana—those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it. Sarge was feeling philosophical, which was good in view of the circumstances. His beloved country was falling apart—prey to an overreaching government and victim to a cyber attack that reeked of conspiracy.

      Sarge was a student of history and knew that the next days and months would be written about for centuries. When you were in the moment, part of something unfolding, you didn’t recognize the impact that your decisions and actions might have on the course of history. When the Sons of Liberty, led by Samuel Adams, began to meet under the Liberty Tree or down the street at the Green Dragon Tavern, they were nothing more than wharf rats, tavern mongers, and seedy characters looking to cause trouble. Their ire was directed at the British government and their cause became no taxation without representation.

      Groups like the Boston Caucus Club or the Loyal Nine later became well-organized patriot political organizations. Shrouded in secrecy, the Loyal Nine evolved into larger groups, including the Sons of Liberty. Leaders emerged—men who later became known as statesmen and Founding Fathers. They were the men who were acknowledged throughout history for their efforts.

      But the unsung heroes of those early days from 1765 through the Declaration of Independence were the Mechanics. They were the insurgent arm of the Loyal Nine. When it was time to incite Boston’s patriots into action, it was the Mechanics, not the statesmen, who gleefully did the dirty work that led to the American Revolution.

      Sarge believed it was raw emotion, not knowledge, that was the impetus for change. The men and women who filled this room shoulder to shoulder had to want change. It was up to Sarge to create the passion necessary to bring knowledge to a boil.

      Suddenly, the room became quiet as Steven asked the group to quiet down. Sarge, still sitting on the desk, looked into the eyes of the men and women who would be called upon to risk their lives, and the safety of their families, to fight to preserve the freedoms just as their forefathers did two hundred and fifty years ago.

      Sarge took a deep breath and spoke. “Freedom comes at a price. Men and women just like you came together in places like this or taverns down the street to express their desire to break away from tyranny. They enthusiastically shouted that it was their solemn responsibility to pay any price to secure the freedom of a fledgling nation.” Sarge stood to address the tightly packed group of a hundred or so patriots.

      “That time has come again, my friends. History shows that the path to liberty invariably involves conflict. Whether it was the American Revolution, which involved taking up arms, or political movements, which required the banding together of like-minded Americans to fight for our Constitutional rights, the course of American history was set by people like you.

      “These conflicts demand a very steep price from those who fight them. Oftentimes, when expressing your political opinions, you were demeaned or ostracized by those who disagree with you. When you chose to make your voices heard by banding together as Tea Party Patriots, you were quickly denounced and then ultimately abandoned by the very politicians you helped elect.

      “Today, we find ourselves in the same shoes as the Sons of Liberty, in a far greater conflict than the mere exchange of political dialogue. There is a battle for the heart and soul of America looming. Just like our forefathers, we face a tyrannical government that has empowered those who wish to profit from this catastrophic event, both financially and through the stifling of dissent.

      “Throughout history, governments have demonstrated their willingness to trample on individual liberties without regard to the long-term consequences. We’ve seen this happen during our lifetimes, and now tyranny has reached new heights in this country.” Sarge paced the floor as he spoke. He stopped from time to time to speak directly to one of the Mechanics.

      “Prior to the attack, we lived in a nation where the government became more and more intrusive in our lives. They thought average American citizens were incapable of making decisions for themselves. They told us what we could and could not put in our bodies. They were able to declare us unfit parents, at their sole discretion, for the horrific crime of homeschooling. They told us when and where we were allowed to exercise our second amendment rights.

      “They instilled fear in us with reports of angry men in caves or a threatening menace in the deserts of the Middle East. They frightened you with things that go bump in the night. Then our benevolent government offered solutions that took away your freedoms, in the name of keeping you safe. Ironically, their solutions never involved taking care of ourselves.” Sarge unconsciously held the top of his holstered .45 as he spoke.

      “My friends, those issues are trivial to the current despotism of this President. Many of you have experienced this firsthand. Americans’ arms are being confiscated. Your food storage is being declared excessive. Some of you have been forced out of your homes for the benefit of the government’s chosen few. Moreover, all of you have been denied access to life-saving food and medical supplies because of your prior political affiliation or your refusal to bow down to a newly appointed government official.

      “The President claims he is doing his duty by acting in the interest of protecting the American people. He quickly pointed out it was his number one responsibility to keep Americans safe. He hasn’t learned from history, or the Constitution, although he supposedly taught constitutional law.

      “He took an oath, like all governmental officials, to support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic. His first responsibility as President is to uphold the principles of freedom that define our nation. He has broken his oath of office by trampling on the Constitution for the illusion of security.

      “There are many Americans who welcome this because they are afraid. Their security is threatened. I believe this short-term thinking creates a much more menacing state of affairs in the long term. By doing nothing, our implied acquiescence to these intrusive government actions results in another stone laid on the path to tyranny.”

      Sarge paused and looked around the room. The eyes of his fellow patriots gave him the answer he sought.

      “Our price,” he started and then hesitated. “Our price to be paid is making the difficult choice between security and liberty. We have to choose fear or freedom. But I must caution you, my friends, freedom isn’t free.”
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        Wednesday, September 28

        7:15 p.m.

        Citizen Corps Region I, Office of the Governor

        99 High Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      O’Brien stood alone atop 99 High Street. The cool fall air chilled him slightly, so he fastened his jacket. It had been a productive and interesting day. He was starting to feel the euphoria of power that had enveloped him three weeks prior. Lighting another cigar, he was anxious to get started. But first, there were some important decisions to make.

      He heard the rooftop door slam and turned to see La Rue escorting Pearson to the table. A bottle of whisky awaited the men. Pearson, who had eluded capture, had spoken with O’Brien yesterday. He was very grateful to clear up the misunderstanding and was anxious to report his information to O’Brien. La Rue had details of his missing men as well. O’Brien poured a glass of whisky for each of them and took a swig, swallowing hard as he downed the glass completely. He quickly poured another.

      “Gentlemen,” said O’Brien, raising his glass, “enjoy.”

      “Thank you, Governor,” toasted Pearson. “It’s good to have our problems resolved.”

      “It is, Pearson,” said O’Brien. “Let’s try to move forward and put things back on track.”

      “Agreed,” he replied. “I have some information that relates to our colonel. Apparently, he’s known as a wild card, frequently bucking command when he sees fit. He is tolerated because of his stellar combat record and connections in high places.”

      “How high?” asked La Rue, taking a sip of the whisky.

      “The highest,” replied Pearson. “He has passed over several cross promotions to commands that would have given him more visibility within the Corps. My source tells me he was in line for a full bird anyway. He must have clout in the Pentagon or the White House.”

      “Is he untouchable?” asked La Rue.

      “No.”

      “Governor, I have confirmed our suspicions,” said La Rue. “Our missing men are being held at Fort Devens under armed guard at the former federal prison camp there. I have men observing Devens round the clock. They recognized some of their buddies through a window. They are not allowed outside of the building where they are housed.”

      “What about my guns?” asked O’Brien.

      “I can’t say with certainty, but I know the MBTA vans are not there,” replied La Rue.

      “I can help you there,” interrupted Pearson. “The images you told me about on the phone are real. The trucks were found abandoned in various wooded locations on the west side of the Hudson. The trucks were moved across the state line into the Albany area before the borders were closed due to the Indian Point meltdown.”

      “This is one sly operator,” said O’Brien. “How does all of this relate to the Quabbin Reservoir?”

      Pearson looked at La Rue, who gestured for him to go first in responding.

      “Back in the spring, Quabbin Reservoir was acquired by a trust, and the area specifically located on the Prescott Peninsula was supposedly designated to be a safe haven for abused mothers and children.”

      O’Brien looked from Pearson to La Rue and back to Pearson. “Well, was it?”

      “We don’t know for certain,” replied Pearson. “No one has seen the facility. In fact, no one has been allowed on the Peninsula since a very well-orchestrated campaign event, which included Hillary and Senator Morgan.”

      O’Brien studied the two for a moment and then asked, “Is there any reason to believe it’s not a home for wayward souls?”

      “It’s the level of security, Governor,” replied Pearson. “The place is crawling with either active-duty military or former private contractors. These guys are real pros and have the gear to support the theory that they are former members of the armed forces.”

      “I think Colonel Bradlee has something to do with this,” added La Rue. “I find it very suspicious that he’s lost so many men to defections. And how did he hijack our guys and the trucks. He had to have a lot of help to pull that off.”

      “So you think Bradlee is holed up at Prescott Peninsula, hiding under the skirts of widows and orphans or something like that?”

      “There may not be any widows and orphans, Governor,” replied Pearson. “I think it’s a ruse for something bigger.”

      O’Brien poured another drink. “How are we going to get to the bottom of this?”

      “Archibald, your Citizen Corps leader in Belchertown, is planning a raid on Prescott Peninsula,” said Pearson. “He’s coordinating with hundreds of local men to raid the shores by boat and storm the front gates. They think there’s food being protected, and they’re hungry.”

      “Good,” said O’Brien. “I heard a saying once, the rich swell up with pride, but the poor rise up from hunger. Let the people take what they need and deserve.” He stood and poured the last of the whisky into his glass.

      “Marion, I want my men back,” started O’Brien.

      “I understand, Governor,” he replied. “But I need more than what we have. Do you want me to load up the gangbangers and unleash them on Fort Devens. That could get really ugly, fast.”

      Suddenly, the eastern sky lit up as if Fenway Park had sprung to life for a night game. O’Brien abruptly turned to look over the roof’s half wall.

      “Right on cue, gentlemen,” he said, gesturing toward Boston Harbor and the wharfs along Seaport Boulevard. “Help has arrived.”

      Six Watson-class prepositioning ships were making their way to dockage at the piers. Provided to the United Nations by the administration years before as part of its downsizing program, these vessels contained the unique all-white paint and distinctive U.N. logo in black. The ships, manufactured by Cabot Industries, were each capable of carrying three hundred troops with a nearly four-hundred-thousand-cubic-foot cargo area for all types of vehicles.

      A Russian-made, all-white Mi-26T helicopter flew up and down the harbor from the North End to Castle Island Park. The sound of the rotors was deafening as the noise reverberated off the skyscrapers of Boston. A slightly smaller gunship, the Mi-24, moved at a lower altitude, buzzing northward toward the Charlestown Navy Yard and back again.

      A variety of armored vehicles began to slowly disembark onto the wharfs. Medical trucks towed howitzers from the cargo hold. Finally, the Indian Army T-72 tanks rolled out of the bowels of the ship. O’Brien began to laugh.

      “Boys, now I’ve got my army.”
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      Archibald stood alone in the shadows of the town hall, pulling his jacket closed as the night air began to displace the day’s unusual warmth. Residents from the surrounding areas came to hear his final speech before the anticipated raid upon Prescott Peninsula.

      Pearson was already sitting on the stage. When Archibald first received the wanted poster, he thought something was amiss. Pearson hadn’t acted like a man who should be on the run for treason. Archibald was never accused of allowing Pearson the opportunity to escape, but it was not his intention to detain the man either. As a result, he gained a friend in Pearson and an alliance, of sorts.

      Belchertown was perched atop a hill overlooking the Connecticut Valley to the west and the Quabbin Reservoir to the east. The Church of Christ’s spire, which was nearly the eighty-foot height of the town’s water tank, was visible for miles in all directions. Originally settled as part of the Connecticut Western Reserve, the surrounding lands were granted to Jonathan Belcher, who later became the royal governor of Massachusetts.

      Belchertown made history in 1774 as the first municipality in the country to refuse to pay its taxes to the Loyalist English government in America. Archibald studied the history of his small town. It was storied. On a night just like this one, in 1774, the people of Belchertown came together and created a militia, a small fighting force, under the leadership of Captain Caleb Clark. They proudly marched east to join their fellow patriots the day after the Battle of Lexington. Over half of the men residing in Belchertown saw service in the Revolution, and the other residents, although poverty stricken and hungry, were active in supporting the fight for freedom by giving their time and what belongings they had.

      While their cause was noble, the aftermath of the Revolution for the citizens of Belchertown was devastating. The men returned home from the War broke, and their farms were damaged from neglect. The fledgling government faced enormous debt and financial challenges. Washington’s solution was to levy taxes upon the farmers’ land. The farmers’ solution, true to their predecessors’ penchant for rebellion, was to refuse to pay the tax and take up arms.

      At the time, Massachusetts was plagued with bad harvests and economic depression. The high taxes and enforcement procedures of the federal government threatened farmers across the union with the loss of their farms. A former captain in the Continental Army, Daniel Shays, recruited men from across the state, including many from Belchertown. At first, Shay encouraged his followers to harass local merchants, lawyers, and supporters of the state government. In late 1786, the men of Shay’s Rebellion made an ill-fated attempt to capture the federal arsenal at Springfield. The state militia successfully defended the armory, crushed the rebels in several engagements, and the rebellion was over.

      Although Archibald knew Shay’s Rebellion never seriously threatened the stability of the United States, it greatly alarmed politicians throughout the nation. Archibald needed to lead his people on a rebellion of a similar nature. It was a rebellion against an unknown enemy. He had to rely on limited planning, but hope for raw emotion. He needed to prepare them for battle, much like Captain Clark did on the Belchertown common two hundred and thirty years before.

      He walked alone across the fading green grass as it became dormant for the winter. The crowd of primarily men gathered around the stage. Some carried their weapons and others held the hands of their wives. Do they know the risks of rebellion?

      “Everyone, please gather around. We need to get started.” The crowd pushed closer to the stage, which had become a permanent fixture in front of the town hall. Once again, as in the eighteenth century, the center of a community’s universe became the town’s common.

      “Thank you all for coming this afternoon,” started Archibald. “After the cyber attack, our world became much smaller. There weren’t any more planes to catch or buses to ride or cars to drive to the Hampshire Mall over in Amherst. Except for those few who still have gasoline, our world has become limited to the distance we can travel on foot or by horse or on a bicycle.

      “We have always been a close-knit community, and today, the importance of community has never been greater. My friends, the days of driving into your garage and quickly closing the door behind you in order to avoid a conversation with your neighbor are over. Now, you must rely on your neighbor for protection and perhaps to save your life.

      “We have rallied as a community and attempted to rely on help from our government to survive. We’ve all come to the realization that help is not coming anytime soon. It’s time to help ourselves!” Archibald raised his voice to a few cheers and shouts of approval.

      “One of our own, Jimmy Fulks, who is a neighbor, a friend, and a family man, was gunned down by armed men right over there on Prescott Peninsula.” Of course, Archibald, and only two other men, knew that Jimmy fired the first shot at the woman standing guard at the gate. But he needed to rally his constituents and give them a cause. Creating a martyr out of Jimmy Fulks was the perfect pretense to rally his people to fight. “Doesn’t Jimmy deserve justice?”

      “Yeah,” came a chorus of shouts from the crowd. Archibald allowed them to settle before he continued.

      “We’re all hungry. We’ve seen the elderly die of starvation and our children suffer from lack of nutrition. I look into your eyes and see the despair that is frankly un-American. This needs to change!” he shouted. “We’ve observed enough about the people on Prescott Peninsula to know that they’re well fed and properly housed. Can we say the same about ourselves or our neighbors?”

      “Nooo,” shouted the crowd. He was inspiring them.

      “In times like these, it is not fair for some Americans to live high on the hog while others die of starvation. It is not fair for some to have a comfortable roof over their head while the rest of us face the uncertainty of a harsh winter without heat. It is not fair for someone to get away with murdering one of our own!”

      Archibald stood back and took in the shouts of encouragement. He glanced back at Pearson, who nodded with approval.

      “Are you with me?” he shouted.

      “Yes!”

      “What I see before me is a whole community coming together in defiance of death. I see men and women who agree that it is time to take what we need to survive. Why should a few have so much when they can help so many?”

      The people were cheering now. They’re ready.

      “You’ve come here as a community. Will you fight as a community to survive?”

      “Yes!” they shouted.

      He allowed their screams to die down once again. Archibald breathed deeply and exhaled before finishing.

      “Tonight and tomorrow, I want you to rest. Spend time with your families. Steady your nerves and ready your mind. The time for planning is over. The time for starving is over! The time to fight for our fair share has come!”

      Archibald stood back from the podium and raised his hands, encouraging the crowd to cheer. Now, he was a leader of men.
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      “Come on, it’s gettin’ dark out here,” said Will Allen to his younger brother, M.C.

      “No kiddin’, Sherlock, and cold too. Ain’t we got enough already?” replied M.C. as he sloshed through the muck along the shore of the Quabbin Reservoir. He stumbled slightly and got a little too close to his brother, who reacted quickly.

      “Be careful, dude. You gotta pay attention with this,” Will said as he stood to the side. He decided to follow his brother to the edge of the shore. As they approached the aluminum flat-bottom boat pulled onto the muddy beach, the faint sounds of yelling carried across the serene water of the lake. They both placed their contributions into the boat and went back into the woods for more.

      “I know, we do this for a livin’. Well, at least we used to.”

      “We’re getting’ paid, Mikey, in the new form of currency,” said Will.

      “Yeah, food. BFD. How much we gonna git, you think?” asked M.C. Then he added, “And stop calling me Mikey. You did that in front of that fellow yesterday.”

      “Whatever. Listen, we’re gonna get more than them others, and we don’t have to worry about gettin’ our asses shot off Saturday.” Will continued deeper into the woods, using his retractable snare pole as a walking stick.

      “I ain’t arguin’ with the gig. I’m just sayin’ we’ve been at it all day. That fella ain’t gonna know how many we got so far. The only folks that’ll know are the ones across the way.” M.C. swung his forty-inch hook over his shoulder to point toward Prescott Peninsula, narrowly missing his brother.

      “Dammit, Mikey,” Will shouted. “I’m gonna throw your dumb ass in this hole up here if you don’t straighten up. Now bring that light so I can see.”

      “Look there at them babies. I see their eggs too.”

      “Shhhh,” cautioned Will as he steadied himself. M.C. shined the light, illuminating the rock outcroppings that made up a den of dozens of timber rattlesnakes. “Look at ‘em all.”

      In the spring, Massachusetts Division of Fisheries and Wildlife had relocated hundreds of timber rattlesnakes to this fourteen-hundred-acre island in the middle of the Quabbin Reservoir. The timber rattlers were becoming extinct around the state and the head of the department elected to use the island as a breeding ground to prevent the timber rattler from going extinct. The rattlesnakes were relocated from all of the surrounding states to Mount Zion, much to the dismay of the residents of Belchertown.

      During public hearings, the townspeople showed up in droves. The residents pointed out that rattlesnakes could swim and might find their way onto public access lands that were used for fishing and hiking. Others asked valid questions like “when the inevitable happens, and a hiker gets bit by a rattler, who’s responsible?”

      The environmental groups who supported the project were represented by the only environmental law attorney in the county—Mr. Ronald Archibald. Archibald conducted his own research. Although he allowed the proceedings to continue without comment because he didn’t want the snakes over there either, he readily supplied the ammunition to gain public approval to his proxies.

      Several residents came to his aid. One pointed out that timber rattlers were generally timid and only strike when provoked. Another, a longtime nurse in the community, testified that she had never seen a rattlesnake bite at the local clinic. A third argued humans were a bigger threat to the harmless timber rattlesnake than vice versa.

      Archibald and the Allen brothers also knew the timber rattlesnake was the most dangerous snake in North America due to its long fangs, impressive size, and high venom yield. Despite their timidity, they would strike if startled. If their bite was not treated within hours, limbs were lost. Within a couple of days, lives were lost as well.

      Archibald and Pearson had instructed the Allens to fill a boat with the deadly snakes, which had now multiplied many times over on Mount Zion. They were awaiting orders to make a special delivery—to Prescott Peninsula.
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      Donald received the call over the radio that Sarge had arrived at the front gate with the others. Sarge and Steven cautioned against leaving 100 Beacon unoccupied, but after installing several families of the Mechanics in the lower floors, they considered the building well protected.

      This was the first gathering of the Loyal Nine together since the cyber attack. Donald, and especially Susan, was distressed over the purpose of the meeting at 1PP, but it was necessary. They gathered for the first time to discuss the potential false-flag events and the ramifications of Morgan’s involvement. They needed to trade notes without emotions getting in the way. Therefore, the initial meeting didn’t include Abbie.

      Donald walked into the kitchen, where Susan and Brad were talking with Stella Peabody. The girls were having their dinner of mac and cheese at the kitchen table.

      “Stella, would you mind watching these hellions for a little while?” asked Donald.

      “Oh my, of course I wouldn’t mind, Donald,” she replied. Stella patted their heads as they continued eating their beloved mac and cheese. Donald thought the girls were oblivious to the hellions reference. “They are adorable angels, young man.”

      Penny looked up at her dad and smiled.

      They hear everything. “Yes, the adorable hellions, then. Thank you. We’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

      Donald looked at Susan and Brad, nodding his head to indicate it was time to meet. He wasn’t sure where Abbie was, which was just as well. He didn’t want to lie to her about where they would be. Not telling her about the meeting was a big enough lie. They jumped into the four-wheeler and headed toward the front gate. When they met Sarge’s OJ-40, they would pull into a quiet place to talk.

      As the eight of them greeted one another and exchanged a few pleasantries, Donald nervously picked up some pinecones and tossed them into the woods. This was going to be a difficult conversation, but nothing compared to the one to follow with Abbie and her dad.

      “Well, we all know why we’re here,” started Steven. “Let’s get on with it.”

      Sarge stepped into the middle of the group and spoke. “J.J., I’ll ask one last time because I know this subject is going to touch a raw nerve with you. Are you sure you wanna be a part of this?”

      “I am, guys,” replied J.J., looking at his friends. “I love Sabs and I’ll never forget her. But you guys are my family, as is Abbie. This cloud is hanging over our heads, and we’ll all be better off when it can be dealt with. My feelings toward Morgan may never change, only time will tell. But I won’t let my animosity towards him cloud my judgment, or yours.”

      Susan gave J.J. a hug, and Donald patted his friend on the back. J.J. had accepted the loss of Sabs, and now they were a group again.

      “Okay, good,” said Sarge, looking at Steven. “Steven and I have known John Morgan all of our lives. He’s our godfather and has been a dad to us since we lost our parents. We’re also grown men and understand the implications of what we think we’ve concluded. Because decisions have to be made, we need to make sure we all understand what we think we’ve observed.”

      “I agree, Sarge,” said Donald, who picked up more pinecones to help him with his nerves. “Based upon what I’ve heard from everybody, Katie should go first. Chronologically, it makes sense.”

      “Everybody knows my job was to be Mr. Morgan’s mole in the White House,” said Katie. “I certainly doubt I was the only one. His reach into the deepest, darkest closets of Washington politics is the stuff of a Tom Clancy novel. He insisted that I report every piece of information that I learned during my briefings. At times, he told me to withhold intel for several days without explanation.” Katie dusted off a large boulder and sat on it, then continued.

      “After Abbie’s computer was hacked, I took it upon myself to learn what happened. Normally, that is a job for the secret service, but Abbie, Steven and I agreed to conduct our own examination. My analysis of Abbie’s laptop crossed paths with my investigation of the cyber attack on the Las Vegas power grid, leading me to Andrew Lau and the Zero Day Gamers.”

      “Katie, when you advised Abbie of their involvement, was there any appearance of recollection by Abbie of Lau’s name or the ZDG?”

      “None at all,” replied Katie. “I can’t remember whether I ever discussed them with Abbie prior to that one time. She didn’t ask me to hide my findings either.”

      “Okay,” said Sarge. He joined Donald in the pinecone-toss game. “As I understand it, you first mentioned this to Mr. Morgan over the telephone, right?”

      “Yes,” replied Katie. “But it was not the first time I had discussed the Zero Day Gamers with him. Back in the spring, I briefed him on their activities, and he instructed me to bring him any information on them I could find. So I called him to reveal the hack on Abbie’s computer.”

      “Then what?” asked Susan.

      “Nothing,” she replied. “We had a very short phone conversation about it, and he appeared to be excited about what I discovered. Then I heard nothing from him for almost two weeks.”

      “Weird,” mumbled Donald. He wiped his hands of the debris and focused on the conversation.

      “Out of the blue, he summoned us to his office,” said Steven. “He had an Aegis team surveilling Lau and his people. I thought it was odd because he would normally include me in an operation like that. Then he revealed his plan to us.”

      “He sure did,” added Katie. “He and Malcolm Lowe put into place an elaborate ruse to employ the ZDG.”

      “I’ve met Lowe only once,” said J.J. as he pulled down his shirt sleeves. It was getting darker and a fall chill was in the air. “He doesn’t seem like a covert-ops guy.”

      Steven spoke up. “He surprised me too. Not only did he think out the plan thoroughly, he carried it off flawlessly. We caught Lau totally off guard. In fact, I barely said a word. Lowe negotiated with Lau and ostensibly hired the Zero Day Gamers for some kind of hack to gain leverage on a legislative matter important to Mr. Morgan. Hell, I fell for it too.”

      “Did you know what he was up to?” asked Brad.

      Steven paused before answering. He allowed two ATVs to pass on the gravel road to their east. “Not really, Brad. Hell, you know how it is. Good soldiers take orders and do their thing. Then things got interesting.”

      “How so?” asked J.J.

      “I got a call from Lowe to come up to 73 Tremont. Mr. Morgan told me to assemble my team with the instructions to snatch Lau and those gamer geeks. Lowe had set up this state-of-the-art computer center in an old abandoned warehouse for the geeks to finish the job—whatever it was.”

      “Wait. I have to know. Wasn’t Drew Jackson part of your team? Did he know about this?” asked Susan. Donald touched her arm to calm her down. She seemed agitated.

      “No, no, Suzy Q,” said Steven. “Slash, I mean Drew, was on Abbie’s security detail full time at that point. He wouldn’t know anything about it. I’m sure the guys wouldn’t have a need to let him know about the op.”

      “Okay, sorry,” said Susan. “I feel bad for what happened to him. I’m glad Drew wasn’t involved.”

      “That’s okay, Susan,” said Julia. “Then what happened, Steven?”

      “Well, this was the last day of August, a Wednesday, I think. Lowe and I continued to play the game, telling the geeks that it was for their own protection. Lowe took over from there, and his own team handled the operation the rest of the way.”

      “That was three days before the cyber attack,” stated Donald. He looked around at everyone. “Has anybody had any contact with Malcolm Lowe since then?” They all shook their heads, indicating they had not. Then Julia spoke again.

      “We’ve seen Lau, however,” said Julia. “Sarge and I went to Mass General to help out after the pipeline explosion. We didn’t know who Lau was or his possible involvement in the cyber attack. It was purely coincidental. I took a liking to him, out of pity, mainly. He was burned pretty bad and incoherent.”

      “When Katie and I went over to the hospital a day or so later, Julia gave us the name of a patient to check on,” said Steven. “It turned out to be Lau. I about crapped myself when I saw him. This guy holds the answers to this whole freakin’ thing.”

      “Did you speak to him?” asked Susan.

      “Not really,” replied Katie. “He was still out of it and bandaged up. Plus a nurse was hovering around.”

      “Do you guys think Morgan orchestrated this cyber attack?” asked J.J., looking at Sarge and Steven.

      “It’s too coincidental,” replied Steven.

      Donald knew it was time to disclose to the Loyal Nine the final pieces of the puzzle. “There’s more, and I apologize for not telling you sooner. You guys had your hands full at 100 Beacon and I felt the rest of this story needed to be told in person. Today was the first available opportunity.”

      “What is it, Donald?” asked Julia, looking at Sarge, who was also puzzled.

      “Susan overheard a conversation between Mr. Morgan, Walter Cabot, and Lawrence Lowell. Right, honey?”

      “Yes. On the night of the martial law declaration, I was back by the bungalows and I heard voices from the edge of the woods. It clearly wasn’t the security guys, so I went to check it out. The three of them were discussing what the President’s address would be about. I heard words like going according to plan and double-cross.”

      “Are you saying they knew about the martial law declaration in advance?” asked Steven.

      “I think so,” replied Susan. “But I never heard them say anything about the cyber attack.”

      “What does according to plan mean?” demanded J.J. He appeared to get angrier with every new revelation. “It sure sounds to me like those three were a part of something.”

      “Hang on, J.J.,” said Brad. “We don’t know that.”

      J.J. backed off.

      “There’s more,” interrupted Susan. “Mrs. Lowell has acted withdrawn and angry at times. I know her, and this is not normal. I think she knows something.”

      “We noticed it too,” added Julia. “She was that way when Sarge picked them up. Her anger was directed at her husband. Maybe he let something slip?”

      It was getting darker. Also, they had been gone for a while. Donald needed to move this along.

      “It’s possible, but we need to wrap this up and make a decision,” said Donald.

      “Listen, I’m not gonna defend the old man,” said Steven. He folded his arms defiantly. “He’s had me do some crazy ops this year which defy explanation. But I haven’t heard anyone say he arranged this attack.”

      Donald rubbed his face with both hands and spoke. “Now, we need to tell you about Abbie.”

      Susan placed her hands on his shoulders and smiled. “Let me,” she said. “Abbie was having nightmares about Drew when they arrived at 1PP. They were falling in love prior to that night, but the ordeal brought them closer together. When Mr. Morgan insisted upon leaving in the helicopter with her, Drew was being brutally beaten. She was crying hysterically, and she initially recalled Drew shouting out to her I love you, I love you.”

      “She must be devastated,” interjected Julia. “It must be horrible for her to relive that nightmare over and over again.”

      “It still is difficult for her,” said Susan. “But now for a different reason.”

      “We understand this is a difficult time for her, Susan, as it is for J.J.,” said Katie. “But what does this have to do with Mr. Morgan’s involvement?”

      “She kept playing the whole event in her mind because of Drew’s words,” started Susan. “She was troubled because she couldn’t seem to confirm what he said. She wasn’t certain he was saying I love you.” Donald moved closer to his wife to give her support.

      “If it wasn’t that, what was he saying?” asked Sarge.

      Susan looked them all in the face before speaking. “Drew was shouting he knew, he knew.”
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      “I’ll see you down there in a minute,” said Sarge as he leaned into the window to give Julia a kiss. As the car slowly pulled away, the gravel crunched beneath the tires until he and Steven were alone in the dark. The brothers began the fifteen-minute walk to 1PP in silence before Steven spoke.

      “Are you sure about this, bro. We can just let it go. Move on. Screw it, right?”

      Sarge didn’t answer immediately. He had wrestled with this decision since the thought first crossed his mind—weeks ago. The information he just received confirmed his suspicions. John Morgan was capable of many things, but he certainly underestimated the impact of this. Or did he?

      “What’s the last memory that you have of Pop?” asked Sarge.

      “Look,” Steven replied as he pointed up to a meteorite soaring across the southern sky. “You think that was him?”

      “Shut up, seriously.”

      “You know, I was a lot younger than you when he died,” said Steven. “I can’t really say I have a last memory. I remember when I found out he was gone. But most of my childhood memories are of Mr. Morgan.”

      “Exactly. He stepped into Pop’s shoes and looked after us like we were his own. Abbie was his blood, but we were his sons.”

      They continued down the road as Sarge thought about his words. We are family.

      “Are you saying we give the old man a break?” asked Steven.

      Sarge hesitated for a moment. “Not necessarily. I’m just making sure I know what the purpose of this is. What do I hope to accomplish?”

      “Calling him out isn’t gonna change anything,” replied Steven. “We might get more answers, and then we might piss him off. How would that you make you feel?”

      “Pretty damn lousy considering what he’s done for us,” replied Sarge.

      “And to us, bro. Don’t forget, he may have helped us along the way and bankrolled all of this preparedness stuff. But he’s the one who brought this hell storm down on our heads too.”

      Sarge laughed as they rounded the bend and the final fifty yards to 1PP. “Did you ever get the feeling we were like a bunch of lab rats being experimented on?”

      “Yeah. Like a damn puppet on a string.” Steven held his hands high in the air to imitate a puppeteer.

      “He’s the puppet master, and we’re the dancing toys on the stage,” said Sarge.

      Steven stopped as the two men stared at Morgan’s bungalow. “I guess it’s showtime.”

      They walked to the tiny house shared by Abbie and her father. She would be there, but Sarge wouldn’t ask her to leave. He didn’t like excluding her from the earlier conversation, but allowed everyone to speak freely. He knew Abbie, and he was certain she had no knowledge of this beforehand. In fact, bringing it out in the open would help ease the burden on her shoulders. She knows he knew.

      “Hi, Sarge,” greeted Abbie. “And Steven too. I didn’t know you guys were coming. Is everything okay?” She gave them both a hug, and then Sarge felt her eyes probing for an explanation.

      “Yeah, everything’s fine,” replied Sarge. “We’re all here, in fact.” Damn, this is going to be hard.

      “Hello, Henry,” said Morgan, who was sitting in a simple wooden dining chair at a small two-person table at the back of the bungalow. This was the first time Sarge had been in one of the bungalows built for the Boston Brahmin when they were occupied. It was pedestrian compared to the opulence to which Abbie and Morgan were accustomed. He knew, yet he has sacrificed too.

      “Hello, sir,” announced Steven as he fit his large frame through the doorway. “Wow, this is very old school. This is the first time I’ve seen the inside.” The open floor plan helped mask the cramped quarters shared by two adults.

      “It is quaint,” said Morgan dryly. “Is this strictly a social call?” He knows.

      Sarge’s palms began to sweat. Was he capable of confronting one of the most powerful men in the world about the biggest false-flag event in the history of mankind? Morgan was not as intimidating as in his normal surroundings at 73 Tremont. He was not wearing his usual Armani suit, opting instead for khakis and Bass Weejuns. He looked like a regular guy. But he’s not a regular guy.

      “No, sir. It’s not,” started Sarge. He looked around for a place to sit. He didn’t want to tower over his godfather—the man who had provided him so much after his dad died. Abbie stared at Sarge and then over at Steven, who led her by the arm to a small sofa. Sarge pulled up a chair at the dining table and sat across from one of the greatest negotiators on the planet.

      “What’s on your mind, Henry?” said Morgan, leaning back in his chair with a glare. He seemed to dare Sarge to speak his mind.

      “Sir, we need to talk about the events surrounding the cyber attack—before and after.”

      Morgan leaned back and crossed his legs while tapping his fingers on his knee. “Let’s talk, then. Go ahead, Henry.”

      Sarge took a deep breath and brought up his courage. Out with it!

      “Sir, did you know about the cyber attack before it happened?”

      Morgan managed a small smile and gently nodded his head without losing eye contact with Sarge. “What difference does it make if I did?” A question with a question.

      “Well,” started Sarge, leaning forward on the table, “you must admit the world has been turned on its head, and it is human nature to seek answers. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Ahh, Henry, curiosity killed the cat. Is an inquiry such as yours necessary or in anyone’s best interest?”

      “Are you denying your involvement?” asked Sarge, who was now emboldened because Morgan was toying with him. He could feel Abbie’s glare with the eyes in the back of his head.

      “Sarge, really?” she asked. “Is this absolutely necessary?”

      Without turning, Sarge responded, “It is, Abbie. Regardless of motivation, the time to get this out in the open is now.” He returned his focus back to Morgan.

      “Satisfaction brought it back,” said Sarge, referring to the curious cat.

      “Indeed.” Morgan laughed, appearing to relax. He was up to the challenge. “What would satisfy you, Henry?”

      “It’s not just me, sir. It’s for all of us, including all of the lives who we take responsibility for here on Prescott Peninsula. The truth will satisfy me, and then I can satisfy others. Let me ask you again. Are you denying your involvement?”

      “Okay, Sarge. That’s enough!” shouted Abbie as she got off the sofa. “This isn’t some courtroom or police interrogation room. My father’s not on trial.”

      Steven reached out to her. “Abbie, please,” he said. “Let’s get this out of the way.”

      Abbie began to tear up and then relented. She sat down next to Steven with her arms folded, staring at the pine floors.

      Morgan stood and began to pace. He was assuming his position of authority. His comfort zone. “Henry, I will allow you this conversation one time. I’ve loved both of you boys as if you were my sons. This is my family, here in this room. But my family includes everyone in my charge. Here, and all over the world. I owe them a duty as well. That said, this conversation stays here. Does everyone agree?”

      “Yes, sir,” replied Steven, with Abbie nodding as well. Sarge remained stoic, staring at the man who had been instrumental in Sarge’s success. He nodded his head once at Morgan, indicating his acquiescence.

      Morgan continued to stand with his hands in his pockets, staring down at Sarge. “You have said many times, Henry, that all empires collapse eventually. You have expressed in your teachings, and books, that America is no exception. You were right. America has collapsed.”

      “Sir, did you help it along?” asked Sarge.

      “It has been collapsing for decades, socially and economically,” he replied. “This nation is a far cry from what our blood relatives, the Founding Fathers, intended for this great country. It is a nation conceived in self-reliance, built on the back of freedom-loving patriots who were willing to make the sacrifices necessary to survive and thrive. It is a nation that has lost its way.”

      “I don’t disagree, sir,” interrupted Sarge. “America had certain founding principles, including the freedom to succeed and fail. But failure should occur on its own, not at the behest of others. Some empires collapse when they are defeated by a greater enemy. I’m trying to ascertain who the enemy is.”

      Morgan fired back. “Well, it certainly isn’t me! You saw the signs. All of us did. America was a nation in decline politically, economically, and especially socially. There were no signs of America correcting its course of destruction.”

      “It was not up to you to set its course,” said Sarge. “I, too, have been dismayed over the state of our country. But I have confidence in the American people to rise up and right the ship. The cyber attack was too much.”

      “Perhaps, but that is your opinion, Henry. I, along with many of our friends, believed drastic measures were necessary to put America back on sound footing. I have said many times that I don’t believe America’s best days are behind her. The Founding Fathers would be appalled at how our nation’s freedoms and ideals have been squandered.”

      “Sir, the Founding Fathers also agreed that a system should be established to course correct. When a mighty empire like the United States is failing, our ancestors had confidence in their fellow Americans to follow a process that includes elections, a judiciary that upholds the constitution, and executive leadership seeking the best interest of the nation.”

      “Very idealistic, and naïve, young man,” said Morgan. “I’m surprised that you believe that dribble. Elections are rigged. The judiciary is stacked with activist judges. The executive branch is wrought with corruption.”

      “The Sons of Liberty effectuated change against all odds, did they not?” asked Sarge.

      “Yes, they did,” replied Morgan. “But they didn’t do it without a catalyst to spark the fight for independence. The Boston Tea Party was the stimulus for the Revolution.”

      “Very true. But the Boston Tea Party was not as extreme as the cyber attack.”

      “Henry, a reset was in order. A catalyst was required. Otherwise, our country was headed into a deeper decline that would result in some version of European Socialism, erasing all of the hard work of the Founding Fathers.”

      “How can you justify this? The cyber attack will result in millions of people dying!”

      Morgan’s face became red with anger. He started to shake and unconsciously massaged his left arm. “Now you listen to me. A reset was in order. I know it will be painful for many, as change often is. But our forefathers knew, as should you, that revolutions are nasty business. In the case of our country, a violent, forceful, and extreme event is exactly what this country needed to have the desired effect.”

      “People are dying as a result,” said Sarge, shaking his head.

      “No, the herd is being culled. The weak and the takers may die, but the strong and the makers will survive. America will be placed on solid footing once again!”

      Now Sarge understood. The man he admired and looked up to since the death of his own father considered himself a steward of America’s freedoms. John Morgan’s heart was in the right place with the best of intentions. His methods, however, might have been misguided.

      Or were they? Sarge doubted America could be restored to its former greatness through a series of election cycles. America’s culture was lost to moral deprivation and the expectation of entitlement. More than half of Americans depended on the government to take care of them in some manner. This sense of entitlement was pervasive throughout their society. Those who were self-reliant were ridiculed and punished through taxes that were redistributed to those who professed to be entitled. It was a vicious cycle that needed to be broken, but was never addressed by the elected officials. Welfare was not only the third rail of the American political system, it had become the main rail.

      Sarge’s mind went back to Morgan’s immediate response, which was what difference does it make if I did? After considering Morgan’s reasoning, Sarge began to agree it didn’t make a difference. The real question was where do we go from here?
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        Thursday, September 29

        8:00 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge was the first to notice something was wrong with Morgan. His face seemed contorted, as if it were uneven. He appeared to become confused and unaware of his surroundings. Morgan momentarily lost his balance, but then steadied himself against a wall. He reached for the chair but was several feet away.

      “Sir, are you okay?” asked Sarge.

      “Daddy!” shouted Abbie.

      Morgan tried to speak, insisting that he was okay, but he slurred his words as if he were drunk.

      Sarge rushed to his side and led him to the chair. Morgan winced as he attempted to hold his head. He was unable to communicate and his eyes glossed over. Abbie was shouting for her father, but he could not respond.

      “Get J.J.!” shouted Sarge to Steven, who immediately bolted out the door.

      Morgan again attempted to speak, saying words that resembled my head.

      “Sir, sir!” yelled Sarge, trying to get Morgan to focus on Sarge’s face. “Can you smile for me? Please, try to raise your eyebrows.” The right side of Morgan’s face responded, but the left side did not.

      “Whaaaa ung,” said Morgan, still barely coherent.

      Sarge turned to Abbie. “Listen to me, Abbie. Your dad is having a stroke. Are you with me? Can you help me?”

      Abbie was crying uncontrollably, but she nodded her head.

      “Help me get him to the sofa. We need to prop him up on the pillows.” Sarge and Abbie helped Morgan lie down. They made sure to keep his head and shoulders raised. Abbie unbuttoned his shirt in an effort to loosen his clothing. She lovingly wiped his mouth with her shirt sleeves.

      “Daddy, don’t worry. Help is on the way. You be comfortable, all right.”

      He attempted to look in her eyes and smile, but managed only a skewed grin. He gripped her arm with his right hand.

      “Keep talking to him, Abbie,” said Sarge. “Keep him awake. Try to have him focus on squeezing your hand.” Sarge heard loud voices and shouts heading toward the bungalow. He ran out to grab J.J. A crowd immediately surrounded the building.

      “What happened, Sarge?” asked J.J. pushing his way past and inside.

      Sarge followed him and answered, “Stroke, I think. The symptoms started about five minutes ago. He became unsteady on his feet, and he has been slurring his words. He is able to grip Abbie’s hand with his right arm, but he hasn’t moved his left. Also, he seems to have a headache.”

      Steven entered the bungalow, followed by Lowell, Cabot and Susan Quinn. The space was overcrowded, which drew a quick response from J.J. “Everybody out. Too many people in here for the man to breathe. Susan, you stay. Abbie and Sarge, please move back.”

      Steven led everyone outside except for Abbie. J.J. shouted at him before he left, “Steven, get Brad. Find out where the helicopter pilot is.”

      “I’m on it,” replied Steven.

      “Susan, get me my bag and the portable defib. Also, bring the blood pressure cuff. Hurry.”

      “What can I do, J.J.?” asked Abbie through her tears. Sarge handed her a Kleenex, and he provided J.J. both a warm, wet towel and a dry one.

      “Let me ask you some questions about his health. Has he ever had a stroke or a heart attack before?”

      “No.”

      “He’s not diabetic, is he?”

      “No.”

      “What about medications, especially for high blood pressure, cholesterol, or artery disease?”

      Abbie went to a kitchen cabinet and found her father’s Lisinopril bottle, which was a common high blood pressure medication. She handed it to J.J. “He’s been out of his normal meds. This was the best we had available.”

      Brad and Steven returned. “Damn it,” said Brad as he saw Morgan stretched out on the sofa. Some of the women gathered outside were crying.

      “Where is the pilot?” asked J.J.

      “He’s at Fort Devens. I can have him here in about an hour.”

      “Crap. Listen, get him back and be ready to fly out of here.”

      “To where?” asked Sarge.

      “I don’t know, Mass General is in shambles,” replied J.J. “We’d have to find another hospital.”

      “Excuse me, Brad,” said Susan as she forced her way inside. Brad immediately turned and left to contact the helicopter pilot.

      Morgan was groaning and attempting to reach for his head. His face was still drooping on the left side.

      “Stay with me, Mr. Morgan, while I check your vitals,” said J.J. “Thank you, Abbie, let Susan slide in here to assist me, please.”

      “What do you want me to do?” asked Susan, who took out the stethoscope and the blood pressure cuff. J.J. immediately checked Morgan’s blood pressure and pulse.

      “Keep him comfortable and wipe away any secretions from his mouth. Make sure his airway stays clean and open. Use these towels to wipe his brow. Use a patting motion, don’t rub or cause his head to swivel unnecessarily.”

      J.J. took another moment to examine Morgan’s eyes with a pocketscope and listened to his breathing with the stethoscope. Satisfied, he put the equipment in his bag. He stood up and whispered to Susan, who smiled and continued watching over Morgan.

      “Come over here,” started J.J.

      “Did he have a heart attack?” asked Abbie frantically.

      “No, Abbie. I believe—” said J.J. before Abbie interrupted him.

      “He’s been under so much stress. This whole scene tonight was unnecessary. This could have been avoided, Sarge!”

      Sarge looked at Abbie and then caught Julia looking at him through the doorway. He felt terrible. He didn’t mean for anything like this to happen.

      “I’m sorry, Abbie,” pleaded Sarge. “I didn’t know he had a condition with his heart.” He folded his arms and stared at Morgan. Sarge tried to reach to Abbie, but she pulled away from him.

      “Let me finish, please. Nobody caused this tonight. Nobody is at fault here. This was a ticking time bomb that he’s been carrying inside him for some time. This was not necessarily triggered by any argument or stress.”

      “What has happened to my daddy?” asked Abbie, who began to recover from crying.

      “I believe your dad had what’s called a transient ischemic attack—a ministroke. If I am right, and there is no way to be certain without a full medical evaluation, this will be just a brief episode.”

      “He’s going to be okay, right?” asked Abbie.

      “Yes, for now. Unlike an actual stroke, a TIA doesn’t result in permanent brain damage. The blood flow to his brain was temporarily interrupted by a blood clot that blocked a vessel or artery. Eighty to ninety percent of strokes are ischemic. Only a very small percentage are considered hemorrhagic, which are caused by a blood vessel in the brain that breaks, resulting in bleeding.”

      “That’s good news,” said Sarge, trying to stay positive.

      Abbie managed a nod.

      “He’s not out of the woods yet,” cautioned J.J. “TIAs are strong predictors of a future stroke event. About five percent of victims will experience a true stroke within forty-eight hours. Although it is tempting to ignore his ministroke once the symptoms disappear, the attack should be considered a warning sign that a full-blown stroke is possible.”

      “What’s the next step?” asked Sarge.

      “He can stay here and rest. I will remain with Abbie and Susan. We’ll keep him calm and monitor his vitals. The more time that passes, the better his potential for averting a major stroke will be.”

      “Okay,” said Sarge, looking past J.J. to the crowd outside. “What can I tell the others?”

      J.J. turned to Abbie. “Why don’t you join Susan and keep your dad calm? Have him squeeze your hand and let him know you are there. Talk to him, Abbie. He needs to hear your voice.”

      Abbie hugged J.J. as the tears welled up again in her eyes. “Thank you for helping him, J.J.”

      “Of course,” he replied. “I’ll be with you guys in a moment.”

      Sarge leaned into J.J. and whispered, “Did you sugarcoat anything?”

      “Not really,” replied J.J. as he lowered his voice. “The next twenty-four hours will be critical. Sarge, you know how I feel about him.”

      “I know, J.J. I can’t argue with you. But he is—”

      J.J. interrupted. “I hold him responsible for Sabina’s death. She and I should be sitting at home watching Netflix right now. Instead, she’s dead, in large part due to his actions. Don’t worry. I will treat him as my patient. It is my duty to keep him alive and nurse him back to health.”

      Sarge placed both hands on J.J.’s shoulders, hugged him, and said thank you. There was no time to carry hatred or animosity. One never knew what the next day would bring.
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        Friday, September 30

        10:16 a.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “I’m alive, my dear friends, and I plan to stay that way,” said Morgan to Lowell and Cabot. He’d sent Abbie to request his longtime trusted confidants join him. He had dodged a bullet, but it was the closest call of his life. Morgan dealt in the shadows of banking, geopolitical affairs, and the military-industrial complex. The bullets he had dodged in the past were related to political advantage or monetary gain. He had never come close to death. It was a defining moment in his life.

      After a stroke, many victims experienced communication challenges known as aphasia. Some people had difficulty speaking while others had trouble understanding words spoken by others. Over time, those communications skills would improve, although the level of improvement was unpredictable.

      Throughout his life, Morgan believed in the maxim that luck could result when preparation met opportunity. In his dealings, Morgan believed he made his own luck through planning. But the stroke was different. One couldn’t plan for achieving any measure of luck after a stroke. Luck was also believing you’re lucky, and John Morgan was. His stroke, while a shot across the bow, left him with very few adverse problems. J.J. advised him to rest and relax. J.J. further cautioned him his recovery would take months.

      Morgan contemplated the ramifications of his near death and the potential for a more devastating stroke in the near future.

      “John, you gave us quite a scare, old friend,” said Lowell as he sat down and gave Morgan’s hand a squeeze. “It is good to see you awake and alert.”

      “Yes, John,” said Cabot, smiling. “I dreaded having to find another bridge partner. You have a way of staring down our opponents into making mistakes. It’s a gift, you know.”

      Morgan smiled and motioned them to come closer. He whispered, “I love you old fools like brothers. I need you to stand with me now more than ever.”

      “Of course, John. Tell us what you need done. Walter and I can help.”

      Morgan, his voice weakened but fully coherent, explained his request to his friends. For the next several minutes, Morgan reflected on his life, his friendships, and the successes the Boston Brahmin had achieved together. Cabot and Lowell listened attentively to their dear friend.

      “John, this is deathbed talk,” started Cabot. “Where are you going with this?”

      “I want you to support me,” replied Morgan. He attempted to push himself upright onto the sofa cushions. Lowell quickly assisted him to a more comfortable, seated position.

      “How’s that?” asked Lowell. Morgan nodded and patted his arm. “We’ve always stood by your side, John. What will you have us do?”

      Morgan spent the next several minutes finding the words, and the strength, to tell his trusted friends his wishes. At times, he paused to find the words before continuing. Cabot and Lowell were very patient with him, sometimes finishing his sentences to allow him to gather his thoughts.

      “Will you do this for me?” asked Morgan.

      “Of course, John. Lawrence and I will support you in every way.”

      “Bring them in, please,” said Morgan, waving his arm toward the door.

      Outside the Morgan bungalow, a vigil was being held by all of the Boston Brahmin and their wives. Every member of the Loyal Nine was present as well. Many prayed for Morgan throughout the night. They were there to comfort Abbie as well. Morgan had earned the love and respect of them all for his strength during this close call.

      One by one, the Boston Brahmin entered the bungalow at Cabot’s insistence. Peabody, Bradlee, Winthrop, and Endicott joined their comrades and closed the door for privacy. The four newcomers paid their respects to the man who shepherded the Boston Brahmin through times of turmoil and peace.

      For several minutes, they listened as he struggled to speak. Glances were exchanged, and emotions were released.

      Morgan, in his weakened state, troubled them all. But his words were unequivocal. His request left no doubt in their minds.

      “Now, please,” said Morgan. He motioned toward the door, and Lowell exited as instructed. A moment later, the hushed whispers in the bungalow ceased, and all heads turned to the door closing, and Sarge, who entered sheepishly.

      “Come, sit with me, Henry,” said Morgan, who took a deep breath before continuing. “I promised your father that you would do great things. I promised to be your guardian, your mentor, and protector. For all of these years, I have ushered you through life, keeping a watchful eye over you as if you were my son.”

      “Yes, sir, I know,” said Sarge, who was welling up with emotion.

      “I am not a dying man, but I am tired. A tired man can do nothing easily, and we still have work to do, Henry.” Morgan attempted to push himself up again, and he was assisted by Sarge.

      Morgan continued as he addressed the room. “I thank God that I have done my duty in upholding the ideals and vision of our forefathers. I’ve done all of the business I am capable of doing on this earth.” He turned his attention to Sarge.

      “Patriotism is not enough, Henry. I see compassion in you I never had. You recognize that our fellow man must not be forgotten.”

      Morgan again looked into the faces of the Boston Brahmin. “I intend to live, my friends. You can’t dispatch me that easily.

      “We must finish what we started, but it requires a younger man. It needs a different vision, one capable of looking beyond the creation of wealth, but to the creation of a new nation. My role now is that of teacher—the grand master to the student.” He turned his attention to Sarge and struggled as he reached out to grasp his shoulder.

      “It is time for me to step aside. The Boston Brahmin must be led by the next generation of patriots. Henry, I am entrusting you to take the reins and accept your destiny as the new head of the Boston Brahmin.”
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        An invisible army spread itself over nearly the whole of Spain like a net from whose meshes there was no escape for the French soldier who for a moment left his column or his garrison. Without uniforms and without weapons, apparently the guerrillas escaped easily from the column that pursued them, and it frequently happened that the troops sent out to do battle with them, passed through their midst without perceiving them.

        ~ French Count Miot de Melito, 1814
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        We attack an enemy who is invisible, fluid, uncatchable.

        ~ Col. Roger Trinquier, WWII
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        That’s the insurgency strategy. You can’t fight against an unseen enemy.

        ~ Professor Bruce Hoffman, Georgetown University
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Be so subtle that you are invisible. Be so mysterious that you are intangible. Then you will control your rival’s fate.

        ~ Sun Tzu, The Art of War
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        Now you’re messin’ with a son of a bitch.

        ~ Dan McCafferty, Scottish Minstrel, 1975
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I shall fear no evil, because I am the meanest son-of-a-bitch in the valley.

        ~ George S. Patton
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall.

        ~ Proverbs 16:18
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        Saturday, October 1

        1:11 a.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      It was now October, and the autumn chill of the New England air began to set in. So did reality. The fire, dying down now with only a few glowing embers, had served its purpose. It provided warmth, light, and a distraction when the voices of his friends needed to be compartmentalized away from his thoughts.

      “It is time for me to step aside. The Boston Brahmin must be led by the next generation of patriots. Henry, I am entrusting you to take the reins and accept your destiny as the new head of the Boston Brahmin.”

      Sarge’s mind replayed the words of John Morgan over and over again. Entrusting. Destiny. He knew this day would come. But not now, and certainly not under these circumstances.

      Sarge finished off the last of the Moulin-à-Vent Beaujolais and studied the red Solo cup as he chuckled to himself. A hundred-dollar bottle of wine in a ten-cent cup. King Henry the VIII, I am not. Where’s my silver chalice?

      His thoughts were interrupted by Donald, who tossed his cup into the fire as he slid off the top of the picnic table. “Well, guys, it’s been real, but I’m gonna turn in.”

      Sarge lifted himself out of the Adirondack chair and hugged his friend. In normal times, he would lean on Donald heavily as he managed the massive global financial holdings of the Boston Brahmin. He doubted his life would ever be normal again.

      “Good night, buddy,” said Sarge as he hugged Donald. “It’s been a helluva day.”

      “No kidding.” Donald laughed. “There’s a lot to talk about, and I’m sure Mr. Morgan will want to be a part of our conversations if he’s up to it. Listen, there’s a whole lot more that I don’t know than what I do know. Make sense?”

      “It’s pretty damned overwhelming,” replied Sarge. “Where the hell do we start?”

      “Let’s not worry about it now,” Donald replied. “Global finances are not a high priority at the moment. We’ll get a handle on things on the fly.”

      Sarge patted his friend on the back and led him out of the circle of chairs that surrounded the fire. They walked toward the steps of 1PP.

      Sarge leaned in and whispered into Donald’s ear, “Do you think he’ll tell us everything?” One of the lingering doubts in Sarge’s mind was whether the secretive John Morgan was truly ready to turn over the reins of leadership and power.

      “He has to sooner or later,” replied Donald. “This was inevitable. It’s just that the circumstances suck.”

      Sarge stopped and looked Donald in the eyes. “I’m gonna need you to guide me through this. I can only imagine how vast their holdings are.”

      Donald laughed and replied, “No worries, Sarge. It’s only money. If you squander a few hundred million here and there, who cares, right?”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Mr. Quinn,” Sarge said, using his best impression of Morgan. “Good night.”

      “Good night, Henry,” Donald replied, using his best John Morgan Brahmin accent.

      Sarge shook his head and returned to the remainder of the Loyal Nine gathered around the dying fire—Julia, Steven, and Katie.

      “There’s a little more wine, honey,” said Julia as he approached. She held up the last of the bottles the group had polished off during the evening. There might be a few headaches in the morning from the celebration. Steven had suggested popping a few corks of champagne, but Sarge quickly put that idea to rest. He was not sure whether this was an event to celebrate. Not only because of the stroke that led to the decision. But Sarge also knew that the eyes of the Boston Brahmin would be upon him during this period of transition. Sarge was accepting his new role reluctantly, and a champs-fueled celebration was inappropriate.

      “I’m good, thanks,” he replied. He was tired and desperately wanted to speak with Julia alone. They’d been surrounded since the announcement earlier, and he needed his best friend to analyze the events with him.

      Sarge eased back into the chair and sat in silence, staring at the last of the burning embers. Inwardly, he hoped that Steven and Katie would go to bed.

      The quiet had the desired effect. “Well, I guess we’ll hit the bunks too,” announced Steven. He stood and helped Katie out of her chair. Sarge started to rise and Steven stopped him. “No, please sit, your highness. Allow me, your humble knave, to kiss the ring of the king once more.” Steven bent on one knee in front of Sarge and attempted to kiss his hand.

      “Screw you, knave!” Sarge swatted at Steven’s head several times, and he easily avoided the blows like Sugar Ray Leonard in the boxing ring. The girls laughed, clearly enjoying the playful banter between the brothers.

      “As you wish, your highness,” said Steven. “Will you join us on the hunt in the morning? We are in search of the wildebeest who roams the forest.” Steven stood and struck a Game of Thrones pose.

      “Maybe,” replied Sarge.

      “Or perhaps your highness would prefer to sleep in with the fair maiden here and create an heir to the throne?”

      “Away with you, knave, before I give the order.” Sarge laughed. “Off with his head!” Sarge stood and gave his brother a hug. He also hugged Katie.

      “Congratulations, Sarge,” she whispered in his ear. “Good luck.” Katie broke their embrace and she walked off into the darkness toward the bungalows. Sarge smiled and nodded at his brother, who was standing awkwardly alone. He watched them for a moment as Steven gradually turned to a ghostly figure disappearing into the darkness.
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        Saturday, October 1

        1:30 a.m.

        The Quabbin Visitor Center

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Ronald Archibald paced the floor in front of his handpicked lieutenants. He had no military or law enforcement experience, but he stood alone as the leader of the Belchertown raiding party. Joseph Pearson had offered little assistance in the planning of the raid on Prescott Peninsula. The raid was Archibald’s baby, and he intended it to be a success.

      Archibald had successfully recruited and trained nearly three hundred men for the task. Lack of intelligence about the current inhabitants of Prescott Peninsula was a concern, but he was confident in his ability to overrun them with overwhelming force and surprise.

      His troops, as he called them, consisted of ordinary citizens from the surrounding areas. They included the local pharmacist, an auto mechanic, an unemployed car salesman, and a retired postal worker. They were different in most respects, from their occupations to their race and gender. But they all had one thing in common—they were hungry, for food and revenge.

      The day before, Archibald had whipped them into a hatred-driven frenzy. The residents of Belchertown were now convinced that the enemy consisted of the unknown faces on Prescott Peninsula. These mysterious opponents had food and supplies to save their families. Archibald convinced his troops to risk their lives to attack and claim the supplies for the benefit of the town. Archibald did not reveal to his troops, however, that the enemy was likely made up of seasoned military personnel. That minor detail would have doomed the mission to failure before it started.

      “Okay, gentlemen, let’s get down to business,” announced Archibald, calling the group to attention. “Let’s take a look at the map and go over the plan one last time.”

      He grabbed one of the men and whispered, “Raise the Allen brothers on the radio. Tell them we’re on time. They’ll know what to do.”

      The assistant nodded his head and left the room.

      Archibald turned his attention to the room and walked in front of a bulletin board hung on a wall. Above it, on a particle board shelf, sat a stuffed beaver, an owl, and an otter. Under their watchful eyes, Archibald rapped his knuckles on the map.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “We’ve gone over this, but this will be the last time, as we’ll be giving the order to start this party. Sunrise is around 5:00 a.m. and everyone needs to be in position.”

      Archibald turned and looked at his men. The murmur of nervous conversation died down when he spoke. He pointed to the letter A on the map.

      “This is the Visitor’s Center, which will be used as our fallback position and for wounded triage.”

      The group began to whisper again, and Archibald quieted them down. He could sense their trepidation. “Gentlemen, make no mistake, we will take some casualties. I hope not, obviously, but for our families to survive, we must take risks. In the lobby, we have our most capable health care providers and all the medical supplies we could muster. While the success of our mission is paramount, the lives of our friends and neighbors are just as important. If you or the man next to you gets wounded, come back here immediately for medical attention.”

      Archibald laid out the plan, first pointing to the letter E. “I will be taking up a command and control position here, on Quabbin Hill, at the Observatory Tower. Those of you assigned to the power boats will convene here, at the launch that I’ve marked as letter C. Gentlemen, you will be the second phase of the attack.”

      He moved across the map to point to the left side identified as Pelham. “Just south of Pelham, at letter K, the pontoon boats will be at the ready to cross this narrow stretch of the lake onto the west shore of Prescott Peninsula. You will be the third phase of the attack.”

      Next, he slapped his hands at the top of the map, on top of the letter J. “This is where we get their attention—the front gate. Jimmy Fulks was murdered there. The front gate is where the battle begins.”

      The men in the room cheered, clearly ready for the task at hand. He allowed the celebration to go on, and then he moved to calm them. He pointed to the other letters on the map designated B, F, G, H, and I. “We have established roadblocks at these remaining locations. We don’t want them to be able to call in any reinforcements. Mano a mano, right, gentlemen?”

      “Yes, sir!” they shouted as they patted each other on the back.

      “Okay, before I send you out to get into position, does anyone have any questions?”

      One hand rose in the rear of the room. “I do, sir.”

      “What is it?” asked Archibald.

      “We’ve never discussed letter D on the map. What is that for?”

      Archibald looked at the tiny island in the middle of the Quabbin Reservoir and grinned. “I’ve got a special surprise in store for these people, and our men who will be carrying it out have been in place for a couple of days. It has already been set into motion, my friends.”
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        Saturday, October 1

        1:35 a.m.

        Mount Lizzie

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Showtime,” said Will Allen to his younger brother, M.C. He was cold and tired. They had spent forty-eight hours camping on the Quabbin Reservoir. Their first stop was Mount Zion to their north, gathering up a skiff full of timber rattlesnakes. The Allens camped on the island the first night, then in the early morning hours of Friday, they rowed past Walker Hill and along the eastern shore of the Quabbin Reservoir until they reached Mount Lizzie.

      Prior to 1939 when the flooding of the Quabbin Reservoir began, Mount Lizzie was the home of the small town of Greenwich. The oldest of the four towns flooded by the Quabbin Reservoir project, Greenwich was incorporated in 1754 under land grants to immigrants of Scottish and Irish heritage following the Indian Wars.

      Once known as the Plantation of the Quabbin, the name of a revered Nipmuc Indian, the town was renamed for the Scottish Duke of Greenwich. This was a once thriving town, boasting the first church in the area, the first post office, and one of the first public libraries. Progress, in the form of the Quabbin Reservoir, flooded the historic town eight days after its one hundred and eighty-fourth birthday.

      Today, it was one of the smallest islands in the reservoir, but it stood the tallest at an elevation of nearly nine hundred feet. During the day on Friday, the Allen brothers made camp at the summit of Mount Lizzie and observed the activities on the eastern shoreline of Prescott Peninsula through binoculars. They kept their boats and the cargo hidden from view on the east side of the island. They also kept quiet, as voices carried on the water. They were only a mile away from the shore of Prescott Peninsula and the uninhabited Little Quabbin Hill island to their southwest.

      “I’m ready,” said M.C. “I’m more than ready to get this over with and get home to the missus. This better be worth it, brother.”

      “It will be,” replied Will. “You’re hungry, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, hungry enough to eat them rattlers.”

      “Then let’s do this,” said Will. “It’ll take a couple of hours to make our way around the island. Thank God there ain’t a moon tonight. We’ll use the dark skies and Little Quabbin Hill for cover. Then we’ll work our way up towards that point.” He directed his brother’s attention to the pronounced stretch of shore that was nearest Little Quabbin Hill.

      “How far do we have to carry the snakes before we release them?”

      “I’m not sure, probably a mile or so,” replied Will. “It’ll take us a couple of trips. C’mon. We need to get in position for the signal.”

      The two men folded up their camping gear and headed down the eastern slope of Mount Zion to their flat-bottom aluminum boats, which were pulled onto the rocky shore. Although their skiff had a trolling motor, in order to approach undetected, they would have to row the entire distance—not an easy feat when pulling another boat full of dozens of large rattlesnakes.

      Over the next two hours, they made their way across the half-mile stretch of lake undetected. The Allens sought cover on the banks of Little Quabbin Hill while they rested. They could easily row the last few hundred yards in less than fifteen minutes. Their orders were to wait for the signal.

      M.C., out of boredom, broke the silence. “How will we know when it’s time to get started? What’s the signal?”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll know.”
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        Saturday, October 1

        1:52 a.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Julia broke Sarge out of his half-conscious, hypnotic state. He got a chill and attempted to shake it off.

      “Honey, are you ready for bed?” asked Julia. “Maybe we should produce an heir to the throne?”

      Sarge rolled his neck and released some tension. He took a deep breath, exhaled and sat back in the chair. He realized that he had been on edge all day. This was his first opportunity to relax—alone with Julia.

      “Let’s polish off this bottle and talk,” he said.

      “Are you okay?” asked Julia. She poured the last of the wine into her cup and handed it to him. She reached over into Katie’s chair and grabbed Sarge a blanket. The temperature was in the upper forties.

      Sarge smiled and reached over to hold her hand. “Yeah, it’s been a long day and my brain is tired. I’ve wanted to talk with you alone, and we’ve never had the chance.”

      “Suddenly, you’re a very popular guy.”

      “I know, Julia, and my mind has been racing all day. I’ve known Mr. Morgan my entire life, but I’ve never really contemplated what he does every day.” Sarge covered himself with the blanket and took another sip of wine. He allowed the fruit flavors to soak into his mouth before swallowing it. Julia studied him and allowed him to continue.

      “Am I still a professor? Do I go to work every day at 73 Tremont? Does any of that matter anymore now that the country has been thrown back into the 1800s?”

      Julia reached for her wine and emptied the cup, which she put in the pile of empty wine bottles. “No wonder you’re brain-dead. It’s difficult to answer any of those questions or establish a game plan when the world is collapsing around us. Since the cyber attack, we’ve been reacting. Right?”

      Sarge allowed the statement to soak in. For the past four weeks, their lives had been a whirlwind of activity—acting in response to a particular situation rather than creating it or controlling it.

      “That’s a great point,” said Sarge. “Our survival instincts kicked in, and we hunkered down. Fate keeps throwing us curveballs and …”

      “We hit it right back at ’em,” added Julia, finishing his sentence.

      Sarge nodded in agreement. “It may be this way for a while, but at some point in time, we need to rebuild our lives.” He stretched out his body and clasped his hands behind his head. “I’ve had quite a bit of wine, and as you know, I can get real philosophical at times.”

      “Really? Nah.” Julia laughed.

      “You know me,” said Sarge, adding in his best Southern drawl, “I do my best thinkin’ when I’m drinkin’.”

      Julia nudged the pile of empty wine bottles and laughed.

      “Hey, I didn’t drink all of those!” protested Sarge. She reached over, and he held her hands, which were soft and warm. “You and I have always talked in terms of fate, destiny, and even karma.”

      “That’s true.”

      “I guess, deep inside, I’ve known this was my destiny,” said Sarge. He stared up at the stars. The new moon allowed faint objects such as galaxies and star clusters to shine unimpeded. We’re such an insignificant part of the universe, yet we are the center of our own.

      “You’re not afraid, are you?” asked Julia, indicating unease for the first time that day.

      Sarge quickly eased her concerns. “Oh, no, not at all,” he replied reassuringly. “I’ve got a job to do and a whole lot of lives to be responsible for. I’m not sure where to start.”

      Julia was briefly quiet and then spoke. “Sarge, Mr. Morgan is not going to leave you out here flailing on your own. It could be worse, you know. He could be dead.”

      This reality struck Sarge like a ton of bricks. He could be dead.

      “I’d really be crappin’ my pants then,” Sarge said with a chuckle.

      “Sarge, he’s going to be very supportive of you. You’re the chosen one, so to speak. He will not set you up for failure.”

      “I know, I know. It also seems like the others were on board. Cabot and Lowell gave me the impression they were pleased with Mr. Morgan’s decision.”

      “I agree,” said Julia. “As I talked with them, and especially Mrs. Lowell, they were enthusiastic in their praise for you and your abilities. Mrs. Lowell hasn’t been happy during this entire ordeal until now.”

      “How about our guys, the Quinns, J.J.?” Sarge’s voice trailed off.

      Julia let go of his hand and sat up in her chair. “They love and respect you, Sarge. We’ve never had a defined hierarchy, but it was always assumed that you were our fearless leader.”

      “Ha-ha, the fearless leader who is over here shakin’ in his boots,” said Sarge. He laughed with Julia at his self-deprecation.

      “I think it’s natural to be apprehensive, Sarge. But you know everyone will support you as you take on this new role. We all have our roles, and now you have the ability to be the final decision maker on everything. You hold the power and the purse strings.”

      “Julia, I’ll control billions of dollars in assets worldwide. I’ll be able to pick up the phone and call world leaders. Hell, Morgan has a direct line to the President. All of that power and responsibility rests squarely on my shoulders now.” Sarge also sat up in his chair and started to contemplate the magnitude of his new role.

      “We can do great things, my love,” encouraged Julia. “Let it all soak in and don’t look at this as some daunting, overwhelming task. You’ve been given the unique opportunity to shape world events in your vision.”

      Sarge thought about this. What is my worldview? I used to lecture about this at Harvard. Now I feel like Sarah Palin in her first ABC interview with Charlie Gibson—dumbfounded.

      “Absolutely,” said Sarge. “Our country, hell, the world faces a serious catastrophe. I’m taking the reins of the Boston Brahmin at an opportune time. I don’t think we can solve this crisis by using the same way of thinking that helped put us here in the first place.”

      “Now you’re talkin’, Sarge. You have to be optimistic about this opportunity you’ve been given. Besides, you can always cry about it later.”
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        Saturday, October 1

        4:52 a.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Alpha One, this is Bravo Two. We’ve got a vehicle approaching the front gate, sir,” said Corporal David Morrell into his comms. Morrell led a six-man patrol that guarded the front gate and perimeter fence on a twenty-four-hour basis. Because of the unusual hour and the heightened state of awareness his team was practicing, Morrell felt it necessary to notify his immediate superior officer, Chief Warrant Officer Kyle Shore.

      “Roger, Bravo Two. Is it hostile?” asked Shore, still groggy from the early wake-up call.

      “Unknown, sir,” replied Morrell. “The vehicle is approaching slowly. I’ve called in two men from the shore patrol to assist, if necessary.”

      “Roger that, Bravo Two. Stay on mission. Alpha One en route,” replied Shore.

      The vehicle came to a halt one hundred yards from the protective cover of the HESCO barriers at the front gate. Morrell gestured for the two soldiers to flank him left and right and take cover positions. They waited. In the distance, he heard the sounds of four-wheelers approaching.

      “This is private property!” shouted Morrell to the stopped and idling vehicle. Because the headlights blinded him, he couldn’t discern the make or model, although it appeared to be a pickup or SUV.

      He shouted again, “Stop. This is private property. Exit the vehicle with your hands over your head and state your business!” There was no response.

      Then the vehicle began to roll forward, slowly crunching the gravel under its tires. The truck was closing on the entrance. Seventy-five yards. Fifty yards.

      Morrell crouched lower behind the barrier. He shook his head and frowned.

      “I don’t like this,” he mumbled to himself. The four-wheelers were approaching from his rear. The truck was inching closer. He had to make a decision.

      “Light it …” he yelled until the sound of his voice was muted by a massive explosion. The pickup truck’s payload of fifty-five-gallon drums containing oil, gasoline, and shrapnel was detonated by shots fired from a high-power rifle in the distance. The first two rounds punctured the drums, and the third round ignited the mixture.

      A deadly barrage of broken nails, screws, bolts, and ball bearings tore through the gatehouse, obliterating the windows. The soldier closest to the gatehouse was killed instantly. The approaching Marines were knocked off their four-wheelers from the blast. The soldier to Morrell’s right was safely behind the fortified mesh container designed by HESCO for this type of blast.

      Morrell received shrapnel wounds to his left arm, which he’d used to shield his face from the blast. He was bleeding but was able to continue.

      “Alpha One, this is Bravo Two,” shouted Morrell into his radio. He repeated, “Alpha One, this is Bravo Two.”

      “Roger, Bravo Two. I’m two klicks out,” responded Shore. The radio erupted with activity. Orders were directed to all of the patrols as responses came fast and with a clear sense of urgency.

      “Charlie Two, this is Charlie Six. Over.”

      “Go for Six,” a voice squelched back on the radio.

      “This is Charlie Six. Vehicle approaching through the woods at fence post five. Repeat. Vehicle approaching at fence post five. Over.”

      Morrell crawled to check on the young private who survived the blast. He was huddled behind the barrier, holding onto his M4 with a death grip.

      “Are you hurt, soldier?” asked Morrell. The sound of several four-wheelers could be heard in the distance.

      “Not too bad, sir,” replied the young man. He wiped the blood off his face with the sleeve of his wounded left arm.

      “Let me see this,” said Morrell as he examined the arm. The soldier winced with pain as he turned his arm over and back. “You’ll be fine, soldier. I’ve got the same problem.” He showed the young man his shrapnel-torn left arm.

      Morrell looked to his left and saw Shore dismount from the ATV and approach him in a low crouch. He could see the worry on his CO’s face. Things weren’t right. Shore checked in by radio with the other patrols along the front gate.

      More four-wheelers were approaching from 1PP, as it was all hands on deck. Shore instructed them to reinforce the western boundary of the front gate. He turned his attention to Morrell.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Sir, the truck stopped about a hundred meters out,” replied Morrell. “I instructed it to stop, and then it began rolling forward again.”

      “I thought I heard gunfire,” said Shore as he continued to look nervously back and forth.

      “Yes, sir. They punctured and then detonated an explosive device contained in the back. It was dark, sir, and I was blinded by the headlights.”

      They were interrupted by the squawk of the radio. “This is Bravo Six. Vehicle is approaching slowly. Now half a click. Permission to open fire!” the soldier shouted.

      “Hold your position,” replied Shore. “They are out of range at this point. Draw your aim on the vehicle’s tires. Repeat. Shoot the tires.”

      “Roger that, Alpha One. Range now two hundred meters, sir.”

      “Open fire. Shoot the tires!” yelled Shore. The rapid fire of the soldier’s automatic weapon filled the air. Then another explosion lit up the sky to the west, and a fireball quickly ascended above the tree line.

      “Bravo Six, this is Alpha One,” said Shore into his radio. Morrell caught Shore’s glance. There was silence for a stressful moment. Shore repeated the request. “Bravo Six, Alpha One. Over.”

      “Go for Six.”

      “Sitrep.”

      “Vehicle exploded, sir. Roughly two hundred meters from our position. No casualties, sir.”

      Shore leaned against the barrier and responded, “Stay frosty, Bravo Six.”

      “Roger that, Bravo Six out.”

      More soldiers arrived at the front gate, and Shore quickly dispatched them along the front entrance. The sun was rising in the east and visibility would improve.

      The wounded soldier spoke up. “Sirs, you might want to take a look at this.”

      Morrell and Shore turned their attention from the radio and looked over the HESCO barriers. There was movement across the clearing and beyond the still-burning skeleton of the pickup truck. Armed men were scurrying from tree to tree, taking up positions across the gravel entry road.

      Shore alerted the others on the front gate patrol. “Bravo Six, Charlie Three, this is Alpha One. Over.”

      “Charlie Three. Go, Alpha One.”

      “Go for Six.”

      “We’re being approached by hostiles,” instructed Shore. “We are under assault. Lethal force authorized. Repeat. Lethal force authorized.”

      “Roger that. Charlie Three out.”

      “This is Bravo Six. Hostiles approaching—” crack crack crack “—moving through the woods … four-wheelers approaching. Open fire!”

      More Marines were arriving from 1PP, and they were immediately directed to lend support to Bravo Six along the western fence line.

      “Sir,” interrupted the soldier, grabbing Morrell’s attention. “They’re moving closer.” Morrell looked up and saw the approaching armed men moving quickly through the woods and into the clearing.

      Shore gave his orders. “Open fire!”

      Morrell lifted his M16 over the barrier. The large weapon thumped in a quick report as it poured round after round into the approaching attackers. The bullets tore through their bodies, leaving bloody masses of death in the gravel. The young soldier followed his lead and began firing upon the remaining assailants hidden in the woods. Their rounds ripped flesh and shredded the bark of the trees that were being used for cover.

      Humvees were approaching from the south as Shore moved away from Morrell to greet them. From the turret, a gunner lit up the forest across the way. The fifty-caliber rounds from the Ma Deuce ripped saplings in half and cut down the retreating men with ease. Shore called for them to cease fire, and additional troops were posted along the two-mile long perimeter fence and the front gate. Except for the smoldering trucks and the smell of spent rounds, the scene became eerily still.

      But then a high-pitched whine could be heard in the distance. Morrell looked up, thinking it was a drone. The noise grew louder.

      “Sir, are those drones?” asked Morrell.

      Shore looked up and then around their perimeter. “No,” he replied. “Those are boats!”
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        Saturday, October 1

        5:01 a.m.

        Prescott Peninsula, 1PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      It was Rebecca’s scream and not the blast from the front gate that woke Donald from a deep sleep. His dreams had been vivid lately, and the subconscious sound of an explosion would not necessarily stir him awake. The shrieks of his seven-year-old daughter did.

      “Susan, did you hear that?” asked Donald, still groggy and unsure of what happened.

      Now Penny was awake and holding her sister on the fold-out sofa bed across the room in their small bungalow. Both were crying. Susan bolted upright and immediately ran to comfort their daughters.

      “It sounded like a bomb,” replied Susan. The girls’ crying increased as Donald quickly got dressed. He strapped on his leg holster, which contained his .45.

      “Stay here.” Donald leaned down in front of the girls and wiped the tears from their cheeks. “I need you guys to calm down and be big girls, okay?”

      They both nodded, but the tears continued to flow. Donald touched Susan’s cheek and lifted a finger to his lips to be quiet.

      He exited into the crisp, dewy morning at the same time Steven and Katie emerged from their bungalow. Sarge was already in the clearing, instructing Abbie and several of the Boston Brahmin to return to their tiny houses.

      It was still dark, but the sun was peering over Mount Zion to their east. It was also quiet except for the sounds of four-wheelers and crunching gravel in the distance.

      “Sounded like a bomb exploded near the front gate,” said Sarge.

      “Roger that, bro,” added Steven. “We need to get everyone inside the bunker.”

      “I agree,” said Donald. Four partially dressed Marines emerged from their sleeping quarters. “But first, we need to get 1PP secured.”

      “I’m on it.” Steven jumped in. He turned to the Marines. “Listen up, I want everyone suited, booted, and strapped. Full kits, gentlemen.”

      The Marines quickly returned to their quarters and grabbed their tactical vests filled with six thirty-round magazines and body armor plate inserts that could stop an AK-47 round at point-blank range. They included a drop pouch for spent magazines. Their kits also contained flashlights, batteries, zip-tie handcuffs, and their favorite knives. Finally, a concealment holster containing their preferred sidearm rounded out the bulky vest.

      “What can I do?” asked Sarge.

      “You and Julia—” Steven started before he was interrupted by Donald.

      “Nothing,” he said. “You two need to get inside and in the bunker now. GO!”

      “But we can—” started Julia.

      “You can do nothing,” said Donald. “We can’t risk you getting hurt. Get inside while we secure the grounds and bring the Brahmin to the bunker one family at a time. Now please go!”

      Susan stuck her head out of their bungalow door. “Donald?”

      Donald grabbed Sarge by the arm. “Sarge, wait.” He turned to Susan.

      “Susan, grab the girls’ packs and bring them now!” he ordered. “I want you to go with Sarge and Julia.”

      J.J. joined the group. Steven and Katie were now wearing their kits and directing the soldiers to their positions.

      Donald turned to Julia. “I need you to get Sarge in the bunker and get the girls safe as well. Susan will need to help J.J. with any possible casualties.”

      “Okay,” replied Julia as the Quinn women arrived at her side.

      “Steven,” said Donald, “I need you and Katie to escort them inside and then come back for the rest. Let’s take them across the clearing one by one. Start with Abbie and Mr. Morgan.”

      As Steven and Katie escorted the contingent on the wraparound porch, Donald caught his breath and gathered his thoughts. He had an emergency plan in place for a possible attack on 1PP, but they’d never practiced it. Mr. Morgan didn’t want to cause concern among his elderly friends. Donald regretted his acquiescence now, but as long as everyone followed his directives, it would work out fine.

      J.J.’s voice brought Donald back to the present. “What can I do?” J.J. put his hand on Donald’s shoulder, reassuring him he wasn’t alone now.

      “Thanks, J.J.,” replied Donald. He motioned toward the Morgan bungalow. “Come with me. I want you to help Mr. Morgan inside and get him comfortable in the bunker. I don’t know if we’ll have casualties, but you and Susan need to be ready.”

      “Got it,” said J.J.

      Katie and Steven jogged toward them as Donald gently knocked on Morgan’s door. A frightened Abbie poked her head through the narrow opening.

      “Are we being attacked?” asked Abbie.

      “We don’t know, but we’re gonna follow protocol and get everyone into the bunker.”

      Abbie opened the door wider to allow Donald and J.J. to come in. Steven and Katie took defensive positions outside the door. Their radios came to life with a lot of chatter. Steven muted his volume and inserted an earpiece. He looked at Katie, who nodded and did the same.

      “DQ, we need to move this along,” said Steven as he stuck his head through the doorway.

      “Okay,” replied Donald, turning to Abbie. “We don’t know yet, Abbie, but we need to move quickly. J.J. will help you guys get inside and settled. Watch over your father carefully and immediately notify J.J. or Susan of any issues. Please hurry.”

      Abbie and J.J. helped Morgan get dressed and escorted him across the compound. Donald moved from door to door to the other bungalows and ordered the Boston Brahmin to get dressed and ready. Naturally, everyone had questions, but he had to minimize any conversations.

      In between evacuations, he called Brad on the satphone.

      Brad answered immediately. “This is Colonel Bradlee,” he barked.

      “Brad, this is Donald. We’ve had an explosion at—”

      Brad cut him off. “We know, Donald. Get secured. We’re on our way.”

      “Okay, Brad, I’m hearing gunfire now from the front gate. We must be under—”

      And then a second explosion drowned out his words. Donald hit the ground and crawled toward the Peabodys’ bungalow. Art opened the door and pulled Donald inside.

      “Are you all right, young man?” asked Peabody. Stella Peabody sat on the couch, crying, clutching a white handkerchief.

      “Yes, sir. Something is happening at the front gate. We need to get you both to safety.”

      Steven was outside the bungalow. “DQ, are you in there?”

      “Please come with me, ma’am,” said Donald as he helped Stella Peabody off the sofa. The three left the building and quickly followed Katie towards 1PP. Steven brought up the rear, walking backward as he surveyed the woods.

      Just as they reached the steps, they heard the barking of a small dog. Winnie the Frenchie had been left behind in the Winthrops’ bungalow.

      “Her barking will draw attention to the compound,” said Donald. He looked at Steven. “We’ve gotta get her inside.”

      “Really?” muttered Steven as he surveyed the woods and ran to retrieve the French bulldog.

      Once the contingent was inside, Art Peabody insisted upon helping. Donald sent him upstairs to the widow’s walk with a radio and binoculars. The sun was rising now, and visibility would be better for him. The widow’s walk was built with reinforced steel panels to provide ballistics protection. The height gave them a tremendous advantage over anyone attempting to breach the 1PP compound.

      Donald stood in front of the windows and stared intently toward the woods. The Marines were tucked behind stacks of sandbags at each corner of the building. Less than ten minutes had elapsed since the first explosion and the second one. In that brief time frame, Donald had successfully emptied the bungalows and brought everyone to the more secure 1PP facility. He let out a deep breath and some tension with it.

      Susan approached Donald from the kitchen, carrying a bottle of water. He immediately drank half of it before securing its cap.

      “Now what?” she asked.

      “We watch and wait,” Donald replied.
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        Saturday, October 1

        5:18 a.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Donald and Steven took up positions on the front porch of 1PP as they monitored the radio transmissions. The gunfire had stopped moments ago, but now the roar of motorboats could be heard from their east.

      “They’re coming at us from all sides!” exclaimed Donald as he ran down the front steps toward the boat launch on the east side of Prescott Peninsula.

      Steven shook his head as he quickly followed and then passed him on the trail. He and Brad had assessed the security issues surrounding Prescott Peninsula back in mid-July. Securing the two-mile entrance to the land mass was easily fortified with a security fence and the barriers at the front gate. But the massive shoreline concerned both men at the time. An attack by sea did not surprise him.

      In addition to the constant perimeter foot patrols who utilized the ATVs for rapid response, Steven had created an armageddon navy of sorts. Following the advice of his longtime associate and friend Drew Jackson, Steven contacted Stroker boats, a boat manufacturer near Knoxville, Tennessee.

      Over the summer, a dozen bass boats were outfitted for a situation like this one. The boats were modified to include ArmorCore bullet-resistant fiberglass panels. Together with the Kevlar-reinforced hoses and hydraulic systems, the Strokers proved to be excellent patrol gunships that passed as fishing boats.

      Steven arrived at the boat launch as several Marines were preparing the boats for battle. At the end of Egypt Brook, a small stream that emptied into the Quabbin Reservoir, Donald had constructed a hidden boat dock, which was obscured from view within an inlet. Before this, the modified fishing boats had not been seen on the vast reservoir.

      “What’ve we got?” asked Steven. He caught his breath as he looked out of the inlet to the southwest.

      One of the Marines, a lance corporal who was directing the removal of the pedestal-mounted boat seats, replied, “We have reports of as many as three dozen boats approaching from the south-southeast. There are multiple launches on both sides of the Winsor Dam. Hey, be careful with that, soldier!” One of the Marines had lost his footing while attaching the swivel-mounted fifty-caliber machine gun onto the pole where the fishing seat was.

      “Did you say three dozen?” asked Steven.

      “At least,” he replied. “We may be outnumbered by four or five to one.” The lance corporal turned his attention back to the task of readying the boats.

      “Hell, yeah!” Steven laughed as he removed his sweatshirt, revealing a gray T-shirt that read I Don’t Care. “I’ll take point!” He bounded down the bank onto the floating dock and waited for the first boat to be ready.

      “Hey, Steven, hold up!” shouted Donald as he followed Steven down the bank. He caught up to him and lowered his voice so as not to alarm the other soldiers. “Do you think this is a good idea for you to man one of these? You’re seriously outnumbered.”

      “No worries, DQ. We may be outnumbered, but we’re not outgunned.” Steven turned the Ma Deuce around on its swivel mount. Steven looked at the Marines awaiting orders on the bank. “Who’s with me?”

      “Damn it, Steven!”

      Ignoring Donald’s protests, Steven reached into a storage compartment and grabbed the high-powered Steiner marine binoculars and surveyed the water. Boats were coming at a high rate of speed around nearby Little Quabbin Hill, swamping two fishermen in a skiff paddling across the water. The skiff overturned and the men were scrambling to crawl back inside without getting run over.

      “Poor idiots,” mumbled Steven under his breath.

      “Steven, I have to let Sarge know about this!” yelled Donald.

      Steven turned and pounded his chest three times with his fist and then outlined the words on his T-shirt—I Don’t Care.

      “Let’s go, dammit!”

      Steven got behind the console and brought the twin 2.5-liter Mercruiser outboard motors to life. With two hundred eighty horsepower each, the Merc motors could easily achieve seventy miles per hour speeds with the additional equipment and ballistic protections added.

      Because two-thirds of the Marines were now manning the front gate, only six of the boats had the ability to field two-man crews. Wisely, Steven waited until all six vessels were ready to go.

      “Listen up,” said the lance corporal assigned to the boat dock. He gave the crews a briefing. “Our patrols at the southernmost point have fired upon several boats already. They diverted east and north of our position. More boats are approaching along the back side of Little Quabbin Hill to our south and Mount Pomeroy to our east.”

      “They don’t know about us,” added Steven, who was bursting at the seams for some action.

      “That’s right,” said the lance corporal. “I have twelve more Marines being pulled from their posts to assist. They will be ready for a second wave of attacks. In the meantime, fan out and chase them out of our waters!”

      “Damn straight,” shouted Steven as the other engines roared to life.

      “Remember, no friendly fire,” the corporal instructed. “It’ll be easy to have bullets flying in all directions.”

      “Shock and awe, gentlemen!” proclaimed Steven as he pushed them away from the dock. He strapped into the gunner’s position by placing his feet in the modified water ski boots bolted to the deck. This provided grip and counter-leverage against the g-forces of the boat turning in the water.

      The driver gunned the throttle and Steven’s head snapped back. His hat flew off his head and he instinctively turned to mark its position. As they roared out of the inlet toward the southeast, he had the luxury of an open field of fire. He made use of it.

      The Browning M2s mounted on the boats provided the gunner a short recoil. The heavy fifty-caliber cartridge had a fairly long range of two thousand yards and incredible stopping power. While capable of producing over forty rounds per minute, this was not sustainable. Steven knew that the Ma Deuce was most effective, and accurate, using six- to eight-round bursts.

      As Steven grabbed the spade-handle grip of the eighty-pound M2, he knew that the distinct jackhammer sound it produced would have a chilling effect on those on the receiving end of its wrath.

      Steven turned to his driver and pointed toward the northern tip of Mount Lizzie. “There!”

      The Stroker picked up speed and lurched toward the island and three approaching boats. Steven looked up to assess his opponents. The boats appeared to be open-bow runabouts similar to a Sea Ray or Wellcraft. The Stroker was quickly closing on the three boats, which were clustered in a V formation.

      “Big mistake,” Steven muttered as he opened fire. He fired eight rounds in a staccato blast of power. The lead boat, a twenty-three-foot bowrider, erupted into flames and exploded. The other two boats veered to avoid the carnage and lost control. The high-speed, abrupt turn of one of the bowriders threw all four passengers into the lake. Their boat roared to the north, unmanned. The other inboard vessel veered southward in retreat, and Steven quickly adjusted his aim, filling its stern with holes. The engine failed, and the boat immediately began to sink.

      Suddenly, bullets whizzed over their heads, and Steven instinctively ducked. To their east, a gunman was emptying an AR-15 magazine in their direction. His boat was bobbing in the wakes created by the flurry of boat activity. When his mag emptied, he saw that he had missed his intended target. The man dropped into the V-hull of the Ski Pro Extreme and his driver roared around Mount Lizzie.

      “Chase those guys!” shouted Steven as he regained his footing.

      The twin Mercs roared to life once again and started after the competition ski boat.

      “Veer right, veer right!” shouted Steven, pointing at a large drifting tree trunk in their path. He put a death grip on the M2 as his driver avoided destroying their props.

      Their boat quickly leveled out and continued in pursuit. The boat planed on top of the lake, its propellers under the surface as it vaulted forward after the more agile ski boat. They were a quarter mile behind the Ski Pro, but closing. Steven released a couple of bursts from the M2.

      GRRAKKA, KKAKKAKK, KKAKKAKK, KKAKKAKK.

      The movement of their boat through the water and the turbulence caused by the Ski Pro’s wake prevented any accuracy with the heavy weapon.

      “Closer!” Steven shouted.

      The Ski Pro deftly maneuvered through the string of tiny islands at the northernmost end of Quabbin Reservoir until Steven lost sight of them. He held his fist high, indicating to his driver to stop. Steven stumbled forward as the boat’s momentum unexpectedly halted their progress.

      The Stroker listed back and forth as their wake caught up with them. Steven was on alert. He’d studied the maps of the lake in anticipation of this scenario. Locals would know the waters better than he would.

      He turned to his driver. “We’re sittin’ ducks out here in the open. I don’t like it. Let’s drift up along Mount Russ to our left. Maybe they’ll make their move first.”

      The driver put the throttle in idle and slowly made their way northward. They eased closer to the shallow waters of Hip Brook Pond and Newton Pond. The water was bizarrely still considering the sounds of gunfire that echoed across the lake’s surface behind them.

      Then a flash of light—the reflection off something metallic—caught Steven’s eye. He saw the bow of the Ski Pro easing around the northern point of Mount L.

      “There!” He pointed at the boat as it revealed itself further and his driver throttled forward toward them, lifting the bow several feet out of the water. It was the horsepower of the Mercruiser engines and the torque the props created that saved Steven’s life that day.

      A barrage of bullets ricocheted off of the Kevlar-reinforced hull of their boat at that precise moment. The lucky timing saved both of their lives.

      As their boat planed out, Steven opened fire again. But the Ski Pro had quickly maneuvered and headed south again, using Mount L as a buffer.

      “Screw it! Turn around, one-eighty!”

      The driver whipped the boat to the left and gave it full throttle. They were running parallel to the Ski Pro with Mount L as their buffer. Steven knew he had a chance up ahead and readied the M2. As they reached the end of the island, there was a narrow stretch of lake, roughly twenty yards, between Mount L and Mount Zion.

      They approached the divide at over seventy miles an hour. Steven kept his hands steady, pointing the powerful weapon at the gap. When he saw his target, he didn’t hesitate. He opened fire.

      GRRAKKA, KKAKKAKK, KKAKKAKK, KKAKKAKK.

      But the sound of the boat continued. He thought he’d hit it. He gestured for the driver to continue parallel to Mount Zion.

      What Steven could not see was the Ski Pro careening out of control, hitting a sandbar just beneath the lake’s surface and vaulting into the air. The crashing sound it made as it skidded hard into the shoreline, ejecting its already dead occupants, was unmistakable. Steven knew this battle was over.

      The Stroker came to a stop to view the scene. Along the eastern shore of Prescott Peninsula, Marines were engaging the pleasure craft at will. Small-arms fire could be heard echoing across the water, but none of the marauders’ rounds found their marks.

      On the other hand, the huge eight-hundred-grain bullets of the M2s found their marks often and easily lived up to their reputation as one-stop shot. The lake was riddled with burning, sinking boat corpses. The tide had turned against the attackers quickly, but Steven wanted more.

      “We’ve got ’em on the ropes!” shouted his driver. The dozen or so remaining boats were rapidly retreating to the perceived safety of their boat launches. “Look at ’em bolt!”

      Steven was breathing heavily from the adrenaline-fueled engagement. Undoubtedly, the battle was over before it got started. Or was it?

      “On the ropes isn’t the same as bleedin’ out!” shouted Steven in response. “We need to send a message to them. Let’s go!” Steven got into position and pointed toward Winsor Dam.

      Although the retreating vessels had a healthy head start, the Stroker caught up to the slower pleasure craft and Steven handily ripped them to shreds. As they got closer to land, they began to take on small-arms fire, and he raised his fist to indicate to his driver to let off the throttle.

      One of the hostile boats beat such a hasty retreat that it didn’t slow down in time as it approached the earthen Winsor Dam. It hit the bank at full speed and catapulted up the bank and over the other side, sending its passengers flying in all directions.

      Steven began to laugh hysterically at the sight of this and added several six-round blasts from the Ma Deuce to top off the victory.

      He shouted at them, “Don’t come back!”
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        Saturday, October 1

        5:34 a.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      As the daylight grew brighter, Shore finally began to relax. He had positioned men along the front perimeter and added more men to the boat launch. The southernmost point was protected by two fortified machine-gun nests outfitted with .30-caliber M1919 Brownings. He was receiving updates from his men at the boat launch on the progress of the six two-man teams on the water. He had several other teams on shore, ready to engage if necessary. He was concerned with putting too many boats on the water. Friendly fire was entirely possible.

      His radio interrupted his thoughts. “Alpha One, this is Delta Two. Over.”

      “Go, Delta Two,” replied Shore.

      “Sir, we’ve discovered three pontoon boats tied off along our western shore at Lighthouse Hill, Prescott Hill, and the abandoned Rattlesnake Den launch.”

      “Dammit!” shouted Shore, which caused Morrell and two soldiers to rush to his side.

      “What is it, sir? What did they find?” asked Morrell.

      Shore didn’t take time for explanations. He gave Morrell instructions instead. “Morrell, take one of the Humvees back to 1PP with the injured man and two others. Make them aware that hostiles are on shore and are possibly headed inland.”

      “How many, sir?” asked Morrell.

      “As many as three dozen,” he replied. “Hurry! Go! Raise them on the radio on the way and secure that perimeter!”

      Morrell didn’t waste any time as he helped the injured soldier into the Humvee and motioned for two other men to come with him.

      Shore quickly assessed his manpower. He had pulled the majority of the Marine contingent to the front gate, leaving his west flank vulnerable. Think!

      He knew Prescott Peninsula like the back of his hand. He had walked every road and explored every trail. He had to hope the attackers didn’t know how to find 1PP, so that gave him an advantage. The aggressors, however, had the time advantage and a head start.

      Prescott Shutesbury Road ran the length of Prescott Peninsula from the front gate to the southernmost point. The 1PP compound was located half a mile to the east of this wide gravel road. He had to gamble that the attackers were tentative in their approach. They didn’t know the lay of the land. They would plan deliberately at the shore, then make their way inland toward 1PP.

      “Delta Two, Alpha One.”

      “Go, Alpha One.”

      “Pull your entire team back to the east side of Prescott Shutesbury Road. Take positions in the woods, waiting for contact from the west. Spread them out for max coverage.”

      “Roger, Alpha One.”

      Shore’s Echo Team was much farther south than the landing zone of the attackers. He wasn’t going to pull them and get caught off guard down there.

      “Foxtrot One. Alpha One. Do you copy?”

      “Five by five, Alpha One.”

      “Sitrep, Lance Corporal,” said Shore.

      “Sir, the enemy vessels have been repelled. I am maintaining six of ours on the water to establish a perimeter.”

      Shore processed the scenario. If the first-wave assault was turned away that easily with six two-man crews, the additional manpower could be redeployed to 1PP. “Foxtrot One, redeploy non-active personnel to 1PP to assist Corporal Morrell.”

      “Roger that, Alpha One. Foxtrot One out.”

      Shore now had a minimum of twelve Marines guarding the compound, led by a wounded but capable Morrell, plus the muckety-mucks, who were pretty good with their own firearms, so he’d been told. Now, I’ve got to flush out the cockroaches. The radio interrupted his thoughts.

      “Alpha One. Delta Two. Over.”

      “Go, Two,” replied Shore.

      “In position, sir. I’ve instructed two men to cover our six in case they’ve slipped past us already.”

      “Well done, Delta Two. Stand by. Over.”

      “Roger. Delta Two out.”

      Shore contemplated the risk. He’d already been attacked with two truck bombs along the northern fence line. Several dozen hostiles were killed and others were fired upon before they retreated. He hesitated to pull too many off their posts in light of these events, but he was trying to defend a large area with limited bodies.

      I’ll box them in.

      He jumped on a four-wheeler and rode to the easternmost fence posts to assess the situation. There had been no sightings of hostiles in thirty minutes. He instructed the men on post to spread out and keep a sharp eye. Any signs of movement and he was to be contacted immediately. He handpicked four men.

      “Saddle up, soldiers, we’re goin’ huntin’,” ordered Shore. He missed his beloved Barrett rifle. Jungle warfare was not his forte, but he was comfortable he was better at it than the men scared in those woods. The contingent rode their ATVs down to Cooleyville Road and ditched the machines in the underbrush.

      “We’ve got two klicks to cover,” started Shore, looking into the eyes of the young soldiers. “We’ll either flush the sons of bitches out, or they’ll walk out into the open on Prescott Shutesbury Road to our welcoming committee.”

      “What are the rules of engagement, sir?”

      “We’re under attack, so we shoot to kill. We’re not acting in a law enforcement capacity, attempting to apprehend a fugitive. We are fighting an enemy who has attacked us on two fronts, so far. We have one KIA and several wounded.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “A couple of more things, gentlemen. Use your suppressors. No verbal commands. We’ll spread out with two on each of my flanks. Keep constant eye contact on my hand signals. I expect these dirtbags to be bunched together in groups. Be prepared for a straggler or a scout operating alone. Take them out quietly. Gunfire will attract attention. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Shore led his team through the woods in a southerly direction parallel to the Quabbin inlet to their right, and Prescott Shutesbury Road and Delta Team to their left. Most of the leaves had turned to vibrant fall colors and some had fallen to the forest floor. They provided a quiet pad for the soldiers to make their way undetected.

      For the first twenty minutes, they moved toward Rattlesnake Den Road without incident. As the contingent approached the narrow gravel road, gunfire erupted from the southeast.

      “Alpha One. Delta Two. Over.”

      Shore raised his fist and fell to one knee. His team was now evenly spaced along the north side of Rattlesnake Den Road.

      “Go, Two,” Shore quietly responded.

      “Sir, we took fire from several hostiles at the Egypt Road intersection. Seven KIA. None of ours, sir.”

      “Roger, Delta Two. Any additional activity?”

      “A group of armed men were seen running in retreat toward the western shoreline and the boat launch, sir.”

      “Roger, Delta Two. Pull your northernmost flank to take up a position at the Barnes Road intersection. We’ll pursue them down Rattlesnake Den Road. We’ll pull out on your signal.”

      “Roger that, Alpha One. Out.”

      For several minutes, Shore waited while the remainder of Delta Team moved into position. He could hear the sounds of frantic voices and heavy feet working their way toward the boats on the western banks of Prescott Peninsula. As much as he wanted to pursue them, he couldn’t run the risk of the attackers slipping behind them to the areas already cleared.

      When the Delta Team members made contact from the Barnes Road intersection, he waved for two of them to join him. They hustled along the edge of the woods until they reached his side.

      “Catch your breath, gentlemen, and listen up. Maintain sight contact with the rest of Delta Team, and fan out like we have here. Do not let anyone cross this road. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, sir.” The men quickly replaced Shore’s men and took up their positions. Shore circled his hand in the air, indicating for his men to join him.

      “Okay, gentlemen. We’re gonna make our way down Rattlesnake Den Road past Lighthouse Hill. They’re headed our way. They’ll be scared and tired. Let’s take them out if fired upon. But I want a couple of prisoners. Let’s find out who is behind this, got it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Okay, two by two on opposite sides of the road. I’ll take the lead on the right side. Watch my hand signals. Let’s go!”

      Shore led his men down Rattlesnake Den Road. Within minutes, they heard the sound of a boat motor roar to life and move steadily away from them. He picked up the pace until he heard the sounds of men running through the woods just ahead of them. He raised his fist and motioned for the men to take up positions on the west side of the road. Four men and a teenage boy entered the opening, and Shore raised his rifle.

      “Stop,” he shouted. “Hold it right there!”

      One of the men turned and fired wildly over Shore’s head. He was killed instantly by one of the Marines. The three other men continued across the road, but the boy froze. He was holding a handgun and shaking uncontrollably.

      Half a mile down the road, several other men crossed the road, stopped briefly, and then ran into the woods. Another boat motor fired up and the group escaped. Shore approached the boy cautiously with his red dot laser trained on the teenager’s chest. More red dots joined Shore’s. The boy saw them, dropped his gun, and peed his pants.

      “On the ground or in your grave, son. Your choice.” Shore was only a few feet away from sixteen-year-old Nathaniel Archibald, son of Ronald, when the young prisoner’s knees hit the gravel of Rattlesnake Den Road.
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        Saturday, October 1

        12:41 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula, 1PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Brad arrived on the scene barely an hour after the onslaught subsided. He cursed himself repeatedly for not being there. It was difficult for him to maintain his duties on behalf of the 1st Battalion, 25th Regiment and the responsibilities he undertook on the part of the Boston Brahmin. Since the cyber attack, Brad had swayed in the direction of his friends—the Loyal Nine. He was going to have to make a choice at some point. He loved his country and was proud of his service. He didn’t want to abandon his duty and his post. The uncertainty was tearing at him with each passing day.

      “I think we can give the all clear, Donald,” he said as the two men stood on the front porch in silence. “They seemed to have shot their wad.”

      “No doubt.” Donald laughed.

      Brad continued. “They came at us with a pretty good, three-pronged plan of attack. The problem is their execution sucked, and their men didn’t appear to have their hearts in it.”

      “Your men scared the crap out of them.”

      “Nothing beats the training of a Marine, Donald. I suppose their leaders, whoever they were, didn’t let them know that someone would be over here prepared to shoot back.”

      J.J. joined them on the porch with a beer.

      “Happy hour already?” asked Donald, pointing at the adult beverage.

      J.J. provided a faux toast and took another sip. “My day is done. I’ve stitched up Corporal Morrell and the other soldiers from the front gate. A couple of guys had minor wounds from the Battle of Midway out there.” He gestured toward the Quabbin Reservoir.

      “That’s good news,” replied Donald. “Did you treat any of their men?”

      “Not yet,” replied J.J. Then he laughed, hesitated, and added, “Not yet, anyway. I don’t know what Steven and Katie are doing to that kid in there, but I keep hearing a mixture of laughter and hysterical crying. Those two are clearly enjoying themselves too much.”

      Sarge and Julia now joined the group, each with a can of Beanee Weenee and a plastic spoon.

      “Diggin’ into the C rations, I see.” Brad laughed.

      “This is great stuff,” replied Sarge with a mouthful of Beanee, but short on Weenee.

      “Yeah,” added Julia. “These are highly recommended by the Quinn sisters.”

      “I added some Tabasco to mine,” said Sarge.

      Steven and Katie walked out of the entrance to 1PP, having overheard the conversation. Steven was wiping sweat off his face with a towel. “Great, you’ll be firing off nuclear gas out of that ass later!”

      The group erupted into laughter as Sarge’s face turned beet red.

      “You’ve got a way with words, brother.” Sarge laughed. Steven patted Sarge on the back and the group made their way down the front steps to the picnic tables.

      Julia took Sarge’s empty can and started to walked inside. “I’ll let the others know that we’re all clear.”

      Sarge pecked her on the cheek before she left, and then took a seat across from Steven. Brad was anxious to find out what Steven and Katie had learned from their prisoner.

      “Guys, is our prisoner still alive?” Brad chuckled. “Did we violate the Geneva convention?”

      “Geneva who?” jokingly replied Steven. Brad knew that in Steven’s line of work, rules regarding the treatment of prisoners were different from accepted practices.

      “He’s still alive—the little prick,” said Katie dryly. “He was a tough guy at first, but eventually peed his pants for the second time today.”

      “Before spilling his guts,” added Steven.

      “What?” asked Sarge, clearly alarmed that his brother was speaking literally.

      “No, Sarge, not like a fish,” replied Steven, looking over at Katie. “But I do believe we got everything out of him.”

      Katie nodded. “He’s barely able to drive, but he had access to all of the planning and inner workings of Belchertown. His dad is in charge over there—Ronald Archibald.”

      “He’s the guy you spoke with when you were hunting for Pearson, right?” asked Brad.

      “One and the same,” replied Steven. “It gets better. Guess who else was intricately involved in this little soirée?”

      “Pearson?”

      “BINGO, Brad. Your old pal Pearson has guided Archibald every step of the way. The kid said his father suspected you and I were somehow involved in all of this.” Steven stood and waved from north to south.

      “I’ll be damned,” said Brad. “I’ve hated that guy from the moment he stepped into my office last spring. Well, the idiots only succeeded in getting a bunch of their friends killed.”

      “And a couple of ours,” added Sarge.

      “Trust me, I don’t take that lightly,” said Brad. He turned his attention back to Steven. “Did he say what prompted them to come after us?”

      “They’re hungry,” replied Katie. “It’s as simple as that.”

      “So they decided to come kill us and take our food,” interjected Julia as she rejoined the group. More of the Boston Brahmin were filing out into the beautiful fall afternoon.

      “Let’s keep our voices down so the others don’t hear us,” said Sarge in a whisper.

      The group huddled together without trying to be obvious. Most of the Boston Brahmin appeared apprehensive, and several hastily walked toward the comfort of their bungalows.

      “They won’t interrupt us,” said Julia. “I gave everybody a quick briefing before they came out. In the bunker, they weren’t able to hear the gun battles all around us. I think it’s best that we don’t scare them.”

      “I agree, Julia,” said Sarge. He drew her close to him and put his arm around her. “You did the right thing, and I’m sure Mr. Morgan would approve. How’s he doin’?”

      “He’s doing fine, but he didn’t buy me sugarcoating it, however. He’s already asked to speak with you.” Katie looked down and shook her head.

      “Okay,” said Sarge. “Well, let me get all of the facts before I face the inquisition. Steven, what else did you learn?”

      “Really, that’s about it,” he replied. “These people grew desperate when our friend Governor O’Brien cut off their Citizen Corps food supplies. From what we gathered, the boy’s father whipped the townspeople into a frenzy over the shooting of the guy who killed Sabs. Obviously, he used the man’s death as a false flag to convince the locals to attack us. That, coupled with the fact they’re in dire straits, was what prompted the attack.”

      “Did the governor intentionally cut them off?” asked Brad.

      “I don’t think so,” replied Steven. “I think it’s consistent with what we learned earlier. The governor is hoarding the food and supplies for himself. He’s playing God with it all.”

      “What do we do with the kid?” asked Brad.

      “Do we have any indication that he fired on our people?” asked Sarge.

      “No.”

      “And the dead bodies?” said Julia inquisitively.

      “I’ll have them bagged and taken to the front gate with the others,” replied Brad.

      “All right,” said Sarge. “Let’s hold the boy and see how things develop. Perhaps his father will come around looking for his son. Let’s make the piece of crap unzip the body bags one by one, looking into the faces of the men he sentenced to death. I want him to wonder if his teenage son is one of them.”

      “Do you plan on meeting with Archibald?” asked Brad.

      “Clearly, this needs to be addressed sooner rather than later,” said Sarge. “Thanks, everyone. Let me go meet with the Big Guy.”

      Brad heard it, but no one else did. Katie said, under her breath, There goes the new boss, same as the old boss.
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        Monday, October 3

        9:40 a.m.

        Citizen Corps Region I, Office of the Governor

        99 High Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Citizen Corps Governor James O’Brien believed in first impressions. The commander of the United Nations forces arrived during the night and was scheduled to meet with him at noon. He donned his best three-piece suit, intending to convey his importance to the man who would lead his army. Every army had a commander in chief, and that was his job. He was going to make that abundantly clear to this UN general, or whatever his rank was.

      He paced the floor while waiting for Pearson and Marion La Rue to arrive. The Seaport District was bustling with activity as the UN troops continued to unload equipment and personnel. Two additional Watson-class ships had arrived, containing a variety of troop carriers, supplies, and soldiers. They had confiscated the Boston Convention and Exhibition Center for temporary housing. A half million square feet of exhibition space now housed UN soldiers from fifty-three nations around the world.

      The parking lots around Seaport Boulevard and Summer Street were packed with Blue Helmets, the nickname given the variety of soldiers, police officers, and civilians that traditionally made up a UN Peacekeeping force. O’Brien knew little about their manpower, but he was told by Pearson that the UN had no problem finding willing new recruits for this mission. Everybody wants a piece of America’s ass.

      As he looked down upon the activity, he realized he hadn’t been told how many troops were available to him, nor had he been informed of when these Peacekeepers would be ready for his orders. He was presented a tremendous opportunity, and he intended to seize it.

      “Good morning, Governor,” announced Pearson as he entered the room. He was also dressed in a suit and tie. Obviously, Pearson intended to make a good impression on the UN commander. You gotta watch these government snakes. They’re always after someone else’s job.

      O’Brien slowly assessed Pearson’s appearance before responding, “Morning.”

      La Rue appeared in the doorway, paused and then entered. He had a frown on his face and O’Brien could tell he was troubled. He’d address it later.

      “Good morning, boss,” said La Rue, who quickly took a seat. Pearson followed his lead.

      “As you both know, I have a meeting with our new friends from the United Nations today,” started O’Brien, standing and looking directly at Pearson. “There will be a number of topics on the agenda, but I need to be brought up to speed on everything. We also need to establish our list of priorities.” O’Brien turned to stare out the window with his hands in his pockets. It was too early for a cigar, although he desperately wanted one.

      In the window’s reflection, he saw Pearson shift in his seat and look towards La Rue, who remained quiet. Nobody was speaking up, so O’Brien forced the issue.

      “Dammit, I haven’t got all day!” he yelled.

      “Governor, the raid on Prescott Peninsula did not go well,” started Pearson. “Their assault plans were sound, based on a multipronged approach.”

      “What the hell happened?” asked O’Brien, who was beginning to feel his blood pressure rise. “I thought you said they had more than enough men to pull it off.”

      “Governor, they had hundreds of men involved, but they were unable to break through the defenses set up by the Marines.”

      “You confirmed that Prescott Peninsula is full of Marines?” asked La Rue.

      “From what I was told afterward, the men they encountered were not in uniform, but they were well trained and had advanced weaponry. Heavy-caliber automatic weapons, military-style vests, and specially outfitted boats mounted with machine guns.”

      “Did these Belchertown fools succeed in accomplishing anything?” asked O’Brien.

      “Not really, sir,” replied Pearson.

      O’Brien glared at Pearson for an awkward moment before collapsing into his chair in a heap. He rubbed his temples and shook his head.

      Finally, O’Brien spoke. “Did they learn anything Saturday besides how to get their asses handed to them?”

      “Nothing, sir,” replied Pearson. He hesitated and then added, “They lost several dozen men, and another dozen are missing. The townspeople are pretty pissed off at the whole thing.”

      “Pissed off!” exploded O’Brien. “Pissed off at what? That they’re a bunch of failures? A few hundred armed men can’t overrun an island full of widows and orphans? I don’t care how many Marines were at the gate or in some fancy boats. A few hundred of their own obviously aren’t hungry enough to get the job done.”

      “Abused mothers and their children,” said Pearson.

      “What?” asked O’Brien, glaring at Pearson.

      “Governor, they’re not widows and orphans. They’re abused mothers and children.”

      I’m gonna shoot this guy. Right here, right now.

      Silence. O’Brien reached in his jacket pocket for his crutch—a cigar. There wasn’t one. He began to rifle through the drawers of his desk. Nothing. He was fuming now. He shouted for his nephew.

      “Peter, find me a cigar!” he screamed through the closed door. O’Brien shook his head and exhaled.

      Peter knocked hesitantly on the door and entered with a tin of Macanudo Petites and a butane lighter. He handed them to O’Brien, who looked at the four-inch-square tin of cigars, which were just slightly larger than a cigarette. His hands shook slightly before he slammed them on the table.

      “Peter, what the hell are these?” he yelled, tapping his fingers on the tin.

      “Uncle, I mean, um, sir, this is all we have right now,” replied O’Brien’s nephew sheepishly.

      O’Brien rooted around in his pockets and slid his car keys to his nephew. “Go look in the console of my car. Hurry back.”

      Peter quickly exited while O’Brien pulled a notepad and pen out of his desk. He roughly pushed them at Pearson.

      “Make a list, Pearson. The first item is cigars.”

      Pearson dutifully began the list. “Got it.”

      “Next item, Prescott Peninsula,” added O’Brien. Pearson wrote down item two. “I want to send those blue-helmeted screwballs out there to pay a visit to the widows and orphans. There is more going on at Prescott than meets the eye.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Pearson.

      That’s more like it—respect. “Let’s talk about getting our guys back,” said O’Brien. “Marion, have you learned anything else?”

      “A lot of heavy equipment was moved out of Fort Devens yesterday,” replied La Rue. “I didn’t have enough men available to follow them, but they headed west on the Stanton Highway towards the one-ninety.”

      “Towards Prescott Peninsula?” asked O’Brien. He was starting to put together a pretty clear picture.

      “Maybe,” replied La Rue. “It makes sense anyway. The base is pretty much abandoned from what we can tell.”

      “How many men are guarding the prison camp?” asked O’Brien.

      “A dozen or so, rotating through shifts. Most stay on base, but some come and go in their Humvees.”

      “Have our guys seen our friend Colonel Bradlee?” asked O’Brien. He held his hand up to pause the conversation as Peter returned with a cigar and a cutter. He nodded and smiled at his nephew and waved him out with his hand. O’Brien took a deep draw and let out an exhale full of smoke. It immediately relaxed him. Looking at Pearson, he thought, this cigar just saved your life.

      After lighting his cigar, O’Brien gruffed, “continue.”

      “Bradlee tore out of the base early Saturday morning with two Humvees and a dozen men,” said La Rue.

      “What time?” asked Pearson.

      “It was around 5, 5:30,” replied La Rue. “What time did Archibald start the raid?”

      “About the same time.” La Rue and Pearson both turned their attention to their governor.

      “Well, there you have it, boys,” said O’Brien, taking another deep drag on his beloved cigar. “No doubt in my mind that there is a connection. Our Colonel Bradlee has been undermining us from day  one.”

      “Agreed,” said La Rue.

      O’Brien pointed his cigar at Pearson. “Write that down, Pearson. Put it on the list. Hell, make it item numero uno. My cigars can wait. I want that traitor’s ass!”

      “Sir, would you like me to make some inquiries at the White House?” asked Pearson. “I can see if he can be recalled or something.”

      Pearson raised a good point. Why not let the President help us out? Then he thought against it. “You know what? Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t. Maybe we’ll have our friends out there take care of it for us.” O’Brien leaned back in his chair, contemplating what it would look like to hang that SOB Bradlee right in the middle of Boston Common.

      La Rue interrupted the moment. “Jim, may I have a moment alone?”

      “Of course, Marion,” replied O’Brien. He motioned for Pearson to leave while deciding to include him in the meeting with the UN. It might help his credibility to have the White House liaison present. “Pearson, we’re done for now. Come back at noon.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Pearson as he quickly left the room, leaving the notepad on the table.

      O’Brien turned his attention to his longtime friend. “What’s the matter, Marion? I could see it on your face when you walked in the door.”

      La Rue stood and walked to the window to observe the UN personnel. O’Brien stood and joined him. The men remained quiet as they observed the activities. The bright morning sun reflected off the UN helmets.

      O’Brien tried to lighten the mood. “They look like an army of Smurfs.” Both men erupted in laughter.

      “They sure do,” said La Rue. They watched for another moment and then La Rue added, “My concern is that we’re not getting what we hoped for.”

      O’Brien led them back to the desk, but this time he sat in the chair next to La Rue instead of assuming the power position behind the desk. He and Marion had worked side by side during all of their union activities. O’Brien trusted him more than any man on the planet.

      “Whadya mean?”

      “Jim, I don’t profess to be a military man, you know that. All I know about soldiers is what I’ve seen on TV.” La Rue paused again.

      “Go ahead. What’s on your mind?”

      “I do, however, know men. I have prepared and led men into battle, so to speak. It may not have been a battlefield in the military sense, but we have undertaken missions over the years that required the same type of planning and discipline.”

      O’Brien studied his friend. He took another drag on the cigar and exhaled over his shoulder. “We’ve orchestrated many union operations over the years,” he added.

      “These Smurfs are not military personnel. They are thieves, criminals, and thugs. I know these things, Jim. I’ve dealt with men like them all of my life.”

      “Why is that a bad thing?” asked O’Brien. “I’ve got no problem shaking things up around here. We got in bed with the gangs, remember?”

      “Of course, but that was different. Our goal then was to disrupt things, which included running people out of the city. The gangs served their purpose. Now we need a military force to follow your orders.”

      “I agree,” interrupted O’Brien, but La Rue continued his thought.

      “In watching these mopes for the last few days, I’m of the opinion that they can’t be controlled.”

      “I’m meeting their commander today,” said O’Brien. “I’ll feel him out about the quality of his people.”

      La Rue continued. “My concern is that they’re gonna be more interested in raping and pillaging and not at all interested in taking on a viper nest of Marines holed up on Prescott Peninsula.”

      O’Brien drew on his cigar and took in his friend’s observations.
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        Monday, October 3

        12:20 p.m.

        Citizen Corps Region I, Office of the Governor

        99 High Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      O’Brien and Pearson became impatient as they paced the floor of the conference room. They didn’t know how many of the UN officers would be present, so they allowed for a dozen chairs around the ten-foot-long faux-mahogany conference table. O’Brien ordered sandwiches and beverages to be brought in. He wanted to put on a good show for his guests. In his mind, this was a momentous occasion, one of international importance.

      “Governor, do you want me to go downstairs and see where they are?” asked Pearson. They were now twenty minutes late. “I’ve been monitoring the entrance to look for an entourage of some sort. So far, nothing.”

      O’Brien hitched his pants up over his protruding belly, temporarily, before they slid down to where they were. Somehow, he had managed to gain weight during the apocalypse.

      “Yeah, go ahead,” he ordered Pearson. O’Brien knew nothing about the inner workings or hierarchy of the United Nations. He thought their peace armies were used to shut down rampaging Africans in places like Darfur and Libya or Liberia or some such country. He really didn’t give a crap what they did overseas. He was most interested in what they could do for him.

      He did know that the President was a big fan of the United Nations. Hell, if the truth were known, he’d rather be king of the UN than President of the United States. He did have international roots after all—Kenya, that was.

      Before the collapse, O’Brien recalled that the President worked with the UN to expand the size of its peacekeeping force, as they called it. After Ebola had its way with Western Africa and then threatened America, the President had the excuse he was looking for to beef up the UN’s military forces. Over the last several years, the White House reallocated budget dollars to the UN. The rationale had to do with beefing up the UN’s rapid-response capabilities, which enabled their troops to reach hot zones around the world quickly. Yeah, hot zones like this one.

      The UN received its troops through agreements with one hundred and twenty-three of its member-states. Based upon the news reports O’Brien could recall, these soldiers were clearly not the cream of the crop. There were allegations of raping and sexual exploitation of women in Somalia.

      While in Haiti following the devastating earthquake, UN troops routinely looted food and supplies designated for the Haitian survivors. They used their UN credentials to freely pass over the border with the Dominican Republic. Strong-armed robbery and sexual assaults skyrocketed during this period in the tiny Caribbean nation.

      O’Brien trusted La Rue’s intuition. Based upon past UN-sponsored atrocities, it was likely this group of Blue Helmets was as bad if not worse than their comrades.

      “Governor,” said Pearson, immediately grabbing O’Brien’s attention, “I’d like you to meet Major General Zhang Wei of the People’s Liberation Army and the commander of the United Nations Peacekeeping force.”

      O’Brien unconsciously paused, shocked by the sight of the general. Zhang stood five foot six, was fairly thin, and was pushing seventy years old. This is my general?

      O’Brien regained his composure. “Um, welcome, General. I’m Citizen Corps Governor James O’Brien. Welcome to Boston.” O’Brien spoke slowly and louder than normal.

      Chinese preferred to be formally presented to a stranger. Because they were taught not to show excessive emotion, the Chinese might seem unfriendly when being introduced. Etiquette prevented them from approaching someone to shake hands, and they customarily remained standing during introductions until their host extended his hand.

      O’Brien stepped forward and the two men shook hands. Zhang bowed slightly at the shoulders as he shook O’Brien’s hand. “You may call me General Zhang.”

      “Chung? Not We?” asked O’Brien. Zhang seemed perturbed by this. O’Brien was confused. His first foray into international relations was off to a bad start.

      “My family name is Zhang. In China, I am Major General Zhang Wei. In English, I am General Zhang.”

      You mean General Diva.

      “Well, General, it is a pleasure to meet you,” said O’Brien. “You can call me Jim. Where is your staff?”

      “My subordinates are making arrangements at my directive. That is why I am here to speak with you, Governor.”

      “Yes, of course, and I have a list to go over with you as well.” O’Brien picked up the notepad off the conference table and began to sit down. When Zhang continued standing, O’Brien remained standing. He was now very uncomfortable and off his game. Zhang stood in silence and stared at him.

      “General,” O’Brien hesitated, and then continued, “would you like to sit down? I’ve brought in some sandwiches.”

      Zhang continued to stand. The room sat in awkward silence.

      “Would you prefer for Mr. Pearson to leave the room?” asked O’Brien, growing perturbed. Zhang slowly moved to face Pearson.

      “I am Major General Zhang.”

      Pearson picked up on the clue. “I am pleased to meet you, General Zhang. I am Joseph Pearson, liaison to the White House for Governor O’Brien.”

      Zhang bowed slightly at the shoulders as they shook hands, and Pearson mimicked the action.

      Zhang turned toward O’Brien, nodded and sat in front of the plate of sandwiches, although he never touched them. O’Brien caught Pearson’s eye, shrugged, and then pulled up a chair.

      “General, there are a number of things I’d like to discuss with you. I have a list here.”

      Zhang raised his hand in response. “In due time, Governor. My first concern is the feeding and housing of the United Nations soldiers. Your arena facility is inadequate. What is your solution?”

      “Well, um, what did you have in mind?” asked O’Brien.

      “A barracks will be suitable. Do you have an available military facility?”

      “You want to take over one of our military bases?” asked O’Brien, not sure if the general was being serious. O’Brien’s eyes darted from Zhang to Pearson and back again.

      “Yes, that would be sufficient. Or we can occupy a college campus and dormitory. Do you have a college campus?” Yeah, Harvard. But that might piss the President off.

      “How many troops do you have?” asked Pearson.

      “Three thousand seven hundred forty-five, including myself.”

      Wow, things were looking up. O’Brien’s mind was in overdrive now. He needed to keep this Chinese general happy. Maybe he could kill two birds with one stone. One of the birds was gonna be a certain not-quite-a-full-bird colonel at Fort Devens. In the process, he’d get his guys back.

      “General, I think we have a military installation that fits your needs perfectly,” said O’Brien with a huge smile.
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        Wednesday, October 5

        12:41 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula, 1PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Brad gave Gunny Falcone and CWO Shore some final instructions and sent them back to Fort Devens. They were his two most trusted men, and the job of decommissioning the base had to be handled properly. He had made a decision. The American military was in disarray and divided. Battle lines, so to speak, had been drawn.

      Over the past eight years, the President had systematically replaced conservative, longtime military personnel with those who shared his vision of transforming the military. But his recent activity was only a continuation of a policy designed to insert political correctness into the armed forces. Twenty-three years ago, President Bill Clinton issued an executive order that became commonly known as the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy. Until then, it had been unlawful for a homosexual person to serve in the military. Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell opened the door to allowing openly gay military personnel, a policy adopted in 2011.

      During the last five years, a push to allow women to join combat forces on the front line was implemented. These drastic changes to military policy did not come without political risk. The Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy almost derailed the Clinton presidency before it got started. A woman in combat was the last straw for many hardcore military leaders.

      For them, the current President’s relentless implementation of political correctness into military doctrine was a part of his broader goal to neutralize America’s military capability. Military analysts uniformly agreed that the implementation of the President’s social policies during a period of increased worldwide instability had jeopardized the nation’s national security.

      As these debilitating social engineering directives were adopted by an administration full of military experts whose vast military experience came from the hallowed halls of Ivy League schools, disgruntled generals and admirals were leaving the military. They were quickly replaced with left-leaning subordinates who had been rapidly advancing through the ranks in the name of cultural diversity. The first black this and the first woman that became common news headlines. The American left celebrated as they burned the Stars and Stripes.

      The warrior mentality of America’s armed forces had been replaced, in large part, with the multicultural makeover envisioned by President Clinton and then implemented by the current President.

      In this respect, Brad was a fossil—a throwback to World War II. Military duty and honor were in his genes. His family had shed blood for this country, and he was committed to making America great again, even if it meant taking on his fellow soldiers. He made a choice. He was prepared to leave the military to join the fight for renewed independence.

      As Steven approached, Brad thought about the ramifications of his decision. Would he be remembered as a soldier who abandoned his post when his country needed him the most? Or would he make his mark by leading America back to its former greatness?

      “Hey, Brad,” started Steven, holding a roll of maps under his arm, “do you wanna go over this out here or inside?”

      “Let’s do it down at the docks where we won’t be interrupted,” he replied, patting Steven on the back and leading him down the trail. As he began walking in that direction, he informed Corporal Morrell of where he and Steven could be found.

      Steven followed him down the path to the docks. A squirrel scampered out of their path into the woods, and a snake slithered out of the way as well.

      “It’s hard to believe we were in a firefight just a few days ago,” said Steven. “You’d think these critters would find a quieter place to live.”

      “Yeah,” added Brad. “We’re not very good neighbors, are we?”

      “No kiddin’. The whole neighborhood has gone to hell.”

      The two men entered the clearing where the fleet of Stroker attack boats lay relatively still. Only a small westerly breeze created a wake.

      “Lance Corporal, we’re going to use the fish-cleaning tables to do a little work. Why don’t you gentlemen grab some chow and give us an hour.”

      “Yes, sir!” came the reply as the two Marines hastily made their way to 1PP.

      “You gotta love military discipline,” said Steven. “It’s been a month since their lives were turned upside down, and they still follow orders and do their duty.”

      “I’m proud of these young men. I gave them the option to haul ass and join their families. Our unit has always been cohesive. In fact, we’ve had three of our men return to Fort Devens in the last few days. They got their families squared away and wanted to resume their duties.”

      “Good to hear,” said Steven. “I hope to build that same sense of duty and honor with the Mechanics.”

      “Well, let’s get this strategic planning session under way.” Brad was anxious to set the course for his men and the Mechanics.

      “Okay, let’s start local, and then we’ll look at the big game plan,” started Steven. He rolled out a map of Massachusetts and the greater Boston area. He grabbed a few rocks off the ground and used them to hold down the corners.

      “I hate to give up Fort Devens,” said Brad. “But logistically, it doesn’t make sense. We’re spread out too much. If we had another hundred soldiers, then we wouldn’t be having this conversation. The region is too unstable for me to travel to other installations and poach their personnel. We have to make do with what we have and refocus our priorities.”

      “I agree. What’s your timetable?” asked Steven.

      “Other than a ten-man unit guarding the front gate and the prisoners, all personnel are stationed here. I’m moving four men into a condo unit at 100 Beacon. They will be my eyes and ears in the city and will be available to you as well.”

      “I’ll use them to guard the building and train my guys.”

      Brad knew it was time to address the elephant in the room. “Lastly, there is the issue of O’Brien’s men.”

      “Just shoot ’em.” The men laughed at Steven’s repeated use of his patented phrase.

      “Trust me, that would be the easy way out,” said Brad, smiling. “I don’t believe I can bring myself to do that or order my men to execute the thugs either. If released, however, they will go straight back to O’Brien and pick up where they left off.”

      “And fully implicate you,” added Steven.

      “Oh, I suspect that ship has sailed.”

      Suddenly, the men ducked as a hawk swooped down over their heads and picked up a snake in both claws. The powerful wings thrust the bird upward as the snake wiggled to free itself.

      “Dammit,” said Steven. “That scared me more than those idiots shooting at me the other day.”

      Brad laughed. “A bird’s gotta eat, right?”

      “No doubt,” replied Steven. He got back on topic. “I’ve got the same problem with the kid. Although I don’t recall seeing him in Belchertown the day Katie and I were there, he can describe us to his daddy and the connection will be made.”

      Brad gave all of this some consideration. The boy was less emotional and had become mouthy while in captivity. He was well fed and comfortable. But like all prisoners, he was ready to be free again, having forgotten what landed him in the cell to begin with.

      “For now, we’ll hold onto all of our prisoners until we can come up with a better solution short of letting them loose.”

      “We may have to deal with the kid sooner,” said Steven. “If we don’t, his daddy may round up a posse to come looking for him.”

      “Agreed. Let’s talk about the UN forces and their capabilities.”

      Steven reached for a legal pad and slid it in front of Brad. Brad took a moment to read the three pages of notes.

      “Check it out!” exclaimed Brad. “These guys mean business.”

      “That they do.”

      “Howitzers, T-72s, and Russian gunships. We can’t compete with this.” Brad slammed the notepad on the table in front of him. “What about troop strength?”

      “Upwards of four thousand military and support personnel. Their artillery and vehicles are dispersed around the Seaport and the Cruise Ship Terminal.”

      “Where are the troops housed?”

      “The Convention Center. They have to be cramped.”

      Brad removed his cap and ran his hand through his hair. “Steven, I’m not overstating this. This is a real problem for us.”

      “I get it, buddy. We need to consolidate your boys here and determine exactly how to counteract this.”

      “We have the upper hand because we know Boston and the rest of the terrain. Your observation people are well placed. But if we get into a battle, I can neutralize the tanks with the Javelins, but we can’t miss.”

      According to Steven’s intelligence reports gathered by the Mechanics, there were six Indian Army T-72 tanks, which had rolled out of the UN prepositioning ships.

      By sheer luck, Brad had six FGM-148 Javelin portable antitank missiles, which were now stored at Prescott Peninsula. The 76th Field Artillery Regiment was based at Fort Devens. Part of the 4th Brigade Combat Team out of Fort Stewart, Georgia, the 76th was being trained on the use of the FGM-148 system as the replacement for the older M47 Dragons.

      Known as a fire-and-forget missile, it used an infrared guidance system that allowed the user to immediately seek cover after launch. The Javelin was the latest technology. It used a high-explosive, antitank warhead capable of penetrating solid vehicle armor. The missile was able to achieve a high trajectory by attacking the tanks from above.

      “How many do you have?”

      “Six T-72s, six Javelins,” replied Brad.

      “What about the helos?” asked Steven. “Got any more toys?”

      “No problem there,” replied Brad. “I consider this the higher priority. Those gunships could take out this whole complex in a flash. They’re fast and agile and difficult to hit with small-arms fire. We’ve got to hit them when they’re sittin’ still.”

      “What do you have in mind?” asked Steven.

      “MANPADS.”
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        Thursday, October 6

        6:00 p.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge poured Steven a scotch and fixed one for himself. The brothers hadn’t spent any time alone together since the attack on Prescott Peninsula last Saturday. Sarge also realized that he hadn’t slept at 100 Beacon in nearly two weeks. Despite its dual purpose as his home and the base of operations for the Loyal Nine, the top-floor residence would always give him a sense of stability. Since Julia moved in with him last winter, the two had become a couple, and this was their home.

      Julia was assisting Katie on the tenth floor in fulfilling Donald’s shopping list. J.J.’s trauma supplies were diminished, and Donald wanted to increase his par levels of ammunition following their encounter last weekend.

      The building was now inhabited by the Mechanics. Each of the two-million-dollar units housed two families. Sarge provided them with basic sustenance—beans, rice, pasta, and sauces. They also were given access to medical supplies and personal hygiene items.

      In addition to their regular duties, which consisted of fighting the ever-expanding gangs of Boston, they also foraged through abandoned buildings. Sarge wrestled with the definition of looting and the more palatable connotation—foraging. He settled upon a survival standard. If the item was needed for survival and had been abandoned, then it became fair game as an item to be foraged. If the item was clearly a matter of luxury such as valuables, then pilfering it would be considered looting.

      In typical short-minded thinking, the gangs focused on valuables during their looting expeditions. They relied upon O’Brien and the Citizen Corps to feed them. But as the Loyal Nine learned after the attack on Prescott Peninsula, either there wasn’t enough food to go around or the Citizen Corps was picking winners and losers for the necessities of life. This was one of the topics to be discussed with Steven.

      “Hey, check this out,” said Steven, smiling. He reached into his rucksack and pulled out a rubber-coated ball with several small glass inserts.

      Sarge picked it up and rolled it in his hand. “Have you been playing with Winnie the Frenchie?”

      “No, this is way better than a toy. This, my brother, is a Bounce Imaging Explorer.”

      “Sounds like the name of a spacecraft.” Sarge laughed as he began to roll the sphere back and forth on the table. He picked it up and bounced it on the tabletop.

      Steven reached into his pack again and pulled out a smartphone-sized device, which he quickly strapped onto his wrist. He pushed a button and the display came to life.

      “Check it out.” Sarge looked closer at the display and then held the ball up to his eyes. With a swipe of his finger, Steven showed Sarge his eyes on the display.

      “It’s a camera!” exclaimed Sarge.

      “Hell yeah!” said Steven. “Here, watch this.” Steven took the Explorer and rolled it down the center of the Great Hall until it disappeared behind the fireplace that stood in the middle of the room.

      Steven swiped across the screen and the device showed him a three-hundred-sixty-degree view of the other side of the room.

      “Cool,” said Sarge. “Where’d you get it?”

      “One of the Mechanics who moved into unit 4A is Boston PD,” replied Steven. “When the crap hit the fan, he was on a SWAT team, which quickly disbanded. He kept his tactical gear.”

      “This has a lot of potential.”

      “If you have to clear a building, you can see who is armed and detect their position. Our guys will be able to differentiate between hostiles and friendlies.”

      “It’s a throwable tactical camera,” added Sarge. “How many do you have?”

      “Just the one,” replied Steven before adding, “but I’ve got a line on a whole lot more. They’re made here in Boston by a company called Bounce Imaging.”

      “You’re kidding.” Sarge laughed.

      “Nope. Our man says they’re located down the street from Harvard Stadium. I’m gonna send a team down there and see if we can procure a few more.”

      Sarge got up to retrieve the Explorer. Amazing technology. He grabbed the Glenlivet off the kitchen island and poured them another round. He took his seat across from Steven.

      “I assume you agree with Brad’s decision to pull out of Fort Devens,” started Steven. He took a quick swig of his drink.

      “I do,” said Sarge. He leaned back in his chair and draped his arm over the one next to him. “We’ve had our share of skirmishes, but last weekend was a clear wake-up call. We need to prepare for war.”

      “Brad and I agree, which is why we sat down yesterday and divided up our areas of responsibility. My forte is black ops, so I’ll direct all of the activities of the Mechanics. He will continue to command his Marines except those who are under roof here. They’ll handle our security and training of new recruits.”

      “How is recruiting coming along?”

      “Well, this ball is a good example of what we’ve been able to accomplish. As the word is spreading around the city of our successes and goals, our numbers are swelling.”

      “How many?”

      “Nearly a thousand, with more who are making overtures every day. We may not be able to match the troop strength of the United Nations forces, but at least our guys will be committed to the cause.”

      Sarge contemplated the rapid growth of the Mechanics. Numbers were important, as long as they were loyal and committed. Increasing the numbers too quickly could result in a spy entering their ranks.

      “How are you vetting the new people?” he asked. “Adding someone to what is supposed to be a group of covert operatives has risks. It’s like dating. You can’t really tell if they’re right for you until after a few dates.”

      Steven appeared to be put off by the question. “First off, they have to be recommended by an existing member. I don’t believe in love at first sight, brother.”

      “I know, Steven,” said Sarge. Steven’s bristly reply caught him off guard. “We’re in a pickle here. We need to increase our numbers, but we also need to maintain what you military guys call operational security.”

      “We look at a lot of things in addition to relationships. I wanna know what they bring to the table, like experience, weapons, and commitment.”

      Sarge didn’t want to argue with his brother and was puzzled by his change in attitude. This wasn’t intended to be a contentious conversation.

      “What happens if one of the Mechanics wants out?” he asked, fully aware that this might rile his brother up further. These questions needed to be asked. Sarge had a much greater responsibility now, and he had to make sure that his subordinates, which included Steven, were on the same page.

      Steven leaned forward. “We just shoot ’em.”

      “C’mon.”

      “Of course not, Sarge. Listen, the situation hasn’t come up, but when it does, I’ll handle it. Don’t worry, bro, I’ve got this.”

      “Okay, okay, I know,” said Sarge, wanting to change the subject. “What’s the first thing on the agenda for the Mechanics?”

      Steven seemed to relax as well and poured himself another drink. He started to pour one for Sarge, but Sarge held his hand up and declined another. Steven shrugged and set the bottle down.

      “I’ve got things on the drawing board, both big and small. You and I will meet with our top people at the Liberty Tree in a couple of days. We’re going to ramp up our insurgent activities. We’re gonna be like a bunch of mosquitos constantly buzzing in O’Brien’s ears.”

      “Guerrilla warfare?” asked Sarge.

      “You have been paying attention!” exclaimed Steven.

      “I’ve picked up a few things.” Sarge laughed, welcoming the ease in tension between them.

      “Guerrilla warfare enables us to move quickly and be more mobile. I’ve established over a dozen teams for this purpose. Sarge, to ease your fears, these teams are led by trusted guys—most of whom are living in the condo units below us. They handpick their men. New guys are eased into the process by proving themselves during our activities.”

      “Makes sense,” said Sarge, who then attempted to recite the infamous quote from Sun Tzu. “It’s the way of the weak against the strong.”

      “Exactly. When faced with a stronger force to overcome, you concentrate your efforts against its weak points to distract and disorganize the enemy.”

      “The UN forces are well armed, but they’re also despised by the locals,” said Sarge. “We can use that to our advantage.”

      “Winning a guerrilla war requires having popular opinion on your side. The city’s population has been decimated. There has been a clear line established between the makers and takers. Right now, the takers outnumber the rest of us, but their hope is fading.”

      “They’re not getting fed,” interjected Sarge.

      “You’ve got it. We are going to change that and try to win them over, at least in part. Once we do, I plan on turning the tide against O’Brien.”

      Sarge became very interested in Steven’s plan. “What do you have in mind?”

      “It’s a combination of shock and awe and the Robin Hood approach.”

      Sarge laughed. “That’s a mouthful.”

      “The timing is critical to our success. But after it’s over, the Mechanics will be on the tip of the tongue of every patriot throughout the region, if not America.”
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        Friday, October 7

        11:58 a.m.

        1st Battalion, 25th Marines HQ

        Fort Devens, Massachusetts

      

      

      The two Humvees roared out of the reinforced front gates that protected the entrance to Prescott Peninsula. Two days prior, several pickup trucks arrived and loaded the body bags containing the dead from the failed raid. The body count was thirty-seven, not counting those floating in the Quabbin Reservoir.

      Brad moved quickly to handpick seven Marines to join him. Captain Branson contacted 1PP, advising them of the reported UN convoy heading up Highway 2 near Concord. The five-vehicle caravan was led by a Jeep, two troop carriers, and two armored vehicles. The all-white vehicles with the black letters UN emblazoned on the sides raised eyebrows near Hanscom Air Force Base in Bedford, prompting the call to Fort Devens.

      Brad instructed Branson to secure the prisoners and close the shuttered windows of the former Federal Prison Camp. If the contingent arrived at the south gate before he did, Branson was instructed to deny entry. Brad would deal with the UN personnel himself.

      Under normal circumstances, the UN convoy would arrive at the gate in forty minutes, but Brad instructed Gunny Falcone to leave Fort Devens and create an obstacle to slow their progress. They agreed upon a stretch of Highway 2 northwest of Acton.

      Falcone fabricated an accident scene to block the road. The disabled vehicles would require the convoy to return to Acton and then pick up Highway 111, adding forty-five minutes to their trip. Brad would be given plenty of time to get into position.

      Brad dispatched members of the Mechanics who lived in the surrounding community to monitor the UN’s progress and route. There were several entrances into the Devens complex, and Brad wanted to be ready for all contingencies.

      Brad arrived as he received a report that the convoy had turned north on Highway 111 at the small town of Harvard. They were only a few miles away from the Barnum Entrance, where Brad was already waiting.

      Ordinarily, Barnum Road, and the large circle it created with the intersection of Highway 111 and East Main Street, was readily accessible to civilian traffic. Brad closed down the road to traffic after the cyber attack by installing concrete traffic barriers and razor wire. Not only did this prevent vehicular access, but it put the local residents on notice that Fort Devens was no longer open to pedestrians.

      The businesses in the Barnum Road circle that serviced the base were closed and then looted. The Jack O’Lantern Package store, McDonald’s, and Wendy’s fell victim to the collapse of society. Much of the available inventory at Gervais Ford had either been stolen or ransacked. Even businesses within hundreds of yards of a military installation were not immune from the onslaught resulting from the aftermath of the cyber attack.

      Brad stood defiantly in front of his two Humvees, which leveled their guns on the narrow entrance through the barriers. He’d strategically parked two abandoned vehicles in the roundabout, forcing the convoy to follow the rules of the road and take the entire circuitous route to the entrance. The forced route had the added effect of exposing the UN convoy on all sides. Brad had snipers on the rooftops of the fast feeders as well as Gervais Ford. The blocked exits and the forced entry created a perfect choke point for the approaching UN troops. They were deep into the trap before they could do anything about it.

      “Gentlemen, remember our rules of engagement,” said Brad into the radio. “Do not fire unless fired upon. As soon as they are contained within the circle, deploy the spike strips at Old Towne Road, pending further orders. Barnum Base out.”

      “Roger.”

      As soon as the convoy was fully contained in the roundabout, the lead vehicle came to a sudden stop, causing the other vehicles to bunch up behind the white UN Jeep. Both sides remained silent, and still, for several minutes.

      Brad could see the passenger in the lead Jeep on a military phone. Did they expect us to welcome them with flying baby blue UN flags and the customary marching band? Maybe throwing roses?

      The Jeep began to inch forward and came to a halt in front of the concrete barriers. Brad boldly walked forward, comforted in knowing that his soldiers would rain hellfire on the convoy if they so much as blinked.

      A heavyset soldier came out of the doorless Jeep and put on his baby blue beret, indicating he was an officer with the UN contingent. He approached Brad with an envelope.

      “I am Major Donald McLaughlin of the United Nations Peacekeeping forces,” he said with an Irish accent. “I have orders to enter this facility. May I speak with your commanding officer?”

      “I am the CO, Major. Your entry is denied.”

      The major thrust the envelope towards Brad, who hesitated before taking it. Without removing his eyes from the major, he opened it and glanced at the letterhead. It was written by Governor O’Brien, who now had gold flake letterhead on what felt like construction paper.

      Brad attempted to hand it back to the major, who refused to take it. “Your entry is denied, sir. I’m advising you to leave!” Brad raised his voice for added effect. This, however, raised the attention of the UN troops, several of whom disembarked from their vehicles. Brad’s men, including those hidden in the trees across the circle, immediately raised their weapons. The number of arms directed at the UN soldiers stopped them in their tracks.

      “Major, I am advising you to order your men to remain in their vehicles, or this will not end well for any of you,” said Brad.

      The major raised his arm and yelled, “Stand down!” His soldiers had already done so, including two that beat a hasty retreat back into their troop carrier.

      “Sir,” the major started. “We all have our orders here. I am under the command of Major General Zhang Wei of the United Nations. You are holding in your hand a directive from Governor James O’Brien to allow us access to this military installation.”

      Brad dropped the envelope and its contents on the ground at the major’s feet. “Do I need to repeat my request, Major?”

      “I am the authority here!” yelled the frustrated UN officer.

      “I’m afraid not, Major. This is the United States of America, and Fort Devens falls under the command of the United States Marine Corps. This conversation is over.” With that, Brad turned and walked steadily to the front of the Humvees. He intentionally spoke into his comms loud enough for the major to hear his instructions. “On my order!”

      The sounds of charging handles being pulled were heard throughout the tense air. The major from Ireland looked around frantically. Behind the trees, through the tall berms of orange daylilies, on the surrounding rooftops, and behind every blade of grass, American Marines drew their aim on his chest and those of his troops.

      “This isn’t over!” he shouted in Brad’s direction.

      Brad quickly turned and returned the challenge. “It is for today!”
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        Saturday, October 8

        7:00 p.m.

        630 Washington Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Once again, Sarge and Steven found themselves convening a meeting of the top lieutenants of the Mechanics. Sarge knew that keeping the same location could lead them to suffering the same fate as the Mechanics who continuously met at the Green Lantern Tavern prior to the Revolutionary War. Their meetings and the locations would have to become more clandestine.

      Tonight marked the first time Katie attended a meeting with him. She was also the first woman to be included in the planning stage with the Mechanics. Steven argued with her before this decision was made. She won the argument and further encouraged him to take a greater role in the leadership of the Mechanics.

      These are your men. You’ve got to assert yourself. That’s the only way to gain the respect of all those people at Prescott Peninsula.

      Katie was having difficulty hiding her contempt for the decision to put Sarge in Charge, as she frequently said sarcastically. She insisted that Steven was equally important, especially in light of the circumstances, and that he should’ve been given shared authority over the activities of the Boston Brahmin.

      Steven tried to impress upon her that his relationship with his brother was solid, and they were a team. Each of the Loyal Nine had a role to play, and Sarge would be the guy who worked behind the scenes, politically and financially. Katie continued to bring his attention to perceived slights by Morgan toward Steven and favoritism for Sarge. Although Steven noticed and attempted to push these snubs out of his mind, the whole thing was beginning to wear on him.

      “Let me get them started, and then I’ll turn it over to you for the details of the operation,” said Sarge as he walked up to join Katie and Steven.

      “Sounds good,” started Steven before he was interrupted by Katie.

      “Shouldn’t Steven be the sole voice of the Mechanics’ leadership team?”

      “Katie, of course these men look up to him as their leader,” replied Sarge. Steven grabbed Katie’s hand and squeezed it. She quickly pulled it away.

      “Sarge, you have so much on your plate right now. Maybe it’s time Steven’s men looked to a single person for their inspiration and instruction.”

      Sarge stood silently, dumbfounded.

      Steven had heard enough and stepped in. “Okay, Katie.”

      “Steven, this is how we’ve always conducted these meetings. I give them the rah-rah speech, and you go over the nuts and bolts of the operation. I have no problem stepping aside to let you conduct the whole meeting.”

      Steven was pissed. Katie should’ve kept her opinion to herself. This was an important night, and now there was a cloud of tension hanging over the three of them.

      Katie held her hands up and said sarcastically, “I just thought you’d have more important things to do, that’s all.” She had to get the last word.

      Sarge stood silently, looking back and forth between them. He put his hands in his pockets and shrugged. “Okay.”

      Steven leaned in and whispered to Sarge, “I’ve got this, bro.”

      Steven walked to the front of the open room and rapped his knuckles on the old wooden desk. The idle talk between the Mechanics died down as they turned their attention toward Steven.

      “Everybody, listen up. We need to get started.”

      Steven took a deep breath and attempted to put the political infighting out of his mind. These were his men. He’d been building relationships with them for years. There was a mutual trust that Sarge did not enjoy with them. Now was his time to shine.

      “Gentlemen, it’s time to start poking the bear!”

      Shouts of choose freedom and hell yeah filled the room. Each of these men commanded a team of insurgents that had enjoyed success against the governor so far. But now a much greater challenge in the form of the UN forces threatened them.

      “We’re gonna take them all on,” Steven continued. “The Citizen Corps, FEMA, DHS, and now the UN are all threatening our freedoms and the very fabric of this country. We will not let this happen!”

      “Choose freedom!” they shouted.

      “Many of you are ex-military and law enforcement. I’ve known some of you for years. We come from all walks of life. Some of you are Ivy Leaguers, others are former gang members. Some of you were born with a silver spoon in your mouths, and others grew up with no spoon at all.” Heads were nodding throughout the room, and men were slapping each other’s backs. The collapse had created a large family of diverse people.

      “We’ve learned a lot in our lifetime. Teamwork is important because if we don’t work together, we will fail. In combat, failure can mean death.

      “We learned tactics and strategy, discipline, and the importance of chain of command.” Steven caught Sarge staring at him intently. Was this speech for their benefit, his benefit, or mine?

      “Together, we are all learning how to survive, to fight, and to push ourselves far beyond our comfort zone. Many of us have seen the horrors of war while fighting abroad. Many of you have seen the horrors of watching your neighbors starve to death.

      “Despite the effect this tragedy has on our great country, one thing we all can agree upon is how fortunate we are to be Americans.”

      “Yeah!” hollered several voices in the room. “God bless America,” yelled another.

      “I would rather be an American under these circumstances than a Russian or North Korean or Iranian or ISIS jihadist under any other!”

      “Hell yeah! Choose freedom!” they responded in unison.

      Steven allowed the cheers to die down and then he looked at his brother and smiled. Sarge remained impassive and cold. Steven shrugged it off and continued.

      “Gentlemen, all hell is about to break loose. This governor is intent upon exerting his will over all of us. He has brought to our soil a foreign enemy under the disguise of a UN Peacekeeping force.”

      “Not gonna happen!” a man in the rear of the room hollered.

      “I agree, and that’s why we’re gathered here tonight,” Steven replied. “We have two missions waiting for us to undertake. Once successful, a war will begin for the hearts and souls of our fellow Bostonians and the rest of this country. They will see that our nation was not built on government handouts or with the help of foreign soldiers. Men founded America with independent freedom-loving hearts and minds. Tomorrow, we will send a clear message to the world!”

      “Choose freedom!”

      “That’s right, my friends, choose freedom!” Steven responded. “We will not fail in our mission. We will prevail. But know this, success is not a goal. It is a by-product of planning and preparation. Now, let’s get down to it.”
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        Sunday, October 9

        Dusk

        Seaport District

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Gunny Falcone navigated the first of three nondescript Ford Econoline vans through the stalled vehicles on India Street as he cautiously approached the Wharf District Park. The three vans would cross the open intersection of Atlantic Avenue about five minutes apart. The Seaport was less than a mile to their south, and it was bustling with activity. This operation was going to be difficult to pull off without being noticed by the UN troops.

      The second van would join him at the maintenance entrance to the southernmost of the two Harbor Towers. A pair of forty-floor condominium residences designed by revered architect I.M. Pei, the buildings provided incredible views of Boston Harbor and the Seaport.

      The third van would move closer to the Seaport, taking up a position at Rowe’s Wharf. This cluster of hotels, shops, and businesses provided ample opportunities to strike the UN gunships, which were parked at Fan Pier Park on the northern tip of the Seaport District.

      Falcone and his men understood there was a high probability of capture or even death. They were initiating an unprovoked attack on international troops who were in America ostensibly to lend assistance during the relief effort. Of course, Falcone and his fellow Marines knew better. They also knew the opportunity to undertake this mission was running out. After the altercation at Fort Devens, Governor O’Brien would instruct the UN to use force in order to disgorge the Marines from their base. Tonight’s attack would level the playing field.

      The third van, carrying four Marines and an equal number of FIM-92 Stinger missiles, would get into position first. The four men would disperse in high and low hiding spots throughout the Rowe’s Wharf complex. Using their communications gear, they would coordinate the attack and then focus their attention on a potential counterattack. They would delay and distract the UN troops while the remainder of the team at Harbor Towers completed the op.

      The first priority was to take out the Russian-made Mi-24, an attack helicopter equipped with Gatling guns, multiple ejector racks for bomb loads, and the S-8 heat-seeking rocket launchers. This aircraft could single-handedly eliminate 1PP, Fort Devens, and 100 Beacon within a two-hour flight.

      “Alpha Leader, Mike One. Over,” said the unit leader positioned at Rowe’s Wharf. The designation Mike, or M in military alphabet code, was used because their mission was to eliminate the Mi-class helicopters.

      “In position, Alpha Leader. Mike One out.”

      “Roger, Mike One,” said Falcone. His Tango teams were so designated because their mission was to destroy the Russian-made but Indian Army-provided T-72 tanks. The T-72 had a storied military history dating back to the Afghanistan War that involved the Soviet Army in the eighties. Its reliable design and flexible characteristics made the T-72 a cornerstone of the UN forces’ armored fighting vehicles.

      Falcone walked onto the balcony of a sixteenth-floor condominium unit at Harbor Towers. The high-rise unit provided him an unobstructed field of view of the Seaport and allowed him to place his teams. The challenge for the Tango team was to reach raised positions in the building without being noticed by any remaining residents. Carrying the forty-nine-pound FGM-148 Javelin antitank missiles up the many flights of stairs was a challenge for his most physical Marines. This southernmost tower was chosen because it had a direct line of sight to the Seaport, and therefore a higher elevation was not critical.

      He needed to make contact with another team—Steven’s. “Romeo Leader, Alpha Leader. Over.”

      “Roger, Alpha.”

      “Sitrep.”

      “In position, awaiting your go,” said Steven.

      “Roger, Romeo, you’ll know. Alpha Leader out.”

      Falcone studied the parking areas and open grounds surrounding the Boston Convention Center and other attractions comprising the Seaport District. He hoped any locals were removed when the UN arrived. War, by necessity, resulted in civilian casualties. But the Mechanics were beginning a propaganda war as well, and numerous deaths to noncombatants would get them off to a rocky start.

      “Tango One in position.”

      “Roger that, Tango One,” replied Falcone. The remainder of the Tango teams checked in and Falcone knew it was time to light ’em up.

      “Mike One, Alpha Leader. You’re green light, go.”

      Falcone lifted the Steiner 20 x 80 binoculars to his eyes and looked through the massive 80mm lenses. As dusk overtook Boston Harbor, the low-light performance provided him an excellent field of view.

      Suddenly, the first of the MANPADS—man portable air defense systems—exploded from Rowe’s Wharf. The Raytheon designed infrared homing Stinger missile quickly and easily found its mark. The Mi-24 gunship burst into flames, sending debris in all directions.

      Without directives from Falcone, Mike Two fired its Stinger at the Mi-26 troop transport. The after burn of the solid-fuel rocket motor burned brightly in the dim light for a few seconds before a massive ball of flame lifted into the sky. Both choppers had been destroyed in less than a minute.

      “Well done, Mike teams. Hold your positions.”

      “Roger that, Alpha Leader.”

      Falcone took another quick glance through the binoculars before giving the Tango team its green light.

      “Tango One, GO!” he ordered into the comms.

      Each Tango Team manned two of the portable Javelin missile systems. Assisting one another in setup and guidance assured accuracy. The thunderous exploding sound of the first missile launch reverberated off the desolate buildings of downtown Boston. Within seconds, the eighteen-pound missile utilized its imaging infrared capabilities and roared toward its first target, a T-72 tank located near the entrance of the Convention Center. Because of its distance, this would prove to be the most difficult shot.

      The FGM-148’s tactical precision engagement system did not disappoint. The upgraded armor of the T-72’s turret created a thicker, nearly vertical front. Due to its chesty appearance, it was unofficially nicknamed Dolly Parton by military analysts. It was not a match for the effectiveness of the Javelin warhead. Upon impact, the tank’s turret collapsed, and the inside of the tank swelled from the force of the high-explosive blast fragmentation.

      “Hit,” announced Falcone into the radio. “Go, Tango Two.”

      Another Javelin missile was immediately launched. Again, with deadly accuracy, a second T-72 was destroyed. Tango Three enjoyed similar results as did Tango One and their next opportunity. The Seaport was now in chaos. UN troops were frantically running from the area of the Convention Center. Vehicles loaded with soldiers raced across the Seaport Boulevard and Congress Street bridge. The Mi-24 parked at Children’s Wharf Park was still in flames as its rotors fell off into the Fort Point Channel.

      A different result occurred when Tango Two took their second turn. The UN forces, not anticipating an attack of this nature, mistakenly parked two tanks next to each other. Tango Two took them both out with one missile.

      Falcone’s mission was complete, but he still had the final Javelin at his disposal. He contemplated his options before his thoughts were interrupted.

      “Alpha Leader, Tango Three. Over.”

      “Stand by, Tango Three.” Gotta make a decision here. Falcone weighed his options. He could take out the bridge at Seaport Boulevard, but there were several other bridges crossing the channel at the UN’s disposal. He could pack up and return with the final FGM-148 system for another mission.

      Or he could deal a deadly blow to the enemy. The final Javelin could kill hundreds of the UN soldiers still within the Boston Convention Center. It would either destroy their morale while reducing their ranks or stir an already angry hornet’s nest. Gunny Falcone was a seasoned veteran, a soldier who had seen many tours of duty in combat. He had seen war firsthand. He’d seen the savagery of evil people inflicted against innocents. He was ready to pull the trigger. They’re not here to help us, they’re here to suppress us!

      “This is Alpha Leader. EXTRACT! EXTRACT!”

      Semper Fi.
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        Sunday, October 9

        Dusk

        Greater Boston Area Food Bank

        70 South Bay Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      For days, Steven had teams surveilling the Greater Boston Area Food Bank. Trucks loaded with food and supplies were escorted into the facility by UN-manned vehicles, but the team never reported any food distribution trucks being dispatched into the city. Their suspicions were confirmed—Governor O’Brien was hoarding the food, America’s most valuable currency.

      The Mechanics were positioned on the side streets just south of the eighty-thousand-square-foot warehouse. If the UN soldiers were ordered to respond to the attack on the Seaport District, they would most likely choose Atkinson Street, which was located next to the now-empty Suffolk County Jail, and then jump on I-93 into the city. They were only a few miles from the Seaport District, and it was likely an overreaction by UN officers that would trigger a recall of the personnel to assist.

      This mission was full of uncertainty and risk. The payoff, however, could be a game-changer. Not only would the cupboards of the Mechanics be filled, but the ability to distribute the food to Bostonians who might join the cause was immeasurable. Despite the risk, Steven looked forward to the action. He needed to get away from Katie chirping in his ear and the specter of his brother hanging over his head. The Robin Hood mission was just what the doctor ordered.

      “Roger, Romeo, you’ll know. Alpha Leader out.” This was the final transmission between Steven and Gunny Falcone. Within moments, the first explosion rocked the downtown area to their north. At first, the UN soldiers guarding the loading docks stood in shock. After the second blast, as predicted, their radios roared to life.

      Steven maintained his position atop the MBTA Transit Parking Garage. This provided him a clear view of the Food Bank’s loading docks and the parking lot across the street, which contained six UN Humvees and a troop transport. Two nights ago, two of the Mechanics had maneuvered themselves into the abandoned T-shirt factory immediately across from the Bay Street entrance to the Food Bank. They were able to hear all of the radio instructions provided to the UN security personnel.

      “Romeo Leader, Romeo One.” A hushed voice came across the comms.

      “Go, One,” replied Steven.

      “By our ongoing headcount, eighteen leaving, thirteen remaining. Over.”

      “Roger, Romeo One. Out.”

      Using a strategy he’d employed at the Massachusetts Guard Armory in Braintree, Steven strategically placed two-man teams near the facility a day in advance. They were able to use the cover of darkness to hide in abandoned MBTA transit buses and in the Suffolk County Jail intake center. After the UN vehicles had cleared the area and were committed northbound on the Massachusetts Avenue Connector, he would engage.

      The UN trucks quickly took a right turn onto Southampton Street and headed up the entrance to Interstate 93. Let’s roll!

      Steven and two members of his team ran down the back stairs of the parking garage and into the darkening night. The last of the explosions were heard resonating through the skyscrapers of Boston. His mind only registered seven, not eight, as expected. Did I miss one? Did something go wrong? It was agreed in advance to maintain radio silence after Falcone’s mission was complete. If the UN picked up any continued conversations, they might be alerted to an ongoing attack and respond accordingly. Steven let it go.

      “Romeo Four, Five and Six, advance to ready positions.”

      “Romeo One, Two and Three, be ready.”

      Steven gave his teams orders as he moved quickly up Moore Street to join Romeo Two and Three behind the MBTA buses. In their briefing earlier, he outfitted everyone with suppressed M4s. They needed to move swiftly and silently. If any of the troops inside the facility were able to warn their superiors, he and his team would be surrounded, and all exit points could be easily blocked. Between the prison walls and the twenty-foot walls upon which the I-93 frontage road had been built, there was no other escape route. They would have to fight their way out against a much larger enemy.

      Hidden across Southampton Street in the parking lots of Newmarket Square were nearly two dozen escort vehicles designed to provide the eighteen-wheelers cover and security during their escape. Prearranged destinations had been selected throughout the city where the food trucks could be hidden and the contents offloaded without being detected.

      “All teams, on my go, fire on any identifiable targets.” Steven hesitated, glanced at the faces of his team, and yelled into his radio, “GO!”

      Steven led the way through the gated fence, firing as he ran. The UN troops were caught completely by surprise, and within moments, nearly a dozen bodies lay on the ground in their own blood. As Steven assessed the carnage, he could see muzzle flashes coming from the windows of the Food Bank’s upper levels. The crack of the passing rounds caused him to dive for cover under the protective canopy covering the loading docks.

      A member of Romeo Three started to send bursts of three to five rounds through the windows where he could see muzzle flashes. Steven felt a hand on his shoulder and moved to the side to let one of his team take a position in front of him. The man was shielding him from incoming fire, allowing him to resume his command role.

      More muzzle flashes lit up the second-story windows. Steven’s main concern was the fact that they had been discovered. They had to move quickly.

      “Romeo Four, remain outside and watch our six. All other teams, let’s clear the building. Quickly. We’re looking for half a dozen or so hostiles.” They didn’t have much time. Each team chose a different breach point. Some went into the open warehouse while others followed Steven’s lead through the entrance to the Yawkey Distribution Center, named for philanthropist and former owner of the Boston Red Sox Tom Yawkey. Unconsciously, Steven felt for the Bounce Imaging Camera in his vest. “Play ball,” he muttered aloud.

      All of the teams were in and were making their way through the building. It was oddly quiet. Steven did not hear any radio chatter. Did they not have any way of communicating with their superiors?

      It was well past dusk, so the teams used white light flashlights mounted to their M4s once they were inside the facility. Steven motioned for two of the squads to move through the first-floor offices. He and two teams bounded up the stairs towards the source of the earlier gunfire.

      In the building, there was a central hallway with offices off to the sides. Some of the offices had been converted to sleeping quarters. Some of the rooms had points of entry from the corridor, while others were interconnected via internal doorways. It was a vast and darkening maze.

      With Steven watching the hallways, he instructed the two-man teams to clear each of the rooms. Steven organized and sequenced the men to flow through the rooms evenly. Care had to be taken to ensure the team on one side of the corridor did not pass an unclear area on the other.

      Where they were able, they moved between the internal doorways. While being cautious, they had to hit the rooms aggressively with the intention of startling their occupants. Steven would follow their progress and act as their cover while the teams breached each room.

      The tension was high as—

      Spit—spit—spit. “One down,” said Romeo Two.

      Steven and the two teams continued their march forward. “Two captured,” announced Romeo Five. Two to go.

      Steven and the two teams came together near the end of the hallway, where a large set of double steel doors remained closed. At least two gunmen had opened fire from the second floor. From the head count, provided it was accurate, there would be two remaining hostiles.

      Steven eased open one of the doors and saw the room was divided into a break room and computer terminals located in temporary cubicles. The room must have been used for the truck drivers to eat a meal and access their schedules online. It was now fairly dark except for the faint glow of light from outside. This was going to be a tough room to clear.

      Steven stepped through the doorway first, attempting to lead by example. Two members of his team followed. Suddenly, there was a muzzle flash and a hail of bullets came from the left side of the room. The burst passed over the top of Steven and stitched along the wall. One of his team was not so lucky as a round struck him in his ballistic plate as well as hitting the bolt assembly of his rifle. The former police officer grunted and was punched back into the wall, winded from the impact. He dropped to his knees and let go of his M4 but rapidly transitioned to his sidearm, which was secured in his kit.

      Steven dropped to a knee and started rapidly firing rounds into the left side of the room, shredding several cubicles. Two more members of the team had entered the room and moved along the other outer walls. They soon found one of the assailants—a uniformed UN soldier crouched behind a Coke machine—fully geared up in body armor and a helmet. Steven’s flashlight gave away their position and the UN soldier swung his weapon toward them.

      Steven approached from the center of the room. Hips and heads, Hips and heads. He found his mark and shot the soldier several times through the center of his body. The soldier screamed in pain and fell backward against the wall, and Steven finished him with a shot to the head.

      To his left, flashlights lit up the back side of a salad bar.

      “Ne tirez pas! Ne tirez pas!” screamed a young French soldier. He was begging, Don’t shoot!

      One of Steven’s team announced, “Room clear, no exits.” Steven reached down and took the dead soldier’s M4, handing it to his man who was shot.

      Steven led his team back to the front of the building, but he stationed two men on the rooftop. They were to provide support from above, but more importantly, keep an eye out for UN reinforcements coming from downtown.

      Incredibly, none of the UN soldiers had any form of communications. Perhaps the comms were only held by officers, as all of these personnel appeared to be grunts. In any event, Steven was prepared to put Operation Robin Hood into effect.

      The remaining members of the Mechanics arrived on the scene and were running fork trucks in and out of the trailers backed up to the loading bay. As one pulled out, a delivery truck was backed into its space. The men, chosen for their trucking and loading dock experience, moved quickly and efficiently. In total, ten tractor-trailer rigs left fully loaded as well as a dozen or more twenty-four-foot delivery vans proudly displaying the Food Bank’s mission statement—hunger hurts, we can help.

      As the last van pulled out of the loading dock, Steven turned and looked at the vast, empty space, except for the bound and gagged Frenchman in the middle of the room.

      Pleasure doing business with you, Governor O’Brien.
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        Monday, October 10

        8:10 a.m.

        Citizen Corps Region I, Office of the Governor

        99 High Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Governor O’Brien was out-of-his-mind livid. He had received initial reports of the assault on the UN forces within moments after the last tank was destroyed. But it wasn’t until this morning that he learned of the devastating theft of his coveted food stores. He demanded that Pearson and Major General Zhang meet up in his office first thing. They were both late, which didn’t help his state of mind.

      He paced the floor, looking at his watch. What the hell was he supposed to do about the lost provisions? They, whoever they are, cleaned out a warehouse and stole all of their trucks. How the hell could this happen?

      A timid knock on the door accompanied Pearson’s arrival. O’Brien dispensed with the preliminaries. He practically charged at Pearson when he entered the conference room. “You’re late!”

      “Security is very tight downtown, Governor,” defended Pearson. “After yesterday, it appears—”

      “It appears somebody finally woke the hell up!”

      “Yesterday was devastating to us. Major General Zhang is very angry as well, sir.”

      O’Brien wondered whether he would be able to make it through this morning without strokin’ out. “Oh, he’s angry, is he?” said O’Brien sarcastically. “I don’t give a damn if he’s shooting bottle rockets out of his backside. They’ve been sitting out there for ten days, waiting for a warm bed and a hot cup of tea before beddy-bye. Guess what? They got themselves blown up, and all of my food is gone!”

      “Yes, sir, I understand,” said Pearson sheepishly.

      O’Brien gave him the death stare. “Do you really? Understand, I mean?” he asked. “Let’s recap, shall we? I’ve got no guns. In the process of that debacle, I lost forty-four of my best men. But hey, we found them. Good news! My army finally shows up for duty, and they sit around on their hands. I give them their own military base and the opportunity to be big heroes by bringing back my boys. What happens? They come back with their tails stuck between their legs. Do you think they came back, fired up the tanks, and return to teach that smug SOB Bradlee a thing or two? Hell no! Instead they sat around and talked about it or who knows what. While they are commis-ah-rating, somebody blows up all of their stuff and steals my food! How the hell am I doing so far?”

      Pearson wisely didn’t respond. O’Brien looked at his watch again and then stared out towards Boston Harbor. For the tenth time that morning, he shook his head as his eyes were drawn from one destroyed tank to another. All that remained of his army was a handful of howitzers and a bunch of foreigners who had yet to get anything right.

      “Good morning, gentlemen,” announced Zhang as he entered the conference room. O’Brien didn’t turn to greet him. He was sick of this Chinese protocol, pomp and damned circumstance. Give me results, and then I’ll play your prissy games.

      O’Brien gathered himself and sat at the head of the table, hoping to reestablish the hierarchy amongst the three men. He halfheartedly gestured for the other men to join him. Venting at Pearson helped, but he did not intend to mince words.

      “General, how long will it take for you to obtain replacement tanks and helicopters?” asked O’Brien.

      “Sixty to ninety days,” he replied. Zhang showed no emotion during the exchange. “We are due for a resupply of necessary provisions and food on January 1. The armaments will come at that time.”

      O’Brien stared at him, shaking his head. “That’s a real shame, General. We’re losing before getting started. We need weapons, we need food, and we need to find out who the hell did this!”

      “Governor, until we are resupplied, may I suggest a different tack?”

      “By all means,” replied O’Brien, throwing his hands up and leaning back in his chair to near its tipping point.

      “I have a significant amount of experience in dealing with rebels and insurgent activity. We can rely upon what has worked in the past and take a different approach to this situation.”

      “Okay, I’m open for any suggestions that yield a better result than the last seventy-two hours.”

      “Terrorist fighters such as these can be difficult to beat. My first suggestion is to gain control of the city. Your President has established martial law. Let’s enforce his dictates. First, we will establish roadblocks to prevent the insurgents from traveling freely around the city. Second, a strict curfew should be put into place. If we find the curfew is routinely violated, then authorize shoot-to-kill orders for any violation. Third, confiscate weapons. Your second amendment has been suspended, has it not?”

      “It has,” replied O’Brien. He looked at Pearson, who would probably leave and never come back after this morning. “I like what I hear so far. Continue.”

      “I will implement a plan of house-to-house searches. We will announce we are looking for deceased or ailing residents. We will reiterate that in this state of emergency, many have perished and disease is an important concern. As we conduct these searches, we will confiscate weapons and look for the insurgents.”

      “How will you know if they are insurgents?” asked Pearson, finally mustering up the courage to speak. Lucky for him it was a good question. O’Brien was still angry.

      “They will be well fed, healthy, and stocked with supplies. Under the President’s orders, we can confiscate excesses. Am I correct on this?”

      “Yes,” replied Pearson.

      “Go on.” O’Brien was starting to feel better.

      “Governor, your police activity has been insufficient to prevent this uprising. Sometimes, brute military force is needed to suppress the people seeking to undermine the authority of the government.”

      O’Brien was feeling significantly better. “Now we’re talkin’.”

      “This is a vast city, and a coordinated effort must be made. Our soldiers are ready, Governor. Their comrades were killed in these attacks. They are prepared to get their just revenge.”

      “I’m glad to hear that, General,” said O’Brien. “Will three thousand or so troops be enough? Wasn’t it your Admiral Yamamoto who said there’s a rifle behind every blade of grass?”

      “Governor,” Zhang bristled, “first of all, I am Chinese, and Yamamoto was Japanese. Secondly, he never said that. My forces know how to conduct searches and how to confiscate weapons. We don’t care how many blades of grass are in your city.”
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        Saturday, October 15

        2:00 p.m.

        1 PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Morgan used the hickory stick cane to assist him as he methodically walked through woods with Sarge. His left side was weak from the stroke, and he was under orders by J.J. to begin a light exercise regimen. Morgan began walking a couple of days ago around the 1PP compound, and now he was ready to venture out into the well-worn trails. He needed to talk with Sarge away from prying ears.

      Like most people, Morgan took walking for granted until he suffered the debilitating injury. It required him to focus on the mechanics, especially when using a cane. Coordination was required. He firmly gripped the hickory stick meticulously carved by Donald in his shop beneath 1PP. It was a nice gesture by the young man. Morgan ambled along, holding the cane in his good right hand so that it provided support. As he took a step with his left leg, which was weakened by the stroke, he would bring the cane forward at the same time. He was careful to maintain the weight of his body on the right side. The entire process was strenuous, physically and mentally.

      After about fifteen minutes, Morgan pointed to a series of rock outcroppings that resembled a park bench. The soldiers escorting them took up positions out of earshot but close enough to provide protection.

      “Let’s sit here for a while, Henry,” said Morgan as he tilted his head back to soak in the afternoon sun. “Fall is a beautiful time of year.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Henry, you and I have much to discuss,” started Morgan. It had been two weeks since the stroke, which was not an inordinate amount of time, except during a period of collapse. “I am out of touch with world events. Julia is now providing me daily briefings, and Mr. Quinn has kept me abreast of our financial holdings.”

      “Are they bombarding you with information unnecessarily?” asked Sarge.

      “No, I welcome the distraction from this,” he replied, beating his cane on the rocks. “I want to stay informed so that you and I stay on the same page. My concern is that I am losing a grip on the political machinations that are critical to the position that I, um, you hold.” Morgan caught himself and his voice trailed off. He had to constantly remind himself that he’d passed the torch to Henry.

      “Yes, sir. News and financial matters can be summarized in reports. Politics requires direct contact with those involved.”

      “Precisely, Henry. We need to begin the transition with our contacts around the world and especially within our own government.”

      “Sir, are you rested enough to make these overtures? Your speech is certainly better.”

      Morgan adjusted his position on the rock. It was becoming uncomfortable. He nodded in agreement. “I am capable of making the introductory phone calls, and we will begin that process on Monday.”

      Morgan paused and thought about the time he was handed the reins of the Boston Brahmin. He remembered that meeting vividly. The Boston Brahmin each introduced themselves and then they told him of their formation dating back to the mid-1700s. They were brought together by their opposition to tyranny and held together by their love of country.

      “When I was tasked with managing the affairs of the Boston Brahmin, I did not have the aptitude and prowess that you possess, Henry. I was a good lawyer and financially savvy, but I didn’t understand the politics—especially the people side. I used my power like a bull in a china shop. It served me well because most of my decisions were money driven and, after all, most human beings are driven by the desire to obtain more wealth.”

      “Times have changed to an extent,” interjected Sarge.

      “They have, temporarily. This provides us an opportunity, one that requires a leader of men. I was able to yield power and influence, but I was never the leader that you are, Henry.”

      “Thank you, sir. I understand the political game, but I never envisioned being a part of it.”

      “Henry, you are an American patriot. Like your predecessors, we believe our nation is the greatest in the world and a beacon of hope for others. But as such, we are also subject to the disdain of the jealous. That makes us the perfect target.”

      “Yet the Boston Brahmin have been able to survive and thrive for centuries. Your wealth and power continue to grow.”

      Morgan struggled to stand. “Let’s walk some more. This rock is rough on my tailbone.”

      “Okay,” replied Sarge, helping Morgan to his feet. “Would you prefer to do this another time?”

      “No, I’m fine,” replied Morgan, pointing the stick deeper into the woods. “We’re behind schedule, and events are transpiring that we need to get ahead of.”

      “What is going to happen?” Sarge asked apprehensively.

      “Nothing imminent, but politics is a complicated game of chess in which your opponent is capable of cheating. When your opponent cheats, you must use your leadership skills to gain alliances and win the game.”

      The men, teacher and student, continued to walk at a slow, leisurely pace down the path.

      Morgan continued. “You possess all of the traits of an effective leader such as confidence, commitment, and intuition. You have excellent communications skills and the ability to inspire. Now, we need to channel these traits toward clear objectives.”

      “I’m ready, sir.”

      “Good. The world’s economy is collapsing. I’ll get to how we benefit from that in a moment. But first, we need to assure our geopolitical allies that the ship will be righted soon enough. Further, we need to make it clear to the Russians that now is not an opportunity to take advantage of our position of weakness.”

      “How do we communicate that?” asked Sarge. “Our military is in disarray. Our only available response to an attack by their military would be a nuclear strike. Nobody wins then.”

      “No, we have to back them down with a counterweight—an unlikely military ally.”

      “The Chinese?” questioned Sarge.

      “Yes. Similar to today, during the American Revolution, the colonists faced the challenge of conducting international diplomacy while fighting a war on its own soil. Through the efforts of Benjamin Franklin, our Founding Fathers forged an alliance with the French. The French provided the colonists military support, but more importantly, the threat of an escalation in hostilities between France and Great Britain kept the Brits off-balance.”

      “It was a maneuver that bought the colonists time,” added Sarge.

      “Indeed, and we will employ a similar tactic. While the Chinese are not exactly our allies, they are pragmatists. Our government owes them trillions of dollars. They want their money back, but more importantly, they need us as a trading partner. Without U.S. dollars purchasing Chinese goods, their nation collapses.”

      Morgan stopped them as they reached the opening of the path onto Prescott Shutesbury Road. He leaned on his cane with both hands and looked at Sarge.

      “We’ll play on their greed to get them to do our bidding. The Beijing government requires a stable America. Without our dollars, they are unable to sustain themselves financially. If their government becomes unstable, they’ll lose control of their population.”

      “And a revolution will result,” interjected Sarge. “They already know this. We just need to remind them.”

      “Absolutely.”
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        Saturday, October 15

        3:00 p.m.

        1 PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “The President cannot learn of my poor health. He must see me as an equal. We started this endeavor on an equal footing, and if he gains the upper hand, it will have a devastating impact on our nation.”

      Following that fateful evening when Sarge and Morgan argued about the initiation of the cyber attack, Sarge contemplated Morgan’s intentions. He came to the same conclusion—the country was in need of a reset. How far was too far? Is there a limit to how far one may go to achieve their goals?

      “Sir, I’ve come to understand your reasoning behind the cyber attack. It’s not necessary for us to continue our conversation from two weeks ago.”

      “Every decision I make on behalf of the Boston Brahmin is designed to be for the long-term good of the country and for us financially. The world is ruled by power, but power is obtained by money. The two are interconnected.”

      “How do we benefit from the collapse of the American economy?” asked Sarge.

      “Young man, catastrophes create many opportunities for profit,” started Morgan as they approached the rocks where the conversations began. Morgan quickly took a seat and continued. “Our country was on a path to becoming the next Greece. Like so many before them, the Greek government thought it could print money to solve its social and economic problems.”

      “I presume you had a limited time to act,” said Sarge.

      “Just prior to the event, I made major adjustments in our holdings,” said Morgan. “I made substantial investments in precious metals. I moved out of all stocks except those companies owned by our associates.”

      “What if the dollar collapses and is replaced by another currency?” asked Sarge.

      “That’s not likely. The world markets are already in turmoil, but abandoning the dollar would turn everyone against us. We must bolster the world’s confidence in our currency once again.”

      “Are you suggesting we return to the gold standard?”

      “Yes. Our financial problems can be traced back to Nixon’s abandonment of the gold standard in the early seventies. Before the collapse, it would have been very difficult to transition back. Gold, like any commodity, is assigned a value and subject to inflation and deflation. It cannot, however, be printed out of thin air like our currency. Because our country had insufficient gold reserves to back up the amount of currency in circulation, the dollar would experience a precipitous loss in value.”

      Sarge nodded his head in agreement. Limiting the amount of money the government could print when the economy experienced a downturn resulted in higher unemployment. With the entire nation out of work due to the collapse, the timing might be right.

      “If we transition to a gold standard now, our government could reestablish the dollar as the world’s currency and set itself on a course of financial discipline, which would include balancing its budget.”

      Morgan nodded and smiled. “You see, Henry, pre-collapse, the American people were not ready for such reforms. Half the nation was on the government dole. Politicians, pressured by voters to give them more, didn’t have the intestinal fortitude to make the tough decisions to save our country from economic collapse.”

      Sarge studied Morgan briefly and then Sarge got it. The major stumbling block to economic and monetary reform was ideological. If this obstacle could be overcome, a return to the gold standard could become a realistic possibility.

      “For this to happen, we would have to reintroduce gold and silver as the currency of choice,” said Sarge.

      “Julia has shed some light on this subject,” said Morgan. “She is receiving reports from around the country that marketplaces are being established in small communities. In addition to barter, the preferred method of payment is gold and silver. As world markets settle or bottom out, the dollar value can be established in a gold equivalent. The best time to institute a gold-money ratio is when the market value of the dollar is at its lowest.”

      Morgan paused to regain his strength and then continued. “If we could achieve that, it would spark the acquisition of gold at an unprecedented rate. There would be a tremendous increase in gold mining, processing and other ancillary industries related to the production, sales, and storage of gold.”

      “Makes sense. This is why you acquired so much gold and filled the vaults below 1PP.”

      “There’s more, Henry,” started Morgan. “The Boston Brahmin acquired two companies just before the collapse—Newmont Mining and Barrick Gold. We now control seven of the ten largest gold mines in the world, which generate seventy percent of the world’s production.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yes, Henry, wow.” Morgan laughed. “In addition, we’ve acquired depositories worldwide. As this transition is made, we have the ability to manipulate gold prices in the same manner OPEC has manipulated oil prices for decades. Once the gold standard is firmly ensconced into the U.S. monetary system, we can use our expanded wealth to control geopolitical events.”

      “I must say, this was very risky,” said Sarge. “What if the President doesn’t agree to place the nation on a gold standard? It is clearly contradictory to his political beliefs. No administration has printed more currency than his.”

      Morgan paused and turned to Sarge. “JFK once said there are risks and costs to taking action, but they are far less than the long-range risks of comfortable inaction. For too long, freedom-loving Americans sat idly by while an ever-expanding government inserted itself into our lives. You know this. This economy was collapsing before our eyes. It needed a drastic jolt.”

      “I’ve come to agree with you, sir. I see the plan as a very big calculated risk. But the goals we hope to achieve may be impossible to reach.”

      “I disagree, Henry,” said Morgan. “Impossible is just an excuse. Anyone who tells you that something is impossible to achieve has probably failed in their own attempts. Our Founding Fathers undertook the impossible. Not only did they defeat what was arguably the greatest military power of their time, but they forged a new nation built on the greatest founding document in history—the Constitution.”

      “What if the President stands in your way?”

      “Then he has to go,” Morgan said as he stood and began walking toward 1PP. He was visibly tired.

      “Well, elections are in three weeks and he’ll be gone after the inauguration,” said Sarge, who caught up with Morgan.

      “No, he won’t. The President will act to suspend elections under the authority of his martial law declaration.”

      Sarge stopped in his tracks. “We have to stop him. He can’t do that.”

      Morgan also stopped and planted his cane firmly on the ground. “We can’t stop him, nor should we.”

      “Why not?” asked Sarge.

      “Revolutions cannot succeed unless you have the will of the people on your side. This can take time, or it can come in a hurry. There were several events that led up to the Battles of Lexington and Concord in 1775. Their names are well known—the Boston Massacre and the Boston Tea Party. But these trigger events occurred in 1770 and 1773 respectively. The seeds of liberty were sown many years before that.” Morgan continued his walk and motioned for Sarge to follow him.

      “To effectuate change in a hurry, there must be a catalyst,” said Morgan.

      “Like the cyber attack?” asked Sarge.

      “In part. But the President will naturally enjoy a period where the people rally behind him based upon promises of disaster relief and protection. When the American people begin to see that he can’t deliver, they will turn on him.”

      “It’s happening already,” interjected Sarge. “The government doesn’t have the resources to deal with an event of this magnitude. The people are losing confidence in his promises, and they’re becoming angry.”

      “How do you think they’ll feel when he usurps his constitutional authority and suspends elections for the purposes of remaining in office?” asked Morgan.

      “They’ll be angry.”

      “Yes, they will. We have to accomplish two things very quickly, Henry. First, we have to introduce you as the leader of a movement. A movement intent on helping your fellow Americans while reestablishing our nation’s greatness in the vision of the Founding Fathers.”

      “Okay, what’s the second thing?”

      “Every movement, every revolution, has an event to rally around. There was the Boston Tea Party. The attack on Pearl Harbor rallied the nation into accepting World War II. The attacks of 9/11 allowed us to take the fight to terrorists abroad.”

      “We have to wait for a seminal moment,” added Sarge.

      “We do, and we’ll know when it happens. Be ready, young man.”
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        Wednesday, October 19

        10:00 a.m.

        Home of Governor Charlie Baker

        Swampscott, Massachusetts

      

      

      There were many perks that awaited Governor Charlie Baker following his successful gubernatorial campaign and subsequent inauguration delivered to a joint session of the legislature in January 2015. But unlike most chief executives of other states, he did not receive a fancy governor’s mansion. Despite efforts to establish one in the past, Massachusetts did not have an official governor’s residence.

      The Shirley-Eustis House in Roxbury, a Georgian mansion built by the former British royal colonial governor William Shirley, had been one option, but it was rejected in the 1950s because of its ties to the former British governor. The Endicott Estate, offered up by the family of the infamous member of the Boston Brahmin, Henry Endicott, was rejected by Sarge’s grandfather as being too costly to be renovated. As a result, the tradition of the Massachusetts governor residing in their own homes continued.

      Since he had no official residence, the expression corner office was typically used by the media when referring to the governor’s mansion. Today, Baker conducted a very important meeting in the corner office with members of his administration.

      “Gentlemen, and lady.” Baker chuckled, nodding as he addressed his lieutenant governor, Karyn Polito. “I am pleased that all of you have received my letters and found your way here today. Arguably, this get-together is in violation of the President’s executive orders. To protect ourselves, my wife has provided finger foods and refreshments. That officially makes this a gathering of old friends.” The room laughed as they toasted coffee cups.

      “Governor, I think I speak on behalf of everyone in this room in saying we are pleased that you reached out to all of us,” said his longtime friend Daniel Bennett, the Secretary of Public Safety and Security. “Communications are not as swift as we’re accustomed to, but the letters did the job.”

      “Thank you, Dan,” said Baker. Baker was dressed in jeans and a long-sleeve blue shirt. True to his casual nature, he propped his feet up on a leather ottoman as he sat. Despite the weighty issue to be covered, Governor Baker wanted his cabinet to feel at ease. He was going to ask them to commit the functional equivalent of treason—not an ordinary topic of conversation.

      “Our state is in shambles. News and information are scarce, but the reports I hear, especially out of Boston, is that we are on the verge of anarchy. Dan, would you like to bring the group up to speed.”

      For the next few minutes, Bennett, a former prosecutor, provided the group a summary of events from around the state, including the raids on the Massachusetts Guard Armories. His presentation culminated with the activities of Citizen Corps Governor O’Brien and the UN forces.

      “Is this happening all over the country, or are we just blessed to have a misfit like O’Brien in charge of our fair state?” asked Polito. Baker held his hands out to allow Bennett to answer the question.

      “I’ve been in contact with law enforcement from nearly all of the jurisdictions in our Region I and most in the northeastern states,” replied Bennett. “Most cities with populations over fifty thousand have descended into chaos. Residents have abandoned their homes and sought refuge in rural areas but are being shunned by the locals. Small communities are circling the wagons, protecting their own and their resources.”

      Baker spoke up. “In our state, like most others, there is no semblance of order. These Citizen Corps appointees don’t have the means or the desire, apparently, to assist the citizenry. Their primary goal has been to help themselves to abandoned valuables and to loot those properties that were secured under lock and key.”

      “In addition,” interrupted Bennett, “they are using known criminal elements to do their bidding. Any goodwill developed following the President’s address was short-lived. It’s every man for himself out there.”

      “I think it’s time for the people’s duly elected government to come to their aid,” said Baker, taking another sip of coffee before leaning on the edge of his favorite leather chair.

      “What do you have in mind, sir?” one of the group asked.

      “We should do what we were elected to do—govern,” replied Baker. “I want to reconvene the General Court of Massachusetts.” The term General Court was the formal name for the Massachusetts legislature, used since the founding of the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1628.

      Every member of the group began speaking, some to each other and others began to pepper Baker with questions.

      “At the State House?”

      “Do we still have the legal authority?”

      “Is it in contravention of the President’s declaration?”

      “Is it safe?”

      “Okay, okay, everyone,” shouted Baker, attempting to regain control of the meeting. “I know you all have questions and opinions. I’ve thought this through for weeks. Recent events convinced me to act. I hope you will agree.”

      Baker stood up and approached the credenza where his wife had set up a tray of snacks and coffee. He poured himself another cup. The cabinet had dutifully calmed down, and Baker continued.

      “The first order of business is to contact the state adjutant general. We need to determine if he has viable law enforcement capability. He can use members of the Massachusetts State Defense Force to augment the National Guard. I’ll ask him to set up quarters at the State House. Safety is a concern, and a show of force should deter any reprobates who attempt to disrupt our session. On the other hand, I don’t want to have so many security personnel in place that the people are afraid to attend the session.

      “Next, there is the matter of notification to the legislators. It’ll take some time to reach two hundred senators and representatives, and their trip to Boston will be perilous. But I’m confident that the State Defense Force will assist us.”

      Polito raised her hand and quickly asked a question. “Charlie, do you intend to propose and pass legislation? We have procedures to follow and also would need a quorum.”

      “Karyn, I’m not sure what we will accomplish from a legal perspective. I’m still unsure of what my powers are vis-à-vis the President’s Declaration of Martial Law. I do know that the people are looking for real leadership, and right now the Citizen Corps is not providing it. When I took the oath of office less than three years ago, I made a promise to the citizens of Massachusetts when I said we won’t let you down. Well, I meant it.”

      Baker sat in silence, allowing the words to soak in. His proposal was bold. In his heart, he thought this would provide his constituents a boost, a glimmer of hope that their elected representatives cared about them. He wanted to do the right thing.
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        Friday, October 21

        11:00 a.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Mom!” exclaimed Penny. “This is the best twelfth birthday party ever!” She and Becca jumped to reach the giant soap bubble created by Donald from his perch atop a picnic table. The Quinns didn’t prepare for a birthday party and gifts when they put together the preparedness plan for Prescott Peninsula. So they improvised.

      Donald had created a variety of bubble wands using something as simple as a couple of twigs and a shoelace for small bubbles, to a whale-size bubble-making device that resembled a hangman’s noose for a giant.

      He found two long branches and cut them to equal lengths. He then took apart a worn-out mop head and used the yarn to create a top string tied between the two ends. Finally, tied to each end of the branches was a stretch of yarn roughly twice the size of the top string, weighted down by multiple layers of duct tape at the bottom. This created a large loop.

      Susan concocted a bubble mix recipe. She called it her world-class stir-and-go bubble mix. She mixed a bucket of hot water with a cup of Dawn dish soap. She then added half a cup of cornstarch and baking powder. She mixed it all together, and the concoction was complete.

      “This is incredible,” said Julia. “They’re having a blast!”

      “Yeah, thanks, Julia,” said Susan, who was proud of the DIY birthday gift. “The hardest part was teaching the wand operator the necessary coordination to create bubbles.”

      “He makes it look easy.”

      “Donald has been practicing. The process is simple, at least in theory. With the two branches, or wands, held together, you dip the string into the bucket. As you lift the wand out of the bucket, you slowly spread the handles apart to let the bubble form. With just enough breeze, like today, you spread the wands apart, the bubble forms in the loop, and voilà, you have giant bubbles and happy girls.”

      “I love it, and I love the girls,” said Julia. The ladies laughed as Donald lost his balance attempting to make the biggest one ever. The exhibition was beginning to draw a crowd of Boston Brahmin as they arrived early for the morning meeting.

      “You should have a couple of dozen,” pried Susan, breaking the silence. Call it woman’s intuition.

      Julia remained quiet and then giggled. She whispered into Susan’s ear, “I hate you.” Then they both laughed. “Do you have a pregnancy test?”

      “I knew it,” Susan whispered back. “I’ll discreetly get you a First Response. Do you know how far along you are?”

      “I’m a month late. I thought maybe it was just stress. My last period ended around August twentieth. I’m always regular, so I’ve never kept a calendar.”

      “Did you guys have sex around September first?”

      “All weekend, including the night the lights went out.” Julia giggled.

      “Well, you certainly were in the prime window of opportunity, so to speak.” Susan laughed. She added, “I suspect there will be a lot of babies born at the end of May next year.”

      “I haven’t told Sarge yet, and I’m not a hundred percent sure how he’ll feel about it. I think he’ll be happy, but these aren’t exactly the best times for giving birth and raising babies.”

      The girls squealed with delight as Donald pulled off a whopper of a bubble. The breeze caught it, splitting it into two smaller bubbles, and the girls chased them in hot pursuit.

      “I don’t know. Right now seems like as good a time as any,” said Susan.

      Sarge snuck up behind Julia and hugged her around the waist. She and Susan exchanged smiles. Sarge nuzzled her neck for a bit.

      “You smell better today than you did yesterday,” teased Sarge. Julia broke away and took a swat at him, but missed to the left. Julia dropped her arms, inducing Sarge to let his guard down, and then she landed a punch to his left shoulder.

      “You smelled yesterday too, Mister Man.” Today was their shower day. Sarge allowed Julia to shower first to take advantage of the available hot water.

      “Good morning, Susan,” greeted Sarge. “Is Donald testing out some new secret weapon?”

      Susan laughed. “Nah, it’s the new prepper bubble bath. You strip naked and he bathes you with the bubbles. Whadya think?”

      “I think we should volunteer my brother to be the first bather.” Sarge looked at the ground for a moment, thinking about the strained relationship that was festering between them.

      Steven and Katie were spending the majority of their time at 100 Beacon. This was by design. Steven was leading daily insurgent activities with the Mechanics. They’d become a royal pain in the ass to the Citizen Corps and their new partners, the UN troops.

      Julia rubbed Sarge’s shoulders. She knew something was troubling him. The mention of Steven’s name accompanied by Sarge’s reaction confirmed what she suspected. Julia would discuss it with him, and the results of her pregnancy test, when the time was right.

      The daily briefings were conducted by Donald until Mr. Morgan’s stroke. Sarge had increased his role in the process over the last three weeks. Whenever he was at Prescott Peninsula, more often than not, he briefed everyone. Today, there was a lot of ground to cover, and Sarge would lead the meeting.

      “Girls, it appears Daddy is out of world-class bubble mix,” said Susan. “Why don’t you girls come with me into the kitchen. Aunt Stella wants to bake some birthday cupcakes.”

      “Chocky!” squealed Becca.

      “It’s my birthday, and I want vanilla,” replied Penny, giving up the chase for the last bubble.

      “How do both sound?” asked Susan.

      “Swell!”

      “Okay, both of you inside to get cleaned up for your baking lesson.” The girls turned towards the door and then, in unison, returned to hug their dad around the neck.

      “Thank you, Daddy, we love you!” said Penny. Donald knelt and hugged the girls. Julia was moved by the moment and then she noticed Sarge was beaming with a smile. Just maybe he’ll be a hundred percent Baby on Board.
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        * * *

      

      Sarge waited while everyone got settled. He was pleased that Mr. Morgan joined them this morning. Patriot activity was ramping up around the country, and he was encouraging Sarge to think towards an overall game plan, not just Boston and Region I.

      “Good morning, everyone,” he started. He looked at Julia and smiled. “Julia, with her innovative Digital Carrier Pigeon network, has been able to keep abreast of events across the country as well as around the globe. Regionally, the Citizen Corps governor, James O’Brien, has clamped down on the citizens of Boston in particular. Through the use of a United Nations occupying force, curfews have been implemented, roadblocks established, and now door-to-door searches have been initiated under the guise of assistance to survivors. In reality, our reports indicate that the troops are more interested in weapons confiscation and looting.”

      “Can’t they be stopped?” asked Mrs. Cabot. “Where are the police?”

      “I’m afraid they are the police now,” replied Sarge. The group mumbled to themselves, and Sarge was quick to add a positive spin. “I understand your concern, but there is an upside. The majority of law enforcement have joined our ranks. Under Steven’s leadership, we’ve undertaken several covert actions that have been, quite frankly, and pardon my tongue, driving O’Brien and his new friends crazy.”

      The group erupted in laughter, and Morgan nodded approvingly.

      “That said, we do not take the power our anointed governor wields and the potential harm this UN force is capable of for granted,” Sarge continued. “History shows us that a tyrannical ruler is capable of many things. For example, during the rise to power of the Soviet Empire, Vladimir Lenin decreed the creation of a group of ruthless soldiers and operatives called the Cheka. The Cheka were granted broad police powers and tasked with the elimination of any form of dissent within the communist system.

      “Lenin launched what would later be known as the Red Terror, in which every Russian population center had a Cheka office of operations using surveillance, infiltration, nighttime raids, imprisonment, torture and execution to silence opposition to the authority of the state.

      “Some of these people were active rebels, some were outspoken political opponents and journalists, others were merely average citizens wrongly accused by neighbors or personal enemies. The Cheka created a society of fear and suspicion in which no one could be trusted and little criticism was spoken above a whisper for fear of retribution.”

      “That kind of intimidation can’t happen here, can it?” asked Dr. Peabody. “I mean, where is our military in all of this? Doesn’t the UN have to follow our directives?”

      “All very good questions, Art,” replied Sarge. “I am of the opinion that this kind of activity is exactly what our President wants. By quickly announcing the onerous Declaration of Martial Law, he taunted freedom-loving Americans into reacting angrily. It worked, and as a result, he used the outcry as the impetus for injecting the United Nations Peacekeeping force into the equation.”

      “And our military?” Peabody persisted. Sarge looked to Brad, who nodded, allowing him to restate a conversation the two men had earlier.

      “Military leaders and the soldiers who serve under their command are people just like us,” started Sarge. “They have political leanings and opinions just as we do. Many are oath keepers and promised to uphold the Constitution. In some cases, their conscience tells them to disobey orders, but they remain on post. Others have left the service of what they consider to be a tyrannical commander in chief. Naturally, some agree with the President and have used this as an opportunity to advance his political agenda.”

      “Do you have an opinion as to how strong our military remains as a fighting force?” asked Cabot, looking in the direction of Morgan. Morgan again nodded and tilted his head towards Sarge. Sarge is in charge.

      “Yes, sir, we do,” he replied. “Brad has been in contact with his counterparts throughout the country. Our active military troop level is at thirty percent of its pre-collapse numbers.” The attendees roared in disapproval. Cabot was most vocal among them.

      “How are we supposed to defend our shores against the Russians without our armed forces?”

      “Please, everyone, let me finish,” replied Sarge. “First of all, through our usual means of communication with Putin and the Chinese, we have prevented any immediate threat to the nation from outsiders. Despite the President’s inaction on this issue, we have effectively put the world on notice not to take advantage of our brief moment of weakness.”

      “That’s good to hear,” said Endicott, “but where did all of our soldiers go?”

      “Sir, many of them are with us or like-minded patriots around the country. For years, libertarian-minded thinkers, tea party activists, and self-reliant individuals became painted with a broad brush as domestic extremists and terrorists. In fact, a narrative was established in the media and liberal think tanks like the Southern Poverty Law Center that these individuals represent a clear and present danger, alluding to the doctrine allowing the government in times of national crisis to prosecute almost any citizen giving material support to enemies of the state. Material support has included verbal opposition to government policies, while enemies of the state included anyone in vocal opposition to this administration. Under martial law, that definition has broadened to include, arguably, anyone who has survived.”

      Sarge paused to take a drink of water and then surveyed the group. Sometimes he wondered if it made sense to provide all of the details to the Boston Brahmin. In the end, he determined that they were capable of taking the truth.

      “But to finish answering Mr. Endicott’s question,” added Sarge, “the soldiers who have left their posts have, in large part, joined groups like ours throughout the country. These groups are made up of organized and patriotic citizens. Some are military; most are not. They are all committed to fighting for our country.”

      Sarge decided to move on to financial matters. This was something they would all be interested in hearing.

      “World financial and commodity markets are collapsing,” said Sarge. He referred to a sheet of notes provided to him by Donald. He would continue to lean upon Donald for navigating the financial stratagems employed by Mr. Morgan. “The dollar is no longer trading on the FOREX. Hyperinflation has set in, and our Federal Reserve Notes are becoming worthless.”

      “What about gold prices?” asked Lowell. Sarge looked towards Morgan, who provided him an imperceptible nod. Okay.

      “At the time of the cyber attack, gold traded at about eleven hundred dollars an ounce. Today, it’s trading at seventy-three hundred dollars an ounce, with no end in sight.”

      Lowell and Cabot couldn’t contain their excitement with back slaps and handshakes. Sarge smiled and shook his head.

      Let’s end today’s briefing on a high note, shall we?
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        Wednesday, October 26

        4:00 p.m.

        Huntington Avenue near Northeastern University

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      The four soldiers of J-Rock’s gang remained hidden as they watched the young couple scurry past the entrance to the Northeastern University School of Law. They laid in wait as the pair—probably students of the university, based upon their backpacks bearing a crimson N—worked their way up the sidewalk from Wollaston’s Market. Each of them carried a pack full of what remained from eight weeks of looting.

      The white couple was unaware of their observers. It was still daylight, and besides, why should they worry? The United Nations troops were now patrolling the streets and providing them protection.

      The tallest of the men, nicknamed Jacko for his proficiency in carjacking, was adorned with gold jewelry boosted from prior home invasions. As a high-ranking member of the consolidated black gangs of South Boston, he was also extended the privilege of sporting the gang’s colors—a Raiders jersey. In a city which loved its hometown New England Patriots, there were not enough Raiders jerseys available to go around for the new recruits. Only senior leadership was afforded that honor.

      The other three gangbangers, relatively new hires, had not yet earned their stripes. The approaching couple provided Jacko a teachable moment for his newest protégé, fifteen-year-old Latrell, a former honor student at the Brooke Mattapan Charter School.

      “You ready to do this thing, Latrell?” asked Jacko.

      Latrell was shaking and looked nervously toward the couple as they reached the intersection. The two students hid behind an empty newspaper stand as a van roared through the intersection.

      Latrell’s dreadlocks stood in stark contrast to his soft, innocent hazel green eyes. He still proudly wore his navy blue hooded sweatshirt bearing his school’s logo. He rose from his crouch and pulled up his oversized blue jeans. It was his weight loss, and not his desire, which resulted in his looking like the stereotypical gangbanger.

      “Yeah, I’m ready, I guess,” he replied hesitantly, which earned him a slap across the back of the head from Jacko.

      “Damn right you’re ready, kid. This is your time.” Jacko handed him the thirty-two-ounce steel framing hammer.

      Latrell, hands shaking, accepted the tool-turned-murder-weapon. It still contained the bloodstains of the old Asian man one of his associates had bludgeoned to death earlier in the day. They’d stolen the man’s watch.

      Although he was visibly nervous, his heart thumped with adrenaline-fueled excitement. Jacko had introduced Latrell to the thrilling rush of crystal meth. Free drugs were considered a perk for being part of J-Rock’s crew. Methamphetamine was a white, crystal-like drug produced in hidden laboratories from amphetamines contained in over-the-counter cold remedies mixed with a variety of chemicals such as battery acid, drain cleaner, lantern fuel, and antifreeze. Despite the collapse of the power grid, the meth labs were still in full production.

      The drug user snorted meth through the nose, smoked it, or injected it with a needle. Crystal meth created a rush in which the user felt euphoric, confident and full of energy. Jacko used the drug to keep his recruits ready to do his dirty work. He provided them enough during the day to keep them high. He didn’t need his soldiers binging out of control or tweaking because they ran out of crystal meth. It was a controlled high. Mostly.

      Latrell’s drug-induced adrenaline kicked in and was in full effect. This was his final challenge before being fully accepted into J-Rock’s gang. In addition, he had learned over the past two months that killing white people would earn him extra props. He’d been given plenty of examples of how white privilege still existed, even after the collapse. Jacko showed him that it was white people who were receiving all of the food and supplies from the government.

      J-Rock’s gang had grown in numbers and began to thrive after it was given the green light by Governor O’Brien to raise hell throughout Boston. The gang expanded because it was profitable to steal, at first. But as the pickins became slim, as they say, the leaders of the unified black gangs of Dorchester, Roxbury, and Mattapan turned to another motivational tack—hate.

      Hate-filled speeches and a focus on racist rap music from artists like Common and Azealia Banks, who infamously wrote lyrics claiming the President hated white people, riled up the gang members to seek outlets for their frustrations. It became an initiation ritual for J-Rock’s gang to kill a white person. This was going to be Latrell’s rite of passage.

      Jacko looked down at his three underlings. “Now, remember this is Latrell’s turn. He takes the first hits. I don’t wanna see nobody else involved, but our job is to jump in if he can’t handle it.”

      The other three gangbangers laughed and Latrell managed a smile as well. “I don’t need no help. That white boy ain’t gonna do nothing but cry.”

      “I know you got this, kid,” started Jacko. “I tell you what, leave the white girl alone. You boys grab her. After you do your bidness, we’ll party with the white ho and have some more of this chalk. I’ll let you have at her first, after me of course.”

      Latrell nodded and gripped the claw hammer tightly in his left hand. He gave it a couple of awkward swings to indicate he was ready. “Let’s do this,” he pronounced.

      Jacko nodded and waved his new recruit toward the intersection. He emerged from the bushes alone as the young couple, blissfully unaware, turned their backs to the gang and walked east on Huntington.

      Latrell stalked his prey while Jacko and the others walked fifty feet behind him. As Latrell got closer, he could see the couple more clearly. Both were in their early twenties and appeared to be neatly dressed. Clean clothes. They’re doin’ better than us black folk.

      He then assessed the young woman. She had long blonde hair, worn straight so that it hung well past her shoulders to her waist. She was attractive and her figure was athletic. He liked blondes. Jacko had promised him a party.

      Latrell gripped the hammer and gauged the distance between himself and the couple. They were thirty feet away and wedged onto the sidewalk by the fence guarding the commuter rail stop on their left and the elevated guard rail protecting pedestrians from eastbound traffic on Huntington Avenue. The time was almost right.

      As the couple reached the midway point of this stretch, the girl glanced behind her and saw Latrell’s approach. The plan was to bury the claw end of the hammer in the guy’s back while his boys grabbed the girl. He’d beat the dude down while his boys, and the girl, watched.

      The young woman grabbed her boyfriend’s arm and picked up the pace. Latrell started running toward them and he glanced over his shoulder to see his gang brothers closing the gap. He raised the hammer and let out some type of guttural yell. The throaty sound was indiscernible, but it frightened the couple and caused them to drop their belongings. At first, they broke into a sprint up the sidewalk, which turned into a run for their lives.

      “Get the white dude,” shouted Jacko as he and the other two men were almost upon them. “We’ll take care of the ho for you!”

      Latrell focused his attention on the guy, who lost his footing and stumbled in his effort to observe his attackers. This brief slip caused the couple to slow, and Latrell was nearly upon them. His heart was pounding. He thought he could fly. He had reached the shoulder, the highest level of the methamphetamine-fueled rush. Die, white boy!

      As the final few feet between them closed, Latrell raised the claw hammer over his head and swung at the man, but …
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        Wednesday, October 26

        4:09 p.m.

        Rooftop of the New England Conservatory

        Huntington Avenue near Northeastern University

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      One shot, one kill.

      The crack of the sniper’s rifle reverberated off the canyon walls of the buildings flanking Huntington Avenue. The .308 round penetrated and exploded within the target’s chest, immediately stopping his forward momentum with a clothesline effect.

      He quickly loaded another round into the chamber of his standard Gladius .308 rifle, although it was far from standard. The bolt-action tack driver was his favorite post-service rifle. His muscular right arm, bearing a tattoo which read 1S1K, effortlessly operated the bolt and readied another round.

      Two of the attackers stopped, but one continued toward the young girl. The expert killer took a deep breath and focused on his next target through the Nightforce scope. In daylight or properly set up, it would’ve been an easy shot. But with darkness limiting his scope’s range, he ran the risk of being less accurate.

      He exhaled and gently squeezed the trigger of the powerful rifle.

      CRACK!

      “Hit,” he muttered to himself, continuing to look through his scope at the remaining assailants.

      Two shots, two kills.

      Real time stands still for the sniper, but the mind races at lightning speed. His mind always found its way back to a mountain ridge high above that village in Afghanistan. He and his spotter, a young guy nicknamed Eagle Eyes, had been dropped off the night before by a Chinook helicopter. They made camp several klicks away from their position before getting set up in the early morning hours.

      Eagle Eyes earned his nickname when the members of his scout sniper unit found out he had been an editorial intern for Random House books. He was also deadly accurate at the game of darts. His combination of attention to detail and a good eye made him an excellent spotter for a scout sniper.

      The sniper team wore heavy ghillie suits designed to obscure their position. Together with strategically placed vegetation, the suits made them nearly undetectable to the enemy, and their target. The team spent a considerable amount of time customizing their ghillies. There was always the potential of spending long hours or even days in these outfits as they waited for the perfect opportunity to complete their mission. A bureaucrat’s idea of a one-size-fits-all suit wasn’t acceptable. Their lives depended upon comfort and concealment.

      He and Eagle Eyes had determined the optimal position that provided the best line of sight to their target. Based upon the intelligence report they received, their mark would exit a mosque in the center of town. Once they reached the top of the hill overlooking the village, they hit the ground and crawled into position. The extra layer of canvas on the front of their suits provided a cushion from the hard rock and dried brush typical of the Afghan landscape.

      Eagle Eyes checked his watch and announced that they should get ready. The team completed their range card and made the necessary adjustments. Then they turned their attention to the village. He observed the dusty streets through the eight-magnitude Nightforce scope mounted on his beloved .300 Winchester rifle.

      “Overseer in position,” Eagle Eyes reported over the comms as he searched for their target through his finder. The team was far enough away from the village that their shot would reverberate through the valley below them, helping shroud their location.

      Several groups of men began to emerge from the mosque. Briefly, they congregated not far from the entrance and then began to slowly drift away.

      The sniper team undertook this mission without the benefit of a drone flying overhead. This was a high-value target and command didn’t want the Taliban leader to go back into hiding in a cave somewhere.

      Eagle Eyes found their target. He announced this into his comms for the benefit of the interested eyes and ears in safer parts of the world.

      “Target identified, sector B, right forty, add fifty.”

      Eagle Eyes continued. “Single target, light-colored khet partug and Peshawari cap, smoking cigarette.”

      The sniper shifted slightly, the ground crunching underneath him. He sought out the target through his scope. There!

      “Roger, single target, light-colored Afghan clothing,” repeated Eagle Eyes as he looked through his spotter scope.

      “Repeat, target identified. I have two mils crotch to head, confirmed!” the sniper exclaimed.

      “Roger, two mils crotch to head, dial five hundred on your weapon.”

      He made the adjustments called for by Eagle Eyes and confirmed it back to him. Eagle Eyes continued. “Wind left to right, four miles per hour, hold one-eighth mil to the left.” He made the final setting, dialing it in with precision.

      The factory setting on the Remington trigger was tuned to two pounds, which was a fairly light pull compared to others in his unit. When he was a boy, his dad taught him to respect the gun. Don’t jerk it when you fire. He became accustomed to a light trigger that didn’t offer any resistance.

      Ready. Set. Squeeze. Boom.

      The recoil hammered the folding stock into his shoulder. The ground vibrated beneath him. The feeling was exhilarating, powerful.

      The long-range, high-velocity round left a slight vapor trail as it flew through the air, creating a distortion.

      “Hit. Center mass, stand by,” said Eagle Eyes. The target collapsed in a heap, generating a smile from the duo.

      Then a young boy, not more than nine years old, who was concealed behind the target, stood stunned, dumbfounded. Blood poured out of his mouth as he attempted to reach for his throat, which was punctured by a bullet fragment that passed through the target’s body. His empty eyes looked in their direction before he fell to the earth, convulsing. He held the boy in his sights for a few seconds before Eagle Eyes pried him away.

      It was his first and second kill.

      In his debrief, he was told the boy’s death was collateral damage, a casualty of war. He was ordered to shake it off. He would never forget that child twitching in the dirt next to his dead father.

      A shriek coupled with the sound of gunfire brought him back to the present. During his brief moment away, the other two thugs could have escaped, but they didn’t. Oh no, they were stupid. One of the men ripped a handgun from his waist and began firing wildly in the air. He never had a chance to identify the hidden lair of the sniper.

      CRACK! The sound was deafening in the still of the approaching darkness.

      Three shots, three kills.

      Finally, the fourth man got the message and hurdled over the barrier. He crossed Huntington Avenue into an alley, and he was gone.

      He finally exhaled, relieving the tension. Three lifeless bodies bled out on the sidewalk. No cars. No trains. No bustling students scurrying off to their next destination. Only a cool gust of wind washed across his body. Then he heard it, faintly, but noticeable.

      A woman’s voice.

      “Thank you!”

      Now, that was a first.
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        Thursday, October 27

        4:00 p.m.

        630 Washington Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Katie and Steven made idle conversation with some of the more familiar members of the Mechanics before the meeting got started. This was the last time the unit leaders would gather in this location. Because of the increased presence of UN troop patrols, they didn’t want to be caught returning to the same location repeatedly.

      Steven, with Katie’s assistance, divided the city into logical sections. A unit leader was assigned to each section based upon their familiarity and ties to the neighborhood. Local knowledge provided the Mechanics a significant advantage over O’Brien’s people. This was a critical advantage when fighting an insurgent war.

      “Gentlemen, let’s get started,” said Steven. “First, let me reiterate that this will be our last meeting here. I’ve gotten together with all of our unit leaders and you know your territories. Our ability to communicate is solid. Face-to-face meetings, especially in the same location, are just too risky. If it becomes necessary for all of us to plan a major operation, we’ll rotate to another place.”

      The leaders of the Mechanics mumbled between themselves as they nodded in agreement. Almost all of them wore some type of jacket or headgear that bore the stitched patch of the Rebellious Flag. It was the closest thing they had to a uniform, but it was symbolic of the modern patriot movement they were proud to be a part of.

      “Does anybody have any questions about their neighborhood assignments?” asked Steven.

      A hand came up from the rear and a stout ex-grunt approached the front of the room. “We haven’t seen Sarge at our last few meetings. He’s been a real inspiration to us. Is he okay?” Several voices in the room could be heard agreeing that the question was valid.

      Katie bristled. Assert yourself, Steven. These are your men.

      Steven snapped back, “Sarge has a lot on his plate, as do we. I’ve got a ton of experience in black ops, and he doesn’t.”

      The former Army infantryman backed off the question. “I didn’t suggest anything by that, sir. Some of us were wondering, that’s all.”

      Steven took a breath and continued. “Listen, Sarge is my brother. We took different paths growing up. When we were kids, he was winning spelling bees while I was sailing a skiff around the Charles. He went to college to become a brainiac. I went to college to learn how to destroy things. We’re about to enter the blowing-everything-up phase of our resistance. I’m better suited for this.”

      Steven took some time to relay events from around the country. The men seemed to be motivated by the fact that other parts of the country were experiencing success in their insurgent operations. They covered what had been working against the UN roadblocks and established a neighborhood warning system for when door-to-door searches were imminent.

      Finally, they discussed recruiting, and several new faces were introduced. Because this was the last meeting at the former site of the Liberty Tree and no specific ops were to be discussed, Steven had allowed unit leaders to bring some of their prized new recruits.

      “Why don’t some of the new guys come forward, introduce yourselves, and tell us what you did before the collapse,” said Steven.

      One portly fellow stepped forward and introduced himself. “My name is Isaac Grant, and I was a delivery driver for a meat packin’ company. Now I’m packin’ heat.”

      The group laughed as Steven nodded his head in approval. Humor was good.

      “I remember you. Weren’t you one of the drivers on the Food Bank job?”

      “I was,” he replied.

      “Well done. Who else?”

      Another man stepped forward. He was thin, balding, and spoke like he had a mouthful of nails. “My name is Rory Elkins. I was an audio-visual security enhancement specialist.”

      “A what? A TV repairman?” The room burst into laughter. Steven laughed, but he didn’t wait for a response. “Oh, sorry, you were being serious.”
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        Friday, October 28

        10:00 a.m.

        1PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      The post-collapse operation envisioned by the Loyal Nine was in full swing. Like any plan, there were improvised revisions. Plan A was only the first letter of the alphabet; there were another twenty-five options waiting in the wings. It was the Scottish poet Robert Burns who wrote the best-laid plans of mice and men often go awry. The same principle applied to their meticulously conceived preparedness plans.

      One of the most important aspects of their plan was communications and information gathering. Julia had won a Marconi Award for the development of the Boston Herald Radio Network. It was hailed as a brilliant solution to a dying form of media—the printed newspaper.

      Building upon her success, Julia’s thoughts turned toward the possibility of a catastrophic collapse event, like last month’s cyber attack, which could collapse the nation’s power grid and its complex interconnected communications system.

      Julia’s forethought provided the Loyal Nine the ability to gather information, monitor government transmissions, and broadcast to ham radio operators and AM band listeners across the globe. She was dialed into information resources and like-minded patriots.

      She first unveiled the Digital Carrier Pigeon to their group in April. It achieved several goals. First, it helped satisfy a basic characteristic of human nature—the quest for knowledge. In the first few moments following the cyber attack, Americans turned to their smartphones for answers. Millions of calls were initiated, text messages sent, and attempts to download web pages were astronomical. The inability to access these basic functions of an advanced society caused a panic, resulting in societal collapse. Within hours!

      As the chaos subsided, America looked for answers, and then hope. The government provided the nation little of either. While communications initiated by the administration were frequent, they were primarily dictates and directives. There wasn’t a single broadcast offering solutions for those trying to survive. Nor were there any ideas advanced to restoring America to its former greatness envisioned by the Founding Fathers.

      Tonight, as part of a broader plan, Sarge would begin broadcasting a weekly address to the nation. It would contain a message of hope and renewal. It would call on like-minded patriots to band together for the good of the country.

      “Thanks, everybody, for making your way out here today,” started Sarge. He looked at Steven. “I realize the UN forces have clamped down on routes in and out of the city.”

      Steven scooted Donald over on the love seat so that he could sit. “Hi, DQ!” He promptly put his arm around Donald’s shoulder and started messing with his hair.

      Donald swatted it off and said, “Get your manly arms off me!”

      Steven laughed and removed his arm. He continued. “We’ve created our own ways of ingress and egress,” said Steven. “It’s a little bit over the river and through the woods, but it works when necessary.”

      Sarge turned to Brad and asked, “Any more activity at Fort Devens?”

      “Nothing major,” he replied. “They are watching us. We take precautions when we head this way, but we’d be naïve to think that Prescott Peninsula wasn’t on O’Brien’s radar.”

      Sarge held a set of rolled-up maps, which he used as a pointer. A four-foot-by-six-foot combination blackboard and corkboard on wheels stood patiently behind him. He got down to business.

      “This will be the last group meeting for a while,” said Sarge. He was standing in the center of the group and approached the board. “Steven has effectively aggravated the UN contingent. For the past week, they’ve set up roadblocks and focused on curfew violators. This has been more of a law enforcement function. They are now searching house-to-house, but the extensive network established by the Mechanics allows the residents to stay one step ahead.”

      “And, I might add, our insurgent activities keep them on their heels,” said Steven. “They are trained to be a peacekeeping, reactionary force. We’re giving them what they want.”

      “Tell us some of the tactics that have proven successful,” interjected Sarge. “We will try to share our experiences with others around the country via the Pigeon.”

      “The what?” asked Katie, who stood behind the love seat with her arms crossed.

      “Julia’s Digital Carrier Pigeon network,” replied Susan. “We found that to be a mouthful, so we settled on the Pigeon.”

      Katie shrugged, indifferent.

      Steven continued. “We are undertaking a plan in the city that frustrates the Citizen Corps while gaining favor with the locals. It seems to be working.”

      “Give us some examples,” said Julia.

      “We’ve conducted a variety of surprise attacks on individual groups of UN troops, installations and roadblocks. We plant IEDs in homes that are raided by the UN. The element of surprise is critical.”

      “Believe it or not, Steven and I have studied this in college,” said Katie dryly. “We learned from the Viet Cong.”

      “Nice.” Brad laughed.

      “Well, I mean we followed their blueprint for establishing political and military wings during the Vietnam War,” she added. “We can thwart the enemy and receive the loyalty of the residents at the same time.”

      Steven continued. “By dividing the city into manageable parts, we’ve been able to establish an organizational structure and defined lines of communications. Each neighborhood has its own administration, security, and recovery sections.”

      “Government was intended to be based upon a pyramid structure,” added Sarge. “Local governments are closest to their communities. They know their neighbors and what their needs are. As you go higher up the pyramid—county, state and then federal—the impact on our lives should diminish.”

      “The pyramid has been turned upside down in our country,” said Donald.

      “That’s right, Donald,” said Sarge. “By focusing on neighborhoods and local communities first, we can build on these successes and apply this principle regionally and then nationwide.”

      “What about the gang threat?” asked Brad.

      “We have effectively chased the rats back into their nest,” replied Steven. “Between our increased sniper activity and foot patrols, J-Rock and his buddies have stayed out of our way.”

      “And the MS-13?”

      “My new friend, the White Devil, has driven them back to East Boston, Hell, I had to call him back because the Asians wanted to invade the Easties. Besides, I’ve got plans for his crew.”

      “What is it?” asked Brad.

      “We’ve been capturing some of the UN soldiers,” replied Steven. “We strip them of their gear and uniforms. After some interrogation, we drop their naked asses off in the middle of the city to find their way back to the Seaport.”

      “Hilarious!” shouted Brad.

      “Yeah. A large part of the UN force is of Asian descent. We’ve been using the Asian gang members to infiltrate their ranks and gather intel.”

      “Well done, Steven,” said Sarge. “This keeps Chinatown involved in a big way. The idea behind classic guerilla warfare is to keep the people emotionally tied to your movement. Conventional warfare focuses on territory gained and casualty counts. The insurgent movement led by the Mechanics is gauged by the support of the population. As long as we can provide them, or assist them in producing, food, clean water, shelter, and other necessities, we will win their loyalty.”

      “What’s the big picture?” asked Katie.

      Sarge pushed his sleeves up and replied, “The biggest mistake a movement or insurgency operation can make is alienating the population. Once you alienate the population, you’re finished. I believe the administration, through its heavy-handed approach, has lost the support of the American people.”

      “I can say this, from an armed forces perspective,” interjected Brad, “morale couldn’t be lower. Those soldiers who’ve stayed on post are doing it out of a sense of duty and honor or, in rare cases, opportunism. In some regions, the military is conducting the same types of functions as the UN is in our region. The bad apples in the military are taking advantage of their newfound power for personal profit and gain.”

      Sarge moved to the corkboard and pinned up his first map. It revealed the regional headquarters of the Citizen Corps governors.
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      “Similar to what we discussed a few moments ago, we need to establish a national game plan,” said Sarge. “This is a map indicating the divisions of the country established by the Citizen Corps. Typical of a government bureaucracy, it is divided by state lines, not like-minded people.”

      Sarge paused to allow the group to study the ten regions created by the President. A large red dot depicted Washington, D.C., as the headquarters. He directed everyone’s attention to this point first, using his rolled-up maps.

      “Washington, as our capital, was originally envisioned as the headquarters of the Citizen Corps. That’s not gonna happen. The city has descended into anarchy.”

      “But we saw them secure the city early on,” said Katie.

      “Scary fast, in fact,” added Steven.

      “From the reports we’re receiving, a large part of D.C.’s population fled as riots broke out,” said Julia. “The government was effective in preventing an influx of people, but they couldn’t control the population that lived there. Government buildings were overrun and razed. It’s a war zone reminiscent of Georgia and Estonia.”

      Sarge brought their attention back to the map. “Region IV, which encompasses the Deep South, has enjoyed the greatest success. Its state’s governors have taken control and reestablished their legislatures and governments. Brad can confirm that the military in this region has backed the state governor’s efforts.”

      “We’ve talked about Region IV previously, something about the Confederacy,” said Susan.

      “That’s right,” said Sarge. “Citizen Corps Governor Cooper, a Tennessean, refused to obey some of the more onerous directives from the President, and he was replaced. That, coupled with an ill-conceived raid on homes outside of Atlanta, resulted in a coup of sorts. Patriots came from five states, banded together, and ran the Citizen Corps out of town. The entire southeast region is now preparing to govern itself.”

      “That’s great news!” exclaimed J.J., who had remained silent thus far.

      “It is, but there is still uncertainty,” said Sarge. “There isn’t a coordinated effort among the states. The ejection of the Citizen Corps and takeover by local governments is in its infancy. But their effort does bolster my hope that this can be duplicated. Fellow patriots are moving into other regions of greater Appalachia, which includes Oklahoma, Virginia, Missouri and the lower parts of Indiana, Illinois, and Ohio. They are prepared to take the fight to the Citizen Corps as well.”

      “We’re winning,” said Steven.

      “Yes, in some parts of the country, we are,” said Sarge. “It’s time for us to win our own neck of the woods, and then we’ll assist and advise others. The battle will begin here, in Boston, where it started two hundred and fifty years ago.”

      Sarge circled the city with his fingers. Then he added, “Choose freedom is more than a slogan. It will become a nationwide political movement.”
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        Friday, October 28

        8:00 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      On this date in 1787, a series of eighty-five essays were published in the New York Independent newspaper under the pen name Publius. The authors, including Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and the first chief justice of the United States, John Jay, set out to promote the ratification of the Constitution by providing a comprehensive and cogent explanation of the nation’s most sacred document. It was a series of both practical and philosophical dissertations.

      Sarge scrolled through The Federalist Papers, which Donald had downloaded onto a spare iPad. He had read the essays many times and incorporated their principles into his lectures and his bestselling book, Choose Freedom or Capitulation, America’s Sovereignty Crisis. Concepts of limited government, separation of powers, and the freedoms enumerated within the Bill of Rights were all addressed in these documents.

      Tonight, Sarge would incorporate some of these precepts in his first address to the nation via the Pigeon. This was an opportunity to raise Americans’ aspirations beyond survival or avoidance of oppression. He wanted to encourage them to bind together and return to the principles espoused by the Founding Fathers.

      He settled before the microphone, waiting for Julia’s signal. She had announced the speech to her vast network of patriotic groups across the country during the week. There was no way to know how many people would be reached via ham radio and across the AM band. It was a start that hopefully would grow legs each week. At eight o’clock, Sarge began.

      “My friends, my name is not important, but what I have to say is. Like you, I am an ordinary American who has survived the deliberate terrorist attack upon our nation. Like you, I have experienced death among my friends and family. And like you, I’ve survived.

      “I’m coming to you as an American who foresees a bigger threat—a threat that seeks to take our freedoms under the pretense of protection and recovery. While the attack on our nation has shaken our resolve, it has not broken our freedom-loving spirit. While the attack has prompted a suspension of our Constitutional rights, it has not permanently taken them away.

      “In the aftermath of this vicious attack, our President responded by implementing certain emergency responses and executive actions. I want to believe that our government’s response had our nation’s best interests in mind. However, rather than focusing on helping our injured or taking efforts to protect us in our homes, our government sought to gut our Second Amendment by confiscating our weapons.

      “Rather than marshaling its recovery assets across the country, our government used the attack as an opportunity to level the playing field and right perceived social injustices. The President is picking and choosing who receives aid and who gets power restored based upon political alliances.

      “Rather than rebuilding our communities from the ground up, our government has undertaken to impose its oppressive controls from the top down.

      “My friends, America has stood down enemies before, from both within our shores and around the world. It’s now time to address the enemy within.

      “Tonight, I’m calling on my fellow patriots, freedom-loving Americans who value the sacrifices made by our Founding Fathers, to join me in saying enough is enough. Seek out like-minded friends and neighbors. Work together to stop the exercise of absolute power that has been employed pursuant to the Declaration of Martial Law.

      “Together, we can stand up to tyranny. We can bring our nation back to its former greatness. We can restore the freedoms granted under the Constitution.”

      Sarge paused, caught his breath, and looked at Julia for support.

      “I want to add the words of Thomas Jefferson. Experience has shown that even under the best forms of government, those entrusted with power have, in time, perverted it into tyranny.

      “I will conclude with this. When given the choice between tyranny and freedom, my friends, I ask you to choose freedom!”

      And with that first anonymous address to the nation, the political career of Henry Winthrop Sargent IV was born, as was the nationwide political movement with the rally cry choose freedom.

      Sarge also unknowingly became a fugitive from justice.
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        Saturday, October 29

        10:12 a.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “I think you nailed it last night, Sarge,” said Donald as he sipped his second cup of coffee. The raid on the Food Bank allowed for an extra cup now and then. The spoils of war.

      “I hope so,” said Sarge. “Julia has been monitoring global news networks through the Hughes Gen4 Internet, and supporters abroad are cheering. I hope those cheers translate to support and action here.”

      “How long will you have to remain anonymous?”

      “We need to gauge the government’s response. If drones start buzzing overhead, we’ll know we’ve got trouble. Besides, I want the movement to center on the message, not the messenger.”

      “Choose freedom,” said Donald.

      “Exactly.”

      Mr. and Mrs. Lowell began to approach them when shrieks came from near the boat launch. Susan’s cries for help grabbed everyone’s attention.

      “The girls!” shouted Donald as he broke out into a run so fast that he stumbled over a loose branch and rolled down the hill toward the path before he struck a log.

      “C’mon,” yelled Sarge as he passed Donald, who quickly regained his footing. There were more cries for help from Susan.

      “Mommy, it hurts,” cried Penny as the two men got closer to the boat launch clearing.

      “Susan!” shouted Donald. “We’re coming, honey!”

      “Hurry!”

      They entered the clearing and found Penny sitting on the ground with Susan hovering over her. One of the Marines stood nearby, wiping blood off his knife.

      “What happened?” asked Donald.

      “Snakebite. It’s bad.”

      Donald leaned down and took Penny’s face in his hands. “Try to stay calm, baby. I need you to relax, okay.”

      Sarge ran over to the Marine and found the source of the blood. A three-foot-long timber rattlesnake, now cut into three pieces, was still writhing on the pine needle floor of the woods.

      “Are you sure this is the snake?” asked Sarge.

      “I believe so, sir,” he replied. “I was standing watch by the dock when the little girl screamed. I ran up the bank and found the snake working its way to those fallen trees. I cut off its head and then sliced its torso in half. There’s the head.”

      The snake had a rough-skinned appearance that contained dark brown cross bands. The rattlers broad, triangular head was unmistakable. This was a venomous pit viper. Penny was in trouble.

      “It burns, Daddy!”

      “Donald, her leg is swelling up.”

      “Daddy, it hurts and my mouth tastes funny, like quarters and dimes.” Penny was trying to flex her leg as it became tighter.

      Donald had to calm her down. Stress increased the flow of blood, which would speed the process of sending venom throughout her tiny body.

      “Okay, my little punkin’, I know it hurts. But you have to be still and stay calm. We’ll get Uncle J.J. to fix you right up.”

      Donald turned his attention to Sarge. “Hey, get J.J. ready. I’m gonna carry her up to 1PP.”

      “Okay,” said Sarge before he ran through the woods.

      “Penny, honey, I’m going to gently pick you up. I want you to wrap your arms around my neck and your legs around my waist. Can you do that?”

      “I’m sorry, Daddy. I didn’t see it on the log.”

      Donald wiped her tears away and gave Susan a reassuring smile. He hoisted his daughter up and moved quickly up the path. A crowd had developed at the clearing, but they quickly gave way as Donald ran up the slight incline.

      J.J. was waiting for them on the front porch. “We’re ready, Donald. Penny, let’s get you inside and fixed up, okay?”

      Penny didn’t respond as she held her father’s neck tight. Inside J.J.’s medical room, Donald sat her on the examination table, which was propped upright like a dental chair.

      “We need to keep the bite below the level of her heart,” said J.J.

      Susan entered the room. “Let me help!”

      J.J. looked at Donald for assistance as he prepared a soapy water solution using antibacterial soap. He began wiping the area around the bite wound.

      Donald tried to calm Susan. “Honey, you’re pretty emotional. Abbie is right outside. Let her handle this with J.J.”

      “No way!” Susan bulled her way into the room and immediately brushed the hair out of Penny’s face.

      “Okay, Susan. While I’m doing this, create a diluted iodine solution.”

      “How much of each?” she asked.

      “Half and half, until the dilution is iced-tea color. We’ll flush the wound several times and then rinse it well with clean water. This will help remove any venom that isn’t deep in the wound.”

      J.J. nudged his way past Donald to a cabinet opposite the room. He emptied a shelf of its compression bandages. He also grabbed a tube of Neosporin.

      Penny began to cry again and wiggle in the chair. Donald moved to comfort her.

      First, he pulled a Sharpie out of a drawer and drew a circle around the bite. J.J. applied the antibiotic ointment, and then he systematically wrapped the compression bandages around her leg as if he were treating an orthopedic injury.

      “Bandaging begins two to four inches above the bite, winds around and then back down and past the wound. We have to be careful to avoid overtightening. This would cause her to reflexively move her leg and cause the venom to spread.”

      “J.J., chopper?” asked Brad through the doorway.

      Donald answered for him. “Yes.”

      Brad didn’t move. The Loyal Nine had an unspoken rule—don’t let an emotional decision overcome the best decision.

      After thinking for a moment, J.J. responded, “Yes, get the chopper ready. We’ll go to Mass General.”

      “One more thing,” started Brad. “While we’re being exposed, do you need to check out Mr. Morgan? Might as well get our money’s worth from this hospital visit.”

      “Good idea,” replied J.J. “Would you mind getting Abbie and her dad together?”

      “On it,” said Brad as he spun and headed toward the front door.

      J.J. continued to wrap Penny’s leg, going further up the leg than he might for other types of injuries.

      “Doesn’t she need a shot or something?” asked Susan.

      “How much does she weigh, roughly?” asked J.J.

      “Around eighty-five pounds.”

      “Listen, the dosage of antivenin is tricky with children. I have a one-hundred-milliliter adult dose I can give her initially, but some tests need to be run at the hospital to determine follow-up doses.”

      J.J. administered the shot and put a Mickey Mouse Band-Aid on the spot. He checked her pulse and blood pressure. He also checked her for a fever.

      Brad returned and announced that the Sikorsky was ready.

      Donald approached him and whispered, “What about security?”

      “I’ve got Shore and three of my best men,” replied Brad, putting his hands on Donald’s shoulders. “Sarge and Julia will hitch a ride as well. Your girls will be in good hands, I promise.”

      Donald turned to Susan and gave her a hug. Her eyes welled up with tears.

      “She’s so small, Donald. I should never have let this happen to her.”

      “Honey, don’t worry. We live in the woods now. These things happen. J.J. will be with you. Sarge and Julia will be there also. It will be safe, and Penny will be okay.” Donald looked into J.J.’s eyes for reassurance. He didn’t want to make hollow promises, but J.J.’s smile confirmed his hopes. Venomous snake bites could be deadly especially for a young child. But Penny was treated within minutes of the bite, giving her a far better chance than others. A few hundred dollars’ worth of antivenin courtesy of the family’s vet probably saved his daughter’s life.

      Susan nodded and sniffled. “I love you.”

      Donald kissed his daughter on the cheek, and she managed a smile. “You get to ride with Mommy on a helicopter. J.J. will be there with you too.”

      “Is Becca going too?”

      “No, she’ll stay here and keep me company.”

      “Ha-ha. Stuck like chuck.”
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        Saturday, October 29

        8:26 p.m.

        99 High Street Rooftop

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Ineffectual. Unproductive. Insufficient.

      The words seared through O’Brien’s brain. Earlier in the day, a courier had delivered his thirty-day performance review. Compiled by the staff of DHS, O’Brien received overall poor reviews. The report concluded that he failed to achieve the minimum requirements of knowledge, skills, abilities, and behaviors required for an individual to perform the role and occupational function to which he or she was assigned.

      “Really? Well, screw you!” he screamed as he threw an empty glass of bourbon thirty-three floors to its death.

      The rooftop access door closed and La Rue approached him cautiously. It was pitch black on the roof except for the glow of lights coming from the UN encampment at the Seaport.

      “What’s got you riled up?” asked La Rue, who poured himself a drink. Before he took a swig, he noticed O’Brien wasn’t drinking. “Are you not havin’ one, Jim?”

      “Yeah, I mean, I just threw the damn thing overboard, along with the rest of my new career,” replied O’Brien.

      La Rue walked around the table and handed his old friend the glass. He topped it off.

      “I know things have been rough goin’, but we’re just getting started with the UN boys. There has been some progress.”

      “Apparently not enough progress to satisfy those bureaucratic idiots in Washington or Hawaii,” said O’Brien. “They gave me some kind of performance eval that pretty much calls me incompetent.”

      “That’s pretty ballsy considering you’re up here bustin’ your ass to keep it together. At least you’re on the job. That guy in Atlanta tucked tail and ran back to Tennessee. There is no Citizen Corps in the southeast.”

      “That’s true,” said O’Brien, as he began to feel better. “Hell, there isn’t a Citizen Corps in D.C. either because there isn’t a D.C. The place has been ravaged by their own.”

      La Rue reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a handful of tube-sealed Romeo y Julieta cigars. He handed them to O’Brien, who greedily accepted them. He fired up his lighter to read the label.

      “Wait, these are Cubans,” he said.

      “That’s right, boss. Some of my guys found them in a humidor at this place they hit on Chestnut Street. Liquor too. I had them deliver the boxes to your office a few minutes ago.”

      O’Brien lit up the woodsy cigar and took in the aroma. He relaxed as he savored the spoils of victory. Things are looking up.

      He let out a deep breath and downed half the glass of bourbon.

      “I need a win, Marion,” he started. “I’ve been at this for nearly eight weeks, and all I have to show for it is an army of misfits and now, thanks to you, a resupply of cigars and whiskey.”

      “What else is there?” La Rue laughed.

      “I wouldn’t mind gettin’ laid,” replied O’Brien.

      “Why didn’t you say so?” asked La Rue, who lit up a Marlboro. “There are plenty of young girls out there who will work for food, if you know what I mean.”

      “Great, just what I need, a hooker.”

      “No, seriously, it’s not like that. They call it bartering. People are doing whatever they have to do for survival.”

      “Well, no, thanks,” said O’Brien. “At least not right now anyway.”

      The men remained silent, taking in the night air. O’Brien refilled his glass and then La Rue took a swig out of the bottle. They returned to the roof’s edge and looked at the spectacle below.

      “Look at ’em,” said O’Brien, shaking his head. “What do they do all day?”

      “Believe it or not, they are gaining control of large parts of the city,” replied La Rue. “Their roadblocks are effectively cutting down on traffic in and out of Boston. Anyone who leaves must pay a toll of sorts. They have to give up their weapons, food, and valuables. In exchange, they get to pass and stay alive. If they resist, their stuff is taken anyway and they get their asses beat.”

      “That’s all well and good, but what do we get out of that? I don’t see Zhang delivering any boxes of goodies.”

      “Letting them have a little taste is serving a purpose,” replied La Rue. “It’s buying us time to get our own force together. I’ve recruited some good people, and they’re not gangbangers.”

      “That’s good, but we need our boys out of Fort Devens,” said O’Brien. “I want Zhang to attack Bradlee now!”

      O’Brien saw Brad as the cause of his problems. He’d put too much trust in him initially, and that set him back a month. Now, because of Brad, the administration was up his ass. There had to be a way to turn things around.

      “Order him to do it.”

      “What?”

      “Lie. Tell him you received orders from the President to storm Fort Devens, release our prisoners, and take the base over.”

      Why not? “We’ve got the numbers and probably equal firepower. Let’s strike directly at the heart of the beast, which is that smug colonel and his beloved Fort Devens.”

      “Now you’re talkin’,” said La Rue. “Let me tell you something else that might help you gain favor with the President.”

      “What’s that?” asked O’Brien, now fully relaxed as he enjoyed his cigar. He gestured for La Rue to proceed.

      “I was at Mass General today, following up on a tip from one of my boys who got stitched up. He’s sharing a room with a guy recovering from the gas line explosion. The guy, a professor, claims he knows about the cyber attack.”

      “We all know about it; look around us,” interrupted O’Brien.

      “What I was gonna say is the guy may have been involved somehow. I went to the hospital today to visit my man, and I spoke with this professor today.”

      “Did he tell you anything?”

      “He was hesitant, even scared,” replied La Rue. “Jim, I’ve made a living out of reading people and encouraging them to see things my way. This guy knows something, but he wasn’t gonna reveal it to strangers.”

      O’Brien perked up. This could make a difference on his next evaluation. “Bring him in to talk to me. Surely he’ll spill what he knows to his governor.”

      “He can’t really be moved right now. The explosion messed him up pretty bad. But I’m keeping my man in place even though he’s scheduled to be released tomorrow. I want this professor to be monitored and protected. We’ll become his new best friends.”

      “Outstanding, Marion. I’ll tell Pearson tomorrow and let that snitch report this back to the President’s people. Maybe my performance will be appreciated then.”

      “Jim, can you hold off on that? This professor may be our golden parachute. This President and his do-boys in Hawaii won’t appreciate what you’ve done for them. Let’s hold onto this information in case we need it as leverage or a larger payout in the event he leads us to somebody, or something, even bigger.”

      “That makes sense,” said O’Brien. “Now, enough business. Let’s talk some more about this barter thing the ladies are embracing.”

      “Almost done, Jim. There’s one more thing.”

      “C’mon, what else?” asked O’Brien as he walked to a roof scupper and peed into the downspout.

      “While I was at the hospital, a helicopter arrived with a number of passengers onboard,” replied La Rue.

      “Was it military?” asked O’Brien as he zipped up his pants.

      “No, it was private, and it was big. It looked like it could’ve been owned by Trump or someone like him.”

      “So what’s the deal?”

      “Apparently, a little girl got bit by a rattlesnake,” La Rue replied. “They brought her in for those anti-venom shots. There was also an old man who was checked out for a stroke.”

      “Any names?” asked O’Brien.

      “Nothing at all. The doctors and staff were tight-lipped. The two patients were placed in a recovery room at the end of the floor I was on. They had their own armed security guarding the hallway. I caught a glimpse of them as I left the professor’s room today.”

      “Whaddya make of it?”

      “It could be nothing, except for the fact that there is obviously some money behind the whole thing—a big chopper, special privileges, private security. It’s worth watching.”

      O’Brien considered his options. He could always use a helicopter for himself, especially since someone shot down his UN choppers.

      “Tell you what, Marion. You get me the N-number off that chopper. I’ll have Pearson run it through the FAA Registry. We’ll find out a little more about our mystery guests.”
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        Sunday, October 30

        11:08 a.m.

        Citizen Corps Region I, Office of the Governor

        99 High Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      O’Brien and Pearson leaned over the conference table in the offices of the Citizen Corps and studied the maps provided to them by Zhang. The UN commander stood quietly to the side while the two men soaked in the information. Pearson spoke first.

      “If I understand this correctly, the areas indicated by the light blue crosshatched markings are wholly within your control. Is that right, sir?”

      “Affirmative,” he replied. “Each day, we expand the grid outward from the center point, which is indicated by the red star. Our focus has been the residential areas to the south and southwest. Moving through populated areas first enables us to flush out the opposition and to accomplish our goals of gun confiscation.”

      O’Brien stood up and turned his attention to Zhang. “How’s that coming along?”

      “I am pleased,” said Zhang. “We have confiscated over one thousand guns and many more thousand rounds of ammunition. I have them stored securely within the confines of the Convention Center. In hindsight, confiscated and stored food should have been held there as well.”

      O’Brien bristled. He didn’t appreciate the passive-aggressive body slam. Zhang had wanted to empty the Food Bank facility and transfer the contents to the Convention Center. O’Brien refused, in part because he didn’t want to give up control over his most precious asset at the moment. The decision cost him.

      “Well, good for you, General Zhang,” commented O’Brien. Now, let’s talk about some of your failures. “What are you doing to tamp down this insurgency?”

      Zhang moved to the map and pointed out yellow highlighter markings across several arterial roads leading in and out of the city. “We’ve cut off access to the north and—” started Zhang before being interrupted by O’Brien.

      “You mean the gas pipeline explosion cut off access to the north.”

      “Yes, of course,” said Zhang. He continued. “Access to the east has also been cut off.”

      O’Brien interrupted him again. “The access has been cut off by those Chinese gangs while we stood by and watched. We don’t control those tunnels, they do.”

      He wanted the high and mighty general to realize that he wasn’t performing up to O’Brien’s performance standards. That he, too, was ineffectual and unproductive and he was making the boss look bad!

      “Continue,” said O’Brien brusquely. He glared at the map, with his hands on his hips.

      “Thus far, we have concentrated our efforts to the south towards Roxbury, Dorchester and Mattapan. These neighborhoods are being subdued.”

      O’Brien could feel the heat rise into his face. Subdued? We didn’t want those neighborhoods subdued. We wanted them to run wild in the streets! But he couldn’t admit that to Pearson and Zhang.

      “Listen up. The money is here,” shouted O’Brien, slapping his hand on top of Newton and the neighborhoods representing the western part of the city. Then he caught himself and he thought about La Rue’s words from last night. It’s buying us time to get our own force together. Let the UN subdue the poor parts of the city and save the good stuff for me.

      “I understand, Governor, but there is a logical—” started Zhang before he was interrupted.

      “Never mind, General,” said O’Brien. “Keep up the good work. Let’s talk about something more important. I’ve received a directive from the President’s office.” O’Brien ignored Pearson’s puzzled look. Any directive from the President would come through his liaison—Pearson.

      Zhang stood and looked at O’Brien. “Yes?”

      “The President has ordered us to free the prisoners located at Fort Devens and to seize the base. I am told this is of the utmost priority.”

      “What shall I do about the U.S. Marines protecting the facility?” asked Zhang.

      “Disgorge them,” replied O’Brien.

      “Disgorge? I’m not sure what you mean by—”

      “I want you to take all of your soldiers up there and kick them the hell out!”

      “But—” started Zhang before an urgent knock at the door interrupted him.

      “Come in,” said O’Brien.

      One of Zhang’s aides entered the room, holding a military telephone. He quickly approached the general. “Sir, an urgent call for you from the Braintree checkpoint,” announced the aide.

      Zhang took the phone. “Yes.” Zhang listened intently as the situation was explained to him. O’Brien and Pearson grew impatient as the one-sided conversation lingered.

      “Hold the line,” said Zhang. In Chinese, he dismissed the aide and instructed him to close the door behind him. He turned and addressed O’Brien. “We have someone entering the city claiming to be from Barnstable on Cape Cod. He identified himself as a member of your General Court—a state legislator.”

      “Why is he coming to Boston?”

      “He claims to be on official business upon orders of the governor,” replied Zhang.

      “I don’t have any need to meet with somebody from Barnstable. Did you request this, Pearson?” asked O’Brien.

      “No, sir.”

      O’Brien turned to Zhang. “Did he say anything else?”

      “Yes. When our unit at the roadblock pressed him for a letter of authorization, he claimed he did not have one. He was directed to return to Boston and the State House. He said the governor was reconvening the legislature at 9:00 a.m.”

      “Tomorrow?” asked O’Brien.

      Zhang returned to the call and asked the soldier what day he was referring to.

      “Yes, 9:00 a.m. tomorrow morning,” replied Zhang. “Shall I have him detained and brought in for questioning?”

      “Absolutely!” But as Zhang raised the phone to give further orders to his men, O’Brien reached for his arm and stopped him. “Wait.”

      O’Brien paced the floor methodically with his hands in his pockets. His back was turned to Pearson and Zhang when a smile came across his face. This is a gift from God almighty himself.

      He regained his composure and turned to Zhang.

      “No. Let him pass without further discussion,” instructed O’Brien. “In fact, tell him to have a nice day and safe travels.”

      “Sir,” Pearson began to object but stopped when O’Brien raised his hand.

      “Go ahead, General, tell them.”

      General Zhang gave the instructions and then disconnected the call. Pearson was agitated and immediately questioned O’Brien.

      “Why didn’t you detain him?” he asked.

      “No,” replied O’Brien, smiling again. He was unable to contain himself. “Why the hell not? Let them convene.”

      “But, sir, this open act of defiance would potentially undermine your tenuous authority and would not be well received by the President,” said Pearson.

      “Let them convene,” repeated O’Brien as he directed the other two men to sit at the conference table. He spun the map around and studied it. “We’ll be ready for their treasonous assembly.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sunday, October 30

        8:49 p.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Julia and Sarge were standing guard on the rooftop of 100 Beacon until their relief came at midnight. Despite Sarge’s new status as the head of the Boston Brahmin, it was difficult for him to set aside certain day-to-day responsibilities. Plus, it gave him an opportunity to be alone with Julia where they could talk.

      The two huddled under a blanket as they sat Indian-style on top of the dormant heat and air unit, which elevated them another eight feet above the rooftop. The clear skies and lack of wind would probably produce a frost, their second of the unseasonably warm fall. As always, fires were burning throughout the city. Attempts to stay warm resulted in buildings catching on fire. The charred remains became commonplace.

      Steven and Katie were going to remain at 100 Beacon full time to oversee the activities of the Mechanics. Julia and Sarge would be spending their last week here for a while. After Election Day, they would remain at 1PP permanently. It was safer for them there.

      The conversation quickly turned to Steven and Katie, who had become aloof over the last several weeks. Julia and Sarge rarely had the opportunity to talk without being overheard, so now was a good time to broach the subject.

      “I believe it stemmed from Mr. Morgan putting you into his position,” started Julia. “Over the next several days, I saw a noticeable difference in Katie’s attitude towards us. It’s easy to explain things like this away as typical jealousy.”

      Sarge sighed and gave his opinion. “I don’t have any other explanation. Steven and I have always been tight. We were brothers and partners. I never felt like either one of us considered ourselves to be superior to the other. He has his strengths, and I defer to him on certain matters. Likewise, I have my strengths. We always struck a good balance.” Sarge got quiet and shook his head. The whole thing puzzled him and he’d strained for an explanation.

      “Then you reached a higher level of success,” said Julia. “When you were handed the reins of the Boston Brahmin, you garnered the attention of the entire group. Although not by design, you were elevated above Steven. Maybe he didn’t appreciate that?”

      “I guess,” replied Sarge. “I’m not sure it is him. I think it may be Katie chirpin’ in his ear. Whenever Steven and I are together, alone, it’s like old times. But when she’s influencing him, I see a noticeable difference.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, his attitude towards me changes,” replied Sarge. “I don’t want to use a word like insubordination because we’ve never had that kind of a relationship, nor will we. It’s more like insolence.”

      “I’ve noticed this in Katie too,” said Julia. “Her behavior is more nonverbal—folded arms, sighs, and eye-rolling. I thought about confronting her, but I feel we have bigger fish to fry.”

      “I’m afraid it’s gonna build up into something hard to overcome,” said Sarge. “I can talk to him man-to-man, but I can’t compete with someone undoing our conversation.”

      “Under the circumstances we live in, it’s more than two brothers needing to work out a disagreement. In a way, both Steven and Katie are employees who have a job to do. You have to be able to give them direction and have confidence that your orders will be carried out. Do you have that right now?”

      Sarge hung his head to where his chin touched his chest. He was losing confidence in Steven. Sarge was excluded from the meetings with the leaders of the Mechanics. If it wasn’t for the interaction with the top lieutenants who lived at 100 Beacon, Sarge would have no direct involvement in their activities. Granted, he needed to be protected because of his role as head of the Boston Brahmin, but he felt like Katie and Steven were pushing him out. It had bothered him for days.

      “I don’t know, honey,” replied Sarge. “For right now, if all of this does stem from jealousy, which is the only logical explanation, I’ll have to diffuse it before the situation becomes disruptive.”

      The two sat in silence for several minutes, interrupted by the sound of an occasional gunshot or a siren. After eight weeks, Boston was largely abandoned. The UN troops were effectively instigating a mass exodus from many neighborhoods. Perhaps that was by design. Word of atrocities began to surface—executions, rapes, and theft. The Mechanics continued to grow in numbers, but there weren’t enough to take on the trained UN forces head-on. For now, the insurgent activities were the best tactic, but eventually a plan to drive the UN out of the city would have to be put into place.

      “By the way, in just forty-eight hours, HAMRs across the country have exploded with excitement over your speech Friday night,” said Julia, breaking the silence.

      “I didn’t really say much. It took all of five minutes.”

      “Don’t underestimate yourself, Sarge. People out there are starving for a leader. They crave someone who thinks like they do. They need someone who isn’t afraid to stand up for what’s right, especially against tyrants like the President and the Citizen Corps.”

      Sarge sat up and stretched his arms. “I’ve just taken the reins of what is arguably the most powerful and wealthy cartel in America, if not the world. I’m still digesting that. I have to leave this part of my life hidden while I try to convince the masses that I’m one of them and a patriot to boot.”

      “Yes. Welcome to politics. If you only could muster up a Southern drawl on command like Hillary, you’d be unstoppable.”

      “Very funny, Julia. She’s probably gonna be elected President on the eighth and this whole exercise will become moot.”

      “I don’t know about that. There hasn’t been any discussion out there about the elections. I suspect the President has something up his sleeve.”

      “Yeah, a coronation. He will anoint himself King of the Americas!”

      “Don’t laugh,” Julia said. “Would it surprise you?”

      “Nope.”

      Sarge pushed himself up and offered his hand to Julia to help her as well. “Let’s walk around so I can stretch my legs a little bit. I’m getting stiff.”

      “Old fart,” Julia laughed.

      As the two descended from the top of the HVAC unit, Julia asked, “Are you worried about tomorrow?”

      “You mean Governor Baker’s shindig? No, not really. It’s all for show anyway. I believe the politicians are simply showing their voters they are doing something, even if it’s all talk.”

      Julia stuffed their blanket into a storage cabinet near the hot tub. The city remained strangely still. The two walked the perimeter of the rooftop, taking a moment to glance at the sidewalk below from time to time. The majority of the UN activity had been to their south, and the gangs remained in South Boston. Their Back Bay neighborhood, which now contained a couple of hundred families from the Mechanics, was fairly safe.

      “Are you taking security with you?” asked Julia. She appeared to be apprehensive about his attending the impromptu legislative session.

      “Of course, babe. We have to remember nobody except our group knows who I am and what I do. Unlike Mr. Morgan, who had been in the political limelight for years, I’m just a humble professor from Harvard that happens to control seventy percent of the world’s gold reserves and countless billions in dollars or marks or something of value.” They both laughed at Sarge’s attempt to downplay his importance.

      “Okay, Mr. Big Shot,” said Julia. “Call it a hunch, but I think it would be a good idea to take a handful of the guys from downstairs with you. Dress just like them so you blend in. Don’t wear a suit like the politicians. If something is going to happen, they’ll go after the suits.”

      “Fine.” He laughed. “I’ll wear a Halloween costume. Tomorrow, I’ll go as Darth Vader!”

      The well-earned shove almost knocked him on his ass.
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      “Now, this is a day to die for,” said Sarge to the entourage that escorted him up Beacon Street toward the Massachusetts State House. The temperature was in the upper forties, but the sun rising over the deserted skyscrapers of downtown Boston provided a warm glow on his face. Most of the leaves had fallen on Boston Common to his right, creating a carpet of fall color. Gone were the rotting corpses that were strewn about. The UN troops had systematically cleaned up the streets and moved abandoned vehicles out of the way. The scene still resembled one from The Walking Dead, minus the zombies, of course.

      “I’m surprised at the number of people out this morning,” said Captain Kurt Branson, who had been assigned to head up Sarge’s newly formed security detail. Branson was the lone active-duty Marine who, coupled with six of the Mechanics residing in 100 Beacon, would provide Sarge protection whenever he was in the city.

      “Me too, Captain. This was planned for a couple of weeks, but I don’t know how Governor Baker would’ve gotten the word out. There must be four or five dozen people headed toward the State House.”

      Sarge and Branson were flanked by men roughly twenty paces in front of and behind them. Across Beacon, walking along the wrought-iron fence, were two more members of the detail. All of the men dressed casually, with winter jackets. They didn’t want to stand out for any reason. Each of the men, including Sarge, wore a shoulder holster.

      Branson and his detail also carried AR-15 pistols confiscated by the Mechanics from UN troops. For all practical purposes, the 5.56 NATO Tactical pistols were identical to a ten-and-a-half-inch AR-15 rifle. The only difference was the absence of a stock. The compact profile made it easily hidden under a jacket while attached to a single-point sling.

      As they approached the grounds of the State House, the sun reflected brightly off the gold-leaf dome and temporarily blinded Sarge. Standing high on Beacon Hill, the gleaming gold dome of the State House actually had a humble beginning—gray, weathered wood. Just a few years after the State House was completed in 1798, Paul Revere’s company covered the wooden structure with copper to preserve it and prevent water leaks.

      Seventy-five years later, the entire structure was covered with 23-carat gold leaf. The cost at the time was $2,863. Today, the price to regild the dome would be in excess of a million dollars. The golden-domed State House was a joyous sight to Bostonians in the late nineteenth century. Oliver Wendell Holmes, who coined the phrase the Boston Brahmin, referred to the State House as the hub of the solar system. The State House was such an important influence in the governing of Massachusetts and surrounding New England states that signs were erected on major roadways leading into the city, which read Boston, 26 miles.

      For days, legislators and their families made the trip to the famed Massachusetts State House. They were inspired by their governor, Charlie Baker, to show the citizens of the state that their government was intact and prepared to function. After nearly sixty days, it was apparent that the crisis would not be resolved quickly. Bay Staters needed to see their government in action. Governor Baker hoped to start the process today.

      Two members of the security detail led the group through the wrought-iron gates and up the steps toward the bright white Doric columns that stood atop the entry. The other two joined Sarge and Branson.

      “I don’t see any building security, do you, Captain?” asked Sarge.

      “No, sir. It seems odd under any circumstances.”

      Before entering, Sarge turned and surveyed Boston Common and the street below. This was where Abbie had stood when she announced her senate re-election campaign. A lot had happened since then. Her career had taken off when she was named the running mate to Hillary. On the surface, it was an odd coupling. Hillary was decidedly liberal, and Abbie was a libertarian. But, as Sarge learned, like many political pairings, theirs was not a match made in heaven. Rather, it was made in a back room, under suspicious circumstances, between John Morgan and Bill Clinton. Will I be able to maneuver in the world of politics like John Morgan?

      “Sir,” said Branson, grabbing Sarge’s attention, “it’s almost time.”

      Sarge turned and joined the group. “Yeah, okay.”

      The men moved into the open hallway and passed through a security checkpoint of sorts.

      “Gentlemen, are you carrying weapons?”

      Branson responded, “We are.”

      “Governor Baker has instructed us to inform you that weapons are acceptable under the present circumstances. However, you are admonished to keep them obscured from view. Also be aware that you are not the only visitors carrying weapons today. We ask that you remain orderly during these proceedings. Understood?”

      “Of course,” said Branson.

      The men made their way into the building and were awestruck at the ornate architecture and beautifully painted murals. Of the group, only Sarge had been inside of the building. However, Branson had briefed his team on the layout of the building and surrounding grounds, using a history book from Donald’s prepper library at 100 Beacon.

      Walking up the grand staircase to the third floor, Sarge attempted to estimate the number of people milling about on the main floor. He was amazed at the crowd. Granted, a large number arrived in Boston from out of town, but this was more people in one place than he’d seen in a month—combined.

      They entered the State Representatives Chamber, where Governor Baker was going to speak. Statues, paintings and marble busts adorned the walls. The flags of the United States and Massachusetts flanked the Speaker’s chair. Well-dressed men and women made small talk as they awaited the governor’s speech. Except for the .45-caliber handgun pressed against his ribs, Sarge thought this looked like any other day when the General Court was in session.

      Sarge began walking toward the front, but Branson gently grabbed his arm. “Sir, let’s sit toward the rear, near one of those side exits.”

      Sarge looked at him and nodded.

      Branson spoke to the detail, who immediately took up positions behind them and near each of the closest exits. Sarge relaxed. His detail was well prepared.

      After sitting in silence, and as the crowd began to shuffle into their seats, Branson asked, “What’s the deal with the fish up there?”

      Branson was pointing to the five-foot-long carving of a codfish. One of the most visited items in the State House, the revered Sacred Cod was a reminder of the state’s survival and success.

      Sarge explained, “The story goes that in the mid-seventeenth century, local fishermen caught three hundred thousand cod and it quickly became the biggest source of revenue for the locals. According to the colonists’ journals, the cod were clustered so thick in the bay that you could walk across the water on them.”

      “That’s a real fish story,” said Branson.

      “Here’s another one for you,” started Sarge. “Back in the thirties, some of my predecessors at Harvard entered the Chamber, pretending to be visitors. They armed themselves with wire cutters and clipped the wires holding the Sacred Cod to the wall. Then they smuggled it out in a flower box.”

      “Undercover cod-nappers?” asked Branson.

      “You got it,” replied Sarge. “It created such an uproar that the legislators claimed they couldn’t conduct the state’s business without their beloved Sacred Cod. They did, however, pass a law stating a suitable punishment for the cod-nappers, as you say. The Harvard police ultimately recovered the Sacred Cod, and there it is, safe and secure.”

      “I feel better, don’t you?” Branson laughed.

      “Yes, and by the way, the Senate chamber has its own fish too,” said Sarge.

      “What kind?”

      “A mackerel,” replied Sarge.

      “Let me guess, a holy mackerel.” Branson laughed.

      “It is indeed.”

      They were startled by the rapping of the Speaker’s gavel. The Massachusetts General Court was being called into session.
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      Sarge listened respectfully to Governor Baker’s speech and admired him for his fortitude in calling the session. But his mind continue to wander to his own speech. Baker, a Republican, used phrases intended to instill confidence in government. Phrases like public trust, working hard for you, and protect and provide were used repeatedly. Sarge contrasted this with his own words—fellow patriots, freedom loving, stand up to tyranny. Baker was making a political speech designed to pacify constituents. Sarge’s address to the nation last Friday night was designed to be a call to arms. Am I, or have I become, a revolutionary?

      “Sir, I need you to remain calm,” started Branson as he sat in the seat next to Sarge. Sarge was so engrossed in thought that he hadn’t realized Branson had left.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Sir, after the governor began speaking, several late stragglers entered the Chamber. They’ve begun to take up strategic positions throughout the hall. I recognize two of them, sir.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Citizen Corps,” replied Branson. “I wasn’t sure at first until I saw that man with the Bruins cap on.” Branson nodded toward a heavyset man who’d found the only available seat on the front row. He was wearing the logo hat of the city’s beloved hockey team.

      “Maybe it’s a coincidence?”

      “No, sir. I just went into the hallway and had my man check the street. UN security vehicles are patrolling Commonwealth. They were noticeably absent thirty minutes ago. I have a bad feeling, sir. We really need to go.”

      “Okay,” said Sarge, who was now genuinely concerned. This had been too easy.

      “I’ll wait a moment and then join you.”

      “Should we alert everyone?” asked Sarge.

      “Sir, you are my priority. We can’t help everyone, and I am not going to place you in the middle of a gunfight.”

      Sarge looked around the room one last time. So much for democracy.

      He made his way through the north exit, where two of his detail stood vigilant. Their eyes were darting back and forth, and their weapons were protruding through the front of their jackets. Voices and the sounds of fast-moving footsteps could be heard from the south where the grand staircase was located.

      Branson and the other two members of the team emerged. “Weapons ready, gentlemen. I’m afraid we’re a few minutes too late. Sir, you stay close to me.”

      Branson moved them against the wall toward the state library. In the back of the library was a spiral staircase, which would allow them access to the staff offices on the second floor. They moved quickly but quietly as a unit. The activity was happening behind them.

      “Dammit,” said Branson. “It’s locked.”

      “I’ve got this, sir,” said the only black member of the security detail. Standing six foot four, the man had arms like Thor. He pulled up his pants leg, which revealed a sheath and a six-inch fixed-blade knife.

      He pulled the knife and approached the door. He worked the blade between the door and the door jamb’s striker plate. Applying steady but forceful pressure, causing the wood to splinter, the bolt made an audible SNAP. They were in.

      Branson closed the door behind him and instructed the men to barricade the door with a table.

      “Look through the windows to the west and tell me what you see,” he shouted as he went to the east wall of the State House. He shook his head. “They’re getting into position in the courtyard. What about over there?”

      “I’ve got a Humvee down on Hancock Street and another one parked below us on Myrtle.”

      Branson started running towards the rear of the library and into a storage room. “This way. We’ll take the stairs to the second floor. They’ll be focusing their efforts on securing the main floor, but I think their real prize will be in that House Chamber.”

      “They’re here to kidnap, not kill,” said Sarge. “Do you think O’Brien is behind this?”

      “No doubt about it,” said Branson. “I’m sure that was his man in the front row.”

      The group arrived in a hallway on the second floor. There were frantic people running back and forth, ducking in and out of offices, seeking cover.

      “We’ve got to make our way to the west wing. There isn’t a street adjacent to that part of the State House. We could lower ourselves out of a window, or maybe there’s a back stairwell to the first floor.”

      They began working their way along the landing overlooking the main floor. They had to get past the main staircase until they reached the corridor on the west side of the building. Just as they reached the double doors leading into the west wing, gunfire erupted on the main floor and bullets flew wildly into the ceiling of the State House.

      “Here we go,” said Sarge. They broke into a sprint as screams echoed throughout the State House. More gunshots could be heard.

      They reached the end of the corridor, and the men frantically searched for a stairwell or fire escape. With the doors to the offices closed, the light was dim. Sarge cautiously moved down the dimly lit hallway to the south and looked toward the ceiling until he found the fire exit sign. There!

      He ran back and retrieved the security detail. “This way!”

      Branson took a moment to look out the window and announced, “Clear outside.”

      As they worked their way down the stairs, gunmen suddenly burst through the first-floor doorway and started up towards them.

      Sarge’s detail didn’t hesitate and opened fire. Three quick bursts and the UN soldiers dressed in maintenance-worker coveralls were dead. Only the open door saved Sarge from a concussion from the report of the gunfire.

      “C’mon,” shouted Branson. “That’ll draw a lot of attention.”

      Taking two steps at a time, they bolted down to the first floor and burst through the exit door into the bright sunlight. All of the men needed a moment to adjust their eyes.

      “Follow me,” yelled Branson as he led them across a short stretch of lawn to the ivy-covered brick walls of the row houses on Joy Street. He used the leafless oak trees to provide them some cover until they reached an alley leading away from the State House grounds.

      Glass broke in a third-story window of the Capitol and bullets penetrated the brick above them. A body fell out of the window and was impaled on the spires of a black iron fence behind them.

      “Run!” They sprinted away from the body and turned the corner in the alley until they were able to crouch behind a disabled delivery truck. All of the men were breathing heavily.

      This was Sarge’s neighborhood, and he had to get them back to 100 Beacon. He could hear the sounds of trucks parking near the entrance of the State House and at Boston Common. Returning on Beacon Street was out of the question. In fact, all of the streets seemed like a really bad idea.

      “Everybody good?” asked Branson.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Sarge spoke up. “The streets are too dangerous and it would be crazy to hide out here and wait.”

      “I agree,” added Branson. “They’ll be moving quickly to secure the perimeter. We’ve got to boogie.”

      “This is my neighborhood, guys, I’ve jogged these streets a thousand times,” said Sarge. “We need to slip through the backyards. If we go down any of these streets, we’re screwed.”

      “Lead the way, sir!” said Branson.
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      O’Brien was pleased with himself. He’d caught these treasonous jerks off guard. He walked past the security checkpoint and stepped over the dead security guard. He stopped in the middle of the lobby and looked around. This was more like it. Maybe I should relocate my offices here.

      He pulled out one of the Cuban cigars given to him by La Rue. He lit it and allowed a large puff of smoke to exhale out of his lungs toward the ceiling. He approached a woman and child cowering in the doorway of an office. They were both crying.

      “Miss, are you a traitor?” he asked.

      “A what?” she replied in broken English with a Spanish accent.

      “Traidor, traidor!” he shouted at her.

      “No, señor. We are hungry.”

      O’Brien stared down at the mother and daughter and studied the frail women. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a Snickers candy bar. He tossed it towards the child, where it landed in her lap. After the little girl didn’t make a move towards it, he spoke.

      “Food, there you go.”

      The girl buried her head in her mother’s shoulder.

      O’Brien finally lost interest. “Screw it. Let them go!” he shouted. “All of these people need to be questioned; then let them go. I’m interested in the traitors upstairs.”

      O’Brien finally reached the top of the stairs where La Rue was waiting.

      “Welcome, Governor,” said La Rue formally, and loud enough to be overheard by anyone in the hallway outside the House Chamber.

      O’Brien dismissed his welcome with the wave of a hand. He was out of breath from the trip up the stairs. He could hear the crying and occasional raised voices coming from the Chamber.

      “How many?” he asked breathlessly.

      “I think about two hundred, including the visitors,” replied La Rue.

      “Deaths?”

      “Several. We had some cowboys in there who tried to shoot their way out of the room. We piled the bodies in the House Majority Leader’s office over there. He joined them, by the way, when he refused to relinquish his own weapon.”

      “So you’ve secured the room?”

      “Yes, you can go in when you’re ready. But I have to warn you, a lot of these people pissed themselves when the bullets started flying. It reeks in there.”

      “Yeah, well, they’re about to piss themselves some more. Let’s go.”

      O’Brien relit his cigar and led a procession including La Rue and four uniformed UN troops that represented his new security detail. He waddled down the ramp and climbed the steps to the Speaker’s chair. The crying continued and the murmur of voices rose.

      He took another deep draw on his cigar and then pounded the gavel directly on the Speaker’s desk, disregarding the sound block.

      “Hear ye, hear ye, hear ye. Everyone shut the hell up!”

      When the noise persisted, O’Brien pounded so hard that the gavel broke.

      “Enough! I’d be just as happy to shoot the noisiest among you, if you’d rather.” The room gradually became quiet.

      “My name is Governor James O’Brien, the real, duly appointed by the President of these United States, governor of Region I, which includes, by the way, Mr. Baker, the good state of Massachusetts.” Governor Baker sat in the front row and was held at gunpoint. He wouldn’t make eye contact with O’Brien.

      “I’m not gonna beat around the bush with you people. What you have done here today is not only a mistake, but a violation of the law. A big one, in fact. Short of murder, there isn’t a crime in this country more vile than treason. All of you are under arrest for treason!”

      The Chamber erupted in shouts of anger.

      “You can’t do this!”

      “We are the government!”

      “Under what authority?”

      O’Brien gave them a moment to vent. Nobody liked to be accused of a crime. But when the protests continued too long, he moved to quiet them again—except the gavel was broken. He got the attention of his security detail. He formed his right hand to look like a gun and moved his thumb to mimic dropping the hammer. Then he pointed up. The soldier understood and immediately fired three shots into the ceiling, causing plaster to rain down on Governor Baker and the other front-row inhabitants.

      Following a moment of screams, the room became quiet again.

      “That’s more like it,” said O’Brien as he reached into his jacket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. He began to read.

      “By the authority vested in me by the President of the United States pursuant to Executive order 13777 titled Declaration of Martial Law, I hereby charge you with the following high crimes and misdemeanors.

      “You are guilty of the unlawful assembly of more than ten persons. In furtherance of such unlawful assembly, you have entered into speech that is deemed intended to incite a riot and hostilities against the United States. The sum of these activities constitutes treason!”

      Once again, fits of anger erupted in the Chamber. Nobody was crying anymore. Now they were all threatening. For a brief moment, O’Brien stepped back. His men were outnumbered ten to one. But his guys were armed, and these people were not. Screw the Second Amendment. He chuckled and regained his composure.

      He looked to his security guard again and nodded. Three more rounds into the ceiling got the people’s attention.

      “Let me continue so that we can go about our business,” he started as calm was gradually restored.

      “In accordance with the Declaration of Martial Law, if you are found guilty of these charges, the following penalties shall include, but not be limited to …” O’Brien paused and stared at Governor Baker until he finally made eye contact.

      “Death!”
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      “No, I’m not gonna kill them,” replied O’Brien to General Zhang’s demands for answers. “They’re more valuable alive than dead. Plus, we don’t need a couple of hundred martyrs on our bloodstained hands.”

      “That’s good news, sir,” said Pearson. “I received quite an earful this morning from the President’s chief of staff.” Pearson poured himself another cup of coffee. Earful was an understatement. Valerie Jarrett had ripped him a new one as if the raid on the State House was his idea. He made the mistake, after a heated barrage of criticism from Jarret, of reminding her that James O’Brien was nothing more than a thug who rose through the union’s ranks by being good at his job—thuggery. The President should not be surprised by the fact O’Brien had fallen back on his usual playbook.

      Naturally, as was true in D.C. politics, or Hawaii politics under present circumstances, crap flowed downhill, and O’Brien’s poor decision making was Pearson’s fault. “That’s what you’re there for. Fix it!” she had screamed into the phone before slamming down the receiver.

      “I don’t give a tinker’s damn what that Iranian thinks,” responded O’Brien. “Let her come out into the trenches and out of the President’s bed for a day to see what it’s like.” Pearson couldn’t argue with that.

      “Sir, the White House is under tremendous pressure right now,” started Pearson. “We’re nearly sixty days into the martial law declaration and the Citizen Corps initiatives around the country are failing.” Pearson sipped his coffee and sat in a chair across from O’Brien. Other than a few initial questions, Zhang had remained quiet. Pearson got the sense that Zhang was not one hundred percent on board with the State House raid.

      “I get that,” said O’Brien. “We’re holding our own up here. With Zhang’s help, Region I is nearly secure. We can’t let the people question our authority. There can only be one boss in the northeast, and I’m it.” O’Brien poked his chest twice with his thumb.

      “That’s true, sir. The entire southeast consisting of Region IV is beyond the President’s control. He is contemplating a major military offensive, but to do so, he would have to send troops around Texas and the adjoining states that make up Region VI. Other than pockets of Citizen Corps loyalists in New Mexico, the state governments comprising Region VI are being systematically restored.”

      O’Brien pulled out a cigar and lit it. “I don’t get it. The federal government worked overtime to help those people, and they spit in their face. If the South isn’t interested in the feds’ help, we are. Let Jarrett and all of her cronies send help our way. It’ll be accepted with open arms.” He exhaled a huge puff of smoke and began coughing. He then mumbled, “Damn things are dried out.”

      Zhang was compelled to speak, finally. “Our troops have performed admirably in securing the city and we are now moving into the outlying areas. The curfew is being enforced and the roadblocks are effective. The looting has subsided as well.”

      “And the rapes are increasing exponentially,” interjected a smug O’Brien.

      “Excuse me?” questioned Zhang.

      “Don’t play dumb with me, General,” O’Brien snapped back. He waved his cigar toward the window, leaving a contrail of smoke. “I’ve got eyes and ears out there.”

      “I protest the use of the term rape,” he replied.

      Pearson wasn’t surprised. Stories of atrocities perpetrated by the United Nation’s Peacekeeping forces had existed for years. In 1997, Belgian troops making up a UN force in Somali roasted a young boy alive. Ironically, the operation was dubbed Operation Restore Hope. The two soldiers were reprimanded by a military court, which sentenced the two paratroopers to a month in jail and a fine of roughly two hundred dollars. During the same operation, a young Somalian, Muslim by faith, was forced to eat pork, drink salt water, and then eat his own vomit.

      Over the years the reports of rapes and sexual abuse became common, so it didn’t surprise Pearson that the UN troops would undertake the same behavior on U.S. soil.

      The general, still bristling, continued. “I am not going to apologize or be criticized for the methods my officers and soldiers utilize to take control of this city. Strong-arm tactics are needed at times to gain the respect of the people. In my country—”

      O’Brien cut him off. “In your country, you drive up to somebody’s grass hut and throw them in the back of a truck, never to be seen again. I get it. You don’t put up with any crap from the dissidents. We should’ve treated Republicans the same damn way in this country. We’d be better off.”

      Then Zhang surprised both Pearson and O’Brien. “It was your General William T. Sherman who once said should the inhabitants burn bridges, obstruct roads, or otherwise manifest local hostility, then army commanders should order and enforce a devastation more relentless.”

      “Okay,” said Pearson quietly, impressed with the general’s knowledge of General William Tecumseh Sherman, who infamously drove his Union armies from Chattanooga, through Atlanta, and to Savannah in what became known as the March to the Sea. It was Sherman’s scorched earth approach to war with the Confederacy that earned him both criticism and praise.

      “Impressive. Listen, General, I don’t give a damn what your boys do out there as long as they do their job,” said O’Brien. “But when you’re tooting your own horn, just know that I’m the one driving the bus. Keep doing as I request, and I promise not to throw you under it.”

      Zhang didn’t respond and seemed puzzled by O’Brien’s statement. While proficient in English, he didn’t quite understand the figure of speech used by O’Brien.

      O’Brien changed the subject, thankfully. “Let’s get back to yesterday’s brilliantly orchestrated maneuver. Not only have we secured the State House, which I should have done to begin with, but we now have a couple of hundred valuable assets at our disposal.”

      “What are you thinking, sir?” asked Pearson. Pearson continued to refer to O’Brien as sir and Governor, not out of respect, which was lost long ago, but out of fear of the governor’s wrath. O’Brien didn’t bother earning the respect of others, he demanded it—continuously.

      “It’s time to get our boys back from that traitorous Bradlee. I propose a simple exchange. He gives us Fort Devens and my men. We will give him the governor and the rest of those wusses. I’ll even throw in their beloved State House to boot. I oughta strip the gold off the dome first, however.”

      “My troops can move their encampment into Fort Devens,” said Zhang.

      “Yes, General,” said O’Brien. “We’ll give you what you couldn’t take for yourself.”

      Zing, thought Pearson. “It sounds like a straightforward proposal. Should I contact Colonel Bradlee?” he asked.

      “Do that, Pearson. I also want to look at some other options.”

      “Like what, sir?” asked Pearson.

      “I want to take one step at a time here, but we need to deal with this Prescott Peninsula situation. I believe the activities at Prescott, the insurgent problems Zhang has experienced, and Fort Devens are interconnected. Bradlee might be the common thread.”

      “Do you think he’s behind all of this?” asked Pearson. Pearson had wondered the same thing but learned not to offer up any suggestions. His suggestion to raid the Massachusetts Guard Armories had failed miserably, and O’Brien made a habit of reminding him of the debacle.

      “It’s a good possibility,” he replied. “Why don’t you go up there and run our proposal up the flagpole. Gain his confidence. He might provide us an opening to get back more than our forty-four friends.”

      “What would that be, sir?” asked Pearson.

      “The head of the snake.”
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        Wednesday November 2

        12:07 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge scratched his scruffy beard. Unlike his brother, who could grow a beard in a matter of a few hours, Sarge took weeks to have a full beard. He scruffed it again.

      “You got fleas in that thing, brother?” Steven laughed. Steven’s beard was in perfect, trimmed shape. The last time he’d sported a beard was almost a year ago during his Ukraine mission.

      “No, it’s just slow growin’,” replied Sarge. “I can’t grow them as fast as you do. I guess I’ve evolved more than you have, Neanderthal.”

      “Hey, we’re spawns of the same apes, pal!” He and Steven exchanged high fives. It was a rare moment of joviality between the two in what seemed like a month of tensions. Sarge immediately felt the connection again.

      “I’m glad we were able to get everyone together today,” started Sarge as he waited for the last of the Brahmin to return indoors. Katie finally joined the group after fetching her coat from their bungalow. It was a brisk forty degrees, but the lack of wind and a cloudless sky made conditions ideal for an outdoor meeting. “I’m especially glad to have Susan and her little storm trooper, Penny, back here at the ranch.”

      “Thanks, Sarge,” said Susan. “Dr. Daugherty took very good care of Penny, and I thank God for J.J. and his ability to keep me from losing it. I’m the one that needed to be admitted to the hospital.”

      “You did great, Susan,” said Donald, giving his wife a reassuring hug.

      “There was a time when I despised the sight of that helicopter,” said J.J. as he glared at Morgan’s Sikorsky. “It did an admirable job as our version of LifeFlight.”

      Sarge continued. “Soon, Steven and Katie will remain in Boston for an indefinite period of time as Steven directs the activities of the Mechanics. Brad will continue to command the Marines from here while maintaining a presence at Fort Devens. The rest of us have our jobs to do at 1PP as we contemplate taking the fight to a regional or even national level.”

      “We’re winning,” interjected Julia.

      “The war? Is there a war?” asked Katie brusquely.

      “No, we’re winning the ideological war—the most important battle,” replied Julia, glancing at Sarge.

      “Julia is right,” said Sarge. “I have spent a considerable amount of time on the Pigeon. Patriot groups from around the country are forming and are encouraged by the results being achieved. We’ve decided to step up our broadcasts to include news and information from around the country.”

      Donald nodded his head and smiled. “Do you guys remember how infuriated we’d get at the mainstream media?”

      “Yeah,” replied J.J. “I tore that one reporter a new one, remember that?”

      “I do,” replied Donald. “Now is our opportunity to become the alternative media and the one with the broadcast coverage and listening audience. Sarge’s statement was inspiring and the perfect length for the initial broadcast.”

      “It was very well received,” added Julia. “We want Sarge to incorporate specific examples of successes to give fellow patriots across the country hope and confidence.”

      Sarge looked around to be assured they were alone and then stepped forward into the group. “We are winning the ideological battle, but we cannot underestimate this devious President. Before the collapse, most pundits referred to him as naïve or incompetent. I disagree. I think he is a brilliant strategist who has achieved a lot for his liberal, even socialist, agenda. As his term comes to an end, I expect more from him, especially under these circumstances.”

      “What can he possibly do?” asked Katie.

      “I believe he plans to suspend the elections,” replied Sarge. “In case you haven’t noticed, Abbie isn’t on the campaign trail. Most Americans are trying to stay alive. The November 8th election is the last thing on their minds.”

      “I haven’t heard anything from the campaign, and they know how to reach me,” said Abbie. “It’s possible they know something I don’t, or won’t be made privy to.”

      “How can he do that?” asked J.J.

      Sarge continued. “If you recall, in the Declaration of Martial Law, the President cited National Security and Homeland Security Presidential Directive 51 signed by President Bush in ’07. They call it Directive 51.”

      “I remember that,” said Brad. “President Bush put it in place towards the end of his administration. It was hailed as a good thing by the talking heads, but it’s really a huge power grab by the Executive Branch.”

      “Exactly right, Brad,” said Sarge. “Pushed by the Republicans, the purpose of Directive 51 was to provide for certain national essential functions in the event of a catastrophic national emergency.”

      “How do you define catastrophic?” asked J.J. “Obviously, the collapse of the power grid is catastrophic.”

      “The problem is not a matter of definition,” replied Sarge. “The issue is the power Directive 51 gave the Executive Branch. Today, our President is the functional equivalent of a dictator.”

      “Thanks a lot, Dubya,” said Steven, who was never a fan of the former President.

      Sarge continued. “When Presidents do these things, they don’t contemplate the potential use of these powers by their successors who might have ulterior motives. This is one of the legacies of the Bush administration. Directive 51 turned national emergencies into a power-grabbing tool in the hands of a President desperate to hold onto power.”

      “If this is true, what can we do about it?” asked J.J.

      “I’m not sure we can stop it, but we can certainly get people fired up in advance,” replied Sarge. “Many patriots around the country are expecting this to happen. I’ll remind them, point out the consequences, and prepare them for a call to arms in a subsequent broadcast.”

      “You’re setting up the next phase of the ideological war,” said Donald.

      “That’s right,” said Sarge. “Anticipate your opponent’s move before it is taken, and vocally define his ill intent. It sets the tone of the debate.”

      “Only on Friday nights?” asked J.J.

      “For now,” said Sarge. “Now, what else do you guys have?”

      Brad spoke up first. “Pearson has reached out to me about the State House prisoners. He indicated O’Brien has a proposal.”

      “I’ve got a proposal for him,” chimed in Steven. “Let me take him out. Assassinate the guy and be done with him.”

      Sarge crossed his arms and said, “That’s not a good idea. What do you think he has in mind, Brad?”

      Before Brad could respond, Katie nudged Steven, who spoke up. “Why the hell not? We need to show that SOB that he can’t screw with people!”

      “I agree, Steven,” said Sarge, trying to calm his brother down. “Let’s hear what the man has to say before we take him out, as you suggest.”

      “That’s what the old man would do,” responded Steven defiantly.

      Sarge was taken aback by Steven’s brusque attitude. One minute Steven was his joking, man-child brother. The next minute, he was in Sarge’s face. He’d become about as predictable as a wasp on speed. Regardless, this kind of confrontation in front of the others was unacceptable and needed to be shut down.

      “Well, that’s not me,” Sarge pushed back, startling Steven and the group. He moved to soften the response. “I agree there is a time and a place for a strategic killing. But not here, not now. Some of America’s greatest foreign policy successes were mostly the result of skilled diplomacy, not military force. Having a big stick is nice, but speaking softly may be more effective, especially in a volatile situation like this one. Trust me, Steven, there will be a time very soon to use our stick. Just not yet.”

      Steven stared at Sarge and then looked to the ground. He shook his head.

      Sarge continued. “Let me add this. The fact that O’Brien is willing to negotiate so quickly tells me he is receiving pressure from above, probably directly from the President. There must be something big coming, and the President doesn’t need something like the kidnapping of the Massachusetts government gumming up the works.”

      “The elections,” added Julia, touching Sarge on the shoulder for support.

      “That’s right,” said Sarge. “If word of O’Brien’s attack on the legislative session reached the rest of the nation, suspension of elections would be the least of his problems.”

      “I think Sarge is right,” said Donald, who had become an invaluable member of the Loyal Nine. Other than Julia, he was the most important confidant to Sarge.

      “Plus, we don’t want O’Brien to do something rash,” continued Sarge. “The man has a propensity for hasty, ill-conceived decisions. There are a few hundred lives at stake over there.”

      “Okay, got it,” said Steven. “You’re the boss. I just don’t believe in negotiating with terrorists. You just kill ’em.”

      Steven always has to get the last word. “However—” Sarge paused for effect “—that’s not to say we can’t potentially use this to our advantage. Brad, set up the meeting as soon as possible. Hear Pearson out, but don’t beat his ass.”

      “I’ll be the model of restraint.” Brad laughed.
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        Thursday, November 3

        11:00 a.m.

        1st Battalion, 25th Marines HQ

        Fort Devens, Massachusetts

      

      

      Brad had no use for Pearson. Not back in the spring when they first met and certainly not today. He knew Pearson played a role in the Belchertown attack of a month ago. He’d lost a couple of good soldiers that day. He wasn’t pissed off anymore, because death was a part of war. It was the cause, not the death itself, that bothered Brad the most.

      “So we meet again,” said Brad, gesturing for Pearson to sit down. He then turned his attention to CWO Shore, who had become Brad’s constant companion. Corporal Morrell had assumed the duties of security at Prescott Peninsula, and Shore became the head of Brad’s security detail. “I assume he’s been frisked.”

      “Yes, sir, clean.”

      “After all we’ve been through, you still don’t trust me, Colonel?” asked Pearson, attempting to make a joke.

      Brad didn’t laugh. He stared a hole through the man’s head. Maybe I am still pissed off.

      After an awkward moment, Pearson continued. “Colonel, I’m going to stick my neck out here a little bit. A lot, actually. While I understand you have others to confide in, I don’t. I need assurances from you that our conversation will remain confidential, at least as it relates to the people on my side of the equation.”

      Brad thought for a moment. He was not going to let Pearson entrap him. Brad was a man of few words when dealing with a potential adversary and that had always served him well. He’d listen to Pearson and engage cautiously.

      “Fair enough.”

      “Colonel, O’Brien is unstable. He’s trying to do his job like he’s undertaking a wildcat strike.”

      “Without a doubt,” said Brad.

      “The stated purpose of my meeting with you today is to propose a prisoner swap. Formally, O’Brien is offering the two hundred plus civilians locked in the State House for the forty-four men in your Federal Prison Camp over there.” Pearson pointed out the window to the housing facility.

      Without acknowledging Pearson’s intel, Brad responded, “Why should we do that? The forty-four men you refer to violated the law by breaking into fully stocked armories. You played a very big part in that operation, if I’m not mistaken. Maybe I should lock you up with them!”

      Pearson sat back in the chair and took a deep breath. “Colonel, I’m trying my best to diffuse a dangerous situation. I realize you and I have been at crossed-purposes in the past. Please understand, I’m trying to keep a bad situation from getting worse.”

      Truthfully, Brad knew the prisoners he was holding were not dangerous. They were union guys, but mainly they were family men induced to raid the armories by promises of food, shelter, and power. After sixty days in captivity, all they cared about at this point was finding their families alive, hopefully.

      “I’ll consider it,” said Brad, who wanted to leave the impression with Pearson that he was the proverbial decider.

      “There is one more thing,” added Pearson.

      I knew it!

      “The governor also proposes to swap the Massachusetts State House for Fort Devens.”

      “Hell no!” Brad snapped back. “The Massachusetts State House belongs to the people. Fort Devens belongs to the United States armed forces. Non-negotiable.”

      Pearson began to explain O’Brien’s position, but Brad tuned him out. As Pearson spoke, Brad gave it some thought. It didn’t make sense for the UN troops to leave their primary theater of operations to take control of a facility an hour away. Gas didn’t grow on trees. Traveling back and forth could be costly and dangerous. On the road, you opened yourself up to IEDs and insurgent activity.

      “… primarily concerned about housing for his troops this winter,” finished Pearson.

      “Okay.”

      “What?” asked Pearson.

      “I said okay, we’ll agree to the facility swap,” replied Brad, catching Pearson off guard. “I’ll need a few days to remove all U.S. military equipment and personnel. We’ll de-identify the base. I don’t want any of the local citizens misunderstanding what this really is—a foreign occupation of a United States military installation. But for the good of the people of Massachusetts, I’ll make it happen.”

      “That’s good news, Colonel. I’m glad we could reach an agreement. You know, it just shows that you and I can work—”

      “Shut up!” yelled Brad as he leaned forward in his chair.

      Pearson was frightened by the outburst.

      “We’re not best buds! I know you were involved in the Belchertown raid. God knows what you said to those people to give them the courage to die for nothing.”

      “But it wasn’t just—”

      “I don’t care,” Brad shot back. “What’s done is done. Here’s a message for your boss. I’m unstable too. He needs to focus on taking care of the people within his charge who are trying to survive. This collapse, or whatever you wanna call it, is not O’Brien’s opportunity to get rich, powerful, and famous. He’s tried that for nearly sixty days, and he’s a complete failure.”

      “Colonel, I didn’t come here to make you angry. I simply wanted to help.”

      “Fine, then here’s how you can help. You and I can keep the lines of communication open. We’re not friends, got it?”

      Pearson nodded sheepishly.

      Brad continued. “I believe it’s possible people with different points of view, with good intentions, can come together for the good of the country. Maybe you fall into that mind-set. Maybe not. Either way, I know O’Brien and his type. He only cares about his personal gain.”

      “I don’t disagree,” said Pearson.

      “Good. We have something we can build on. But make no mistake. If O’Brien doesn’t quit or the President doesn’t fire him, then I will remove him from his governor’s throne, and the result will not be pretty. Are we all clear, Pearson?” Brad leaned back in his chair and locked his eyes on Pearson.

      “Crystal clear,” replied Pearson, adding with respect, “sir.”
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        Friday, November 4

        7:15 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Tonight, we rally the troops,” said Sarge as he walked through Donald’s workshop, admiring some of the interesting projects on the drawing board—including the handheld EMP device. He examined it while he spoke. “My goal is to convince like-minded Americans there is hope, and a means, to pull ourselves out of this disaster. It all starts with them, as individuals.”

      “What are you going to suggest?” asked Donald as he took the EMP device away from Sarge like a father would retrieve a dangerous tool from a child. “Let me put that over here before you fry the place.”

      “Yes, please,” said Brad. “Keep him away from the big-boy toys.”

      Julia laughed. At that moment, she envisioned Sarge taking away a toy airplane from little Henry. Henry? Is our child going to be a boy? When do I tell Sarge?

      She joined the conversation. “There have been some developments, Donald. The government is beginning to restore power in parts of the country. The locations are telling.”

      “Julia is right,” said Sarge. “I’m learning as I go. Morgan has a wealth of knowledge, and his resources are endless. As you guys know, the Boston Brahmin are heavily invested in the industrial-military complex.”

      “That’s an understatement,” said Donald. “They are the industrial-military complex. After World War II, defense spending skyrocketed and the Brahmin’s investment in armament manufacturers followed the trend. As the U.S. military budget increased accordingly, the privatization of the production and invention of military technology followed suit.”

      “Our benefactors have been an integral part of that growth,” said Sarge. “As the relationship between the public sector and private defense contractors became more complex, an agency of the Department of Defense was created to act as a liaison between these technological innovators and the military.”

      “DARPA,” interjected Brad.

      “Yes,” said Sarge. “It’s an acronym for the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency. For our purposes, a program initiated via DARPA has surfaced. Mr. Morgan asked the President for permission to set the wheels in motion back in September, and the President refused.”

      Sarge glanced at his watch and tapped his wrist. He led Julia, Brad, and Donald out of the room and down the dimly lit corridor in the bowels of 1PP. It was almost time for his Choose Freedom broadcast. He continued to speak as they walked.

      “One of the projects initiated in the past year was known as RADICS—Rapid Attack Detection, Isolation and Characterization Systems. The project was designed to provide early warning of impending cyber attacks on critical infrastructure as well as rapid forensic identifications of cyber threats.”

      “It didn’t work,” said Brad.

      “Well, the advanced warning aspect of RADICS was still in its infancy,” replied Sarge. “The primary focus was in disaster relief response efforts.”

      “Is that part of the project online?” asked Brad.

      “Yes,” replied Sarge. “The RADICS project was designed to include mitigation and damage control following a successful attack by isolating unaffected networks, repairing damaged ones, and coordinating efforts to replace damaged electricity transmission components, like transformers.”

      Sarge paused as the four made their way up the spiral staircase to the main floor of 1PP. The living area was empty except for two soldiers who were eating bowls of oatmeal, which had become everyone’s favorite meal as the weather turned colder. As the group entered the living area, the soldiers quickly finished and left.

      “Why would the President refuse to implement a disaster relief option that could restore the power grid, at least in part?”

      “It’s complicated,” said Sarge as he turned to Brad. “I know what the President’s agenda is. It hasn’t changed since the day he announced his run for office in 2007. He promised a fundamental transformation of America. There are those who criticized his presidency as out of touch. I see his actions as brilliant and calculating when taken in the context of a fundamental transformation. He used the mandate given to him by the 2008 election to effectuate radical left-wing political ideologies that have been on the drawing board for decades. These policies, like government-mandated insurance, open borders, and correcting social injustices, relied upon a permanently agitated and divided population to create the sense of crisis that is the only context under which people are willing to accept radical change.”

      “The cyber attack took away those tools,” said Donald.

      “That’s true, but his presidency was nearing an end,” said Sarge. “The collapse of the grid has presented him with new opportunities to reshape America in his vision. The President will bring America back online, but he’ll do it by rewarding his constituency.”

      Sarge gave Julia a kiss on the cheek as he approached the broadcast room to prepare for his Friday night address to his fellow patriots.

      “How does RADICS play into all of this?”

      “The President has been restoring power to areas loyal to him,” replied Sarge. “I have Donald comparing the information we’ve received to the voting results of the last two presidential elections, but it appears he’s playing favorites based upon voting districts that overwhelmingly supported him.”

      Donald added, “It’s very strategic. Northern California, parts of Oregon and Washington are the primary West Coast areas. Chicago is the only Midwest city. On the East Coast, New York and Washington are getting power restored. Nothing in the South or Southwest.”

      “The heartland has been left behind,” said Julia.

      “Tie it all together for me, Sarge,” said Brad.

      “First, we have to anticipate the President’s next move,” began Sarge. “I’ve been reaching out to people loyal to us within the government. Donald has been establishing a pattern. The President has been establishing power in regions within the country that are strategically located.”

      “Let me add this,” said Brad. “My friends are telling me troop movements have escalated toward the West Coast. I’ll inquire about more activity.”

      “Good,” said Sarge. “Listen, I’ve got to get ready, but let me say this. The President used the media to stifle dissent before the collapse. I think he plans to use the military and those citizens who are willing to support him to stifle dissent in the post-collapse world. We have to be ready for the inevitable war between Americans.”
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        * * *

      

      Sarge was bringing his broadcast to a close.

      “Fellow patriots, revolutions are brutal affairs. In most cases, they don’t end well. But in America, free men will always succeed. Our forefathers shed blood for us. The result was a stable and prosperous nation.

      “Today, our freedoms are under attack by an oppressive and controlling federal government that is picking and choosing who it wants to survive. For those of you in the Southwestern United States and throughout the Southeast, you are to be commended. You’ve acted bravely and with conviction. You’ve taken back your homes, your communities, and your states.

      “For the rest of the nation where hope is in short supply, look to your patriot brothers in Little Rock, Tallahassee, Atlanta, and Nashville. They recognized the clear and present danger posed to our freedoms by the Citizen Corps. Patriots across those regions rose up despite being hungry and ill-equipped. They had pride and commitment. They overcame a greater force using their love of country.

      “Start at home by making sacrifices for the country we love. Talk to your neighbors and other members of your community. Reach out to surrounding communities and then establish a network within your state. Seek out like-minded patriots whom you can trust. There are more of you than you might realize. The successes I’ve described today will be your successes tomorrow.

      “Be inspired. Be brave. Choose freedom!”
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        Saturday, November 5

        3:00 p.m.

        Belchertown, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Hey, take it easy up there, driver!” shouted Sarge as he playfully cajoled Steven about the bumpy ride to Belchertown. It had been five weeks since the failed raid by the Belchertown residents. They had captured one of the group, the teenage son of the town’s leader, Ronald Archibald. Following last night’s Choose Freedom broadcast, Sarge decided to try diplomacy close to home. He intended to make peace with Belchertown by returning the boy and extending an olive branch. Just in case, he brought a contingent of heavily armed Marines to back him up.

      “Yes, sir,” replied Steven. “Remind me to file a formal complaint with the road commissioner while we’re in town. That’s if, of course, we don’t get our asses shot up while here.”

      “Let’s hope that isn’t the case,” said Sarge. “J.J. has bonded with the boy. In fact, it was borderline Stockholm syndrome. There have been several occasions when J.J. has suggested his release. I believe the time is right for a dry run of our big prisoner swap on Tuesday.”

      Katie and Julia sat in silence as they rode along Daniel Shays Highway southward into Belchertown. Shays, a farmer and Revolutionary war hero in the 5th Massachusetts Regiment, became famous for leading Shay’s Rebellion against controversial tax policies instituted after the Revolutionary War. This country needs more patriots like Daniel Shays.

      Steven looked at Sarge in the rearview mirror. “You got your body armor on, Chief?”

      “I do.” Sarge was wearing his usual kit with ballistic plates installed. When in public, he wanted to blend in with the rest of the group, although today he planned on taking a risk by dealing with Archibald directly.

      Steven continued. “I’ve never been a big fan of protection.”

      “It’s amazing I’m not an uncle,” said Sarge, drawing a laugh from Julia and a sharp glare from Katie.

      “They didn’t hesitate in their attempt to kill us all five weeks ago,” said Katie dryly. Nobody responded, creating an awkward silence in the truck.

      The convoy, led by two Humvees equipped with fifty-caliber weapons mounted on their turrets, approached the meeting point established by Donald and Archibald. Donald, and then J.J., assured Archibald the intended meeting was strictly peaceful and that no harm had come to his son. Over the past five weeks, Archibald and his wife had cautiously approached the front gate of Prescott Peninsula to inquire about Nate on several occasions. J.J. had established a rapport with them on the last two visits, which prompted Sarge to arrange this meeting.

      They passed a looted hospital on their right as they approached the intersection of Shays Highway and, ironically, Sargent Street. A welcoming committee was set up in the parking lot of a small shopping center containing a CVS Pharmacy, a Dollar Store, and the newly opened, and now closed, Frozen Yogurt store.

      “Look, Sarge,” whispered Julia as she pointed to McDonald’s across the street. “The American flag is still flying proudly.”

      Sarge shook his head. Should I have reached out to these people sooner? Could the attack have been avoided and lives saved?

      “I don’t like this,” said Steven as he slowed the Humvee to a stop several hundred yards behind the lead vehicles. A third Humvee sped around them, which contained Donald and J.J. with the boy.

      Archibald and his wife stood directly under the traffic signals in the center of the four-way intersection. With their hands held high, the parents slowly turned to reveal they were unarmed. For a tense moment, nobody moved. The gunners manning the fifty cals slowly surveyed the crowd, pointing their powerful weapons menacingly at the entire contingent.

      “We’re ready, sir,” came the voice of CWO Shore over the comms.

      “Okay, Sarge,” said Steven. “You know the drill.”

      “I do,” said Sarge as he leaned over and kissed Julia. “I’ll be right back.”

      “I know,” she replied. “Sarge, one person, one town, one state, one country at a time.” He kissed her again.

      Steven and Katie exited the vehicle first and scanned all sides of the intersection with their M4s. Steven rapped the fender twice, indicating to Sarge that it was safe to exit. As he exited and began walking towards the intersection, Marines exited the front vehicles and shielded J.J. and Donald as they emerged as well.

      Steven said to Sarge as he passed, “You know I’ve got your six.”

      Sarge hesitated and looked Steven in the eyes, probing. “I need to know that you’ve got me around the entire dial.”

      Before Steven could answer, Archibald yelled, “Where’s my son?”

      His wife added, tears streaming down her face, “Where’s my Nate?”

      Sarge didn’t wait for a response from Steven and began walking toward the intersection.

      Donald, standing behind two of the soldiers, responded, “Mr. and Mrs. Archibald, your son is safe and with us. But there are a lot of people here. We need assurances from you that there won’t be any trouble.”

      “No trouble! No trouble!” yelled Archibald. “They just came because, well, we’re a tight-knit community. We’re not armed. They’re not armed.”

      Sarge caught up to Donald and J.J.

      Archibald turned to the townspeople. “Show them. Everybody! Show them we’re unarmed!”

      Nearly three hundred people standing at the Mobil station on the right and across to the McDonald’s on the left slowly raised their arms and spun around in unison.

      Contrition, thought Sarge. “Remove the boy’s restraints and let him go,” instructed Sarge to Shore. “I don’t want his mother to see him in wrist cuffs.”

      He walked past the Marines and into the open intersection. The soldiers immediately raised their weapons to thwart any potential trouble.

      “My name is Henry Sargent,” he said as he extended his hand to greet Archibald. Mrs. Archibald was sobbing. “They’re getting your son now, ma’am.”

      She nodded and calmed down somewhat. Nervously, she said, “This is Sargent Street.”

      “It’s probably named after my family.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” replied Sarge, but Mrs. Archibald was off in a flash, running toward her son, who ran past the Marines and into her arms.

      “Mom!” he shouted as the two crashed into each other in an embrace. Archibald tried to restrain himself and maintain some sort of leadership decorum, but he broke into tears and ran toward his teenage boy as well. Sarge stood alone in the intersection bearing his family name and surveyed the crowd. They were weak. Eyes were sullen. Clothes hung on them like rags. Their faces screamed despair.

      The tearful reunion continued for another moment while young Nathaniel introduced his parents to his captors. J.J. and Donald spoke a few words to the Archibalds before the group returned to Sarge.

      “Mr. Archibald—” started Sarge before being interrupted.

      “Please, call me Archie,” he said. “All my friends do.”

      “Are we friends, Archie?” asked Sarge, who towered over Archibald by six inches. “We got off to a rocky start, as I recall.”

      “Let me explain. I am very sorry that—”

      Sarge cut him off by raising his hand. “Mr. Arch … Archie, we’ve put that day behind us. Have you and the rest of Belchertown?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Let me ask you this,” started Sarge as he surveyed the crowd once again. “What’s the population of Belchertown?”

      “Before the lights went out, around fourteen thousand. Now we’re down to a little more than a thousand.”

      Sarge ran his fingers through his beard but resisted the urge to scratch it. This has to go. He wondered if the CVS store had any razors.

      “We’ve used up the harvests and removed anything from the local stores.”

      “How are you surviving?” asked Sarge.

      “We’ve sent groups into Amherst and Northampton to barter markets on Saturdays. After we attacked, um …” Archibald became emotional and then composed himself. He whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      Sarge reached out and placed his hands firmly on the man’s shoulders as his wife and son watched Archibald break down.

      Containing himself, he spoke again. “We began trading our weapons and ammunition for food. It’s all anybody wants at these things. A handgun might bring a bag of rice in trade. Fifty rounds of ammo gets you a bag of beans.”

      Sarge waved Shore over to the group and whispered in his ear, “Call them up.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Shore, who double-timed it to the Humvees.

      Within moments, two five-ton M928 Cargo Trucks drove along the shoulder past the parked Humvees. Sarge waved them in front of the Mobil station, where the onlookers parted to make way.

      “What’s this?” asked Archibald, who had overcome his emotions.

      “Archie,” said Sarge, “we’re neighbors now. We’re no longer enemies. We want to help our neighbors the best way we know how.”

      The soldiers inside the M928s lowered the side gates and removed the canvas covering of the oversized six-by-six military vehicle, revealing boxes of food, bottled water, hygiene supplies, and medical necessities.

      “Is that for us?” asked Mrs. Archibald.

      “Yes, ma’am,” replied Sarge, which earned him a big hug from both Archibalds.

      “God bless you, Mr. Sargent,” she said tearfully.

      He repeated Julia’s words in his mind—one person, one town, one state, one country at a time.

      “Call me Sarge. All my friends do.”
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        Sunday, November 6

        8:30 a.m.

        310 Washington Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Dubbed the Sanctuary of Freedom in the eighteenth century, the Old South Meeting House still stood in the heart of downtown Boston. The Puritan meeting house, or church, had been an important gathering place since it was built in 1729. Sons of Liberty leader Samuel Adams and Founding Father Benjamin Franklin were some of the more infamous members of the church.

      In the early morning hours of December 16th, 1773, Samuel Adams called upon thousands of colonists from the region to attend a political meeting at the Old South Meeting House to discuss the British Crown’s onerous tax on tea. As ships entered the harbor loaded with tea, they were told that the tax must be paid, or they could not be unloaded. For days, colonists from all walks of life listened to Samuel Adams as he protested the actions of the royal governor. When the third ship arrived and was refused its request to unload, the colonists unloaded.

      Whipped into a frenzy by Samuel Adams, hundreds of colonists, led by the Sons of Liberty, left the hall and made their way to Boston Harbor. The story is well known. The tea was thrown into the harbor in open defiance of British rule. The covert gatherings at the Old South Meeting House sparked and ignited a revolution. Historians will always look to the Boston Tea Party as the catalyst and the turning point in the history of America that led to its independence.

      Steven began to rotate the meetings of the Mechanics from one location to another each week. He chose churches because they were exempt from the martial law declaration’s prohibition on large assemblies.

      O’Brien, out of sheer laziness, signed an order that permitted church services in any designated house of worship between eight in the morning and noon on Sundays. O’Brien appointed four of his men to act as designated agents to supervise the program. The Mechanics kept tabs on their activities each Sunday morning and quickly learned that the agents rarely reported for duty.

      The Old South Meeting House, while operating as a museum, was technically designated as a church. It provided the Mechanics the perfect cover for their own form of revolutionary meetings. This morning, no fire-and-brimstone preacher was necessary to inflame passions. They came in the door with smoke coming out of their ears.

      “We can’t let this stand!”

      “When are we gonna take the fight directly to those UN invaders!”

      “Screw them, I wanna take out O’Brien!”

      “Hell yeah!”

      “Choose freedom!”

      “Steven! Where’s Sarge?”

      It was this last outburst that caused Steven to quieten the crowd.

      “Listen up. Hey, calm down, everybody. This is an old building. We don’t need to bring the roof down.”

      Steven surveyed the room. This was by far the largest group of the Mechanics assembled to date. Nearly six hundred sets of eyes stared at him for guidance and leadership. He wanted to give them what they demanded—O’Brien’s head on a pike.

      “Okay, thanks. Listen up. Like I’ve said, Sarge will not be attending these meetings anymore.”

      “What are we gonna do? Tell us!” shouted a voice from the rear of the room.

      “I know you guys are pissed off and anxious to do something,” replied Steven. “Just hear me out. We’ll get to all of this.”

      The room was filled. Makeshift Rebellious Flags had been created out of torn sheets stapled to tree limbs and split two-by-fours. The five red and four white vertical stripes were created with paint, permanent markers, and in one case, the blood of some type of animal. The crowd wanted blood and Steven desperately wanted to give it to them.

      “Steven, the people are with us. Right, everybody?”

      “Yeah! Choose freedom!” The demonstration continued again.

      “Let’s storm the State House. We outnumber the UN!”

      Screams of approval filled the Old South Meeting House.

      Katie beckoned him over while the Mechanics rallied. She cupped her hands over her mouth and spoke into his ear. “They need this.”

      “Katie, Sarge was pretty direct. He doesn’t want a bloodbath out there.”

      “Can you do it without a bloodbath?”

      “Maybe,” replied Steven. “We still have a couple of days to plan it out.”

      Steven looked at Katie seeking guidance, who began to smile. She mouthed the words, “Go for it.”

      “I will. Does he think he can do this thing without me? Does he think Tuesday’s prisoner swap is gonna be some kind of lovefest like Belchertown?”

      Steven stood up and returned to the lectern. The time for debating the use of force versus diplomacy was over.
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        Sunday, November 6

        7:00 p.m.

        Western White House

        Honolulu, Hawaii

      

      

      This was only the second nationwide address by the President during this time of crisis. His other public appearances were confined to one-on-one interviews with foreign news media. The White House press corps was starved for information. Press briefings were minimal and particulars were scarce. When the President’s chief of staff announced this national speech, rumors were plentiful. Homeland Security briefings provided the most insight into how the nation was recovering.

      However, the reporters were skeptical about the source. DHS painted a rosy picture, consistently touting the accomplishments of the Citizen Corps. The media, including those outlets typically favorable to the President, suspected otherwise. Their ranks had thinned, and only a single camera was allowed. Today’s Q and A following the statement should be interesting.

      In the President’s first address to the nation on September 7th, the slightly elevated stage contained the large blue podium adorned with the seal of the President of the United States, together with two flags—the United States flag on the right, and the flag of the President of the United States on the left. Today, a third flag appeared. The blue and white flag of the United Nations stood on the left next to the flag of the President.

      The President approached the blue goose, the large blue podium bearing the official seal of the President of the United States. His previously jet black hair had grayed. His wrinkles were more pronounced. He was decidedly thinner. The President looked exhausted.

      “My fellow Americans and citizens of the world, it has been two months since the devastating, unprovoked attack upon our nation.

      “Although it may seem like an eternity to some, it is a brief period of time under these circumstances. I do not wish to diminish the pain that most of you have endured. I feel for your loss and your hardships. Know that your government is working hard to provide the basic necessities to as many of you as possible.” He paused, distracted as his communications director abruptly left the room.

      “In this short period of time, we have accomplished quite a bit. Through the valiant efforts of our Citizen Corps governors and their teams that are made up of people like you, our Citizen Corps team leaders and members of the public worked together. Side by side, you’ve helped save your neighbors and those among us who are vulnerable. As a nation, we’ve come together, and now it’s time to move to the next phase.

      “I have set forth a plan for my agency heads to follow. It is designed to take us into the next phase of the recovery process. The plan has two strategic imperatives. First, I want to establish a whole community approach to the recovery effort. By that, I mean every member of the American public must participate for the greater good. Those who are physically able will be able to assist in the rebuilding of our infrastructure. Those who are not may provide goods or other services deemed necessary by the Citizen Corps. This will be looked upon as a team effort.

      “Second, I want to foster commitment and loyalty to this great nation of ours. In the past, political rancor and disagreement ruled the day. This is not who we are. I intend to use this catastrophe to bring us together as a nation. We simply do not have the time to argue amongst ourselves, creating bitterness and resentfulness. In addition, we do not have the governmental resources to waste at a time of national emergency.”

      The President paused again, this time for effect. “On Tuesday, November 8th, a presidential election was scheduled. Pursuant to my authority under the Declaration of Martial Law, Executive Order 13777, I am hereby suspending elections until further notice, and the Twenty-Second Amendment is also suspended until such time as our nation is able to properly conduct and monitor the electoral process.

      “Let me be clear. This decision did not come without serious thought and counsel. These actions are appropriate under these catastrophic circumstances and are necessary to heal this nation.

      “Now, I’ll address a few questions. Dan Balz, Washington Post, is first up. Dan.”

      “Thank you, Mr. President. Is your canceling of elections and the suspension of the operation of the Twenty-Second Amendment effectively giving you a third term in office?”

      Balz remained standing as the President replied, “The office of the President is the only office elected by all of the citizens of the United States. The Twenty-Second Amendment to the Constitution, enacted in 1947, provides the term of office for the President shall not be greater than two terms, or eight years. There are many, including President Ronald Reagan, a Republican, I might add, that believe the Twenty-Second Amendment is an infringement on the democratic rights of the people.”

      Balz continued with his questioning. “Mr. President, a follow-up, please. The Twenty-Second Amendment was ratified by every state. Doesn’t that speak to the will of the people?”

      “Dan, I consider the Twenty-Second Amendment to be an invasion of the people’s democratic rights to vote for whomever they want to vote for and for however long. Now, I wasn’t on the ballot this Tuesday, so it was never my intention to run for a third term. It is my intention to unify this nation in its time of need. Leaders lead, and that’s what I am doing by this executive action.”

      “Mr. President! Mr. President!” came the shouts as hands sprang up around the room.

      “Jonathan.”

      Jonathan Karl of ABC News addressed the President next. “Mr. President, with respect to the second part of your statement, when do you anticipate holding elections?”

      “At this juncture, I can’t answer that, Jonathan. As soon as practicable.”

      “Any time frame at all, Mr. President?”

      “No,” the President replied curtly. “Over here.”

      “Thank you, Mr. President. Luis Ramirez, Voice of America Radio. The United Nations Peacekeeping forces have multiplied exponentially on U.S. soil. Reports are rampant of atrocities committed by their troops. Have you been informed of the details of their misdeeds, and how do you respond to calls for the removal of the UN?”

      “We are pleased with the partnership established with the United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon. The UN has provided aid throughout the nation and has been especially helpful in stifling tensions in our highly populated urban regions. While there have been rumors of so-called atrocities, I’ve received no credible evidence from the Department of Homeland Security that these atrocities are the norm rather than the exception.”

      “Next up is Peter Baker, New York Times.”

      “Thank you, Mr. President. A follow-up to my question at our last press conference. Are our intelligence gatherers any closer to determining who is responsible for the cyber attack?”

      “No, Peter, they’re not. Attribution—or lack thereof—is another major obstacle that prevents any nation from defining when a perpetrator initiates a cyber attack. If a government cannot determine who carried out the attack, it’s difficult to know who to blame and whether the attack warrants retaliation. Without definitive evidence leading to identification of the offender, a nation-state can’t formulate an appropriate response without knowing who was involved.”

      “Mr. President, at one point, the Russians appeared to be on the radar of our law enforcement agencies. Is Russia still the focus of their investigation?”

      “Just like any criminal investigation, if law enforcement could somehow figure out the assailant, then a lot of issues go away. If you know who’s conducting the cyber activity, you also get an insight into their intent. If it’s the Russian government, you know they have the ability to take things a step further. If it’s some hacker in his mom’s basement, you know there’s no intent or ability to raise the level of force that’s going to be used. Ultimately, the issue of attribution is not a legal problem; it’s a technical problem.”

      The President continued, this time addressing all of the media present. “It is human nature in a stressful situation like this to seek answers. It is important to know who and why. There have been justifiable outcries for this administration to respond militarily. So let me be clear. Attribution, the process of detecting an adversary’s fingerprints on a cyber attack, will always be a challenge. Establishing any degree of confidence in determining guilt may always stand in the way of a military response. Will the United States government require a beyond all reasonable doubt standard as it might in a criminal prosecution? Time will tell.”

      “Mr. President, a question about Fox News.”

      The President glared at the reporter from the UK Daily Mail. “Go ahead.”

      “Fox News has been barred from press events by your communications staff. They are the fifth news organization to be excluded from direct questioning of your administration. Do you feel this has a chilling—”

      The President interrupted the reporter. “Our administration will no longer grant press credentials and access to the highest level of government to any media source that has no journalistic integrity. Our nation is in a crisis, and it doesn’t need the flames of emotion stoked by false or misleading reporting.”

      “But, sir,” the reporter continued at the risk of losing his credentials, “all of us in the media recognize the inherent conflict between the official statements released by the administration and our desire to press the government for more accountability and transparency. Wouldn’t you agree the media’s job isn’t to write down what you or members of your administration say and regurgitate it. If that were the case, we could limit this room to one person.”

      The President was incredulous. He looked over for his communications director twice and caught the eye of an aide, who tried to melt into her chair.

      “Well, perhaps we should do that. I believe in a free press. I also believe our country is in dire straits. Before the cyber attack, the public’s confidence in the media was at record lows. Perhaps you should look at each other to determine whether you are being sensationalistic or acting for the greater good of our nation.”

      The President began to walk away from the podium, but the reporter persisted as Secret Service agents moved toward him.

      “It’s a slippery slope, Mr. President,” he said, raising his voice. “If there are no objective points of view to say this is true and this isn’t, then what are we left with? The American people will only be left with one set of facts—yours!”

      As the young brit was wrestled to the ground, the second post-collapse press conference in sixty days came to an end as the single camera broadcasted the events to the world.
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        Monday, November 7

        8:30 p.m.

        310 Washington Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Tomorrow is a big day, my friends, so let’s get down to business. I’ve met with all of you individually today, and I’m comfortable that we’ll have the right personnel in place. I am pleased with the turnout from the Massachusetts State Defense Force.”

      Steven walked toward the front pews and gestured for a man to stand. “Props to Colonel Lancaster from the 1st Battalion Operational Support group out of Milford. You guys have done a tremendous job in bringing in new recruits with substantial training under their belt. Would you like to say a few words?”

      “Thank you, Steven. The MSDF was formed by the Massachusetts General Court during the Civil War. For one hundred and fifty years, our all-volunteer military force, made up of members who have regular civilian careers, stood at the ready until activated by the governor. I regret that we weren’t here to prevent this injustice against our Massachusetts legislators. We intend to make it right tomorrow!”

      Cheers and applause rose throughout the Old South Meeting House. Steven thanked Colonel Lancaster and continued.

      “As you all know, our President, the tyrant, went too far. The right to vote is the most important right granted to a U.S. citizen, as it acts as a preservative of all other rights we hold true. When we vote, we make our voices heard. We register our opinions as to who government should work for. This President has stolen that right from us!”

      “Choose freedom!” shouted one of the Mechanics. He cajoled his fellow militiamen to join in, which resulted in a full-throated chorus. “Choose freedom! Choose freedom!”

      Steven moved to quiet the crowd. “Tomorrow will be a big day in American history. Like other patriots around the country, we will band together to stand up against the tyrannical approach this President has implemented.”

      “Hear! Hear!” yelled someone in the back of the room.

      Steven nodded, acknowledging the expression dating back to the seventeenth century. “In the name of protecting us, he has imprisoned our voices. In the name of rebuilding, he has torn down our freedoms! In the name of restoring order, he has invited a foreign army onto American soil!”

      “This will not stand!”

      “This is our land!”

      “U.S.A.! U.S.A.! U.S.A.!”

      Steven smiled. So this was what a political rally looked like. The Mechanics brought themselves under control.

      “Tomorrow, some of us may die. I am prepared for death. We will mourn the fallen and thank God for those who live. If a revolution is to begin in this country, the time is now. If freedom is to be saved, it will be saved tomorrow. Against all odds, I choose freedom!”

      And the group rose again, much like a partisan congress at a presidential State of the Union address. Steven didn’t need to cheerlead further. His men were with him—live or die.

      “Tomorrow is our opportunity. There may be others later, but as General Patton once said, A good plan, violently executed now, is better than a perfect plan next week. Or as I like to say, It’s time to get after it!”

      Steven spent the rest of the evening breaking the Mechanics into groups. He moved unit to unit, reminding them of their strategy.

      Each had a defined purpose. The attack upon the UN forces would be slow and methodical. The element of surprise would be their key to success. The use of guerilla tactics was ideal for tomorrow’s operation. The Mechanics would use their mobility to fight the larger, traditional militaristic UN forces.

      He approached the group that contained the new guys Elkins and Grant. “This team will be using code name Hammers on the comms. There are only four of you, and we will monitor our own frequency on the radio. You guys have one job. Get as close to Governor O’Brien as possible. Elkins and Grant have provided us outstanding intel on how the prisoner swap is to go down tomorrow. Let’s go over what you’ve learned.”

      Grant spoke up first. “Today, I was in a food line set up by O’Brien downtown at the government center. He was holding court, as you might say. Shaking hands. Chatting up his constituents, etcetera. I overheard him say to a woman who I assume was one of the wives of the prisoners that he hoped she looked forward to the reunion with her husband. He said he planned to be standing on the State House steps to greet his old friends home.”

      Elkins added, “They started assembling scaffolding this morning. I believe it’s going to be an observation stand. It’s behind the wrought-iron fence.”

      “Okay,” said Steven. “We won’t know until tomorrow whether this is even feasible. You men, as the Hammers, will have to find a soft spot, a breach in O’Brien’s security detail. We may use a distraction to divert attention. Be prepared to react to conditions on the ground.”

      Elkins looked to Grant and then spoke. “I assume you’ve cleared this with the boss.”

      “I don’t have a boss,” Steven snapped back.

      “Well, I mean Sarge,” replied Elkins. “Sarge is pretty much running things, right?”

      “Not tomorrow,” Steven reacted defensively before walking away. “This is my baby.”

      Steven tried to shake off the reference to Sarge as his boss. He’s my brother!

      He rolled his neck and moved on. Steven held his final conversation with Colonel Lancaster’s unit. “We will fight the UN because the will of the people demands it. We will not stand for the atrocities committed by them in the name of peacekeeping. More importantly, tomorrow we send a clear message to our brothers around the country. Stand with us. Together, we can take our country back!”
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        Tuesday, November 8

        11:25 a.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      This would be their last day at home for many months. Sarge insisted upon being in town for the prisoner exchange even though he agreed joining the festivities was too dangerous. He enjoyed a level of anonymity for the moment. His regular appearances on Choose Freedom radio and his increased contact with both domestic and international political leaders increased his chances of being recognized. He believed he could walk among the people gathering on Boston Common undetected, but Julia wisely warned against it. It wasn’t worth the risk. She was not going to orphan their child before the baby was born.

      “I’ll observe from here,” said Sarge to a member of his security detail as he looked through the telescope toward the eastern end of Boston Common. All of the leaves had fallen and the streets were devoid of vehicular traffic. The southeast corner of 100 Beacon provided the perfect, safe observation tower.

      “Yes, sir,” replied the soldier, who withdrew to take up a defensive position at the north side of the building.

      Julia moved to hug Sarge around the waist. “I know you wanted to be down there.”

      “This is a big step, honey,” he said. “If we are going to move forward, there has to be a spirit of cooperation between the government and the people. At least for one day, despite the protests around the country due to the President’s canceling of elections, Boston can raise the white flag and prove an orderly transition of some nature can occur.”

      “Even if it’s the swapping of political prisoners,” added Julia.

      “Exactly. Throughout history, warring opponents can call a truce for the limited purpose of returning prisoners to their families.”

      Julia interjected. “Despite the fact that the prisoners may come back to fight you again?”

      “You hope not, but that happens. This situation is unique because O’Brien committed the crime of armed kidnapping, in my opinion. And the victim happens to be the government of Massachusetts.”

      Julia laughed. “The symbolism is not lost on me. A so-called governor appointed by a tyrannical President has to kidnap the legitimate government in order to establish his own legitimacy.” They both began laughing.

      “That was a mouthful coming from a former political editor to a newspaper.” Sarge laughed.

      “Imagine if I wrote it and someone had to read it,” she replied, giving Sarge a fist bump.

      “LOL,” said Sarge, utilizing his favorite acronym from Facebook. He turned serious again. “We have to win the battle of ideas first. Americans are looking for leadership, not oppression. Restoring our freedoms and rights under the Constitution are a prerequisite to revitalizing and restoring America to its greatness.”

      “How do you get everyone on board?” asked Julia.

      “Not everyone, but at least most,” he replied. “We need to convince patriotic Americans to reaffirm the principles of limited government, free enterprise, and the rule of law so that we can reemerge a nation where freedom, opportunity, and prosperity can flourish.”

      “Well, don’t you sound like a politician.” Julia chuckled. “Maybe you should run for office? President Sargent. I like it.”

      “Shhhh,” joked Sarge. “Somebody might hear you and second the motion.”

      “Can we succeed in taking back our country and restoring democracy in your vision?” asked Julia.

      “I have to say, the changes must start with our political parties. I believe the Republicans and Democrats became less interested in winning elections than in controlling their parties’ candidates. History has proven that. When Barry Goldwater won the Republican nomination in ’64, it was his fellow Republicans who destroyed his chances of success in the campaign against LBJ.”

      “What about now?” asked Julia.

      “Libertarians have never had a chance within either of the two major political parties. I’ve always said that it would take a major reset of the political landscape to change that.”

      “Now, you have your reset,” said Julia.

      “Yes, courtesy of my predecessor, John Morgan.”

      Sarge thought quietly. “Our country was headed for a societal meltdown. The nation was unhappy all across the socioeconomic spectrum. During my lectures, I focused on external threats to our sovereignty. But over the past few decades, America began to rapidly decline. Our country was going to collapse eventually, like all of the great nations before her, but not from an existential threat. It was going to collapse from within. By that, I mean from within our hearts and souls.”

      “Are we talking a Civil War or a second American Revolution?” asked Julia.

      “Perhaps a little of both,” replied Sarge. “Before the cyber attack, most Americans didn’t care to learn about, much less conceive, the concept of a world without a United States. Yet, it is inevitable. The signs are there as you see the foundations and principles established by our relatives disappear. We have a unique opportunity to return the country to a course of greatness, but it won’t be easy.”

      Julia took in the words of the man she loved so much. Things happened for a reason. He was a great leader whose time had come. The time was also right for something else.

      “Sarge, I want our baby to grow up in the country you envision. I want our baby to have the opportunities we had and to respect the meaning of freedom that most of the children in the world will never know.”

      “Julia, I agree, but what are you saying?”

      “Our baby, Sarge. I’m pregnant.” Julia began crying tears of joy. She’d been holding this inside for days, waiting for the right moment to reveal the news to the man she loved so much. There was never a perfect time to have a baby, and there was never a perfect time to tell a man he was going to be a father.

      “You’re pregnant! I love you. I love you. My God, Julia, really?”

      Julia nodded with tears still streaming down her face. Sarge hugged her so tight it slightly hurt her tender chest, but she didn’t care.

      “Yes, Sarge. Is it okay?”

      “Okay? Why wouldn’t it be okay?”

      “Look around us,” she started. “We live in some kind of postapocalyptic, dystopian horror movie. How will we raise a child in a world like this?”

      “The same way they did two hundred and fifty years ago, with morals and ethics and hope for the future. Our child will be with us as we sow the seeds of liberty across America. I can’t think of a better motivation to make America great again.”

      Julia hugged him tightly. She was so proud of Sarge and would carry his child proudly. Their baby would be born under precarious circumstances, but she was confident Sarge was uniquely capable of making America that shining city upon a hill, as John Winthrop, Sarge’s ancestor who founded the Massachusetts Bay colony, wrote in the early seventeenth century.

      “Sir! Sir!” exclaimed Captain Branson as he abruptly interrupted their tender moment. “Sir, I’m sorry to interrupt you, but this is urgent.”

      Sarge broke away from their embrace, but not before wiping the tears off Julia’s cheeks. “What is it, Branson?”

      “Sir, we’ve been monitoring radio chatter. There appears to be an operation going on by our men.”

      “The Mechanics or the Marines?” asked Sarge.

      “The Mechanics, sir. We’re picking up a significant amount of communications across our frequencies, indicating they’re planning an ambush of the UN forces during the prisoner exchange.”

      Sarge looked at Julia with a scowl on his face. “Dammit, Stephen.

      “Branson, have you been able to raise my brother on the radio?”

      “We’ve tried, sir, but there’s been no response. We weren’t sure if you were aware and didn’t want to disrupt the flow of the operation.”

      “Dammit!” Sarge yelled out of frustration. He immediately moved to the telescope to get a better view. The long-range capability of the lens allowed him to focus in on specific groups of people. Steven was to set up the Mechanics in a defensive position, mainly to be a rapid-reaction force in the event O’Brien pulled a double-cross. Sarge had expressly prohibited the use of force on the UN soldiers.

      “This was supposed to be a day of diplomacy, not conflict. There will be plenty of time for that.”

      “What are you going to do?” asked Julia apprehensively. She didn’t want Sarge to go down to the Common.

      “I can’t put our guys at risk by a bunch of radio communications. I have to find him and call this thing off.”

      Sarge turned his attention back to Branson. “What’s his codename?”

      “Hammer One, sir.”

      “Have you established what the operation is?”

      “Yes, sir. I can fill you in on the way. This is happening fairly quickly. The zone of action appears to be focusing on the steps of the State House. I believe O’Brien may be a target.”

      Sarge grasped Julia by the shoulders, and she began to cry again. “I love you. I know what you’re thinking. Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.”

      “You better be,” she replied. “I don’t want anything to happen to our baby boy’s father.”

      “A boy? Yeah, I like it—Little Sarge Junior.” He laughed as he kissed her and turned to leave.

      “The fifth,” she yelled after him.

      “Henry the fifth, I like it!” he shouted back.

      Julia muttered, “I love you,” but Sarge was gone.
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        Tuesday, November 8

        12:00 p.m.

        Boston Common

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      It was a bright morning without a cloud in the sky. Last night’s frost melted and the temperatures hovered just above forty. Steven exited the stalled van about a block away from the State House near the Beacon Street entrance to Suffolk University.

      In his mid-thirties, Steven was as fit as any professional athlete. The poor food selection hadn’t diminished his energy or physical abilities. He quickly emerged and was off in a sprint. Steven’s team of Hammers followed him down the sidewalk until he took a sharp right turn and bolted down an alleyway between the university’s buildings. Grant and Elkins struggled to keep up. They would not have been his first choice, or second or third, for that matter, to be a part of his Hammers team. The men claimed to know the State House and had learned that O’Brien planned a celebratory party for his returning union guys. Steven smelled an opportunity to take down O’Brien and his forty-some trusted men at the same time. The inside of the State House would be an easy killing field for five men with full-auto M4s.

      Steven zigzagged his way across an open parking area, using the stalled vehicles as cover. Every once in a while he would respond to a radio broadcast as the various teams got into position.

      By the time he reached Ashburton Place to the east of the State House, all teams were in position. He motioned for his men to press themselves against the building while he ordered the perimeter units to begin their mission.

      “Delta One, Hammer One. Over,” said Steven into his handheld mic attached to his kit.

      “Go for Delta One.”

      “Hammer down all Delta teams.”

      The Delta teams were dispersed throughout downtown Boston and had been monitoring the UN troops all night. The UN was preparing for a riot. Their troops were equipped with tear gas, pepper spray, and long-range acoustic devices. Their outfits consisted of riot helmets, body armor, face visors, and riot shields. When the water cannons and armored fighting vehicles rolled out of the Seaport, Steven knew O’Brien planned an ambush. Well, Steven had an ambush planned of his own.

      Their job was to disable the riot personnel without alerting O’Brien. Steven expected them to be used after the prisoners were exchanged. The riot control soldiers were positioned in the side streets out of plain view, to the east, south and west of Boston Common. Because the primary focus of O’Brien’s men was that location, Steven determined the north entrance of the State House would be most vulnerable.

      Steven sent Elkins and Grant across the street to take up positions behind the concrete planters. He led the other two along the wall toward the State House. He ducked into the entry of the Capitol Coffee House. The men across the street behind the planters would be his eyes for any UN soldiers around the corner.

      Steven keyed the mic. “Talk to me.”

      “You’ve got two Humvees positioned in a V. From here, we can see four UN soldiers in front, looking towards the Common. The park appears to be empty.”

      “Roger that.”

      Steven looked over his shoulder and scanned the faces of the men behind him. He held up four fingers. Each man nodded their acknowledgment. Steven poked his head around the corner and saw the four targets. Today, he was carrying an H & K MP7S with a suppressor and an extended, forty-round magazine. It was compact, light and ideal for this type of operation.

      “All right, Hammers,” he said. “Flip transmission on and move.”

      He ran into the street behind the UN Humvees undetected, quickly moving across the narrow road onto the sidewalk adjacent to Ashburton Park. The other men followed the wall to cover the left flank of the UN roadblock.

      “Eyes on four targets,” said Steven into the radio.

      “Roger, eyes on four,” came the reply.

      “Fire.” The four targets were dropped in seconds. “Pull the bodies under the vehicles. Grab the keys too.” Steven waved for Elkins and Grant to join him.

      After the bodies were secure, Steven led the team down the hill along the retaining wall supporting Ashburton Park. At the corner, he peered around the block planters to observe the Derne Street entrance to the State House’s parking garage. The street was deserted.

      “All clear,” he said as they ran down the street and ducked inside the granite portico. For a moment, he debated whether to use the parking garage as a point of entry and thought about the lack of vehicles and security along the rear entrance to the building. How are these forty-four prisoners getting out of here? There weren’t any vehicles on the street except a couple of broken-down trucks.

      Then he heard voices and laughter coming from within the garage. Chinese dialect. UN soldiers.

      “Let’s stick to the plan and hit the service entrance,” he said. He quickly switched his comms to the other frequency and received reports from the Delta teams. They had neutralized the riot squads of the UN.

      All teams were awaiting the arrival of the school buses carrying the prisoners from Fort Devens. Once the prisoners from the State House descended into Boston Common, the forty-four would be allowed to enter the State House. O’Brien, via Pearson, had agreed to vacate the State House by the end of the day.

      “Let’s move,” said Steven, anxious to get into position. He led the team into the bowels of the complex and veered to the right. He gestured toward the kitchen and then turned the team up a back flight of stairs to the first floor. Based upon information he’d received from Sarge during his debrief following the raid last week, Steven decided to use the same stairwell to the upper levels. This would give his team the high ground.

      They reached the second-floor library and found it empty. The sounds of muffled voices could be heard in the grand foyer. Steven cracked the library doors and rolled the Bounce Imaging Ball onto the landing overlooking the first floor.

      He studied the video pad on his wrist and reported his findings to the Hammers team. “They’ve got the prisoners kneeling down in the center of the building. There are guards on the second level.”

      “How many?”

      “Four, two on each side. Their attention is directed to the prisoners, but they don’t appear to be on alert.” He studied the video pad for another moment until the sounds of feet shuffling could be heard coming from below.

      “On your feet! Get up! Arriba, arriba! Andale! Macht Schnell! Let’s go!”

      Steven switched frequencies and was told the buses had arrived. He turned to his team. “It’s almost go time. First, we’ll use the activity below as cover as we take out the four men on this level. Elkins, Grant, we’ll take the west side of the building. You men go left to the east. Take out your targets, and drag them out of view. Clear so far?”

      “Yes.”

      “Second, and very important,” continued Steven, “I came here to take out O’Brien. He’s mine, got it? You’ll know when to open fire—when that fat guy hits the floor. Clear.”

      The team nodded. Elkins and Grant followed Steven along the wall, ducking into the office doorways at each opportunity. A series of half-dead ficus trees contained in planters prevented him from taking a clear shot. Fortunately, the confusion downstairs supplied a perfect distraction. Steven aimed his weapon and shot the UN soldiers in the back with two rounds each. The other two members of the team followed suit.

      “They’re leaving,” said Grant.

      “Follow me,” said Steven as he led the two men to the front windows overlooking Boston Common. Then he saw O’Brien standing on top of the makeshift scaffolding like a Roman king presiding over two warriors fighting in the Colosseum.

      “They’ll be coming in now. Shouldn’t we get in position?” asked Elkins.

      Steven looked around for the best vantage point. “There,” he said, pointing to the entrance to the west wing. “That gives us a perfect vantage point and we can keep the guys below in a crossfire.” As they carefully made their way back to the west wing where the balcony overlooked the entrance to the State House, Steven switched to the other frequency to monitor the transmissions of the Mechanics.

      Reports were coming across the radio that the UN troops were converging onto Boston Common from Beacon, Park, and Tremont Streets. They were putting the squeeze on their people.

      “It’s an ambush! I knew it!” he unconsciously said aloud.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tuesday, November 8

        12:22 p.m.

        Boston Common

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge donned his gear and ran out the front door into the cool air. His security detail hustled to catch up.

      Creeping up on the ripe old age of forty, he was about to be a father for the first time. Of all the times and of all the circumstances, becoming a dad wasn’t the best idea, but it was one that he embraced wholeheartedly. He felt the same excitement as Julia when she told him.

      Captain Branson rushed ahead of Sarge with two of the Mechanics in tow. A couple of Marines brought up the rear. Branson led them through the alleys and backyards of Chestnut Street along the same route they used to escape the State House a few days prior. It worked before.

      As their pace quickened into a trot, Sarge turned up the volume on his radio and listened through his earpiece. Sarge picked up on chatter from the Mechanics that Steven was in place inside the State House. He could not determine which channel his brother was utilizing in order to contact him. All that he could determine was that Steven was inside the building with his team.

      As they ran up Chestnut Street toward Beacon Hill, none of his men attempted to conceal their weapons. Sarge wasn’t sure they could arrive at the State House in time to help diffuse the situation or to help his brother with this plan, whatever it was. But I have to try.

      Retracing their steps, the group reached Joy Street and made their way to the west side of the building. As they climbed the iron fire escape to the first floor, cheers rose from the front of the State House.

      “Stand back,” instructed one of Branson’s men as he placed a small explosive charge on the steel door’s frame. “Turn your backs to the door.” A small explosion compromised the lock, and the door, still smoldering, flung open. The sound was barely heard over the shouts coming from Boston Common.

      Once Sarge and his detail were inside, Branson asked, “Which way, sir?”

      Sarge came to a realization. Steven was an assassin. That was what he knew best. He was there to assassinate O’Brien.

      “Dammit, he’s gonna take out O’Brien,” said Sarge.

      Branson didn’t wait for further instruction. “Upstairs,” he shouted as he quickly led the team up to the second level of the State House. Once in the hallway, Branson cautiously moved the team toward the grand foyer. As they approached the opening, Sarge ran past the team as Steven appeared from the right.

      “There he is!”
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        * * *

      

      Steven walked in a low crouch toward the railing to get a better look at the procession entering the building. He prepared his weapon and looked through the Elcan reflex sight, scanning the crowd for O’Brien. How can I miss this guy?

      He raised up for a better perspective and then he felt the arm of Elkins around his throat. Before he could react, Elkins plunged a six-inch serrated knife into Steven’s back, instantly severing several vertebrae in his spinal column.

      “Governor O’Brien sends his regards,” hissed Elkins into Steven’s ear.

      Steven landed face-first onto the marble floor, still conscious. In his peripheral vision, he saw Grant’s chest burst into a mix of crimson and goo. Another round obliterated Grant’s head.
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        * * *

      

      Sarge saw Elkins drive the knife into his brother’s back at the same time Grant pointed his rifle at Sarge. Without hesitation, Sarge put two rounds in his chest and a third in his head before his body hit the floor dead. Elkins looked toward Sarge and then ran, firing his weapon wildly into the air to create confusion. Sarge would never forget his face—the beady-eyes flanking an oversized nose. Coward.

      “Get him!” he shouted as he ran to his brother’s side. Branson’s men gave chase for a moment, but Elkins rolled down the marble stairs toward the crowd on the first floor. Gunfire erupted in the hall as Steven’s men and Sarge’s detail exchanged volleys with the UN troops on the first floor.

      Sarge was oblivious to it all. He slid through the blood to Steven’s side and pulled him into his lap. “Steven, buddy. Hang on. We’ll get some help.” Sarge looked around him, frantically seeking answers, but there was a firefight going on and they were in danger.

      “Listen, I’ve got to get us out of here. I’ve gotta move you, Steven.”

      Steven just grinned in response as he coughed up a little blood. “It’s over for me, Sarge. I’m sorry.”

      “No, I’m sorry. You were right. O’Brien double-crossed us. I should’ve listened to you.”

      “It’s okay, Sarge. We’ve all got our jobs to do.”

      “Steven, I can’t do this without you. Can you hold on?”

      “Dammit. I can’t feel anything.” He coughed up more blood and grimaced. “It’s karma, you know.”

      “What is?” asked Sarge.

      “My whole life has been in the shadows. I killed, and they never saw it coming.”

      He coughed again and his eyes began to roll back in his head.

      “I love you, brother,” said Sarge, ducking as a rapid burst of bullets sailed over his head. “Hold on for me.”

      Steven was whispering now. “You know what they say?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Karma is just a polite way of saying ha-ha, screw you.”

      And Steven slipped into the darkness.
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            Epigraph

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        What do we mean by the Revolution? The war?

        That was not part of the revolution; it was only an effect and consequence of it. The Revolution was in the minds of the people before a drop of blood was shed.

        ~ John Adams

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Give me liberty or give me death!

        ~ Patrick Henry

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The essence of government is power.

        Power, lodged as it must be in human hands, will ever be liable to abuse.

        ~ James Madison
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        * * *

      

      
        
        They who give up essential liberty to obtain a little temporary safety deserve neither liberty nor safety.

        ~ Benjamin Franklin
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        * * *

      

      
        
        A little rebellion now and then is a good thing.

        ~ Thomas Jefferson
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The duty of a true patriot is to protect his country from its government.

        ~ Thomas Paine
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Choose Freedom!

        ~ Henry Winthrop Sargent IV
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        Thanksgiving Day, November 24

        Noon

        The Jackson Family Home

        Muddy Pond, Tennessee

      

      

      Drew Jackson stepped out of the chilly November air and into the warmth of the Jackson family home. An early dusting of soft, powdery snow began to fall just after midnight as he walked the perimeter fence rows with his brother. The moisture falling on his face conjured up the feelings of that fateful day—when he thought he was dead.

      As Drew walked into the open family room, he could feel the warmth of the Jackson home soak into his body. He removed the cast-iron skillet of corn bread from its tripod perch over the fire and placed it on the table. His mom immediately slit each wedge open and inserted butter made from goat milk into the center.

      He could hear the melting butter sizzle on the hot corn bread skillet as he set a couple of split logs on the fire, providing added warmth to the glow surrounding his family. Their home was filled with the scents of pumpkin pie, mashed potatoes, and a twenty-pound turkey deep-fried in hot oil. It was not that different from any other Thanksgiving—but it was.

      As the Jackson family gathered around the Thanksgiving table to say the blessing, Drew reminded himself of how thankful he was to be alive. Drew’s father—the Judge, as everyone called him, including his missus—said the blessing. But Drew’s mind was hundreds of miles away.

      “Thank you, God, for the food we’re about to eat, for our family, to share these blessings …”

      As his father blessed the Thanksgiving meal, Drew held hands with his mom to his right and his sister to his left. Unconsciously, he gave each of them a little squeeze, thanking them for healing his wounds and nurturing his soul. The Jacksons were a close-knit family, which was essential to survival in this post-apocalyptic world. It was the Jackson women, however, who helped Drew keep it together in the aftermath of seeing Abbie Morgan leave him behind that day in hurricane-ravaged Florida.

      “This smells incredible, Mom,” said his brother, Jack. Drew knew Jack was capable of eating everything on the table. Jack was six feet of solid muscle, a machine that required protein and energy. Fortunately for the Jackson family and all of those who now depended upon them for survival, Jack was an unparalleled marksman. The deer and turkeys of the Upper Cumberland Plateau were no match for his skill.

      “Amen,” said Drew’s sister, Alexandra. Like her brother, Allie, as the family affectionately called her, was more than a match for the wildlife, or the boys, of Muddy Pond. She was a stunning young woman who was every bit as capable of taking care of the family farm as her brothers. As an eighteen-year-old girl, she was frequently underestimated when compared to her fraternal twin brother, Jack. That was a mistake two wayward souls made one night when they tried to steal chickens out of the coop. Drew imagined those two were still pulling birdshot out of their backsides.

      The sounds of clanking forks and knives faded into the background as Drew’s mind wandered to that day he was lying in the wet grass at Camp Blanding. His mind raced again, like in his dreams, replaying the events over and over again.

      Gunfire. Shouting. Screams.

      Am I in Afghanistan? No, too wet.

      The pain in his head was unbearable. He couldn’t open his eyes.

      Try to breathe.

      “Judge, please pass the corn bread around, but be sure to use the hot pads.”

      Then the sun was out. His face began to warm. The shivering was over. His mind again wandered to the Middle East.

      Why can’t I move?

      A dog was licking his face. Is it Jack’s beloved Labrador—Sammie Jo?

      “Mom, this dressing never tasted so good. I love the extra sweet onions you mixed in.”

      “They’re Vidalias from the Judge’s garden.”

      Drew recalled finding the strength to get up and look for help. He had wandered in the direction of the base housing, which was where he found the bodies.

      Slaughtered. All of them. Children, too.

      He thought he was crying, but it was blood from his gashed forehead dripping down his cheeks. They couldn’t defend themselves against their murderers. They weren’t allowed guns.

      Drew had retched, emptying his stomach at the sight of the massacre. In the process, he discovered his cracked ribs. As he wrapped his arms around himself to provide self-comfort, his broken forearm revealed itself. He dropped to his knees, revealing a bloody gash in his thigh.

      He was fully coherent now, and with that, the pain made itself known.

      “Jack, normally we’d go to the turkey shoot this afternoon. What should we do instead?”

      Drew gathered himself and made his way through the woods toward a familiar place. He dragged his body through the trail, frequently stumbling over fallen tree branches. Hurricane Danni had taken its toll.

      When he made his way into the clearing, Drew was greeted by guns pointed at him, but behind the barrels were friendly faces. For two weeks, the Vances nursed him to health. The couple and their grandson had survived the onslaught of escaped prisoners who had nearly beaten Drew to death. When faced with return fire, the inmates quickly moved on to easier targets.

      Drew’s mind began to confuse the past and the present.

      “More turkey, please.”

      “Okay, honey. Hey, Jack, do you want this other turkey leg?”

      “I need to get home to Muddy Pond,” Drew had announced one morning as he entered the Vance’s kitchen. The Floridians were prepared for this eventuality.

      While Drew was unconscious, they’d found the keys to the Secret Service-issued Suburban in Drew’s pocket and retrieved the vehicle from Lulu, Florida, where it was parked. They mustered up enough gas to fill him up and provided him with a couple of weapons.

      Drew used backroads as he traveled the six hundred miles to Muddy Pond. Through Georgia, he encountered minor resistance in a few small communities, but he used his temporary Secret Service credentials to gain favor with the local law enforcement personnel who guarded the towns’ borders.

      The tearful reunion and emotions Drew felt on the day he drove up the mile-long gravel driveway to the Jackson homestead was unsurpassed until now. Drew was trying to keep it together. I have to tell them.

      “Drew, honey, you hardly said a word during dinner,” started Janie Jackson, retired ER nurse and head nurturer of the Jackson family. “Were you not hungry?”

      “I loved it, Mom,” replied Drew. “I have a lot on my mind, that’s all.”

      Janie pushed away from the table and began to gather up the family’s fine china, which had been passed down through four generations of Jacksons, including Drew’s namesake, President Andrew Jackson.

      “I’ll help you, Mom,” said Drew as he gathered up Allie’s plate and some serving pieces. Drew addressed his brother and sister. “Jack and Allie, go and relieve the guys on the front gate for a while so they can get some dinner too. And, Jack, let’s organize a pickup football game with some of the boys. They could use the stress relief and, after all, it is Thanksgiving.”

      “Deal,” replied Jack. Drew’s siblings donned their jackets and grabbed their rifles as they left. Everyone left the house armed.

      Drew and his parents steadily removed the dishes into the farmhouse sink. The Jacksons had two wells on their property to provide fresh water. They didn’t waste fuel on running the generators to pump it into the kitchen, so they used buckets to fill the sink.

      “I’ll get this water boiling,” said Drew’s father. They would pour boiling water over the dishes and allow them to soak in soapy water. Later, the dishes would be scrubbed and rinsed. The entire process took two gallons of water. Drew was always amazed at how much energy and water was used in running a dishwasher. The same purpose could be accomplished with two gallons and some elbow grease.

      Janie removed her apron and dried her hands. Then she turned to Drew and looked him in the eye. “You’re gonna start talkin’, young man. Right now.”

      Drew had used a variety of interrogation methods in his career. Some detainees could withstand a lot of pressure, at which time Drew would turn the screws of pain until even the strongest man’s will was broken. But, without a doubt, no one could resist the questioning of Janie Jackson.

      Drew didn’t hold back. “Mom, I miss Abbie. I love her and I want to find her.” He waited for her reaction. Drew was afraid his mother would be heartbroken at the thought of him leaving.

      Janie took Drew’s face in her hands and looked up to him. “True love only comes around once. It will knock on the door of your heart until you let it in. It will speak to your soul until you allow it to sing to your heart.”

      “Mom, I want to go to her—in Boston. She doesn’t even know I’m alive. It’s been nearly three months. What if—”

      She cut him off. “Now, you listen to me, Drew Jackson. You find her. There are no woulda-shoulda-couldas in this family. Find Abbie and tell her how you feel.”

      “I think she does love me, Mom. I also think she and her friends need me.”

      Drew’s father had returned from the fire and overheard the conversation. “Last night’s broadcast over the shortwave revealed a lot,” said the Judge. “If you’re right and that is your friend’s brother, they intend to set this country on the right course. They’re patriots, like us.”

      “Dad, I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone,” said Drew.

      “You do what it takes to find your girl and put this nation back where it belongs.”

      “I will, Dad. I’m sure the broadcasts are coming from Sarge. Last night really struck a nerve. I need to see what I can do to help. Most importantly, I need to find Abbie.”

      “We’ll get you saddled up and ready to go at first light. But, son, there is one thing I want to say. I know you hold some resentment for John Morgan because of what happened that day. I want you to reconcile things with Abbie’s father. He was doing what was best for his daughter, his only child. You can’t begrudge him that. I would do the same for you or the twins.”

      “I understand, Dad. I’m alive. I love Abbie. I also love my country. I’ll head to Boston tomorrow.”

      The three of them hugged and shed tears of love. Prior to the collapse, Thanksgiving had become a day of overeating, football, and early bird shopping at Walmart. The concepts of thankfulness and gratitude had been replaced with indulgence and entitlement.

      Genuine gratitude required free will. Nobody could be coerced into being thankful, and no amount of incentives could manufacture gratitude. It was the perfect and complete obligation of the human spirit. Each of us was singularly responsible for whether or not we lived a life of gratitude. Regardless of circumstances, that freedom was available to all who chose to change their perception on life.

      Be thankful for what you have rather than bemoan what you don’t.
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      Two Weeks Earlier

      
        
        Wednesday, November 9

        9:00 a.m.

        The Miss Behavin’

        Marblehead, Massachusetts

      

      

      The gentle wind billowed the sails as the Miss Behavin’ skipped across the white-crested waves of the cold Atlantic Ocean. The forty-foot yacht bounced along the waves, sending cold spray onto the deck, invigorating Sarge as he thought about what his brother meant to him.

      Corporal Morrell deftly guided them through the wind-whipped water. Sarge was reflective. No one was actually dead until the waves they caused in the world returned to the sea. His brother had left his mark on the world, without a doubt.

      Sarge never liked sailing, yet sailing had been his brother’s life. Steven would talk about the sea, the sun, and the cry of the birds, but Sarge only pretended to be interested. He regretted so many things, and not sharing Steven’s love of sailing was one of them.

      Steven would describe sailing as flying over the water, clearing a path through the waves with the goal of leaving the duties of the world behind him. Sailing into the vast, blue ocean was freedom to him.

      “It’s better than sex,” Steven had once quipped, but then quickly added, “Nah, not really.” He’d said the water called to him like a hot chick would whisper into his ear. He’d joke about this often, but Sarge knew he was sincere. Steven sailed in this life, and he would sail in the next.

      “This is a good spot,” instructed Sarge to Corporal Morrell, who adjusted the sails and slowly brought the Miss Behavin’ to a slower pace within sight of nearby Bakers Island.

      It was on Bakers Island during a family outing when Sarge and Steven were boys that they first met John Morgan. Although their father and Morgan were close friends, the Sargent brothers weren’t around Morgan very often because the duties of politics kept him traveling abroad for many years as the two boys grew up. It was a weekend outing at the Bakers Island Light Station that set the course of the Sargent boys’ lives, they just didn’t know it.

      Sarge’s brother never talked about death despite the number of times he cheated it. Intuitively, Sarge knew Steven would want to be buried here so he could forever roam the ocean he loved so much.

      Burial at sea was a time-honored tradition. For a Navy SEAL, there was no more exalted option for their mortal remains than being returned to the ocean.

      The Miss Behavin’ gently rocked in the ripple of waves on the leeward side of the island as Sarge gathered himself to speak. He was alone except for Brad and two more security personnel. Julia demanded to come along, as did Katie, but Sarge didn’t want Julia to risk harm to their baby. As for Katie, they needed to have a talk.

      Sarge caught his breath, cleared his mind, and started. “Steven’s last words were ‘Karma is just a polite way of saying ha-ha, screw you.’ This is how my brother lived his life—balls to the wall with no regrets.

      “Steven always said to me that a ship in the harbor may be safe, but that’s not what ships are for. They are made to sail—attack the waves and conquer the unknown. Steven lived his life in the same manner.

      “He was a warrior—made to protect and fight. For him, his death would not be a moment of sadness. Sadness comes from not living life to its fullest. The way of the warrior is the resolute acceptance of death. This was the way of my brother.

      “There are so many things left unsaid between us. Now is not the time. This is the time to honor my brother, the warrior. I found these words in Steven’s berth below. He lived by them, and he will be buried at sea with them.”

      Sarge wiped several tears mixed with sea spray from his face. As the seagulls cried above them and the surging waves washed onto the rocky shore, Sarge read the fitting tribute to Steven Sargent.

      “Make no mistake. I will defend my brothers. I will defend the weak. I will defend our way of life. I will bring the fight to your home to keep you out of mine. I will pursue relentlessly all who threaten my family. I will sacrifice so that others may live. I am an American. I am a patriot. I am a sheepdog. If you strike me or those like me, you will lie upon the earth until you are buried in it.”

      Sarge, with the help of Brad and Corporal Morrell, reverently placed Steven’s weighted body into the Atlantic Ocean to seek its final resting place. As it slowly disappeared into the darkness below, Sarge said, “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. I love you, my brother. Godspeed.”
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        Friday, November 11

        10:00 a.m.

        Prescott Peninsula, 1PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge joined Brad and Donald, who were waiting for him in the newly created war room located in the underground bunker of 1PP. When Donald had renovated the former astronomy complex over the summer, he’d fortified the bunker with a burster slab of concrete and steel. He’d also created an EMP-proof facility that included air filtration and blast doors. The facility was designed to withstand most explosive threats as well as biological attacks.

      One room that had been used as a library became a war room of sorts. Sarge and Donald adorned the walls with maps Sarge had retrieved from 100 Beacon yesterday. A variety of colored Post-it notes were spread about, delineating a local, regional, and national strategy envisioned by Sarge. Donald had secured all of the documents and computers containing the intricacies of the Boston Brahmin’s financial dealings inside the room as well.

      Sarge needed a place to work without prying ears and eyes. He also needed to discuss the future with his two most trusted friends, besides Julia, of course.

      Donald would become Sarge’s financial consigliere. The Italian term for chief advisor suited Donald’s role perfectly. The consigliere, although not officially part of the hierarchy of the Mafia, played an important role in a crime family. He was often the most trusted confidant of the family boss and typically the most knowledgeable of the Mafioso family’s financial affairs. The concept was a throwback to medieval times when the king would place his trust in an advisor who could be summoned for strategic counsel.

      Because virtually every decision, whether made by the king or the capo di tutti capi—the godfather of the Mafia—had a monetary aspect, the chief advisor was usually well versed in the organization’s monetary affairs.

      Brad was a brilliant military strategist who seemed to have a knack for dealing with this post-apocalyptic world. The rules of engagement were vastly different than the battlefields of the Middle East, where most modern commanders cut their teeth.

      Following the cyber attack, the streets of America became the theater of war. Most Americans were reluctant to think about the ramifications of war, especially since they were typically fought abroad. The prospect of destroying their fellow man was not part of their psyche. In this post-collapse America, survival meant killing. The war zone was now Main Street, USA.

      Brad, who was levelheaded except when he disliked someone, had a firm grasp on this concept. Politics was not his forte. It was Sarge’s.

      Sarge discussed the prospects of bringing Abbie into his inner circle of advisors. She was, after all, a sitting senator who just a few months ago was in line to become the next Vice President of the United States. However, her areas of expertise were grounded in the pre-collapse America. She was not cut out for the new normal, which required assassinations, insurgency operations, and attacks upon fellow Americans. Her time would come to lead if Sarge was successful in his strategy.

      “Hi, guys,” announced Sarge as he settled into a chair at the head of the table. He didn’t waste any time getting to the point. “My brother’s death leaves a huge hole in our hearts and our team. Allowing Steven to oversee the activities of the Mechanics freed up Brad to undertake more traditional military functions.”

      “I can handle both, Sarge, until we come up with a solution,” said Brad.

      Sarge had contemplated this and decided against it. The success of their future would depend upon political as well as military solutions. But politically, he couldn’t taint Brad’s stellar reputation among his peers nationwide by having him associated with the functions to be carried out by the Mechanics. These functions belonged in the world of black-ops, off-the-books operations.

      “I appreciate that, Brad,” said Sarge. “I can’t have your fingerprints on these things. You need to maintain that separation so you can have plausible deniability. For now, I’ll coordinate their efforts.”

      “No freakin’ way, Sarge!” protested Donald. “You can’t be out there risking your life.”

      Sarge started laughing, which enraged Donald more. His face turned red and he was about to let out another outburst when Sarge held his hands up to calm his dear friend.

      “Donald, no worries, old buddy. No Rambo crap for me. Steven did an excellent job setting up and establishing regions of responsibilities for his top lieutenants. In fact, several of them now occupy the condos at 100 Beacon. I’ll meet with them just like always, but only at the well-fortified 100 Beacon location.”

      “Sarge,” started Brad, “at least let me beef up the security around there with my men.”

      Donald continued to noticeably shake his head in disagreement. Sarge didn’t want to argue with his friend, especially when he knew Donald was right. But the group was already down one man and, as they were about to discuss, would be down another member as well.

      “Okay, I’m on board with that. The military presence will provide a deterrent effect for any local thugs who might have designs on testing us. But keep a wide perimeter. I don’t want to draw the attention of the UN forces unnecessarily.”

      “No problem,” said Brad.

      “Fine,” muttered Donald. Sarge let Donald have his opinion because it was voiced out of concern for his friend.

      “Okay. We’ll meet here every day as practicable. This will give us an opportunity to share information and stay on top of planning. Also, it will continue to be our duty to keep the Boston Brahmin informed during the lunch hour. I believe this practice has helped us keep everyone within our charge as calm as possible. As odd as it sounds, this diverse group has assimilated into our new lifestyle. Let’s not change things now because of recent adversity.”

      Sarge tried his best to discuss Steven’s death in an impersonal manner. He vowed to share his emotional feelings on the subject in private, only with Julia.

      “I agree,” said Donald. “If you need me to take on that role, just say the word.”

      “Thanks, buddy,” said Sarge, who turned his attention to Brad. “We need to contain the UN. What do you know about their casualties from Tuesday?”

      “They took a real hit,” replied Brad. “They lost quite a few men inside the State House during the firefight. But they sustained heavy losses of life and equipment around the perimeter they established. Steven was right. O’Brien and General Zhang planned an ambush and Steven sniffed it out. The Mechanics were very successful in taking out most of their units and confiscating weapons and vehicles.”

      “Good,” said Sarge as he was once again forced to recollect the death of his brother. “Do you have a feel for Zhang’s attitude. Did we kick a hornet’s nest?”

      “It’s too early to tell. Thus far, they haven’t undertaken any of their normal activities. My men entered the area after we deemed it secured and placed the dead in body bags. We returned the bodies of their deceased soldiers Wednesday afternoon. It was the right thing to do.”

      Sarge leaned back in his chair and quietly wished the humanitarian gesture by Brad’s men would diffuse the tense standoff between the so-called UN peacekeeping forces and the Marines. Time would tell.

      “If Zhang’s troops are not interested in conducting more raids and roadblocks, then we’ve accomplished more than just freeing Governor Baker and the rest of the Massachusetts legislators. We may have broken the UN’s spirit.”

      “It’s possible,” added Donald. “Or they’re regrouping to come back with a vengeance.”

      “Very likely,” said Brad. “Do you want me to reach out to General Zhang? I could find a way to bypass O’Brien and open up a dialogue. You know, soldier to soldier.”

      Sarge liked the idea of diplomacy. General Zhang didn’t have a vested interest in this fight other than to achieve some type of accolades from his superiors.

      “It’s worth a try,” replied Sarge. “Besides, O’Brien is probably hiding under a rock somewhere.”

      “I can’t believe he got away,” said Donald.

      “Pure luck and an uncanny ability to take advantage of the chaos in the State House saved his dumb ass,” said Sarge. “One of the guys reported that O’Brien used a woman and child as a prop to provide a cover story. He was allowed to leave because none of our guys knew what he looked like. Julia found some images of him and this ass-clown Elkins to disseminate to the Mechanics. They all know what to look for now.”

      Sarge slid the images of the two men to Brad and Donald.

      “Well, O’Brien is a big one,” said Donald. “And you can barely see Elkins’s face behind that big schnoz. These two will stand out in a crowd next time.”

      “That brings us to the second order of business, which is finding O’Brien and that cockroach Elkins. I’m gonna meet with the Mechanics day after tomorrow to assign teams to search for O’Brien. As for Elkins, I have a specific plan.”

      “What do you have in mind?” asked Brad.

      “Katie.”
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        Friday, November 11

        4:00 p.m.

        1 PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge had not spoken with Katie at length until now. There were several emotional outbursts since she was told of Steven’s death, and he allowed Julia and Abbie, who were far more diplomatic than he was, to console Katie.

      The Loyal Nine came together by fate, and their group was built on a foundation of trust. Family relationships and associations were part of it. Abbie, Julia, Brad, and J.J. were tied to the Boston Brahmin by lineage. Sarge and Steven were chosen at a young age by the handshake of two powerful men on Bakers Island one sunny day.

      The Quinns came into the fold because of Donald’s loyalty to a trusted friend of John Morgan’s. Katie was allowed into the inner circle by virtue of her special relationship with Steven and her extraordinary analytical ability as a brilliant spook within the CIA.

      Katie was the member of the Loyal Nine with whom the group interacted the least. It wasn’t because she was unwelcome. To the contrary, Katie was considered a vital asset to the team and an important mole for Morgan inside the White House. Katie’s time was spent in Washington, so levels of trust weren’t fully established.

      As the Loyal Nine came together, there was no stated goal or formal association defined. They had common interests and a love for country. None of them ever contemplated a death within the group. Nor did they consider the possibility of expelling one of their own.

      Sarge had seen the warning signs that emerged following his appointment to head the Boston Brahmin. Katie’s love for Steven resulted in a jealousy of Sarge’s success and attention. Naturally, she thought Steven deserved accolades of his own, so she set about to drive a wedge between the brothers.

      When she saw the opportunity for Steven to shine, she’d guided him to undertake the risky operation on Election Day—despite Sarge’s instructions. She admitted to Abbie and Julia that she had been blinded by envy, and the result had been Steven’s death.

      Sarge recognized there was a major change in the group’s dynamics. The loss of Steven was huge. But now he had to deal with the possible banishment of Katie. He’d never mulled over the prospect of a traitor or malcontent within their ranks. Besides, Katie was hardly either of these. If she were, his decision would be an easy one. Traitors got shot. Troublemakers got straightened out. If the rabble-rouser didn’t change his ways, he got shot too.

      All of the members of the group were privy to the secrets of the Boston Brahmin, including their wealth, political power, and just as importantly, their location. Banishment was not the answer because an angry, rejected person was a potential liability.

      Sarge had a solution to avoid the fate afforded a traitor or troublemaker. He hoped Katie would agree to take on her new role. Otherwise, the alternative was not a good one—for her.

      “Katie, I want you to find my brother’s killer. There’s nobody more aware of Steven’s dealings with Elkins and Grant than you.”

      “You’re right, Sarge,” said Katie sheepishly. Their conversation had been going on for ten minutes as Katie continued to apologize and pledge her loyalty to Sarge and the group. She admitted her mistakes and acknowledged responsibility for Steven’s death. She was desperate to make it up to Sarge.

      “Good. One of Brad’s most trusted men, Second Lieutenant Kevin Bailey, is also very familiar with O’Brien and his operation. He was involved with the quasi-training session of O’Brien’s top people early on at Camp Curtis Guild. Bailey will be a valuable asset to you, and you can count on him to have your back.”

      Sarge did not reveal to Katie that Bailey was under strict instructions to monitor Katie’s activities. Sarge was giving her wide latitude in conducting this search. He wanted to make sure she stuck to the task at hand. If Bailey got the impression Katie was going off the reservation, he knew what to do.

      “I know Bailey,” said Katie. “We’ll find the guys, Sarge. I promise.”

      Sarge wanted to keep this conversation short. He wasn’t sure he’d ever truly forgive her for the role she’d played in Steven’s death. Katie didn’t stick the knife in his brother’s back, but she was instrumental in clouding his judgment, which allowed it to happen. It was best that Sarge keep their interaction to a minimum until some time passed.

      “Katie, this is very important. I want you to promise me you’ll do everything necessary to bring Elkins back alive. I want to look my brother’s killer in the eyes.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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        Friday, November 11

        8:00 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Julia returned to their bungalow, where Sarge was loading a couple of chunks of wood into the Vermont Castings wood-burning stove, which filled the room with heat. Even this small cast-iron unit overwhelmed their space, prompting Sarge to crack a window.

      “How’s this for a treat?” asked Julia as she presented a box of Ritz Crackers, a jar of Reese’s Peanut Butter, and a squeezable honey bear.

      “Delish.” Sarge laughed. “Why haven’t I seen the Reese’s before?”

      “These were part of the food provisions at the Food Bank. Steven, um, well, he knew you liked it, so he set aside a case of each for you.”

      “He did this during the raid?” asked Sarge.

      “Yeah,” she replied softly. “He was always cool under pressure.” Julia’s voice trailed off as Sarge blankly focused on the flame inside the stove. She vowed to be more careful as Sarge adjusted to the loss of his brother.

      Julia had to change the subject. She rubbed Sarge’s shoulders for a moment until he responded, bringing himself out of the trance.

      He looked up at her and smiled. “Let’s have some.”

      “Allow me,” said Julia as she patted his back and kissed the top of his head. She made her way to the small dining table and fixed up the peanut butter hors d’oeurves topped with honey. “Try this.”

      “Compliments au chef,” said Sarge in his best French.

      “Merci, Monsieur,” replied Julia, who quickly gave Sarge a loving hug.

      She was worried about Sarge, and anytime he showed signs of his old self, she rewarded him with extra physical attention. It had only been a few days and Julia helped Sarge through the grieving process the best she could. In a world where you were constantly maintaining a heightened state of awareness, a person didn’t have the luxury of sinking within themselves. Sarge was under a lot of pressure now. Last Tuesday’s raid on the State House created a whole new dynamic in their lives. There wasn’t time to grieve for his brother. There was work to be done.

      She talked to Sarge when he was receptive, but mainly, she listened. They shared memories of Steven growing up. They laughed about his sexual exploits. They wondered what kind of uncle Steven would have been to their unborn child.

      “So, Sarge,” started Julia playfully, “I couldn’t help but notice there’s a package on the sofa, and it has a ribbon tied around it. Sure looks like a present to me.”

      Sarge laughed as he finished off another Ritz cracker smothered with peanut butter and honey. Sarge picked up the package and presented it to her with a smile. “For you—Momma.”

      Julia, giddy with excitement, quickly unwrapped her gift and immediately began crying as she clutched the book to her chest. It was a copy of What to Expect When You’re Expecting.

      “Honey, don’t cry,” said Sarge as he kissed away her tears. “I love you. I didn’t want to make you sad.”

      Julia sniffled and then laughed. “I’m not sad. I love it! I was just afraid that, you know, I was afraid you forgot I was pregnant.”

      “No, darling, I didn’t forget. It’s just been so crazy and this is our first time to talk since, well, Tuesday. Honey, I’m sorry I’ve been out of it. It’s just—”

      “We’re having a baby,” interrupted Julia, beaming with pride as she held her belly.

      “Indeed we are,” said Sarge. He placed his hands on her slightly bulging abdomen. “While I was at 100 Beacon Wednesday night, I went through Donald’s prepper library to pick up some maps and books. I came across this one. The man thought of virtually everything last summer when he was planning 1PP.”

      “Sarge, Donald even remembered to stock prenatal vitamins, moisturizer to alleviate stretch marks, as well as medications for constipation and gas.”

      “I love Donald Quinn.” Sarge laughed.

      Julia playfully smacked him with her new book. She immediately started thumbing through the pages, anxious to dive in. “Susan told me she had one of those rockers left over from her pregnancy with Becca,” said Julia. “I know it might be dangerous, but it’s in the Quinn’s garage. Do you think you could get it for me? She said there’s a crib there and some other things for a nursery that we can have.”

      “Count on it,” said Sarge. “I’ll get with Brad and we’ll send in the Marines!”

      Julia set the book on the table and fed Sarge another loaded Ritz. She wiped the crumbs off his chin and kissed him on the mouth.

      “I love you, Sarge. We have so much to talk about regarding the baby, but it can wait. Tuesday changed everything, didn’t it?”

      Sarge paced the floor before flopping on the couch. He patted the cushion, encouraging Julia to join him. He took a deep breath as he propped his feet up on the coffee table. Julia nuzzled in closer. She liked this.

      “It’s time,” started Sarge. “No, actually, it’s past time to get this country back on its feet. O’Brien’s decision to storm the State House was brazen. Kidnapping the governor and the legislature was criminal. But those actions pale in comparison to the crimes against the people of this nation by a President who has the ability to restore power to all but is selectively benefitting his loyal few.”

      “You’re talking about the West Coast,” added Julia.

      “Exactly. He controls the ports from San Diego to Seattle. He’s made arrangements with the North Koreans to send in replacement parts for the collapsed power grid along the West Coast.”

      Julia interrupted. “Wait, did you say North Korea? They can’t even power their own country much less ours.”

      “Yes, North Korea,” replied Sarge. “They have the ability to expand their electric grid across the entire northern half of the Korean Peninsula, but they purposefully choose not to. Keeping the peasant class under the thumb of Kim Jong-un is the key to maintaining control. Denying their citizens modern critical infrastructure like electricity, running water, and the Internet accomplishes that purpose.”

      “I suppose they do have the technological capability to build these massive transformers,” said Julia. “They just seem like an odd source for the parts.”

      “I’ve learned from our contacts within General Sears’s command that the President is offering the supreme leader a seat at the table of the United Nations.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me?” asked Julia in more of a statement than a question.

      “Nope,” replied Sarge. “I’m sure it’s been part of his so-called fundamental transformation from the beginning.”

      Julia pushed herself off the sofa and immediately realized the ordinarily simple task was going to become more difficult to do. Nonetheless, she grabbed the Reese’s and a spoon, digging out a big scoop of peanut butter. Who needs pickles?

      “What’s the next step?” she asked as she returned to her spot next to Sarge on the sofa.

      “Tomorrow is a full day of planning, followed by an evening with the master,” replied Sarge.

      “John has been very supportive,” said Julia.

      “John? We’ve always called him Mr. Morgan,” said Sarge.

      Julia laughed and patted his stomach, which was getting smaller than his pre-collapse fighting weight.

      “John,” said Julia, stretching out his name for emphasis, before continuing, “says that he is retired now and mister no longer suits him. Besides, he imagined that you would now be called Mr. Sargent.”

      “Hey, I like it. You may call me Mr. Sargent!”

      “Fat chance, buddy. I was thinking more along the lines of Henry.”
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        Saturday, November 12

        2:00 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      The brown and yellow leaves blew across the ground in front of them—rustling and hustling to their next destination before the wind determined it was time to move along. Anyone who believed that fallen leaves were dead had never watched them dancing on a windy autumn day.

      “Henry,” started John Morgan as he pulled the blanket closer under his chin. Despite the cool temperatures, he insisted on sitting by the reservoir in the Adirondack chairs. Morgan was reflective. “It’s not that we have to quit this life one day. But it’s how many things we have to quit all at once. For some, it’s the joy of children and family. For others, it’s the pursuit of happiness as they’ve defined it. Happiness is a personal concept. For me, it was the ability to pursue, conquer, and control. These concepts are not necessarily mutually exclusive.”

      The waves rippled away from the shore as a northerly breeze forced them toward Winsor Dam. Once in a while, a cloud would pass over the sun, creating a slight chill in the air. Sarge and his mentor enjoyed the solitude of the Quabbin Reservoir. The eerie yodel of a loon carried across the water as another responded in their form of social interaction.

      Sarge and Morgan continued their conversation.

      “Winter is coming,” said Sarge. “Americans will begin to die at a faster rate as food disappears and the hazards of extreme weather threaten their health.”

      “Yes, Henry. I feel the sense of urgency that you do. Regretfully, I underestimated the resolve of this President to allow Americans to suffer in order to shape the nation in his vision. Admittedly, I had similar designs. My goal was to put us back on the proper course, one envisioned by our ancestors.”

      Sarge waved over one of the guards who were his constant companions. He placed his blanket over Morgan, providing him additional warmth. The increased cloud cover had dropped the temperature several degrees. Sarge instructed the Marine to retrieve two more blankets and a surprise he had for his godfather. After the guard left, Sarge began to lay out his strategy.

      “Sir, first we have to drive the vermin out of Boston using a combination of Brad’s Marines and the Mechanics. By reaching out to the smaller, local communities in the region, we’ve established allies, who now realize that help is not coming from the government. Many of these towns fell victim to the UN’s callous acts in the name of peacekeeping. They’ll gladly provide warm bodies to help us set a new course for the region.”

      “Good,” said Morgan. “Henry, you possess an astute political mind, whether you fancy the compliment or not. You’re a skilled orator and a consensus builder. You’re exactly what this nation needs to rebuild and heal.”

      The guard returned with the blankets, which were folded to conceal a time-honored method of warming the bones—Morgan’s beloved Glenlivet Scotch whisky. Sarge revealed the eighteen-year-old bottle and two glasses.

      “Well done, Henry.” Morgan smiled as he patted Sarge on the arm. “Pour me a glass, young man. No ice is necessary today, don’t you agree.”

      Sarge laughed as he poured half a glass for each of them. They clinked and took a sip.

      “I must warn you, sir. This is the last bottle at our disposal, so I suppose we should make it last.”

      “Henry, it’s time for you and me to forge new traditions. Once this bottle is emptied, we’ll cast it away and find something else to share when we celebrate.”

      Sarge tipped his glass to his mentor and finished it off. Morgan did the same, wincing slightly as the sudden rush of alcohol hit his body. Sarge had discussed Morgan’s health at length with J.J. earlier in the day as part of their conversation concerning Julia’s pregnancy. The Massachusetts winter would be hard on Morgan, opined J.J. After a brief conversation with Donald, a private bedroom within 1PP was agreed upon. Abbie could have her privacy in the bungalow, and Morgan could enjoy the more regulated temperatures of the 1PP facility.

      Sarge refilled their drinks and began to lay out his strategy, which was consistent with the approach envisioned by the framers of the constitution.

      “We are formulating a plan to drive the United Nations out of Boston and restore order using a combination of the Marines, and former law enforcement personnel. Local residents are looking to our people for support and are offering to help in the rebuilding effort.”

      Morgan’s hand trembled slightly as he took another sip. Sarge couldn’t decide if it was the colder temperatures or the aftereffects of the stroke Morgan had suffered.

      “You must think long term in this regard,” said Morgan. “The United States currency will have to be resurrected or replaced.”

      “As you know, I’m a strong advocate of returning to the gold standard,” said Sarge. “Other nations will push back—especially the Chinese. Their monetary policy was built upon a house of cards as bad as the U.S. economy was.”

      “It required a major catalyst to justify a period of instability while the gold standard was adopted,” added Morgan. “The virtue of a properly constructed gold standard is that it’s both stable and flexible. It will be stable in value but flexible enough to meet the marketplace’s natural need for money.”

      “That brings me back to the local and then regional approach,” added Sarge. “Throughout New England, commerce is coming back based upon the traditional free market economy. Barter is the primary method of payment. At this point, U.S. currency is deemed worthless.”

      “Henry, you must infuse capital into the economy in the form of gold and silver,” said Morgan. “When the dollar makes a return with newly minted Federal Reserve Notes backed by gold, you can gradually bring the gold out of the public’s possession in exchange for easily transported gold-backed currency.”

      Sarge poured himself another glass, but Morgan waved his hand over his, declining a third drink.

      “I can’t do anything until I reestablish the local government hierarchies,” said Sarge. “Once local and state governments are functioning, I will propose public-private partnerships for everything from security to the reconstruction of our power grid. This will insert gold and silver into the recovering economy on a local scale.”

      “Excellent,” interrupted Morgan. “Bring New England back first and then spread its prosperity to other regions. What’s your first step?”

      “Well, as I mentioned, we drive the UN out of Boston. In the meantime, we dismantle the Citizen Corps by taking O’Brien into custody. Also, I will meet with all of the governors of New England and assist them in reestablishing their governments.”

      “Are you prepared to initiate the recovery mechanisms that I put into place?” asked Morgan.

      Sarge had lost sleep over DARPA—the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency designed to coordinate technological innovations between the military and private defense contractors. The collapse of Washington and the inability to communicate took this option away. The concept was great on paper, but absolutely worthless in a grid-down America.

      “RADICS is ready, with a few modifications,” replied Sarge. RADICS, an acronym for Rapid Attack Detection, Isolation and Characterization Systems, was designed to assist in the recovery efforts following a devastating cyber attack on our critical infrastructure. “From what we’ve been able to determine, there are no unaffected networks. Professor Andrew Lau and his Zero Day Gamers were very good at what they did. However, the advanced planning performed in the last couple of years should enable us to bring major metropolitan areas online in regions of our choosing.”

      Morgan interrupted. “Julia tells me the President is undertaking this very thing on the West Coast.”

      “That’s true. He is racing to establish electricity in the major port cities. I need to do the same in regions of the country that are interested in following the course for America that I envision. I believe our success in New England will breed success elsewhere.”

      Morgan nodded his head and reached out from under the blanket to pat Sarge on the arm once again.

      “Good, Henry. Isolate the President. His approach to markets and government won’t work. It never has. All of the country will follow your lead when they see your success.”
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        Wednesday, November 16

        7:00 a.m.

        Downtown

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Well, I guess we confirmed what we already knew,” started Second Lieutenant Kevin Bailey as he wiped the blood off his military-issue M9 bayonet. He slipped it back into its scabbard tied around his leg. “O’Brien’s cleared out and is on the run.”

      “Good work in there,” said Katie as she holstered her weapon. “That guy would’ve woken up the other guys if you hadn’t moved so quickly. Let’s go.”

      Katie led them down the dark hallway toward the rear exit of 99 High Street, which had been the headquarters of the Citizen Corps governor James O’Brien for the last few months. After the ill-fated kidnapping of the Massachusetts legislature, the President disavowed the taking of hostages and removed O’Brien from office. Thus far, no replacement had been named.

      Katie’s mission was to find Elkins, who had escaped during the melee at the State House that day. She really had no idea where to start. She met with any of the Mechanics who had contact with him and his pal Isaac Grant. Nobody knew any more about them than what was revealed during the secretive meetings of the Mechanics.

      O’Brien had not returned home either. Katie had two teams rotating in and out of surveilling O’Brien’s residence. There had been no activity around the home, so last night, Katie and Bailey broke in and found it empty. They rifled through O’Brien’s belongings, searching for clues, hoping that a union roster or address book would yield a result. They left disappointed.

      As the sun began to rise, Katie eased open the fire exit door, which led to High Street. She pulled her red Boston Red Sox cap out of her cargo pants pocket and affixed it to her head. Bailey followed suit. As part of their efforts to contain the United Nations forces at the Boston Seaport, Brad had stationed snipers throughout downtown Boston. The red cap was an indication to his Marines that the target was friendly.

      “Ready?” asked Katie, adjusting her holstered weapon.

      Bailey nodded. “It’s a couple of blocks to Summer Street. Then hang a right at the Bank of America, and then we’ve got another couple of blocks to Devonshire.”

      “Stay low and use the parked cars as cover,” said Katie as she began to walk briskly alongside the deserted city street. “We can use the building entryways too.”

      The cold wind blew paper debris down High Street into their path. They cautiously rounded the corner onto Summer Street until Katie could see the building that contained the offices of the Boston Carmen’s Union. A gust of wind blew Katie’s hat off her head, but Bailey quickly scooped it up like a shortstop deep in the hole.

      Katie ducked into a pedestrian mall and gathered herself. All of the windows of a jewelry store were smashed, leaving only the remnants of signs featuring their high-end brands—Mikimoto, TAG Heuer, and Rolex. Katie felt Steven’s watch around her wrist. It gave her strength to continue.

      The two darted down Summer Street until they could duck through the broken windows of a café directly across the street from the union’s local headquarters. Katie knew nothing about the interior layout of the building other than it comprised four floors and a lobby. One of the Mechanics thought there was an efficiency apartment on the top floor used by visiting union members.

      “I don’t like the idea of going in here blind,” said Bailey.

      “I don’t either, but it’s all we’ve got.” Katie suddenly stopped and crouched behind a restaurant booth next to the window. “Look, it’s O’Brien’s Caddy.”

      Bailey rose up over the window ledge and confirmed the sighting. “That’s his car.”

      “All right,” started Katie as she studied the open parking garage and the glass front entry door. “The garage entry appears to be solid steel. Unless we get lucky and it’s unlocked, we’ll have to bust out the glass at the front.”

      “And,” interjected Bailey, “there’s probably a rear fire escape into an alley. We can’t cover them all.”

      “We shouldn’t separate either,” said Katie. “Let’s try the garage entry first. Maybe there’s a key or opener in one of those four cars. Otherwise, we’ll break out the glass door in front, trying to keep the noise to a minimum.”

      Katie thought of all the empty liquor bottles found in O’Brien’s home and office. She surmised he was a heavy drinker. At this early hour, she hoped he’d be passed out from another night of drinking—preferably alone.

      They dashed across the street and stowed their Red Sox caps once they were safely in the garage. Katie doubted Brad had snipers this deep into the downtown area, but she didn’t plan on taking any chances of friendly fire.

      The keyless steel security entry from the garage was locked, and they couldn’t locate the code in any of the vehicles. The front door was their only option. Bailey grabbed a four-way lug wrench out of a utility truck and tapped on the glass until it cracked. As quietly as possible, they removed the large shards of glass and slid underneath the push bar. They were in.

      It was dark inside the windowless building as they pushed their way past the reception desk and toward the stairwell. The stale air and silence was eerie. Bailey tapped Katie on the shoulder, indicating for her to fall back. He switched on his pistol-mounted light and led the way up the dark stairway, which reeked of vomit. They reached the second floor.

      “Okay, one floor at a time,” said Katie as the two pressed against the wall next to the door. “We’re looking for Elkins, but any live body will do. They might know something.”

      “Got it. On my go,” instructed Bailey.

      Katie nodded.

      Bailey flung open the door and entered the room low and slow, hugging the wall as he moved to the right. The morning sun was peeking through the windows of this large, open gathering room. The space was filled with sofas, chairs, and side tables. It resembled a large cigar lounge in Las Vegas, complete with a bar, big-screen televisions, and audio-visual equipment.

      They quietly made their way around the perimeter of the room, looking for any movement or sounds of life. After checking both bathrooms and a small kitchen area, Katie was satisfied that this floor was clear.

      The two never spoke through the entire process, utilizing hand signals and body language to indicate their intended movements. Bailey nodded at Katie and the two reentered the stairwell. On the third floor, they followed the same routine except this time they had to clear almost a dozen offices. They entered each room forcefully to catch any occupants off guard. One by one, they found the offices empty.

      The final stop, an employee break room, had been vandalized or rummaged through by someone. Vending machines were broken into and anything edible was taken out. The only things left behind were the bags of Twizzlers. Katie snatched them out of the spiral holder and stuffed them in her pants’ pocket.

      “Okay,” said Katie in a hushed voice. “If he’s here, this will be our last chance. Let’s take him alive.”

      The stairs continued up to the roof. Katie took a moment to climb to the top and check the exit to the top of the Devonshire Building. Katie opened it and glanced around the roof, looking for any signs of life or an alternative exit from the building. She returned to Bailey and shook her head.

      “This time, we’ll roll right like before,” started Katie, “but I’m gonna lay behind you several feet. The fire exit to the building is to our left. If he makes a run for it, I’ll chase him down. He’s a big guy, right?”

      “Yeah,” said Bailey, who opened the door and entered the hallway.

      Immediately in front of them was an oak-adorned conference room with a long table in the center. Bookshelves and portraits of past union leaders covered the walls. An empty bottle of scotch and two glasses sat on the table.

      After clearing the room, Katie picked up one of the glasses and pointed out a ring of water on the table. The humidity in the building had caused the previously filled glass to sweat, leaving the moisture on the table’s top.

      Both of them immediately raised their awareness and quickly moved down the hall toward a large living area. Another bar, furniture, and a large-screen television filled the otherwise unoccupied room. Katie saw an open laptop on a coffee table and moved toward it when she kicked an empty liquor bottle along the floor until it rested against a table leg with a thud.

      Bailey crouched to one knee and Katie froze, listening for any noise. For several tense moments, the two held their breath and waited.

      Click.

      Katie wasn’t sure her mind comprehended the sound. Then it registered. It was the same sound the attic door had made when she’d eased it shut a short time ago. She swung her arm around and patted Bailey on the shoulder. She worked her way down the hallway, pointing her weapon at every opening.

      “Check the roof exit,” she instructed Bailey. “I’ll take the rear fire exit.”

      Bailey nodded and flipped his weapon’s light back on as he cautiously entered the stairwell. Katie moved quickly down the hall. She had to clear the bedroom first. It stank of cigars, urine, and liquor. O’Brien was a pig, but there was no time to pass judgment.

      She found the fire escape door and burst onto the landing overlooking the back alleyway. She welcomed the fresh air, and the sound of O’Brien’s heavy frame lumbering down the metal stairs.

      Katie chased O’Brien down the exterior fire escape. Katie knew she was gaining on him because she could hear his heavy feet pounding the metal steps.

      Boink-boink.

      O’Brien was unlocking a car below. The sound of a door slamming and the engine starting signified to Katie that she had to hurry. He’s getting away!

      She began to take the stairs two at a time, causing Katie to lose her balance and crash into the safety rail. Katie heard the sounds of tires squealing as a black sedan roared through the alley toward Otis Street.

      Katie opened fire, hitting the rear of the trunk lid, causing it to fling open. From above, Bailey rained a volley of rounds, which missed the mark. O’Brien screeched to a halt and then gunned the sedan, turning right down a narrow side street.

      Katie descended the remaining stairs, hit the pavement, stumbled, and rolled back onto her feet. She raced to the corner of the alley and without hesitation burst into the open. All she saw was the trunk lid waving up and down as if to say good-bye as O’Brien sped off.
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        Sunday, November 20

        11:30 a.m.

        Downtown

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Snow flurries began to fall and swirled through Boston’s abandoned skyscrapers, creating a post-apocalyptic snow globe. Brad considered the prospects of a harsh winter on the people of the city who’d survived so far. He’d learned years ago that a person could only survive three hours without shelter in extreme conditions. Boston’s coastal weather was somewhat warmer in the coldest month of January as opposed to other inland Massachusetts locations. But when your body was undernourished and the twenty-degree nights of winter soaked into your bones, death by hypothermia could come quickly.

      Gunny Falcone returned the high-powered binoculars to Brad, who once again studied the UN’s encampment at the Seaport. He had scheduled a meeting with General Zhang to discuss the withdrawal of the UN troops from Boston. Brad was distrustful of Zhang and had always had a disdain for the United Nations. Between his encounters with Zhang’s men at Fort Devens and the debacle at the State House, Brad’s senses were on high alert.

      “Sir,” said Falcone, “no vehicles have been observed coming or going across the remaining bridges in hours. We detained three of their patrols that ventured out towards Newton and Woodland. Per your orders, sir, they will not be returning to the Seaport.”

      “Good,” said Brad. “I want Zhang to become concerned about defections. If all of his patrols are taken into custody and fail to return, he’ll stop the incursions into our city.”

      “We need access to the Ted Williams Tunnel if we’re going to gain control of Logan, sir.”

      “That will depend upon Zhang,” said Brad. “He can make life easier on everyone if he’d just pull up stakes and leave.”

      “Who’s he taking orders from at this point?” asked Falcone.

      Brad studied the Seaport once again and saw Zhang’s vehicle lead a three-Humvee procession across the Seaport Boulevard bridge and right onto Atlantic Avenue. The two men were scheduled to meet at noon in the center of Christopher Columbus Waterfront Park. After the meeting was set, Brad immediately sent teams to the adjacent buildings on Long Wharf and the Commercial Wharf complex to secure the perimeter. Brad preferred an open meeting space, as long as his men occupied the high ground surrounding the location.

      “Let’s meet this general,” said Brad as he handed the binoculars back to Falcone.

      They bounded down the stairwell of the Boston Marriott until they reached the lobby. Two Marines awaited his arrival and advised Brad that the meeting appeared to be secure. Brad took a deep breath, adjusted his Kevlar vest, and walked into the cold November day.

      Snow flurries swirled in the air around him as Brad walked down the brick paver walkway toward the frozen-over water fountain. Once a favorite spot of downtown brown-baggers at lunchtime, the circular fountain area was now occupied by turned-over trash cans and wilted plant material.

      General Zhang’s five-foot-six frame surprised Brad. Despite his advanced age, the general appeared to be unfazed by the unseasonably cold fall day. He stood stoic, alone, waiting for his nemesis.

      Brad, despite the adversarial circumstances, intended to treat Zhang with respect. Brad approached the man and extended his hand. Zhang stepped to meet Brad and shook his hand, with a slight bow. “I am Major General Zhang Wei.”

      “Lieutenant Colonel Bradlee.”

      “Colonel, my forces are in an awkward situation here in your city. I am still operating under orders from Geneva to serve the governor of this region, James O’Brien. O’Brien has not contacted me since November eighth. His liaison, Mr. Pearson, is also nowhere to be found.”

      “I have an idea, General,” said Brad. “You can pack up your men and equipment and sail back to Europe.”

      “I cannot leave without the proper orders,” replied the general.

      “May I suggest this, General. Order your men to stand down during your occupation of the Seaport. No more patrols, and no hostilities on American soil. Once your orders come through, then you can leave peacefully.”

      General Zhang stood a little taller in his boots. “No, I have orders to secure this city. I must do my duty until informed otherwise.”

      Brad stared at the man, who was easily a foot shorter than he. He had to admire a soldier who held his ground when all the events surrounding his command pointed to the contrary. Brad also knew that sometimes soldiers could make decisions that were smarter than the orders they’d been given. He decided to give it one last try.

      “General, you are on foreign soil as an occupying military force. On behalf of the people of Boston and Massachusetts, I urge you to reconsider. I will give you ten days to leave our country.”

      General Zhang turned and walked away without providing Brad a response.
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        Sunday, November 20

        5:34 a.m.

        Massachusetts General Hospital

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “I really wish you’d stay in the car, Jim,” said Marion La Rue as the two men led a couple of their associates up a back stairwell at Massachusets General Hospital. “There are still wounded people being treated from the State House shooting. Somebody might recognize you.”

      “I wanna see this guy for myself,” said O’Brien. “I thought he was supposed to be released three weeks ago. What happened?”

      “He started having complications in his bones and joints,” replied La Rue. “I guess some of the deep burns limited his ability to move his legs. Something about scar tissue shortening his muscles and tendons.”

      “So he can’t walk?” asked O’Brien.

      “Right. He requires a wheelchair. Ordinarily, he would be sent to a rehab center where they would take care of him, but there’s nothing like that anymore.”

      “We’ll provide him all the rehab he needs,” said O’Brien. “The boys with us are stout. They’ll carry the man out of here. How much can he weigh if he got burned up, right?”

      La Rue shook his head and motioned to a door at the top floor of the stairwell. All of the men were breathing heavily. Somehow, during the first ninety days of the collapse, they’d managed to remain overweight. They stopped to catch their breath. O’Brien relaxed and then placed his right hand on his old friend’s shoulder.

      “Marion, there are people who are trying to take me out. They sent hired guns after me! I need insurance, and this professor may be the means to keep me alive another day, or even get my job back.”

      “Pearson said the President was done with—” started La Rue before O’Brien snapped back.

      “I don’t give a damn what Pearson says. He’s run off anyway. I have a feeling this professor is my ticket back to runnin’ things. Now, let’s quit talkin’ and lead the way.”

      The top floor was deserted, as it was reserved for patients in some form of rehabilitation. La Rue hadn’t checked on the status of Professor Andrew Lau in over a week, but based upon his last report, he assured O’Brien that the man was still there.

      La Rue approached the nurses’ station and asked about the location of Lau’s room. The nurse immediately protested La Rue’s presence in the hospital at the early hour and demanded that he leave. In turn, La Rue pulled a revolver out of his coat pocket and pointed it at the nurse’s head. He demanded answers and she quickly complied.

      While O’Brien’s men tied the nurse up in a linen closet, he and La Rue found Lau sleeping alone in a room near the far end of the hallway. La Rue took the lead and approached Lau’s bed. He placed his meaty hand over Lau’s mouth and then pointed the revolver at his face. Lau awoke with a jolt and his eyes got big when he saw the gun. He thrashed for a moment until La Rue spoke.

      “Professor, we’re not here to hurt you. Do you understand?”

      Lau nodded his head affirmatively.

      La Rue quickly concocted a lie. “This gentlemen with me is Governor James O’Brien. We have information that leads us to believe that your life is in danger. Do you understand what I’m saying, Professor Lau?”

      Again, Lau nodded his head and his eyes darted from O’Brien to La Rue.

      “If I remove my hand, will you remain quiet so we can get you to safety?”

      Lau once again nodded his head, indicating yes. Once La Rue moved his hand, Lau said, “Thank you for coming. I have seen the man responsible for this. I’ve been afraid ever since.”

      O’Brien’s men entered the room and one of them whispered in his ear. O’Brien turned his attention to La Rue and Lau. “Marion, we have to go. It’s almost six a.m. There might be a shift change or something.”

      “Okay, pick him up, fellows. Let’s find this patient a new place to rehab.”
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        Wednesday, November 23

        8:00 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula, 1PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Thanksgiving was a uniquely American tradition since the beginning of the republic when President George Washington declared the fourth Thursday in November as a day of public thanksgiving and prayer. It was a holiday based upon America’s founding as a Christian nation.

      After the date was established by President Abraham Lincoln’s proclamation during the Civil War, Thanksgiving Day was designed to transcend the political quarrels over the role of religion in the governance of our nation. While the Constitution might formally separate church and state, religion and politics, by their nature, propped each other up.

      On this evening before Thanksgiving, Sarge reflected on his new role as head of the Boston Brahmin. He was uniquely situated to have an impact on the course of America in matters of significant importance like national security and global economics. He also hoped to change the course of those societal issues that some might consider insignificant.

      At Harvard, and in his New York Times bestselling book—Choose Freedom or Capitulation: America’s Sovereignty Crisis, Sarge frequently discussed the decline of social morals and values and the impact it had on the nation’s future. He pointed to history, as depicted by his beloved series of paintings created by Thomas Cole called The Course of Empire. He would draw parallels between the rise and fall of the Roman Empire and the United States.

      Despite America’s incredible advancements in knowledge and technology, it was actually a nation in decline morally. Just like the early stages of the collapse of the Roman Empire, which most historians attributed to the decline in the Romans’ morals and values, Sarge believed America was suffering a similar fate.

      One such example was the celebration of Thanksgiving. The common story of Thanksgiving, celebrated in elementary schools across the country, was a tale of the perseverance of Pilgrims and of cooperation and common thanks between two different peoples who had been, until the early 1600s, worlds apart. It was one of the stories that defined us as Americans. Sarge believed civilizations needed accounts of historical significance to serve as a connective tissue, helping the successes of our Founding Fathers endure.

      Over the past fifty years, Thanksgiving had diminished in importance as Christmas commercialism had expanded. Since the early 1960s, Christmas media programming had steadily expanded into November. Soon, Black Friday became the most celebrated day of the year as shoppers across the country flooded the malls in search of sales, sometimes as early as 4:00 a.m.

      But even that wasn’t good enough for the consumers who demanded bargains. Their zest for a deal encouraged large retailers to open their doors on Thanksgiving Day. While Sarge knew that American capitalism would always be blamed for this expansion of the Christmas shopping season, he always reminded people that capitalism, by its nature, was a stimulated response to consumer demand. The American consumer insisted upon earlier and earlier shopping, and capitalism delivered.

      The meaning of Thanksgiving and its diminished role as a revered holiday in America was responsible in part for Americans’ willingness to forego giving thanks for what they had in exchange for what they wanted. The history of Thanksgiving was gradually rewritten by an increasingly liberal public school system.

      The story of the immigrant Pilgrims and the native Indians who came together from two different cultures to give thanks was abandoned. Immigrant Pilgrims, as a historical fact, was replaced with a description of genocidal, white Europeans who ravaged the pristine lands of North America. The term Indians was no longer politically correct, and Native Americans was considered appropriate for the victims of the evil white Europeans who invited these people to dinner and then killed them before stealing their land, as pop-culture icon Jon Stewart once said.

      Just as Thanksgiving Day became inundated with televised football games, the concept of the holiday as a day to give thanks became a political football. Thanksgiving was no longer a day when the American people came together and gratefully acknowledged their health and opportunities with one heart and one voice.

      Sarge hoped to change that, among other things. At precisely 8:00 p.m., Sarge addressed the nation via the Digital Carrier Pigeon, the network of ham radios and repeaters that carried his message of hope and renewal throughout the nation.

      “My fellow Americans, I’m speaking with you on this eve of the first Thanksgiving of this nation’s troubled times. All of us have lost loved ones and family, including myself. Our hopes and dreams have been dashed. Our resolve has been challenged. But if you are hearing my voice, you’re a survivor.

      “As survivors, it is time for us to come together in the spirit of cooperation and thanks indicative of those first Thanksgiving meals between our ancestors and the early inhabitants of America. All of us have it within ourselves to survive and help our fellow man at the same time.

      “This spirit of giving has been ingrained in the American psyche from the days of the Pilgrims until today. Thanksgiving has always been a day when Americans extend a helping hand to the less fortunate. Americans have always understood that one must give in order to receive. That is who we are as a nation.

      “In these frightening and trying times, we should all search our hearts and we should reflect on what we can do to demonstrate our thanks and give back to our nation. My brother made the ultimate sacrifice for the freedoms we enjoy, and soon, I will call on you to consider the same.

      “I have always believed that America is set apart from other nations in an uncommon way. I believe a divine plan was in mind for our great country and all of us who have a special love for freedom.

      “The challenges we face are many, and the choices we have are few. Push negativity and strife out of your minds. I ask all of you to give thanks for your life, the love of your family, and the opportunities we have ahead as a freedom-loving country.”

      Sarge became emotional as he continued. Damn it, we will return this country to its glory.

      “Join me, fellow patriots, with gratitude and thanksgiving in your hearts, and join me in repeating these moving lines from ‘America the Beautiful.’”

      He softly sang the song, which was written atop the pinnacle of Pikes Peak in 1893 by Katharine Lee Bates. Despite the tragedy inflicted upon her, America was still beautiful and worthy of these words.

      O beautiful for spacious skies,

      For amber waves of grain,

      For purple mountain majesties

      Above the fruited plain!

      America! America!

      God shed His grace on thee

      And crown thy good with brotherhood

      From sea to shining sea!

      “Choose freedom, my friends, and God bless America! Happy Thanksgiving!”
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        Thanksgiving Day

        Thursday, November 24

        Noon

        Prescott Peninsula, 1PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Sarge, your speech last evening was simply wonderful,” said Julia’s aunt, Stella Peabody, as she stretched her tiny frame to receive a kiss on the cheek from a puzzled Sarge.

      “Wait, you heard it?” asked Sarge.

      “We all did,” chimed in Constance Lowell, who surrounded Sarge with her friends Millicent Winthrop and Mary Cabot.

      Julia stood quietly to the side and tried to imagine the day when she would be an old biddy.

      “How were you guys listening in?” asked Sarge as he scanned the room, obviously looking for Julia. He didn’t think to look behind him, where she proudly enjoyed the interaction.

      “Julia recorded it,” replied Mary Cabot. “We played it this morning as we started preparing the Thanksgiving meal. It was very moving, young man.”

      “Thank you, ladies. I appreciate your kind words, but I spoke from the heart. My singing voice probably could be improved upon.”

      Constance Lowell gave Sarge an impromptu hug. Initially, the days at 1PP were difficult for her. Sarge’s suspicions regarding Mrs. Lowell’s prior knowledge of the cyber attack were true. It was a challenge for her to transition from the wealthiest woman in Boston to the resident of a small bungalow in the middle of nowhere. However, the feeling of safety she enjoyed and the constant companionship of her husband, Lawrence, seemed to help her overcome any resentment she fostered.

      “Come along, Constance,” started Mary Cabot. “I see a lot of hungry faces in here ready for their Thanksgiving dinner.”

      Sarge accepted a couple of additional hugs and then was left alone, until Julia reached around his waist and surprised him.

      “There you are,” said Sarge as he turned to embrace her. “I was looking for you.”

      “I know,” said Julia. “I was right behind you the whole time. I see you have some admirers.”

      Sarge laughed and kissed her. “Apparently so. At least four anyway. Although I think my singing career is over before it started.”

      “Um, yeah. Good thing too. Maybe, at the Christmas address, you can skip the carols, okay?”

      Sarge brushed Julia’s hair behind her ear and she leaned her cheek into his hand. She loved his gentle touch with her. He touched her stomach and smiled.

      “How is this entire department doing today?” he asked, referring to the baby and her morning sickness.

      The smell of cooking filled the air. Thank goodness her morning sickness had begun to taper off in the last week or so. By her estimates, she was now ten to eleven weeks pregnant. She considered herself lucky.

      Julia had successfully hidden her pregnancy from everyone. Donald and Susan knew, as well as J.J., her Armageddon obstetrician. Susan was giddy with excitement and was constantly doting over Julia. Because they wanted to wait to tell everyone, Julia tried to tamp down Susan’s enthusiasm somewhat.

      In reality, Susan was a huge help. She set aside all of the healthy fruit juices in their food pantry. Because fresh milk was not available, she substituted powdered milk and protein shakes. Of course, Julia drank lots of water. Susan established a diet designed to supplement Julia with the proper vitamins and minerals. Since Julia had confided in her, Susan had become Julia’s constant companion. She was more like a sister than ever before.

      “The good thing is the morning sickness seems to have run its course. The baby, however, seems to be up to something. I can feel a fluttering in my stomach from time to time.”

      “Maybe it’s flying.”

      Julia playfully gave Sarge a couple of double-fisted slugs to the chest. “Our child will not have wings, nor will it ever fly anywhere.”

      “Whadya gonna do, tie it to a tree?”

      “Henry Sargent,” whispered Julia, partially growling under her breath, “I’m pregnant, somewhat emotional, but at times capable of extreme volatility. Do not test me, mister.”

      Donald and J.J. entered through the front doors, carrying platters of deer and turkey meat, which had been cooked over an open flame. Julia turned her attention to them, sparing Sarge from her further admonishments.

      “Wow, look at all of this,” said Sarge hungrily. “You did all of this over the fire?”

      “Absolutely,” replied Donald. “Better than a caveman could do, I might add. Of course, I had the assistance of my renowned surgeon, who expertly prepared the meats for easier cooking.”

      Sarge patted J.J. on the back. “Well done, Dr. Warren.”

      “Not quite. I’d say its more like medium well.”

      The group laughed. Donald went on to explain how they prepared the turkey. J.J. and Donald had created a meat rub made up of a variety of seasonings, keeping Julia’s pregnancy in mind, of course. They’d covered the skin with olive oil, the seasonings, and then filled the turkey with boxed stuffing stored as part of their preparedness activities last summer.

      As part of his preps, Donald had purchased cheesecloth for a variety of purposes. The primary reason was for water filtration. 1PP had a gutter and downspout system that emptied into large barrels positioned at each corner of the building. Before the rainwater reached the barrel, it was strained to remove any debris by the cheesecloth.

      Cheesecloth also had a variety of medicinal uses, and it could be incorporated into camo netting, assist in insect prevention, and used for fishing.

      In addition to sealing in the moisture of the turkey with the cheesecloth, Donald had wrapped the meat in several layers of heavy-duty aluminum foil. This protected the turkey as it cooked on top of the hot coals.

      “Donald, we’re ready for you,” shouted Aunt Stella from the kitchen.

      “Duty calls,” said Donald as he and J.J. proceeded with the guests of honor to join the rest of the Thanksgiving fixin’s.

      Julia noticed that Abbie was standing alone, staring out the window. Julia had a hunch and decided to speak with her.

      “Honey,” she said to Sarge, gently patting him on the chest, “why don’t you join the boys and enjoy a glass of wine. I’ll catch up in a minute.”

      Sarge kissed her again and whispered in Julia’s ear, “I love you.”

      “I love you back.”

      Julia approached Abbie, being careful not to startle her. She appeared deep in thought.

      “Abbie,” said Julia quietly with the intention of announcing herself, “you know, it’s too early to start watching for Santa Claus to arrive.”

      Abbie started laughing as she turned to Julia. She quickly wiped the tears from her eyes and sniffled a little.

      “Oh, honey, what’s wrong?” asked Julia.

      Abbie chuckled and wiped a few more tears. “I’m gonna miss Black Friday.”

      Julia laughed out loud. “The shoe department at Saks Fifth Avenue.”

      “We’re gonna miss Jimmy Choo and Christian Louboutin,” said Abbie.

      “And Prada,” added Julia, who began to shed a few tears in solidarity.

      The two women, who’d both loved Sarge in their lifetimes, were having a moment and hugged each other. Jealousy over Abbie’s past relationship with Sarge never crossed Julia’s mind. She and Abbie had become closer after the cyber attack.

      “How absurd were we?” asked Abbie rhetorically. “I would trade all the shoes in my closet and all the stupid Black Friday shopping expeditions for just one thing.”

      “What’s that?” asked Julia.

      “Oh, Julia,” she started to reply, “the one thing I can’t have—Drew.”

      Julia didn’t know what to say. The uncertainty surrounding the events at Camp Blanding had weighed on Abbie’s mind for weeks. When she finally realized that Drew was warning her about Morgan’s involvement in the cyber attack, she was crushed.

      The revelation also set into motion a series of events that resulted in Morgan’s stroke and the promotion of Sarge to the head of the Boston Brahmin. Arguably, the same events possibly resulted in the death of Steven. Julia tried not to stretch too much when connecting these dots, but all of these things had bothered Abbie in the last couple of weeks.

      “Abbie, I know you miss him terribly. We don’t know for certain what happened. Florida is a long way from here. He may have gone to Tennessee. He may be recovering from his injuries. Please don’t assume the worst.”

      Abbie managed a smile as a few more tears rolled down her cheeks. “I know, Julia. I’ve held out hope this entire time. I want to believe that he’s okay. But the beating was—”

      She began crying again and Julia tried to comfort her by holding her tight. Julia pulled away and wiped Abbie’s tears with her shirt sleeve.

      “Now you listen to me, Abbie Morgan,” started Julia. Julia took Abbie’s hand and placed it over her heart. “Do you feel your heart beating?”

      Abbie sniffled and answered, “Yeah.”

      “Missing Drew is hard. Whenever you do, I want you to place your hand over your heart like this. Do you feel that?”

      Abbie nodded and provided a muffled yes.

      “That is your beating heart. Your life. That’s called purpose. You’re alive because of Drew. You’re alive for a reason. Don’t give up on Drew or yourself.”

      “Okay,” sniffled Abbie, who immediately gave Julia a hug. “Thank you, Julia.”

      “I’ll always be here for you, Abbie. Sisters, right?”

      “Yeah, sisters.”

      The commotion coming from the kitchen indicated that dinner was being served. Donald and J.J. led the procession with the turkey and deer, followed by the Boston Brahmin matriarchs carrying bowls of canned vegetables and boxed stuffing. A post-collapse Thanksgiving really wasn’t that much different as long as you stored the right foods and had the ability to hunt.

      Around the large open living area of 1PP, all of the Boston Brahmin and the Loyal Nine took their seats at the table. Even the proverbial kids’ table was set up for Rebecca and Penny Quinn, and their welcomed guest—Katie.

      The sounds of folding chairs sliding on the floor and jovial conversation filled the air alongside the smells of Thanksgiving. John Morgan took his seat at the head of the table. To his right, Sarge slid into the chair and Julia sat next to him. To Morgan’s left, the chair and place setting remained empty in honor of Steven.

      The group gradually quieted, allowing Morgan, with his still-weakened voice, to speak. “Henry, would you do us the honor of saying the Thanksgiving blessing.”

      “Yes, sir,” responded Sarge as he reached for Julia’s hand and gently squeezed it. Everyone bowed their heads and took each other’s hands.

      “We thank you, Father, for having created us and given us to each other as family. Thank you for being with us in all our joys and sorrows, for your comfort in our sadness, and your companionship in our losses.

      “We thank you for our friends and family, for our health and our blessings. We ask that you send help to those who are hungry, alone, sick, and suffering. We open our hearts to your love and ask your blessing through Christ your son. Amen.”

      “Amen.”

      Morgan spoke again. His tired, raspy voice managed the words, “Thank you, Henry. For the first time, we’re all together. Husbands, wives, and friends. Let us vow that this tradition will never be taken for granted and shall continue for the rest of our years.”

      “Toast!” said Lowell, who raised his glass to salute the proclamation.

      Glasses clinked and silverware dug into the meal. The customary acclamations were made throughout dinner.

      “This turkey is excellent.”

      “I love the baked apples, Aunt Stella.”

      “This is my first taste of deer meat. I had no idea.”

      “How about another drink, Cabot old man?”

      “You don’t need to ask me twice, Lowell!”

      The sounds of laughter and conversation filled 1PP. The sounds of family.

      Sarge whispered to Julia, “Whadya think?”

      She didn’t have to ask what he meant. She replied with a smile and a nod.

      Sarge stood and clinked his wineglass with his spoon. He lifted it into the air as everyone gave him their attention.

      “I,” started Sarge, and then he looked down at Julia and smiled. She could feel herself blushing. “We have something we’d like to share with all of you.”

      They all gave Sarge their undivided attention.

      He continued. “Julia and I are going to have a baby!”

      The room erupted with laughter and praise. Morgan grabbed Sarge by the hand and shook it repeatedly as he produced the biggest smile Sarge had ever seen on his godfather and mentor. Shouts of congratulations came from the men and I knew it from the biddies. It was a touching moment, which caused all of the women to burst out in tears as they came to hug Julia.

      Then Cabot and Lowell started singing and were quickly joined by their fellow Boston Brahmin.

      
        
        And this is good old Boston,

        The home of the bean and the cod,

        Where the Lowells talk only to Cabots,

        And the Cabots talk only to God.

      

      

      Julia knew that one day the story of the Boston Brahmin would be written. But they would not be remembered in history books or documentaries, as no one would believe it. Their account would most likely be the storyline of a fictional work.

      After this Thanksgiving, Julia hoped the narrative would accurately reflect that all of them were family.
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        Saturday, December 3

        10:00 p.m.

        Chesterfield Street

        Hyde Park Neighborhood

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      After O’Brien eluded them, Katie and Bailey returned to the offices of the Boston Carmen’s Union. They spent all night rifling through file cabinets, ledgers, and union members’ files, looking for clues as to the whereabouts of Elkins and any of O’Brien’s trusted associates.

      In his haste to escape, O’Brien had left everything behind, including a small spiral notepad featuring the Boston Bruins logo emblazoned on the cover. There were copious notes and corresponding dates from the time of his appointment until the day of the attempted prisoner swap. After November eighth, it appeared O’Brien was no longer interested in keeping this personal diary.

      At dawn the next day, Katie instructed Bailey to retrieve their vehicle and bring back a truck. Bailey returned within hours, and every piece of paper and computer device on the premises was loaded for delivery to 100 Beacon.

      Katie and Bailey worked continuously, rifling through the paperwork and, after powering up the computer devices, searching every conceivable file for clues. They both agreed the name Marion La Rue held some significance. His name was contained throughout O’Brien’s diary and appeared in several hidden files Katie found on O’Brien’s smartphone.

      Katie immediately dispatched a team to La Rue’s home address on Chesterfield Street in Boston’s southernmost neighborhood of Hyde Park. This part of the city was developed along the Neponset River in the late seventeenth century. Unlike its adjoining neighborhoods of Mattapan, Dorchester, and Roxbury, Hyde Park remained relatively stable socially and economically. Its saltbox-style homes were stacked closely together and were all similar in design.

      Two nights ago, Katie and Bailey had set up a surveillance operation across the street from La Rue’s home at 108 Chesterfield Street. Their view of the house was obscured by a FedCorp van. FedCorp was a general contractor that performed underground utility installations throughout greater Boston. A large trench had been opened up at the intersection of Edson Street. An abandoned Boston PD cruiser blocked access to the temporary dead-end, leaving vehicular traffic only one means of escape.

      As she arrived for the third night of watching the home, she was beginning to lose hope that this lead was of any value. Her research into the union files provided her nothing on Elkins. The only possible reference was a cryptic note written in O’Brien’s diary, which read R. E.—Mass—OH. This entry was part of seven others similar to it. Katie surmised O’Brien was making a list of people for some specific purpose. She and Bailey ran several scenarios back and forth but couldn’t pin down the meaning.

      Katie’s mind was wandering as a glimmer of light caught her eye in a window several homes away from La Rue’s. “Bailey, did you see that?”

      “No. What?” he replied.

      “The house on the corner. It’s hard to see it from here, but I swear I saw a light flicker in one of its windows. Let’s go check it out.”

      “Why? It’s not the house we want,” objected Bailey.

      “Doesn’t matter,” replied Katie. “If there is a warm body in there, they might have seen something or know more about La Rue. Let’s go.”

      They quickly worked their way down the sidewalk, using parked cars for cover. The small four-thousand-square-foot lots required all of the homes to be packed close together and in close proximity to the street. In two days of surveillance, none of the teams who took shifts reported activity in any of the homes. Despite the apparent abandonment of the street, Katie wasn’t going to take any chances of being mistaken for a looter. Each time they moved closer to the target house, she stopped and made sure they weren’t detected.

      They reached the intersection and Katie led them down Farrin Street so they could get a look at the back of the home at 102 Chesterfield. The house was a two-story structure with white aluminum siding. A small room addition had been added with a cedar deck that led into the backyard. The sky was clear and the full moon provided her a perfect view of the rear entry. Like the surrounding homes, the cold weather had killed much of the plant material. There was little or no cover for them to use if they approached the home.

      Katie shuddered as the below-freezing night air began to settle into her body. She chose the evening to conduct her surveillance because she knew O’Brien to be a heavy drinker. If she needed to surprise him, it was better to allow him to get inebriated before she overtook him.

      “Look,” said Bailey. “The sliding glass door just opened. Someone is coming out.”

      Katie crouched behind a Buick that was parked half on and half off the sidewalk. They were close enough to hear the sound of a lighter being used. Then she heard the distinctive sound of the male species relieving his bladder in the grass.

      “He’s taking a leak,” said Bailey.

      “Yeah, no kiddin’,” said Katie. “Is that cigar smoke?”

      “I think so.”

      “That’s O’Brien. He’s moved locations. I wonder—”

      The sound of a large plastic recycle bin crashing down the deck stairs prompted several dogs to begin barking and an angry response from O’Brien.

      “Damn thing!”

      Katie used the distraction as an opportunity to raise her head and get a better look. It is O’Brien!

      “He’s not getting away this time,” said Katie. “I don’t like splitting up, but last time, sticking together didn’t work out so well.”

      “This is probably his car,” said Bailey. Katie pulled out her SureFire flashlight and illuminated the front seat. An empty liquor bottle and a carton of cigarettes lay on the passenger side. She looked around the dash for the keys. Bingo! She tried the door handle and it was unlocked. After carefully removing the keys, she pushed the door shut.

      “He may have another car down the street,” said Katie.

      “I know what you’re saying about splitting up, Katie,” started Bailey. “But we could easily shoot each other in a dark, unfamiliar house. I like my chances of chasing fat boy down in the street better than us potentially taking each other out with friendly fire.”

      Katie thought for a moment and realized he was right. Sarge’s insistence that O’Brien be kept alive was not lost on her. She didn’t want to disappoint Sarge further. Besides, O’Brien was her only lead to Elkins.

      Katie tapped Bailey on the arm as they rose in unison and ran around the car, approaching the deck in a low crouch. The barking dogs continued but didn’t raise alarms with O’Brien. If anything, the dogs provided them some cover as a distraction.

      Katie remained hidden behind the house’s exterior wall as she gently opened the sliding glass door. She ducked her head in quickly and found the open sitting room to be empty.

      “Hurry, we don’t want the cold air coming in to alert him,” she whispered to Bailey. The two entered the room and took flanking positions against the side walls. The smell of cigar smoke floated through the hallway to the main house.

      “Gin, loser,” came a voice from a room down the short corridor.

      “Are you kidding me? Already?” said another male voice.

      Katie realized they were playing cards. The flicker of a candle flashing through the hallway emanated from a room just to her right. It was probably the kitchen. Tension filled the air as she indicated to Bailey to remain still and listen. She wanted to take a moment to get her bearings and assess the situation. She strained to hear voices or activity from other people.

      The laughter and conversation between the two men continued as they shuffled and started a new hand. Katie, satisfied that these two men were the only ones awake, decided to make her move. She could see Bailey’s face in the soft glow of the candle’s reflection. She used hand signals to indicate for him to follow her and take the occupant on the left side of the room. She’d take the right side. It was time.

      She inched along the hallway wall until she reached the kitchen opening. She readied her sidearm and burst into the room.

      “Don’t move!”

      The man on the left quickly picked up a revolver and attempted to point it at her. In that split second, she had to make an assessment. If the man was O’Brien, she couldn’t kill him. He was more important and useful alive.

      The human brain could interpret images that the eye saw in just thirteen milliseconds. The processing power of the brain was unsurpassed by even the most powerful computers. Katie’s brain performed an astonishing number of calculations during those milliseconds before she fired her weapon, instantly killing the man holding the gun. He wasn’t holding the cigar.

      Bailey entered the room behind her too late to assist. O’Brien dropped the cigar and pushed his chair back away from the table, which held the blood-soaked head of Marion La Rue.

      “Don’t move,” ordered Katie. She turned her attention to Bailey. “Check out the rest of the downstairs.”

      “You idiot, we would’ve given you something to eat,” said O’Brien. “In fact, we could’ve had a little party, you know.”

      The burning candle began to singe La Rue’s hair, so Katie moved it to the side while keeping her weapon trained on O’Brien. Bailey returned and told her the downstairs was clear. Then, the sound of a moving piece of furniture above them grabbed Katie’s attention.

      “How many others are in the house?” demanded Katie, sticking the gun closer to O’Brien’s chest.

      He raised his hands and pushed his chair farther away until it struck the kitchen cabinets. “Just one more, I swear. C’mon, take it easy. We can work this out. I’ve got money and some food. Really, just put—”

      “Shut up!” said Katie in a hushed tone. “On the ground, face down! Now!”

      O’Brien complied and Bailey placed his knee in O’Brien’s back while he quickly pulled the man’s chubby arms behind him. Bailey inserted O’Brien’s wrists into a set of disposable restraints and pulled the locking clip tight.

      “Watch him,” she instructed Bailey as she made her way toward the stairs. The noise came from the room directly above the kitchen, so Katie would start there.

      “Run,” screamed O’Brien from the kitchen. His exclamation was followed by the sound of Bailey kicking O’Brien in the side, knocking the air out of him.

      Katie heard a chair tip over and the sound of a window latch being turned. She didn’t have much time, but she had to be careful. Hiding behind the doorjamb, she turned the knob and flung it open. All Katie could see was the silhouette of a man about to exit through the window, who abruptly stopped at the sound of her entering the room.

      “Stop! Hands up! Do you hear me? Now!” shouted Katie at the dark figure cowering in the corner.

      “Yes, okay. I don’t have a gun. Please don’t shoot me.”

      “Turn around slowly,” said Katie as she raised her flashlight from the floor upwards, scanning for weapons. “What’s your name?”

      As the light reached the man’s face, Katie had her answer before he spoke it.

      “Andrew Lau.”
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        Monday, December 5

        Noon

        New Hampshire State House

        Concord, New Hampshire

      

      

      Sarge and Brad stood beneath the massive marble arch entry to the New Hampshire State House’s grounds on a cold but sunny day. Surrounded by military personnel from the 157th Air Refueling Wing, Sarge was deep in conversation with Boston native Governor Maggie Hassan of New Hampshire.

      “Governor, I want to thank you again for the opportunity to speak with your legislature and the executive branches present from both Maine and Vermont,” said Sarge.

      “Of course, Mr. Sargent,” started Governor Hassan. “Our politics may have differed prior to this debacle, but it is clear you and I have the same goals—helping the people of New England.”

      “We have a plan ready to be implemented that will require the cooperation of local and state government leaders,” said Sarge. “I spoke with Governor Baker in Boston before I left. As you know, much of his legislature was either killed or wounded on Election Day. Massachusetts will be reeling from that tragedy for many years.”

      “Courage to persevere rises out of tragedy when you need it the most,” said Governor Hassan. “New Englanders will come together to help each other and survive until our nation recovers.”

      Sarge was approached by Maine governor Paul LePage and his wife, Ann. The two looked like they had walked out of an L.L. Bean catalog.

      “Mr. Sargent, I’m Governor LePage from Maine. This is my wife, Ann.” Everyone shook hands and exchanged pleasantries.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Governor,” said Sarge.

      “Well, Mr. Sargent, I’ve heard great things about you in the past. I also want you to know I enjoyed your book immensely.”

      “Thank you, Governor,” said Sarge. “I’m surprised our paths didn’t cross at the conference in San Diego last year.”

      Brad caught up with him and Sarge made the introductions. While Brad and Governor LePage discussed the use of Maine’s ports for freighter traffic, Sarge struck up a conversation with the governor’s wife.

      “Mrs. LePage, we’ve met before,” said Sarge. Sarge had met Ann LePage but wasn’t sure if it would be appropriate to remind her of the circumstances. He decided it might lighten the mood on this serious occasion.

      The group walked through the arch and began to make their way to the nation’s oldest state house in which the legislature still occupied its original chambers. The granite structure stood before them, proudly flying the American flag.

      “We have? I’m sorry, Mr. Sargent, but I don’t recall,” said Mrs. LePage.

      “It’s all right. My friend and I stopped in Boothbay Harbor during a visit last August,” started Sarge when Mrs. LePage interrupted.

      “Oh my. Did I wait on you for lunch?” she asked, slightly embarrassed.

      Mrs. LePage had taken a job at McSeagull’s restaurant for a short time at the local haunt, proudly serving up flounder and halibut to hungry patrons. Sarge and Julia had attended a private fundraiser on behalf of Abbie in the small Maine coastal town and popped into the restaurant for lunch, unaware that the governor’s wife would be waiting on them.

      “I was trying to pay off my mother’s car; she died a little over a year ago. People were so gracious and patient. At fifty-eight, I was easily the oldest waitress in town.”

      She and Sarge laughed as they shared his memory of lunch. She recounted how people gave her large tips for the car fund. Her husband was a fiscally conservative Republican and the lowest-paid governor in the country. Governor LePage had a scorched-earth relationship with Democrats, and the local media, in the State of Maine. He had been quoted as saying he would tell the President to go to hell and that the IRS was the new Gestapo. He was reviled by his political opponents. Sarge, however, liked him.

      “Truthfully, I didn’t know who you were at the time,” started Sarge. “But you gave us great service and I’m sure I left you a fair tip.”

      “Why, thank you!” said Mrs. LePage. She then leaned into Sarge and whispered, “Mr. Sargent, my husband says great things about you. This country needs a leader. A man with a big set of testicles.”

      Sarge started laughing at the unexpected reference, drawing the attention of the others in the entourage. “I agree. But do you think I’m the one with a—”

      “Ayuh,” she said. “A big set is what this nation needs.”
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        Tuesday, December 6

        1:00 p.m.

        1PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Drew waited nervously, randomly kicking rocks in the gravel. He was uncomfortable being disarmed, considering what he’d been through for the last three months. The contingent of guards with their weapons on low ready indicated to him that these guys were military and well disciplined.

      Thus far, his hunch had paid off. The location of Abbie’s political speech he’d accompanied her to last summer was more than just a budding home for wayward souls. Much more.

      The high-pitched whine of small engines reminded him of Muddy Pond, where ATVs were the vehicle of choice. Drew conjured up visions from years ago when his younger brother, Jack, and his friends flew up the driveway to tell him about their latest hunt. Today, he hoped his hunt for the love of his life was over.

      “Oh my God,” screamed Abbie as she jumped out of the Polaris Ranger at a run. Her hair was flying in the wind as she raced past the guards, who made a halfhearted attempt to slow her progress.

      Drew stood still, grinning from ear to ear as she tackled him into the hood of the Suburban. She missed me.

      “It’s a pleasure to see you too, Senator,” said Drew, barely able to contain his excitement.

      Abbie began to sob. “Drew, I thought you were … Oh thank god,” she said as she hugged him tight.

      “Abbie, you have no idea. I’ve waited for this moment for months. I’ve never taken my mind off you.”

      Abbie pulled back from their embrace and studied him. She touched his face and ran her fingers through his hair. “You’re okay. You’re really here?”

      “I am, for as long as you’ll have me.” Drew laughed. In all the time they’d spent together, Drew never recalled seeing this side of Abbie. She was a grown woman, a senator, and she was holding him with the enthusiasm of a teenage girl. He truly loved her.

      “Ma’am,” interrupted CWO Kyle Shore. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but we need to secure the gate. May I bring the gentlemen’s vehicle inside? It’s been searched.”

      “Yes, of course,” replied Abbie. “Drew, do you wanna drive us down, or would you rather take the four-wheeler?”

      “How far is it?” asked Drew, looking up at the clear skies.

      “About a mile.”

      “Is it safe? Are you up for a walk?” Drew wanted to talk with Abbie alone before he got involved in conversations with other people. This level of security was not just put in place for Abbie. Her father was probably here and perhaps others. Drew wanted to get the lay of the land and catch up with Abbie first.

      “Yes, that’s a great idea,” replied Abbie. “Mr. Shore, would you mind delivering our vehicles to 1PP? We’re going to walk.”

      “Yes, ma’am. But we have to send two men with you. It’s orders, ma’am.”

      “Of course,” said Abbie.

      She took Drew by the arm and they walked around the HESCO barriers. Drew saw evidence of the firefight that had taken place two months ago. He stopped and whispered to Abbie, “Do you think I can have my gun back? I feel, well, naked.”

      Abbie stopped and looked at him for several seconds. He couldn’t read her mind, but he’d seen that look from a woman before.

      “Mr. Shore, please return his gun,” instructed Abbie.

      “Sidearm only, please,” added Drew. Drew didn’t see a need to tote his AR-10 while catching up with Abbie. He got the sense there were lots of eyes on them at this point. He was excited to get caught up with Abbie’s life over the last three months. But he was intrigued about what lay ahead.

      The two took thirty minutes to walk the mile to 1PP. Drew recounted how he’d recovered and found his way home to Muddy Pond. She tried to explain her father’s actions, to which Drew simply nodded unemotionally. He described the nearly two-week trek from Tennessee to Massachusetts. A normal two-day drive had taken much longer as Drew avoided roving gangs, small-town roadblocks, and military checkpoints. The circuitous route had required additional gasoline for the hugely fuel-inefficient Suburban.

      As they approached the clearing comprising the 1PP compound, he took in what life was like for Abbie. The Quinn girls were playing fetch with Winnie the Frenchie under the watchful eye of Susan. The Lowells and Cabots were wrapped in blankets, playing bridge at a picnic table. At every corner of the clearing was an armed sheepdog protecting their flock and prepared to confront the wolf.

      “There are so many people I want you to meet, Drew,” started Abbie. “But I think we need to see my father first. Is that okay?”

      “I agree.”

      Drew followed Abbie up the stairs into 1PP. His presence drew the attention of everyone in the yard, but they were inside before inquiry could be made.

      “He’s probably resting downstairs,” said Abbie as she led him to the spiral staircase leading into the fortified basement bunker. Drew was amazed at the construction of the building. This was an intricately planned and developed facility. Above ground, it resembled a clubhouse in a subdivision. Below ground, it was an upscale nuclear fallout shelter. They reached a slightly ajar door and Abbie asked him to wait for a moment.

      While she prepared her father for Drew’s arrival, Drew steadied his nerves. His anger toward Morgan would be put in the back of his mind and then rear its ugly head from time to time, usually when Drew began to miss Abbie the most. Despite the fact that he’d rehearsed the words he planned on saying a thousand times, when Abbie opened the door and invited him in, the planned speech escaped him.

      Morgan’s appearance surprised Drew. He visualized a strong, vibrant man. Drew fantasized how he would confront the powerful, wealthy globalist and financier, regardless of the consequences. Instead, he found a weak, sullen victim of a stroke who didn’t appear in any position to engage in an argument. And then the words of Drew’s father popped into his head—He was doing what was best for his daughter, his only child. You can’t begrudge him that.

      “Hello, sir,” said Drew politely. He extended his hand to shake Morgan’s. Morgan was only able to lift his left arm and return the gesture.

      “Hello, young man,” said Morgan. “My daughter speaks very highly of you. I am truly glad that you’re okay.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Drew, suddenly at a loss for words.

      Morgan turned to Abbie and asked her to leave them alone for a moment. She questioned why and looked to Drew for help. Drew nodded, indicating that she should allow them to speak privately. After the door was closed, Morgan spoke first.

      “Mr. Jackson, I owe you an apology. It was never my intention to cause you any harm. My pilot advised me that we only had sufficient fuel to carry the three of us back here. I am sorry.”

      Drew approached Morgan and leaned down in order to whisper to him, “Sir, I’ve thought about this moment for months as I recovered from the beating and while being shot at from Florida to Tennessee to here. I’m here for one reason.”

      Drew took his right hand and reached toward his gun, sliding the pistol’s handle out of the way. He pulled his grandmother’s engagement ring out of his pocket and revealed it to Morgan.

      “I’m here to ask your permission to marry Abbie.”
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        Monday, December 12

        1:00 p.m.

        1PP War Room

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      The 1PP war room was crowded for today’s meeting. Drew was now a regular attendee, and in addition to Brad and Donald, he would participate in all of the daily briefings when he wasn’t performing other functions.

      The Loyal Nine were committed to taking their local successes on a national level. The President had not taken any action to fill the void left by the removal of Governor O’Brien. Sarge, through his quick maneuvering, rallied the governors of the six states comprising the former FEMA Region I. He urged them to cross the ideological political divide to work with one another towards the recovery effort.

      Sarge started a grassroots effort, which began at the local level in small cities like Belchertown, and gradually worked his way up to the county and state governments. He envisioned the nation coming together in this time of crisis in the same manner in which it was formed, from the ground up, rather than what brought it to its knees, a top-heavy federal bureaucracy. In his mind, the cyber attack afforded the country an opportunity to wipe the slate clean of its massive federal bureaucracies and rebuild itself politically into the constitutional republic designed by the Founding Fathers.

      “Gentlemen, we all agree that the final step in re-establishing the sovereignty of Massachusetts and Governor Baker’s state government is to remove the United Nations forces from our city,” started Sarge as everyone took a seat in the war room. He received a smile of encouragement from first-time attendee John Morgan. Sarge studied a laminated map of downtown Boston tacked to the wall between two bookcases. A light blue line encircled the area around the Boston Seaport, indicating the location of the UN troops. “Brad, fill us in on the positioning of General Zhang’s forces and the recent changes in attitude, for lack of a better word.”

      Brad stood and approached the map as Sarge moved to the side. He was not wearing his customary military fatigues. Monday was laundry day. “I can only describe the situation as surreal. As I’ve reported, any of Zhang’s troops that leave their encampment at the Seaport are commandeered by us. The Federal Prison Camp at Fort Devens, once full of union thugs, is now full of UN soldiers from around the world. Frankly, I was beginning to be concerned that we’d run out of room up there. But the dynamic has changed.”

      “How so?” asked Donald.

      “Two days ago, their troop expeditions ceased,” replied Brad. “Vehicles have now been strategically placed around the seaport to block the bridges entering the city and prevent access to Interstate 90 into East Boston. They appear to be hunkering down.”

      “Do you think they’re regrouping?” asked Drew. Brad was about to answer when a raspy whisper spoke up from the back of the room.

      “Awaiting reinforcements,” said Morgan.

      Brad put his hands inside his USMC hooded sweatshirt and nodded in agreement. “I agree. It appears the general is circling the wagons with the intent of creating a standoff until he gets help.”

      “How can we confirm this?” asked Sarge.

      “Per your instructions, I’ve stepped up my communications with other senior military officers that are on board with our national program when the time is right. We exchange information and strategy daily.”

      “Any news?” asked Donald.

      “Two UN troop carriers left Charleston, South Carolina, and were seen sailing north along the Atlantic Seaboard near Norfolk, Virginia. I believe they’re headed our way.”

      “Not good,” said Morgan.

      “We agree, sir,” said Brad. If we allow the UN to become firmly entrenched, with more troops and firepower, we stand to lose everything we’ve gained so far.”

      Sarge walked up to the map and circled an area including Logan International Airport and East Boston. “I need this airport. Without Logan, we can’t bring in the aircraft required to airlift the smaller transformers necessary to establish temporary power in the state government facilities.”

      Brad continued, using a yellow marker. “With the Callahan Tunnel impassible here,” he said, circling the area from Boston North End to Jeffries Point in East Boston, “our only means of access to the airport is via the Ted Williams tunnel, which enters the harbor right next to the Seaport.”

      “We have to take the fight to them,” said Sarge. “If their reinforcements arrive, we may be outgunned. How soon can your men be ready to take on Zhang?”

      Brad contemplated the question for a moment and then studied the map. He began to relay his thoughts to the group out loud. “We’ve been preparing for this eventuality since before Thanksgiving. When Zhang walked away from me that day at Columbus Park, I knew only bullets would resolve this standoff. He apparently has come to that realization as well.”

      Morgan interrupted. “The President has initiated this activity.”

      Sarge nodded. “Yes, sir. The UN would not have repositioned these troops without the President’s authority. We have to take action quickly to dislodge the UN or at least send a clear message to their commanders. You’re not welcome in Boston.”

      “Tell us about your OPLAN,” said Morgan. OPLAN was an acronym used by the military for an operations plan.

      Using a combination of red and blue markers, Brad detailed the troop positioning of the UN forces and his planned use of his undermanned Marines. Brad’s tactical advantage included the use of the tall buildings for a strategic height advantage and the element of surprise. In his view, General Zhang had been given a reasonable offer, and warning. He’d rejected Brad’s proposal by rudely walking away. It was now time to go to war.

      “What type of resistance do you anticipate from the UN soldiers?” asked Donald.

      “We think we’ve been wearing them down with a propaganda scheme,” replied Sarge. “Brad noticed that the vast majority of the UN troops sent into the field were from non-Asian countries. The logical conclusion we reached was that General Zhang was willing to sacrifice them and keep his Asian based troops within the safety of the UN encampment.”

      “So we enlisted some of the residents of Chinatown,” added Brad. “I met with the White Devil, Bac Guai John, and he provided us several people willing to read a constant stream of propaganda messages over temporary loudspeakers we procured from Fenway Park.”

      “Brilliant!” said Morgan.

      “Yes, sir,” said Brad. “The young Asian girls read a script in Chinese that encourage these young soldiers to lay down their weapons. They’re told how much their mothers and girlfriends miss them at home. The young girls ask them why they’d want to die for an unjust cause.”

      “Do you think it’s working?” asked Donald.

      “It has to be having an adverse psychological effect on the UN troops,” replied Brad. “Our volunteers broadcast twenty-four seven. Zhang countered with playing music within his compound at a louder and louder volume. At this point, his men must be close to losin’it.”
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        Saturday, December 17

        6:00 a.m.

        The Seaport

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Drew had slipped through the darkness with six members of his team comprised of four Marines and two Mechanics. For hours, they took a circuitous route on foot through South Boston, including the street where Pumpsie Jones lost his life, an event that triggered race riots in Boston.

      Their long-range binoculars found a weakness in the UN’s defense perimeter—the Summer Street bridge, which crossed the Reserved Channel. Drew led his men across the bridge, darting ahead and then diving for cover. They were exposed for about three-quarters of a mile but benefitted from the many stalled vehicles and the cloud cover of a coming winter storm.

      As the sun began to rise on a new damp, cold day, Drew and his team had returned to the rally point eight hours after their mission started. On the balconies of high-rise hotels and the rooftops of Boston’s waterfront skyline, Marines and Mechanics awaited their orders to rain hellfire on the occupying forces.

      Brad intentionally took up his position on the rooftop of 99 High. A symbolic screw you to O’Brien and all who consorted with him. At precisely six a.m., Brad gave the order to remotely detonate the TNT munitions obtained from the Mount Mica Mine in Paris, Maine.

      No warning preceded the blasts, which blew out the glass in the buildings surrounding the Convention Center. Fragments of concrete, brick and shards of glass pelted the soldiers standing watch along the city side of the Seaport. Their rear remained unguarded, thus the ability of Drew and his team to gain access to the back of the Convention Center.

      At each entrance to the upper levels of the building, Drew’s operatives placed explosive charges. Brad delayed their detonation by sixty seconds. In his estimation, the reaction of the sleeping troops would be to take cover. If they did, their lives would be spared, although their accommodations would be ruined. If they ran outside to see what was going on, they’d probably die.

      “Fifteen seconds,” said Brad to Gunny Falcone, who was manning the final detonator. Brad watched as the UN soldiers ran in a panicked, haphazard fashion in all directions. He let out a sigh when hundreds of troops exited the Convention Center, wildly discharging small-arms fire across the channel. The bullets had no effect on the positioning of Brad’s men, who remained disciplined and patiently held their fire until they were given their orders.

      “Now! Blow it up!” ordered Brad. He was watching through the binoculars, anticipating a series of massive explosions. For a few seconds, nothing happened, and then the view through his binoculars turned to dust and debris. The shock waves from the blast shook 99 High to its core in more ways than one.

      Projectiles forced their way inward, ripping into the occupants. Screams filled the air, drawing Brad’s interest to the sidewalks surrounding the Convention Center. Large pieces of metal and concrete flew through the air, raining down on the UN tents and temporary housing established in the adjacent parking areas.

      He debated the need for the next action. From his observations, it was unlikely many people survived the blast inside the Convention Center. During his Marines’ first encounter with the UN at the Seaport, Gunny Falcone elected to save his final MANPADS Stinger missile rather than inflict hundreds more casualties on the UN troops. Brad had discussed this decision with his trusted officer and agreed with him at the time.

      After two months on American soil, the United Nations proved themselves to be the minions of a tyrannical President who operated outside of the bounds of basic human rights. Plus, they’d given the UN ample opportunity to do the right thing.

      Tick-tock. Time’s up.

      Brad recalled General George S. Patton’s words on the objectives of war. May God have mercy upon my enemies because I won’t. He patted Gunny Falcone on the back and gave him further instructions.

      “Light ’em up!”
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        Sunday, December 18

        Dawn

        Logan International Airport

        East Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      East Boston, or Eastie, as it was affectionately called by Bostonians, was originally made up of five islands that were connected using landfill from the construction of Logan Airport during World War II.

      The population of East Boston exploded in the early twentieth century by an influx of immigrants primarily from southern Italy. At the time of the cyber attack, nearly forty thousand people lived in East Boston, sixty percent of which were Hispanic. It was also the home of the vicious criminal organization and Central American drug cartel known as Mara Salvatrucha, or MS-13, which predominantly operated in the East Boston ghettos. Their leader, Joaquin Guzman, was recruited by O’Brien to terrorize the wealthy neighborhoods of Boston. However, the neighborhood patrols established by the Mechanics, together with pushback from the Asian gangs of Chinatown, discouraged the MS-13, leaving them fairly inactive on the mainland side of the harbor.

      Logan Airport, one of the busiest in the world, comprised over fifty percent of the landmass of East Boston. Its strategic importance was impressed upon Drew repeatedly in the daily briefings in the war room. After a day of restful sleep at 100 Beacon following his successful operation at the Boston Seaport, he and his teams were ready.

      With the assistance of the White Devil, the Ted Williams tunnel was cleared and secured. The stalled vehicles were provided sufficient fuel to be removed from both lanes under the Boston Main Channel. Brad’s men were strategically positioned to guard the entrance from any potential UN interaction, although none was expected.

      Their will to fight, and spirit, was completely broken. The evening before, Brad had learned of their intent to surrender following the death of General Zhang and his top two commanders.

      Drew’s mission was threefold. First, he was to secure the perimeter of the airport along its western boundaries. The remainder of the Logan Airport complex was surrounded by water. Once the western perimeter was secured, his men needed to flush out any squatters. This would likely take days and hundreds of men. The facility was massive and included numerous underground pedestrian walkways, which were considerably warmer than the frigid temperatures and blowing snow Drew was experiencing as he surveyed East Boston from the top of the Hilton Hotel at the entrance to the airport.

      The third challenge, and the most difficult of all, was to keep MS-13 at bay. The brain trust in the war room agreed that it would be impossible to identify and then remove all of the gang members. Drew, Brad, and J.J. discussed the comparisons between military activities in the Middle East and the challenges of eradicating East Boston of the MS-13. Identification of the gang members required the willing assistance of the locals, most of whom were either related to, or living in fear of, the MS-13.

      Donald, who was most familiar with the East Boston area because of the Boston Brahmin’s ownership of Suffolk Downs, the legendary thoroughbred racetrack located on the northern end of Eastie, suggested they secure the elevated freeway to the north into Revere and Chelsea. An arrangement had been made with the 157th Air Refueling Wing to provide aircraft jet fuel for the inbound planes. The most direct route would be through Revere.

      The four-man teams comprised of the ever-expanding Mechanics rallied at the MBTA South Boston terminal and were given their assignments. First, they would control ingress and egress to East Boston by guarding Interstate 90 from where it exited the Ted Williams Tunnel all the way north until it terminated in Revere. Ten teams would position themselves every quarter mile along the stretch, with their weapons trained on the Jeffries Point and Eagle Hill neighborhoods.

      After the perimeter was established, another ten teams would systematically sweep through Logan, removing any squatters. These teams were seasoned in battle and were capable of removing any armed resistance.

      Once Drew was comfortable that any armed pockets of residents were dispatched, he’d bring in more members of the Mechanics, many of whom had aircraft operations experience, to bring Logan up to some semblance of operational capability. After Donald and Sarge convinced other nations to lend aid, then they would break the news that the massive aircraft airlifting these supplies would have to fly into Logan using visual flight rules, or VFR.

      Unlike its normal operational capability to accommodate a million passengers a day, Donald said one or two inbound flights a day would meet his needs until power was restored to the airport. These inbound flights would be carrying food, supplies, and much-needed mechanical parts to reestablish the power grid and create a nationwide communications network.

      The teams quickly took their positions on the high ground of Interstate 90. Inside the Hilton Hotel, the remaining teams were conducting floor-to-floor searches. Although hotel room doors were difficult to breach when the electronic card system was not available, they’d found evidence on the lower floors that the locals had literally clawed their way into the four-star accommodations, using crowbars and claw hammers. This gave Drew the idea of taking innocent squatters out of the airport facility and providing them some warmth and comfort in the Hilton Hotel. Great rates guaranteed!

      As he left his rooftop perch and headed for the fire escape, the door burst open and two of his subordinates approached him.

      “Sir, there’s someone downstairs you’ll want to meet,” said his seniormost team leader.

      “Y’all lead the way,” said Drew. The three men trotted down the nine flights of stairs to the lobby, where half a dozen civilians were being closely watched by one of the teams.

      “This way, sir.” Drew followed his men to a sixtyish gentleman and a slightly younger woman sitting on a couch in the lobby. The man rose to greet Drew and slowly raised his hand to shake.

      “Sir, my name is Drew Jackson,” he said as he shook the man’s hand.

      “Yes, sir. I am Roberto Arkadelli, the director of aviation operations at Logan,” the man announced proudly. “My job is, um, was to oversee all aviation units, including operations and airport facilities. I used to hold a similar position at Berlin’s Tempelhof Airport prior to its closing in 2008.”

      Drew glanced at his watch and grew impatient. “How can I help you, sir?”

      “Mr. Jackson, during my years at Tempelhof, I’ve seen military operations, both large scale and small,” he began to reply. “I recognize your activities. If you intend to take control of Logan, I can provide you some assistance.”

      Drew studied the man. He needed to maintain OPSEC, but the man was not going to be allowed to leave the hotel under any circumstances. He decided to take a chance.

      “What can you tell me?” asked Drew.

      “There are five terminals at Logan, but Terminal E is unoccupied,” he replied.

      “What do you mean by unoccupied?” asked Drew.

      “Eleven of the gates in Terminal E are used for international flights,” he replied. “When flights were grounded that Saturday night, the TSA stopped clearing inbound international passengers. They were placed into a secured room called a sterile area by the U.S. Customs & Border Protection people.”

      “Oh-kay?” Drew was wondering where the elderly gentleman was going with this.

      “Um, the CBP abandoned their posts and the passengers were forgotten,” he continued. “One of my security guards and I found them dead a week later.”

      “Jeez. How many?” asked Drew.

      “Nearly five hundred.”

      Drew had to walk away. He approached the glass windows, looking into the newly falling snow. So much senseless death. After gathering himself, he turned to learn more.

      “What else do you know?”

      “They’re occupying Terminal C,” he replied.

      “Who?”

      “MS-13.”
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        Sunday, December 18

        11:00 a.m.

        Logan International Airport

        East Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Drew sent a messenger back into Boston to recruit more personnel. He believed the Logan director of aviation operations. The information, other than the CBP debacle, was valuable. MS-13 had confined themselves into a single area, but it was defensible. It would take a lot of firepower and sheer numbers to dislodge them. He would redeploy the seasoned members of the Mechanics to positions surrounding Terminal C, and the new personnel would handle the freeway security duties.

      Terminal C was a logical location for the gangbangers. Restaurants and shops were in abundance in this terminal, initially providing them food and supplies. It was on the easternmost end of the airport and farthest away from the main airport entrance. They would have two-hundred-and-seventy-degree clear lines of sight to approaching vehicles via the airport runway. Nobody could sneak up on them. Except from below.

      Arkadelli told Drew about the maze of maintenance tunnels that connected the terminals to each other and were only accessible by freight elevators that were no longer operable. There was one exception, and that was in the southernmost section of Terminal C beneath gate forty-two and the Our Lady of the Airway Chapel.

      From time to time, funeral proceedings were held in the chapel for airport dignitaries and fatal victims of airport or airline accidents. In order to transport the caskets in and out of the chapel, a long ramp was installed from the tunnel system into a room at the back of the chapel. Arkadelli was using this access point as he kept an eye on the activities of the MS-13 gang. He impressed on Drew that he was willing to take the risk because, until told otherwise, Logan International was still his airport.

      Drew prepared his teams underneath gate forty-two. He looked into the faces of the volunteers. None of them had the experience or the gravitas of Nomad, Bugs, and Sharpie. But they had a strong desire for freedom and an intent to remake America into the mighty nation it once was.

      Then Drew thought of Abbie. This operation was fraught with danger and deadly threats. He had very little intel on the numbers or the firepower of the MS-13 gang members upstairs. He was going to emerge blind as to the size and capability of the enemy. Despite the element of surprise, they could be overwhelmed once they entered the terminal.

      Drew led them up the ramp and he quietly opened the door to the chapel. It was empty, providing him the opportunity to ease the tension with a sigh of relief. The rest of the teams, forty men in all, joined him inside the chapel. He noticed several said prayers at the circular altar in the center of the room. On a normal day, Sunday Mass would’ve been finishing up at this point.

      The dynamics of their assault were fairly simple—shock and awe. The lead teams, led by Drew, would be a group of seasoned Mechanics comfortable in using their AR-15 rifles. Drew wore a full kit with several full magazines, as did all of the members of the lead team.

      Using the concrete pillars evenly spaced down both sides of the terminal, the teams would use a bounding overwatch tactic. The teams would have to be fast in their approach, constantly laying down fire and shooting every person they saw. There would be little time to assess friendly versus hostiles. This was going to be a bloodbath, pure and simple. Based upon the atrocities performed by MS-13 as they adopted the methods of their sworn brethren, ISIS, Drew considered their fate to be karma.

      Drew peeked out of the chapel entry and saw a group of men standing at the large plate-glass windows, watching the snow blanket the stalled aircraft. They were distracted and unarmed. He turned to his first four two-man teams.

      “We’ve got half a dozen hostiles watching the snow on the right side of the terminal, facing the runway. They’re not armed. I don’t see anyone else at this point. There are beds and cots strewn about. Watch for people sleeping. Remember, everyone is considered to be a hostile except unarmed women and children. Be careful. Leave nothing to chance. Are we good?”

      Drew pulled his sidearm and affixed a silencer. His partner did the same. They quietly eased out into the terminal undetected. Using the pillars and the ticket counters as cover, they snuck up on the seven gangbangers and quickly ended their lives.

      This end of Terminal C was short compared to the other two prongs. As the teams quickly moved forward towards the large open area that held the food court and shops, Drew began to grow concerned. Where was everybody?

      The shops and restaurants had been looted. The entire area was empty. Drew slowly peered around the corner of the Pizza Hut counter and looked to the easternmost prong of the terminal. There were a couple of dozen men, women, and children with their faces pressed against the large plate-glass windows, watching the heavy snowflakes blanket the runways.

      Drew elected to clear the other prong of the terminal, which included gates eleven through twenty-one. From his vantage point, it appeared empty for now. He motioned for the other two-man team with silencer-ready weapons to join him. The four men would have to dart across the open food court to the other side without being seen by the snow watchers to their right.

      He counted them down with his fingers—three, two, one. Like ninjas in a movie, they snuck across the opening in a fast run, barely making a noise on the tile floor. Positioned on opposite sides of the terminal, they began their advance. Gate by gate, they covered each other, and the four men moved forward. As Drew led the procession to the end of this wing, he saw more of the MS-13. Huddled around the windows of gates twenty and twenty-one were two men, three women, and several children.

      “Crap!” Drew muttered to himself. One of the men appeared to have a TEC-9 slung over his shoulder. He thought about leaving this group alone and going after the larger one first. One of the teams would have to be left behind to cover everyone else’s ass.

      He let out a breath. He didn’t have time to debate. This was war. As Drew approached the group, trying to sight a clear shot against the armed man who was holding a young boy on his back, one of the other children spotted him. Drew was shouting in his head as he advanced. Please be quiet. Shhhh. No. No. No!

      “Papi, Papi, los hombres con armas están llegando,” the young boy warned his father of the men with guns.

      The gunman dropped the child and immediately swung to fire upon Drew. Drew was much faster on the trigger. Two shots to the chest and one to the head ended the man’s life, but not before the gangbanger released a burst from the fully automatic TEC-9, shattering the windows across the terminal.

      It’s awwwwn now, as the good ole boys in Tennessee would say before a barroom brawl. The other man wrestled a handgun from his waistband but was killed before he could succeed. Drew approached the group cautiously amidst screaming and shouting coming from the other part of the terminal.

      “Secure these weapons and watch them,” said Drew as the women and children huddled over the dead bodies of their papis. Drew stopped to look through the windows at the wing of Terminal C occupied by the rest of MS-13. The T-shaped building had four jets parked on the tarmac. There were metal stairwells that led from the accordion jet bridge to the snow-covered runway below.

      “Let’s go,” said Drew to his partner. They ran back to the center of the terminal and joined the rest of the Mechanics.

      To get to the back section of the terminal, they would have to run against the side walls and use the shiny metal pillars as cover. They would be exposed. There was only one way for his men to make it down that walkway without taking heavy casualties. He had to scare the bejesus out of the enemy.

      He holstered his sidearm and switched to his prized DPMS AR-10. The booming 7.62-millimeter rounds should provide sufficient deterrent to any fool on the other end of the hallway. He grabbed two of his AR-15 teams and gave them instructions. Drew instructed them to fire down the right side of the hallway, blowing out the windows facing the runway. He would sprint down the left side, adding to the firepower until he could get close enough to lay down cover for the entire group to advance.

      This was about a four-hundred-foot shot, and not under the best of conditions considering the low-hanging directional signs. But the barrage of small-arms fire should cause the gangbangers to take cover while Drew sprinted forward for better positioning.

      “On my go,” said Drew. All of his men nodded confidently. He flipped off the safety, crouched down, and gave them the thumbs-up. “Go!”

      The noise was deafening as the AR-15s sent lead down the hallway and littered the tile floor with brass. As Drew sprinted from column to column on the left side, he saw bodies collapse into heaps, their blood draining out across the tile. Some MS-13 thugs scrambled to avoid the hail of gunfire and slipped in the blood of the dead. They were dispatched by bullets finding their marks and those that skipped off the slick tile floor—ricocheting into their flesh.

      Thus far, none of the Mechanics had been able to shoot out the windows, so he steadied his weapon as he ran to the next column and sent a round through the center of the plate glass. The explosion and the subsequent roar of wind and snow entering the terminal was deafening. It also had the desired effect. The return fire from the gangbangers stopped, and the sounds of screams, both male and female, joined the uproar.

      Drew reached the end of the hallway and took a look at the entire terminal from gate thirty-one to gate thirty-six. It was empty. There wasn’t anyone, yet he could still hear the women and children crying over the roar of the snowstorm, which was now providing a very wet surface on the tile.

      He saw a few men running across the tarmac in the snow, hustling to get away from the carnage. Drew decided they’d sealed their own fate in this weather. Then, he caught a glimpse of a child’s face looking at him from the window of a Jet Blue aircraft parked at the gate. The gangbangers and their families had sought cover in the aircraft. His teams would have to go into the airplanes one by one and dislodge the stowaways. He hoped they’d cooperate and lay down their arms. Otherwise, they’d have a bumpy flight.
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        Saturday, December 24

        Christmas Eve

        8:00 p.m.

        1 PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge missed his study at 100 Beacon. He asked Brad and Drew to bring back a few things that he considered his pride and joy. Naturally, his nineteenth-century partner’s desk crafted from oak, with tooled leather inserts and decorated with brass appointments, was out of the question. The desk was a gift to Winthrop Sargent Gilman when he opened the banking house of Gilman, Son & Co. around the turn of the twentieth century. But his chair was easily loaded into a Humvee and now provided a comfortable seat to give his weekly address to all those who found a way to listen on the Digital Carrier Pigeon.

      While it was too early to declare the battle for Boston as mission accomplished, Brad and Drew had achieved both of their goals. East Boston was subdued and Logan Airport was being prepared to receive flights. The UN forces had lowered their white flag with a blue emblem from the pole in front of the John J. Moakley Federal Court House and replaced it with a white flag indicating their surrender. Two days ago, a message was delivered to Brad’s men via a flag-waving emissary. They would be leaving Boston by the end of the month.

      It was time to take the fight to restore the nation to a regional and national level. But tonight, Sarge didn’t think it was appropriate to tout their local accomplishments and deliver a call to arms. No. This needed to be a message of hope and faith. He began.

      “Merry Christmas, my fellow Americans. I want to sum up the tenor of life in America in this way. The famous author Charles Dickens once said, ‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.’ That is certainly true today. Our nation is experiencing an incomprehensible tragedy. Too many of our family, friends, and neighbors live in the shadow of destitution and under the thumb of tyranny. The world is full of peril, but it’s also full of promise.

      “As I speak with you this evening, America is on the precipice. We are a proud nation that hangs in the balance. As the American people struggle to survive, there are foreign soldiers on our land, intent upon using brute force, mass arrests, and the setting up of horrific FEMA camps designed to contain you while they take your property.

      “The target of this oppression is the freedom-loving patriot like yourself who is listening to this message. Millions of you across this great nation have joined our cause. You have learned of our successes. You see hope in joining our fight for freedom.

      “On this Christmas, we should recognize our freedom as the most sacred of all goals. I believe in the promise of America. All patriotic Americans have the inherent and acquired instincts to survive this calamity, as well as the power to rise to the occasion.

      “I believe in the spirit of Christmas. This unique day, filled with the love of family and friends, has not changed by virtue of our struggles. Lights, music, and presents are easily replaced with the happiness shown in children’s faces and hearts. Remain steadfast for our children.

      “I urge you to keep the faith. Both faith and freedom need care and attention. Rededicate your efforts to the preservation of the ideals we hold near and dear to our hearts, like our forefathers did before us.

      “Christmas is a time to treasure the sacrifices these brave men and women made to create the greatest nation on earth. Allow me to tell the story of one Christmas in particular. The year was 1776, our first as a nation.

      “The War for Independence had been going poorly. But General George Washington’s faith, courage, and leadership would inspire his men and turn the tide of history. On that fateful Christmas night, General Washington led a group of cold, weak, and ragged soldiers across the Delaware River through a driving snowstorm.

      “He planned to use the element of surprise and the cover of poor weather to attack a regiment of Hessians—German soldiers who were in the service of the British Empire. General Washington and his twenty-four hundred troops crossed the Delaware River and marched into Trenton, New Jersey, through the cold and wet snow. Some of the soldiers were barefoot, leaving bloody footprints along their route.

      “There were traitors in Washington’s ranks. Deserters who chose to abandon the cause of freedom in exchange for the offerings of gold and friendship from the enemy. The Hessians disregarded the traitors’ warnings. They had betrayed Washington for nothing.

      “As daylight came on the day after Christmas, Washington’s brave troops descended upon the unsuspecting and groggy Hessians. Within two hours, Washington’s men had overwhelmed the enemy and completely surrounded Trenton.

      “The victory was not particularly significant from a strategic point of view, but news of Washington’s accomplishments spread throughout the colonies, raising the spirits of those doubters who previously feared freedom from the bonds of tyranny was unattainable.

      “On this Christmas, I want you to remember the image of George Washington kneeling in prayer in the snow of Valley Forge before he led his men to victory. Washington personified the strength of a people who knew it was not enough to rely upon their courage and goodness. They must also seek help from God, their faith, and their desire to be free.

      “We are winning, my friends, make no mistake about that. I urge you to always choose freedom, my fellow Americans. Merry Christmas to you all, and God bless the United States of America.”
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        Sunday, December 25

        Christmas Day

        10:00 a.m.

        1 PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Susan was very conflicted on this Christmas morning. She and Donald had been blessed with so much in their lives. She tried to give back through her volunteer work or church activities. Now, there were people in need all over the country and she couldn’t reach out to them.

      In normal times, this morning would have been a big celebration featuring videocams and little girls giddy over their presents. Despite their good fortune, Susan was having difficulty expressing the joy of Christmas when there was so much suffering across the nation.

      Julia had relayed reports of children dying due to lack of doctors and medicines. Those who lived were malnourished and impoverished. They were forced to grow up in a world with little food, no schools, and the threat of violence.

      Many were held in the FEMA camps, while others were trapped in their homes, surrounded by warring gangs who commandeered food and other vital supplies for their own black market activities.

      The repercussions of the collapse were not only going to be physical, but also psychological for children as they grew up in a hostile environment filled with death. Despite their limited exposure to the assault from the Belchertown residents, Penny and Rebecca experienced nightmares and lived in constant fear of being attacked. Susan could only imagine what the children of the inner cities were encountering.

      Julia did provide Susan some hope. In areas of the Southeastern United States and New England, where families and neighbors had come together to rebuild our broken nation, women were becoming central contributors to the effort. Despite the continued dangers, women and children were helping others less fortunate to regain their dignity and respect.

      Random acts of kindness made a return to the American way of life. For that, Susan said a prayer and gave thanks to God.

      “Mommy!” shouted Penny, causing Susan to drop the kitchen towel and run into the dining area.

      “Penny! Are you okay?”

      “Mommy, Becca keeps messing up the place settings,” complained Penny.

      “No, I am not,” responded Rebecca definitively. “The little fork goes outside the big fork, right, Mommy?” Susan let out a sigh of relief. Perhaps it wasn’t just the children who had been impacted by the Belchertown raid.

      “No, it does not,” exclaimed Penny Emily Post Quinn. “We don’t have a salad, do we, Mom? That’s why I put it closer to the plate as the dessert fork.”

      “Come here, my little dumplings,” said Susan, inviting them with open arms for a hug. The girls grabbed their mom around the waist and squeezed tight.

      Penny broke away first. “Does that mean I was right?”

      Susan laughed at her now twelve-year-old, who had finally recovered from her timber rattlesnake bite. “You’re kinda both right. Becca is right that we don’t have any salad to serve today. Penny is correct that the fork will be used for dessert. However, the proper placement is right here.” Susan reached for the small fork and placed it sideways above the plate.

      “Hmmm,” said Rebecca, as if this was quite an interesting development. “Mommy, what time will the soldiers be here?”

      “Soon. Now, you two silly elves finish this up and then help me in the kitchen. The rest of our helpers will be here soon.”

      Rebecca gave her mom another hug and looked up. “Mom, this is the best Christmas ever.”

      “Yes. Yes, it is, my pretty baby.”
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        * * *

      

      Brad’s men shuffled into 1PP to the smiles and heartfelt thanks of the civilian population of Prescott Peninsula. Susan, Abbie, and Julia finished preparing Christmas dinner for their troops and protectors. The Boston Brahmin wives made sure the soldiers were welcomed and comfortable. The Quinn children provided comic relief and an occasional off-key Christmas carol.

      As dinner came to an end, Brad stood, and the Marines under this unusual command immediately became quiet. Brad started to speak.

      “Over the past twelve weeks, you have revealed some unmistakable facts. You’ve shown me that when you’re tested, you rise to meet the test. You’ve proven that the desire for freedom is more powerful than the intimidation of tyranny. You’ve shown me that there is no task too difficult for the United States Marines.”

      “Oorah!” shouted the Marines.

      “I want to thank you for making the decision to remain with me and serve under my command. Sometimes, in the scheme of things, it can be hard to tell when history is being made, especially when you’re in the middle of a firefight. What we’ve accomplished in the last three months is as important and every bit as courageous as what the colonists did during the Revolutionary War and our fellow Marines did in places like Normandy and Iwo Jima!”

      “Oorah!”

      “There will come a day, maybe when you’re grandparents, that young ladies like Rebecca and Penny will sit on your knee and say thank God you stood up to tyranny and chose freedom!

      “My fellow Marines, we’ve just begun our duty to save this great nation. There are others like us around the nation who have lost loved ones. There are children growing up without a mom or a dad. But one thing is certain. Our children will grow up to be freedom-loving Americans because of the sacrifices you’ve made!”

      “Oorah! Oorah!”

      “Marines, on this Christmas, I would rather be with the men and women of the United States Marine Corps than with anybody else. Thank you for serving the United States of America. God bless you. Merry Christmas. Oorah!”

      “Oorah!”
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        Saturday, December 31

        4:00 p.m.

        Rooftop, 99 High Street

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      The sun was dropping rapidly to their backs on what had been an absolutely gorgeous sunny day. Sarge thought it was apropos to meet here for this momentous occasion. Brad and Donald questioned the wisdom of all the Loyal Nine leaving the safety of Prescott Peninsula. But Sarge insisted that the symbolism of standing atop the headquarters of the Citizen Corps building was too good to pass up.

      “A toast,” started Donald. “To Steven.”

      “To Steven!”

      Everyone clinked glasses and enjoyed a sip of champagne. To show his support and forgiveness of Katie, Sarge took her hand and pulled her into a hug. He whispered into her ear, “My brother loved you, Katie. Thank you for making him happy.”

      Katie looked up to Sarge and began to shed a few tears. Katie had shown she was genuinely remorseful, and Sarge no longer doubted her loyalty and commitment.

      A gust of cold wind blew up the side of the building and over the parapet. It startled Donald, who spilled a little of his champagne.

      Katie had regained her composure and channeled Steven. “Party foul!” This produced laughter from everyone.

      “Do you guys remember that night in April when we were all together on the rooftop of 100 Beacon?” asked Julia.

      “Yeah, it was a heckuva lot warmer,” said Donald.

      Abbie filled in Drew on the circumstances. “We had the opportunity to be together for the first time in many months. The nation was declining rapidly, socially and economically. On the rooftop—sipping champs, I might add—we all made a commitment to preserving the work of our forefathers.”

      “We made that promise to the nation we love so much,” added Brad. “We also made a commitment to each other. We became a family that night—a family whose ideals and goals were the same as those patriots who founded our nation.”

      “We suspected there would be challenges ahead,” said Sarge.

      “Yeah, who knew, right?” Donald laughed.

      Sarge continued. “We agreed that, like the original nine Bostonians who risked their lives to fight for freedom two hundred fifty years ago, when faced with the choice between compromising our principles and choosing freedom—we will always choose freedom.”

      “Choose freedom!”

      “Drew, my brother died for this ideal and for this country. He trusted you like a brother. That makes you my brother. And as the betrothed of Abbie, it makes you one of us. On behalf of all of us, I would like you to become a part of the Loyal Nine.”

      “Hear, hear!” said the group as they raised their glasses in the air to toast Drew Jackson, a fellow patriot in the fight to save America.

      Drew smiled and said, “I humbly accept.”

      Abbie gave him a big hug and Drew exchanged handshakes and hugs with the others. The sound of a ship’s horn in the Boston Channel captured their attention. As the last of the UN vessels headed out to sea, Sarge spoke first.

      “Boston is ours again, my friends.”

      Then a reflection off something metallic in the distance caught his eye. He turned to follow the setting sun. His attention snapped back to the east. There it was again. What was it?

      “Perfect timing,” said Donald as the first of many relief planes made its final approach into Logan Airport.

      “Happy New Year, my friends!” Sarge toasted.

      “Choose freedom!”
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        Monday, January 9

        10:00 a.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Donald was feeling good as C-130 aircraft from around the world rolled into Logan Airport without a hitch. In a world without power, it became very quiet. The slightest hum of a generator or the movement of a vehicle instantly drew attention. The airplanes’ arrivals and takeoffs were heard for many miles.

      Without the ability to spread information via a mass communication network, the survivors in Boston relied upon word of mouth to disseminate information between them. After the Boston airlift began, as Donald called it, people began to flock to the banks of the Boston Channel in South Boston despite the wintry cold weather. They simply wanted to catch a glimpse of an airplane, something that used to routinely fly overhead unnoticed—something normal.

      Each day, hundreds of people would appear at the shoreline, carrying lawn chairs and blankets. Campfires would be lit at night as Bostonians waited for the next plane. They didn’t know what the massive transports contained—all they knew was that something was happening. They also knew they weren’t subject to arrest for being there. They were free again.

      Donald and a contingent of the Mechanics rallied at Fisher College adjacent to 100 Beacon. Supplies and food obtained by Steven from the Boston Food Bank raid were stored here. As the planes arrived, the entire block between Beacon Street and Storrow Drive, extending down to Clarendon Street, became a massive storage facility for Donald’s procurement operations.

      As the M35 transport vehicles rumbled along Back Street toward their destination, Donald thought about the relief effort. He recalled the violence associated with handing out supplies to residents following Hurricane Katrina and Super Storm Sandy. Following these storm events, food and fresh water was scarce, and the government was overwhelmed. As FEMA arrived to provide a few supplies to a large number of people, hostilities broke out.

      Donald had a theory as it applied to the present situation. After Katrina and Sandy, Americans were ingrained with a sense of entitlement. Those affected by the devastating storms thought they were entitled to disaster relief. Today, he hoped the survivors of the aftermath from the collapsed power grid would be appreciative of what they were receiving.

      The Mechanics were each given specific locations where the largest populations of survivors were centered. He did not allow the trucks to enter neighborhoods deemed unsafe. The neighborhood leaders of the Mechanics met on a regular basis and could identify down to a city block which parts of the city were controlled by gangs. Sarge agreed that the residents who were willing to recognize the rule of law and reestablish a peaceful society would receive supplies first. Others would have to make a choice between a continued life of criminal enterprise or a productive life as a law-abiding citizen.

      Donald’s caravan made its way toward the waterfront in South Boston. The roads were empty. The only movement visible was a few dozen people walking through Boston Common and a few on bicycles, dodging the melting snow. Once in a while a dog would run down a side street to yell at the trucks’ tires.

      The trucks had little difficulty moving supplies to their appointed destinations. Occasionally, someone would attempt to stop them by waving their arms in the middle of the street. The soldiers quickly and peacefully removed the survivor and advised them about the closest relief stop. Undoubtedly, he would tell others and the word would spread.

      One of today’s goals was to recruit local residents dedicated to assisting their fellow survivors. A system had to be established for distributing food and supplies through networks of private individuals and volunteers. The most efficient way to do this was to establish neighborhood leaders, who could then choose block captains willing to focus their energies on improving conditions for as many people as possible.

      The second goal was to find skilled workers who could help with rebuilding the city. Once again, volunteers would be utilized, but some people would be recruited by Donald and paid in silver or gold for their efforts. Until a new monetary system could be established on a national level, precious metals would become the currency of choice.

      The trucks pulled into the large parking lot adjacent to the North Jetty Pier overlooking East Boston. As Donald’s Humvee led the way, the people began to scatter. Some of the men drew guns and sought cover behind the concrete barricades.

      “No. No. No!” said Donald to his driver. “What are they doing?”

      The driver pulled to a halt and the other vehicles behind them fanned out to provide defensive cover. Shortly thereafter, weapons were pointed in both directions. After a moment, Donald understood. These people had grown accustomed to hiding from the heavy-handed UN troops. They had grown fearful of their government and the tactics used against them. He had to prevent this from escalating, so he took a chance.

      He stepped into the slushy, melting snow produced by the sunny, above-freezing day. He walked in front of his Humvee with his hands raised and began to speak.

      “Don’t shoot, please!” he shouted in the direction of the dozen or so men hidden behind the barriers. Several others huddled in groups, nervously looking for an escape route. “We’re here to help. We have food and supplies for you.”

      No response. He slowly advanced. “My name is Donald Quinn, and, um, I work with Governor Baker. We have food and supplies off the airplanes. You’ve been watching. You’ve seen them, right?”

      After a moment, a man responded, “How do we know this isn’t a trick?”

      “Okay. Okay,” replied Donald, with his hands still raised. “Hold on!” He slowly turned to his driver and signaled to the other trucks, waving them forward and instructing them to turn around.

      “Open it up, please,” he shouted to the men guarding the first M35. They pulled aside the curtains and dropped open the gates. The truck was stacked full of boxes of food, water, and blankets. “Bring me a few boxes.”

      Donald opened them up to display peanut butter, crackers, oatmeal, beans, rice, and vitamins. “Can you see?” asked Donald as he lifted up a couple of jars of Duerr’s Peanut Butter from England. “It’s peanut butter, all the way from England! Come on, you guys, seriously, we’re here to help.”

      Gradually, the men lowered their weapons and cautiously came from behind the barriers. Donald instructed his men to lower their weapons and begin unloading the boxes of food. As they did, the Bostonians began to trust them, and the rush was on.

      One box was given to each of the hungry Bostonians, including the specially designated boxes for children, which contained apple sauce, Pop-Tarts, and Healthy Choice snacks.

      Most of the people did not immediately leave, opting instead to dig in to satisfy their hunger. Donald struck up as many conversations as he could with the survivors. He wanted to learn about conditions in the city and how they were managing to keep going despite the challenges they faced.

      Almost all foraged. Donald heard stories of women and children walking for miles into the suburbs, seeking a home that hadn’t been looted. At times, they would stay in abandoned properties for days until the food supply was vanquished. Then they would return home.

      They spoke of atrocities by the UN troops and their fellow man. Donald took notes of names and addresses of people who desperately needed medical attention. He promised to pass this on to the neighborhood leaders within the Mechanics. He urged them to be patient. He vowed that Governor Baker and their local leaders were committed to rebuilding their city.

      There wasn’t selfishness. There was a sense of optimism in the words exchanged. The survivors also made a promise. They’d tell their neighbors that the tide had turned for the better. America was going to make a comeback.
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        Wednesday, January 11

        1:00 p.m.

        1 PP War Room

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Fellas, I need an honest assessment,” started Sarge as he began the daily briefing in the 1PP war room. “I know this is an odd comparison, but I don’t want to lose control of Boston and New England by pulling our resources out too quickly. Do you remember how quickly Afghanistan and Iraq sank back into the abyss following the administration’s premature, politically driven withdrawal?”

      “Of course,” replied Brad. “The difference is the American people. My men have seen the transformation in their faces and attitudes. Despite the bitter cold, Bostonians are coming together. They no longer see a brick wall ahead of them in the form of an oppressive government. They see progress and opportunity.”

      Donald spoke up. “Let me echo that. I spent two days delivering supplies to various parts of the city. People are appreciative and genuinely want to be a part of the rebuilding process.”

      “I’ve been in constant communication with the governors of the New England states,” said Sarge. “The temporary power supplies installed in their offices and State Houses have provided them a sense of purpose. I’m told that legislators from all over their states are moving their families into abandoned homes in their state capitals. Legislative sessions are being called and order is being restored.”

      “Well, that’s the key to the recovery effort,” said Julia, who had joined the group today to discuss what she’d learned through her communications network. “It would be disheartening to local leaders, as well as their citizens, if the relief effort was stymied by criminal gangs.”

      Sarge stood and wandered the room, staring at the various maps tacked to the wall. He’d seen them all before—from every conceivable perspective. Their time to wait and see was over. It was time to expand their successes. Julia broke the silence.

      “Sarge, may I add one more thing?” asked Julia.

      Sarge smiled and walked over and squeezed her shoulders. “Of course.”

      “The New England Rebellion is contagious,” she said.

      “Rebellion?” asked Sarge.

      “That’s what it’s being called around the country,” she replied. “As your broadcast gets disseminated to more locations, the message is being spread loud and clear. With only a few exceptions on the West Coast, the feedback I’m receiving is positive. People are demanding similar action in their states.”

      “Let’s give them what they want, one region at a time,” said Sarge. “We’ve talked about this before in general terms, but now it’s time to implement a specific strategy.”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Sarge turned his attention to Drew. “You’ve traveled across the south in recent months. What’s the attitude down there?”

      “The original Citizen Corps governor, Jim Cooper from Tennessee, would probably have joined our effort. But he quit, as you guys know. When the UN troops based in Charleston took on the good ole boys of the South, they were shown a thing or two.”

      “He’s right,” interrupted Brad. “Part of the reason those ships full of UN forces scampered up the coast to assist General Zhang was because they wanted to get out of the South.”

      “Listen, we’re still fighting the civil war down there,” said Drew. “Many Southerners are of the mind-set that we’d be better off detached from Washington’s liberalism. Southerners are very conservative and aim to stay that way.”

      “Brad, what are you hearing?” asked Sarge.

      “The same,” replied Brad. “Although they are not as advanced in the recovery effort due to lack of operating transformers and power equipment, the South has managed to reconstitute their governments. Certain cities, Miami, Atlanta, St. Petersburg, and Charlotte, for example, have crime problems, but the rest of Region IV seems to be under control.”

      “Julia, can you reach out to the governors of these eight states?” asked Sarge.

      Julia was already ahead of him as she made several notes. “I can, but it will take some time. Most of my contacts down there have remained anonymous for fear of exposure to the government. Communications have not been established due to lack of power. I know where they’re located, I just don’t have a way to reach them from here.”

      Sarge returned to the map and traced his finger from Massachusetts to Kentucky and then in a circular route around the southeast. He looked to Brad. “Are you able to contact your military colleagues throughout the southeast?”

      “I can,” replied Brad. “For what it’s worth, all of the major installations in the region have commanders installed who think like we do.”

      Sarge clapped his hands. “I have an idea. Drew, would you mind finding Abbie?”

      “With pleasure,” replied Drew as he hustled out the door.

      “He’s in love.” Sarge laughed.

      “Is there any particular state you’re interested in?” asked Brad.

      Sarge returned to the map. His plan involved several aspects of what they’d accomplished in the so-called New England Rebellion. He repeated the words in his mind several times a day—local, state, national.

      “We need one solid, trustworthy military installation in each state,” replied Sarge.

      “Consider it done, Sarge,” replied Brad. “I assume that I should have them on standby?”

      “Yes. Two things. First, help gather contact information for the governors of each state and coordinate with Julia. Second, we need a secure base of operations in each state until we can get the lay of the land. Most importantly, we need a centralized military installation for handling the arrivals and departures of C-130s.”

      “Fort Benning,” replied Brad. “It’s right on the Alabama-Georgia border and has a massive airstrip with a more than adequate refueling depot. The commanding general, Austin Miller, and I worked together in a Combined Special Forces operation in Afghanistan in 2013. He’s a good man and a like-minded thinker.”

      “Perfect,” said Sarge. “Tell him what we’ve accomplished here, and see if he’ll be on board spearheading a southeastern recovery effort. We’ll use a hub-and-spoke approach. Benning will receive the supplies and equipment. It will then be distributed throughout the southeast.”

      Julia took the marker and circled the center point of the Georgia-Alabama state line. “Is this about right, Brad?”

      “Exactly.”

      She immediately started drawing lines to Nashville, Frankfort, Jackson, Tallahassee, and the other southern state capitals. A hub with eight spokes filled the yellow portion of the map of the Unites States.

      Drew returned with Abbie, who waited to be addressed.

      “Abbie, duty calls,” said Sarge immediately as he pulled out a chair at the table, inviting her to join them. Drew stood dutifully behind her. “How would you like to trade in your senator’s title for that of ambassador or emissary?”

      “Well, it depends. Am I being sent to some exotic locale, like Tahiti? And may I take a friend?” She laughed as she reached behind her to take Drew’s hand.

      “No, and yes.” Sarge laughed. “Yes, with respect to a friend. No, with respect to exoticness, if that’s even a word. My students would have straightened me out if it wasn’t.”

      “Yeah, we sure don’t know.” Donald laughed.

      “Seriously,” started Abbie, getting back to business. “What do you have in mind?”

      Sarge returned to the map and used a marker as a pointer. “We need to duplicate what we’ve accomplished in New England. The governors in the southeastern states need to be advised face-to-face about our plans for recovery.”

      “I know most of them,” said Abbie.

      “Good,” said Sarge. “I’ll have Donald get the next wave of supplies and equipment ready for their state capitals. Brad will secure the military installations and Julia will set up the meetings.”

      “How am I supposed to get there?” asked Abbie.

      “I’m gonna ask your dad for the keys to the Sikorsky.”
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        Sunday, January 22

        4:00 p.m.

        1PP

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      He and the President of the United States were in a race to win over the confidence of the American people. The President had the advantage of international contacts and the bully pulpit. Sarge had a sincere hope of message and renewal, together with a track record of results.

      Sarge also had another thing going for him. The contacts established by the Boston Brahmin throughout the world were invaluable to Sarge. He was able to call in many markers owed to John Morgan, accumulated through years of accommodations and wealth creation. Regardless of the means by which these duties to the Boston Brahmin were owed, Sarge was channeling the favors toward the recovery effort.

      The President was putting forth his full effort into the West Coast, which puzzled Sarge. If one were to look at a political map from the last election, there were plenty of blue states spread across America. Granted, Sarge was not in an election battle. But he was unsure why the President wasn’t allocating the resources of the nation to those that would be inherently loyal to him.

      Sarge visibly shrugged off the thought and turned his attention to Donald and Julia, who were discussing the expansion of their nationwide communications system.

      “In order to expand into the smaller communities, we need to create a network of transmission repeaters that are solar charged,” started Julia. “The repeaters we have coming from Japan will serve that purpose.”

      “How do they work?” asked Donald.

      “Basically, a radio repeater is a combination of a radio receiver and a radio transmitter that receives a low-level signal and boosts it to a higher power level. This enables us to retransmit the signals over longer distances without degradation.”

      “Does it work with all types of equipment?” asked Donald.

      “Yes,” replied Julia. “Repeaters can be used in analog, digital, or conventional broadcasts. The best part about these units is their dual band capabilities. They’ll repeat the signal in the UHF law enforcement bands, which include the four-hundred frequencies, as well as the VHF high bands in the one sixties.”

      Donald picked up a Baofeng UV-5R Dual Band portable radio. At a weight of one pound, the Baofeng was the most compact handheld receiver available.

      “I’ve ordered thousands of these,” said Donald. “They’ll be distributed to state government personnel and law enforcement within two weeks in the southern half of the country and New England.”

      Sarge was in a trance as he twirled a globe retrieved from his study. He slowed it down as the United States appeared, and then he turned it again.

      “We need a bigger system,” said Sarge.

      “What do you mean?” asked Donald.

      “The President has a huge advantage in communications because of satellites. When he broadcasts his messages, they are capable of going worldwide and to terrestrial radio bands, like AM. He has a broader reach, and with his gift of pulling the wool over the public’s eyes, it gives him the messaging advantage.”

      “Do you want me to commandeer a satellite? Just give me the word, boss.” Donald laughed.

      “Well, NASA is in friendly territory—Florida and Texas,” quipped Julia.

      “C’mon, guys, hear me out.” Sarge chuckled. “Think about DirecTV. They have communications satellites that are geostationary in low-Earth orbit. They revolve around Earth at the same angle and velocity. To our eye, they appear fixed in the sky.”

      “Are you saying it’ll be easier to snatch?”

      “Donald,” said Sarge with the tone he was practicing to be used on his unborn child someday.

      “It’s like the HughesNet system we have set up here and at 100 Beacon,” interrupted Julia before Donald got a spanking. “What are you thinking?”

      Sarge returned to the globe and began spinning until he stopped at Russia. He tapped his finger on the large country.

      “Putin hates this President,” said Sarge. “I believe with a little bit of encouragement, financially of course, he’d stick a needle in the administration’s eye by allowing access to one of their comms satellites.”

      “That could be a game changer,” said Donald, who became serious. “Even if the access is in the lower frequency bands for mobile phones or radio broadcasts, we could reach millions of Americans rather than just those huddled around ham radios.”

      Sarge picked up an iPhone, which had been discarded on one of the shelves. He held it up. “Imagine if we could set up a system where text messages could be delivered phone-to-phone via the satellite’s receiver antennas and then relayed back to earth. Even if it wasn’t sent to a specific cell phone, we could send out a text message blast on virtually any subject.”

      “I like it,” said Donald. “So what kind of incentive package do I need to put together for Vlad?”
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        Friday, January 27

        4:00 p.m.

        1PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Henry, how much did you have to give up to encourage President Putin?” asked Morgan as he accepted a glass of scotch from Sarge. He took in the aroma. “A hint of ripe fruits, maybe vanilla.” Morgan took a taste and smiled.

      “Katie found this stashed away in the safe house where O’Brien was hiding with Lau,” said Sarge. “It’s a twenty-one-year-old Matisse, inspired by the famous French artist.”

      “Very smooth, young man. Please tell her thank you from me.”

      “I will. She’s heading to Ohio to search for Steven’s killer.”

      “Henry, perhaps you should consider letting this matter pass. Miss O’Shea is a talented operative who could be of better use elsewhere.”

      Sarge stayed silent for a moment as the two men took another sip of their drinks. As the ten weeks had passed since Steven’s death, Sarge focused more on his brother’s life than the events leading up to his death. But Katie was relentless. She saw this as an opportunity to redeem herself in the eyes of the Loyal Nine. Sarge doubted he could get Katie focused on another task until this matter was resolved.

      “Perhaps,” said Sarge. “She’s off to Ohio on a lead.”

      “Why Ohio?” asked Morgan.

      “Apparently, she found some cryptic notes written in O’Brien’s diary, which indicate a possible Ohio connection. She insisted that this was something she had to do, so I let her go.”

      “She’ll be back,” said Morgan dryly. “And what do you plan to do with our guests?”

      Sarge hadn’t come up with a solution yet for the disposition of O’Brien and Lau, who were safely locked away in the stockade of 1PP. O’Brien knew too much as a result of his own interrogation of Lau. Clearly, Lau needed to stay put. As for O’Brien, Steven would simply take care of him. Sarge wasn’t Steven, yet.

      “Releasing either one of them could have a devastating impact on us,” said Sarge. “Setting aside the fact the President would use the information elicited from them against you and the Boston Brahmin, the scandal would completely derail our recovery efforts.”

      Morgan took another sip of scotch and looked at Sarge over his glass. Sarge knew what he was thinking, and he wasn’t going to reject the idea, but he just wasn’t prepared to kill someone because they knew too much.

      “Henry, I have a suggestion,” started Morgan. “Would it be fair to say that O’Brien is guilty of treason by giving aid and comfort to the enemy?”

      Sarge leaned back in his chair and thought before answering. The UN troops did commit crimes against U.S. citizens, which could arguably make them an unwelcome occupying force on United States soil. O’Brien was in cahoots with them.

      “I can agree with that. Also, I’m sure I can find a few violations of the President’s Declaration of Martial law to hang around his neck.”

      Morgan smiled and nodded. “Would the penalties not be the same for both offenses?”

      “Death, imprisonment, or banishment from the country, which was often used in the early nineteenth century,” said Sarge.

      “I’ve heard that Campobello Island off the coast of northern Maine is lovely this time of year.” Morgan laughed as he enjoyed the last sip of scotch. The high temperatures on this Canadian island just off the easternmost tip of the United States stayed well below freezing in mid-January.

      “Being banished to Canada doesn’t sound so bad.” Sarge laughed. “All the Hollywood types used to threaten to move there if they didn’t get their way politically.”

      “Good riddance,” said Morgan as he flexed the fingers on his right hand. He was continuing to have difficulty with that side of his body. Sarge continued to finish the discussion about the prisoners.

      “Lau is another matter,” said Sarge. “He insists he’s kept silent except for the information forced out of him by O’Brien. Naturally, you weren’t implicated because he didn’t know you. The only people he can identify are Steven and Malcolm Lowe, whom we’ve been unable to locate.”

      “Perhaps a change of scenery for him as well,” suggested Morgan.

      “Well, he speaks fluent Korean, and he has family there.”

      Morgan nodded and then came full circle in their conversation. “Henry, what about Putin?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What did you have to give up?”

      “Nothing,” repeated Sarge. “He didn’t even have to think about it. Although he struggles with English, he said, quote, ‘It would be my pleasure.’”

      “No surprise there.” Morgan laughed.

      “Sir, is it un-American to admire President Putin?” asked Sarge.

      “Not at all, Henry. President Putin hasn’t always viewed the United States as an enemy. It’s true that his worldview saw Russia losing when the U.S. benefitted from a geopolitical issue, and vice versa. But in recent years, he has lost respect for our country, as he perceives this administration as weak.”

      Sarge poured them another round. The men clinked glasses and Morgan continued. “You learned that the President of the Russian Federation will always respond in kind to a man he respects. He admires strength. But do not forget, he will expect a reasonable accommodation in the future.”

      “I’ll remember that,” said Sarge.

      “Now, tell me how the relief effort is going.”

      “We’re learning as we go—stubbing our toes as we go,” started Sarge. “Our primary focus has been on coordinating the international response with the local and state governments. Building back the state-level governments requires increasing their ability to govern following the departure of the federal agencies, which are often present in disaster settings due to their increased manpower, expertise, and funding. With aid flowing into the Southern states and New England from countries around the globe, it requires a tremendous coordinated effort. Lack of communication has been a hindrance, and my arrangement with Russia will ease those obstacles.”

      Julia gently knocked on the door and stuck her head into the war room. “Boys, dinner’s almost ready.”

      Morgan laughed. “Come here, young lady,” he said, gesturing for her to come closer.

      Julia smiled and approached him.

      He reached his hand up and asked, “May I?”

      “Of course,” she said, smiling. It had become a common occurrence as she began to show. “J.J. thinks I’m about halfway.”

      Morgan nodded. “It feels like another Sargent boy.”
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        Monday, January 30

        9:00 a.m.

        Massachusetts State House

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Donald and Sarge attracted a lot of attention as their entourage of security personnel entered the grand foyer. Donald was in awe of the bustling activity in the Massachusetts State House. Less than ninety days ago, the governor and most of the legislature were being held by O’Brien and the UN troops. Today, men and women in suits were speaking in the halls, laughing and trading stories. Through Donald’s efforts, power was restored to the complex, allowing the government to resume its functions.

      Donald recalled the many prepper fiction books he’d read while he was away in prison. He’d easily read a book every two days. It started with the nonfiction books sent to him by Susan, courtesy of his benefactor, John Morgan. But as his interest in the subject of preparedness grew, he sought out the fictional point of view of authors who wrote post-apocalyptic books. Each had their own perspective, but the commonality was placing diverse characters in a post-collapse world.

      He remembered a phone conversation he had with Susan one evening. “You know,” he’d said to her. “All of these books throw the characters into chaos and write about how they survive. But none of them reveal how to put Humpty Dumpty back together again after the great fall.”

      Donald knew enough about history and political science from Sarge to realize that nation-building was wholly different from nation-rebuilding. Perhaps that was why most prepper fiction authors never addressed the subject and ended their books with the good guys simply walking off into the sunset, holding hands.

      In the real world, Donald quickly realized a focus on recovery would have to consider the mutual dependence of public works with private industry. Governments bought things from private companies. In a post-collapse world, this engine of commerce ceased to function and exist. It had to be retooled one component at a time.

      New England was their testing ground. After the collapse of the grid, the Loyal Nine focused their efforts on restoring order and reestablishing lawful governments. After that, law enforcement and medical facilities took priority. This ensured relief supplies could be distributed to those in need. All of these steps were logical and could be performed using organizational skills and manpower.

      But the recovery process of restarting energy transmission and distribution systems required a viable private sector to put the nation back together. In the past, left-leaning Presidents pushed social-liberal solutions administered by the federal government. President Roosevelt began the practice with the New Deal in the thirties. The current President patterned his recovery plan after the financial crisis of 2008 with a massive infusion of printed money into the economy, resulting in higher deficits.

      Both of these government-backed approaches resulted in economic bubbles prepared to burst. The New Deal was saved by the increase in industrial production brought about by World War II. This administration’s policies were bailed out by the cyber attack.

      Morgan, Sarge, and Donald discussed this topic at length. Admittedly, the three men were not economists. They did believe, however, in free market economies. Our nation was founded on these principles, and this was an opportunity to start over.

      In its purest form, the government imposed few or no restrictions on buyers and sellers. A purely free market economy didn’t exist in the world today. All nations imposed some level of central government control and regulations over commerce. New England would be an opportunity to create a public-private partnership at the local level without the heavy-handed regulations imposed by the federal government. The last time Donald checked, all of the bureaucrats at the Environmental Protection Agency were out of the office.

      “Good morning, Governor,” said Donald as he greeted Governor Baker and three members of his staff. “It appears to be a busy day in the State House.”

      “That it is,” said Governor Baker. “Sarge, it’s an honor to see you again. Let me once again express my condolences for the loss of your brother. He gave his life for his country and saved the lives of most of the people in attendance today.”

      “Well, thank you,” said Sarge.

      “I, um, we can’t thank you folks enough for everything you’ve done for the great state of Massachusetts and all of New England,” continued Governor Baker. “I’m anxious to hear your proposals for restoration of essential services.”

      “Let’s get started, then,” said Donald. The aides led Governor Baker and Donald into a conference room where several legislators and members of the cabinet awaited. After exchanging some pleasantries, Donald turned the floor over to Sarge, who began the presentation with a brief summary of their approach.

      “Our primary focus after order was restored was to provide much-needed relief to the surviving citizens of Massachusetts and all of New England,” started Sarge. “Our successes in Boston have been replicated in the Southeastern United States. Other parts of the country still are looking to the administration for guidance, but they are losing confidence in the federal government’s response.”

      Governor Baker interrupted. “Sarge, I’ve had limited communications with the President’s staff. They claim to have a recovery plan in place and that we should remain patient while it’s implemented.”

      “In the dead of winter in a post-collapse America, patience means more dead New Englanders,” Sarge bristled. Donald knew his friend well. Sarge was incredulous that these politicians would even consider relying upon the hollow promises of this President.

      “Let’s hear what he proposes,” said Lieutenant Governor Karyn Polito. “If we look around us, everything positive is a result of this gentleman’s leadership, not an absentee president leading from behind.

      “Thank you,” said Sarge, who seemed to relax. “We must first reestablish power to as many communities as possible. If we were starting completely from scratch, we’d probably scrap many of the mechanisms that caused our grid to fail in the cascading manner it did. Power companies, in the interest of producing cheap energy, worked to centralize electric generation in a handful of substations, all of which relied upon the others. The cyber attack effectively collapsed a few substations, resulting in the failure of the entire interconnected grid.”

      Governor Baker set down his coffee and asked, “This raises an interesting point. How do we restore the grid and modify the system to prevent this from happening again?”

      “We have a proposed plan to create microgrids throughout New England to be built in conjunction with location-specific power plants dedicated to government facilities, for starters,” replied Sarge.

      “How does that work?” asked Governor Baker.

      “Each government facility, like this State House, will be retrofitted to produce its own power via solar generation,” replied Sarge. “The same system was put into place in Fort Collins, Colorado, before the collapse. Private residences and buildings were equipped with solar arrays and smart technology to allow energy to be consumed within the premises and excess energy to be distributed back to the grid.”

      “The system was first developed in Japan following the Fukushima disaster in 2011,” interjected Donald. “Between the earthquake and the nuclear plant meltdown, the cities suffered power breakdowns and a collapse of their critical infrastructure. Hitachi designed a system to minimize the cascading effect of such a catastrophic event.”

      Several of the attendees spoke among themselves for a moment, generally smiling and nodding with approval.

      Sarge continued. “And so Hitachi’s electricity system is designed to provide uninterrupted service to critical systems like governmental buildings, water pumps, and hospitals in the event of an emergency. To do that, it relies on several battery storage sites as well as a microgrid, which facilitates the sharing of electricity and can operate in isolation of the main grid. A command center in the basement floor of the State House, for example, would oversee the microgrid and track exactly where electricity is being consumed and generated.”

      “Sarge, how does the microgrid concept protect us from the cascading failures?” asked Governor Baker.

      “We are talking about creating microgrids that, while connected to the main grid, can function somewhat independently,” replied Sarge. “The computer servers would not be interconnected, similar to the system established at the Hoover Dam. It takes the cascading threat away and allows us to restore power to the most highly populated areas first.”

      “Also,” added Donald, “by adding electricity storage capability from the large-scale options like compressed air or big battery arrays on down to even the household or smart-appliance level, we would eliminate some of the problems the grid has with dispatching power where and when its needed.”

      “Sounds complicated, but I like it,” said Governor Baker.

      “Apparently, it worked in Japan and Colorado,” added Lieutenant Governor Polito.

      Donald and Sarge smiled at each other. Then Governor Baker had one last question.

      “How’re we gonna pay for it?”
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        Saturday, February 11

        9:30 a.m.

        100 Beacon

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge and Julia lay in their bed at 100 Beacon for the first time in three months. Although their bungalow at 1PP had become a cozy place to ride out this apocalyptic storm, 100 Beacon was home. When Sarge told Julia that he wanted to do his broadcast from here and spend the weekend away from the activity of Prescott Peninsula, she was thrilled.

      Boston was beginning to return to normal, or at least as normal looked in the nineteenth century. Power was being restored to pockets of the city, and clean water was being pumped to highly populated areas. Incidents of crime had dropped to pre-collapse levels. Gone were the protests and accompanying societal unrest. Jobs associated with the rebuilding effort provided wages to those willing to work, which translated to less petty theft. Overall, pride was being restored in the souls of Bostonians.

      “We still have lots of work to do,” said Sarge as he held Julia in his arms. “The Sun Belt states from Texas to North Carolina are seeing the same results that we’ve experienced in New England.”

      “What’s next?” asked Julia.

      “We’ve got to tie the two regions together, which means everything from New York to Virginia has to be brought into the fold,” replied Sarge. “It’s gonna require a lot of fortitude on the part of the military and the burgeoning ranks of the Mechanics to gain control of cities like New York, Philly, Baltimore, and ultimately, D.C.”

      “Do you have a strategy?”

      “Well, negotiation probably won’t work.” Sarge laughed. “Sadly, it’ll take an overwhelming force coupled with the assistance of local residents to flush out the worst criminal gangs in these cities. New York and Washington will be the most difficult, from the intel I’ve received.”

      Julia snuggled into Sarge’s chest and listened to his heartbeat. He was the same man she’d fallen in love with many years ago. Once they’d rekindled their relationship two Christmases ago, she vowed to never let go of him.

      Now, Sarge was elevated, albeit reluctantly, to a position of a world power broker. He was the new John Morgan, and he instantly gained the respect of world leaders and financiers. Sarge had taken on an additional role. It would’ve been much simpler for him to use the collapse of the grid for profit. But he loved his country. He saw this crisis as an opportunity to set the United States on solid footing. Sarge was using his newfound power for a noble purpose, and she was proud of him.

      She scratched his chest as they lay there in the early morning light. Julia’s breathing deepened as she rubbed her hands down Sarge’s arms, where she found his right hand and fiddled with his fingers. Julia mindlessly twirled the ring around his pinky finger as she enjoyed the moment.

      Ring!

      “Sarge,” whispered Julia. “Um, what’s this?”

      “Nunya.”

      “Sarge,” she insisted.

      “What?”

      “Please don’t make me break your fingers to get an answer.”

      Sarge pushed himself up in bed and pulled the ring off his finger. He turned back to Julia, who’d pulled the covers up to her chin in eager anticipation of what was about to happen next. Sarge had tears in his eyes, which caused Julia’s eyes to well up.

      “Julia, that night in December when we had dinner together at Stephanie’s, I knew that you were more than my best friend. You were the love of my life.

      “Since then, I can’t stand to be apart from you. I look forward to unwinding with you at the end of a hectic day—sharing our thoughts and dreams.

      “You’re the one that cares for me during times of sadness when I’m troubled, and you, my love, are the only one that matters when we celebrate triumphs. I never tire of holding you close, having you beside me when I go to sleep, or waking up next to you every morning.

      “My life would be over without you—the most important and beautiful part of my existence. You’re the kind of woman every man dreams of marrying, and I’d be proud to make you my wife.

      “Julia, will you marry me?”
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        Friday, February 17

        8:00 p.m.

        Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge rolled his head and neck over his shoulders to ease some of the tension. Over the past several months, he’d made several addresses to the nation. None had been broadcast as widely as this one, nor were the others near as important.

      The repeaters had been put into place in strategic locations from Albany, New York, to Richmond, Virginia. Julia put the word out via the Digital Carrier Pigeon that a major address was coming and that all patriots in the central Atlantic states should listen and then tell their friends.

      Sarge started out by detailing their successes in New England and the Southeastern United States. The central locations of Boston and Atlanta had become centers of trade and commerce. Jobs were available to the able-bodied willing to work, and relief supplies were distributed to those who weren’t.

      He shared the news that Texas was now actively assisting in the recovery effort after they’d dispatched the UN forces back into Mexico. Through Abbie’s negotiating efforts with Governor Abbott, they’d suggested Arkansas, Missouri, and Oklahoma join the Texas Interconnection, an autonomous power grid that was unaffected by the cyber attack.

      Tonight, Sarge had the ear of the entire East Coast and much of the Midwest located east of the Mississippi. For the first time, he was speaking from a prepared script. His words were carefully chosen. “Be ready, my friends. The time has come for us to confront the common enemies of man—tyranny and oppression. Choose freedom is more than just a slogan. Now it’s a call to arms for all freedom-loving Americans who are ready to take their country back and restore America to its former glory.

      “To the patriots in the Empire State, remember Excelsior—ever upward. My fellow Americans in Philadelphia, where the First Continental Congress was held, remember that you stand for virtue, liberty, and independence. For Virginians young and old, sic semper evello mortem tyrannis—thus always shall you bring death to tyrants.”

      Sarge repeated the key phrases intended for the Mechanics in the pivotal states of New York, Pennsylvania and Virginia. These code words put them on alert. It was time. One if by land, two if by sea.

      “This evening, I’m talking about the fate of our nation, the direction of our country, and our children’s future. Many Americans have perished and others have been stripped to their core. Despite our tragedies, I ask you to be tenacious in your desire to restore freedom. Remain steadfast in your purpose to bring back our republic.

      “We are Americans, and therefore, we are winners. We’ve always admired the best ballplayers or the first to break certain ethnic or gender barriers. Throughout our history, we’ve fought battles and won. The thought of losing is wholly unacceptable to most of us. As a people, we are proud and courageous. Remember, your bravery encourages the bravery of your fellow patriot. Have comfort in knowing that the man next to you is willing to fight for this nation every bit as much as you are. Together, we will persevere!

      “Always choose freedom! Stay strong, and God bless America!”
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        Monday, February 20

        1:00 p.m.

        1PP War Room

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge paced the floor as he waited for news from the communications room and Julia. She’d thrown him out over an hour ago after he’d asked, “Heard anything?” for the tenth time. Early this morning, the Mechanics began a series of tactical operations against the Citizen Corps headquarters located in New York and Philadelphia.

      FEMA Region II, which comprised the states of New York and New Jersey, was coming around. Sarge’s message to choose freedom had resonated with the vast majority of the survivors across the region. In the early days following the collapse, as Steven and Katie returned to Boston from Washington, they’d encountered many patriots in the small towns of New York. There were even some who’d embraced the movement and placed Rebellious flag tattoos on their arms.

      The enormous task of liberating Newark, New Jersey and New York City was daunting. The regional governor, the current mayor of New York, was a socialist and a close ally of the President’s. The mayor, nicknamed Mayor Selfie for his penchant of globe-trotting and elbow-rubbing with celebrity politicians, enjoyed the power afforded him as a Citizen Corps governor.

      Unlike many of the other regional governors, Mayor Selfie embraced the use of the United States military forces to subdue the citizens of his region. Over time, however, many of the soldiers out of Fort Dix refused to raise their weapons against fellow Americans, and they left their posts to return to their families.

      Mayor Selfie brought the rogue elements of the Army and assigned them to be his personal security detail. Also, they were specifically tasked to ensure equality between the citizens—simply take from the rich and give to the poor.

      Brad informed Sarge that he’d found a mole within the mayor’s inner circle. For three weeks, via Brad’s contacts at Fort Dix, they were able to establish a pattern of activities and movements undertaken by Mayor Selfie and his team.

      In the next seventy-two hours, covert teams of the Mechanics, trained by Drew, would enter New York City, rendezvous with like-minded patriots hidden within the five boroughs, and initiate a plan to attack the Citizen Corps regime on many fronts. The war for New York would begin.

      Sarge’s challenge in Philadelphia was a bigger one. The Citizen Corps governor in Region III was the son of the former Vice President. He was beloved by much of the region as a former soldier, as well as having the sympathies of many after the tragic death of his father at the time of the cyber attack.

      Overtaking the Philadelphia offices of the Citizen Corps might dislodge the governor from his post, but it wasn’t likely to rally the citizens of Pennsylvania, Delaware, and Maryland who were loyal to him. While the states of Virginia and West Virginia were clearly pro-Sarge, the path to liberating the disaster that had become of Washington, D.C., began with the suggested cooperation of Citizen Corps Governor Hunter Borden.

      Sarge owned a copy of Vom Kreige, translated On War, written by notorious Prussian general and military strategist Carl von Clausewitz. General von Clausewitz stressed that there was a moral and political aspect to war, which was just as critical to winning as the use of force.

      Needing to stay occupied as he awaited news, Sarge looked for this renowned treatise on the philosophy of war and found it on the war room’s bookshelves. He thumbed to the first of several bookmarked pages and then read a passage aloud.

      “Tactics is the art of using troops in battle; strategy is the art of using battles to win the war.”

      A military man might interpret this to mean the implementation of strategy by short-term decisions on the movement of troops and employment of weapons on the field of battle.

      Sarge had a different interpretation, one that made sense in the ideological war being fought. As he attempted to drive the disciples of tyranny from power, he would use a combination of military successes and political victories.

      In the case of New York, a tyrannical, socialist Citizen Corps governor could only be removed by force. However, in Philadelphia, the home of Independence Hall and the Liberty Bell, only a bold political maneuver would gain the confidence of the leader and the respect of the citizens of the region.

      Drew Jackson was leading the operation, which was underway as Sarge waited. This was step one of a strategy that would impress General von Clausewitz. Sarge would then have to prove that he was a consensus builder.

      Julia entered the room unannounced, and she was smiling. “Sarge, I just heard from Drew. Borden and his family are secured. Not happy, but secured.”

      Sarge let out a sigh of relief. Kidnapping the sitting Citizen Corps governor and his family was a logistical challenge. Because Philadelphia wasn’t as strategically important as New York or Washington in the Central Atlantic region, Borden didn’t enjoy the levels of military security afforded his counterpart in New York. Still, it was not an easy task and Drew was proving himself to be an excellent operator, just like Steven was.

      “Come here,” said Sarge as he took a step toward Julia. “I’m sorry if I drove you nuts.”

      “No problemo.” Julia laughed as she hugged Sarge and kissed him on the cheek. “There’s a lot going on today, after all.”

      “Tomorrow is just as difficult as today’s operation,” said Sarge. “We’ll be lighting a couple of powder kegs that are sure to get the attention of our President. Do you have the broadcast network set up for Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Delaware?”

      “Not a hundred percent,” replied Julia. “But it’s good enough to reach the vast majority of the citizens in the suburbs and rural areas. I have an idea that might help us reach the inner city neighborhoods of Philly and Baltimore without risking the lives of our people. Borden could help.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Let’s air-drop some leaflets,” replied Julia. “It’s a form of psychological warfare used since the hot air balloons flew over Paris in the late eighteen hundreds. The Brits used low-flying aircraft to drop aerial postcards over German trenches in an attempt to convince the Germans to surrender. Just a couple of years ago, leaflets were dropped throughout Syria to deter possible ISIS recruits from joining their cause.”

      “I like it,” said Sarge. “How could Borden help?”

      “Symbolically, if we could print at least one batch on the parchment paper at Franklin’s Print Shop in downtown Philadelphia, we can remind people of our nation’s founding. Of course, I’ll have to generate the rest on our copy machine here at 1PP.”

      Sarge thought for a moment and then picked up Vom Kriege. He carefully placed it back on the shelf. Times changed, and so did the principles of war. However, political warfare carried forward one central premise—one of the best ways to overcome an adversary is to make him a friend.
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        Tuesday, February 21

        9:00 a.m.

        Kirby Episcopal House at Glen Summit

        Mountain Top, Pennsylvania

      

      

      At its cruising speed of one hundred sixty miles an hour, it took Morgan’s Sikorsky S-76 less than two hours to arrive at the Kirby Episcopal House near Mountain Top, Pennsylvania. Flying low across the Poconos, Sarge studied the snow-covered ground and wondered how many people were able to survive the winter.

      The remote area of central Pennsylvania located southwest of Scranton was chosen because of Borden’s father’s familial ties there. The Vice President was born in Scranton and frequently used this fact during his national political campaigns although he’d been a resident of Delaware for decades. Sarge wanted to remind Borden of the importance of family to his dad, and the roots they had to Pennsylvania and the Scranton community.

      He chose the Kirby Episcopal House at Glen Summit to put the Borden family at ease. This was now a very familiar local landmark operated by the Episcopal diocese. The Bordens would feel comfortable in a location that maintained full power via its solar array constructed several years prior. The Kirby House was also unaffected by the collapse. It still operated under the watchful eye of an Episcopal priest and his staff.

      Kirby House was the onetime summer home of dime-store magnate Fred Morgan Kirby, the founder of a very successful chain of so-called five-and-dimes which later merged for a handsome profit with Woolworth’s, at the suggestion of Kirby’s cousin, John Morgan’s grandfather.

      After the Sikorsky landed, Sarge and Abbie entered the one-hundred-year-old former summer home of Kirby. Sarge was immediately struck by the fact the rooms remained decorated in their original style. After he was greeted by Drew, he was led into a parlor that was filled with Victorian wicker and photos by a famous Bostonian, Wallace Nutting, which adorned the two-foot-thick walls. An impressive elk head mounted under the elaborate plaster moldings above a roaring fire finished off the country feel.

      The Kirby House had the look and ambience of a building that should host a political summit. As he waited for Borden to be brought down from his room, Sarge hoped that they could come to a meeting of the minds.

      Borden entered the room with the Episcopal priest who resided in Kirby House. Sarge and Abbie rose from the sofa to greet them.

      “Good morning, I am Father Dave Canan. You may call me Father Dave, or Dave, since we are among friends, I presume.”

      Sarge and Abbie shook hands with the priest. “Of course, Father Dave,” said Sarge. “I’m Henry Sargent, but please call me Sarge. All my friends do.”

      Abbie spoke up and introduced herself to Father Dave. She then approached a quiet Governor Borden and extended her hand. “Hunter, I’m sorry that we have to meet again under these circumstances. Please forgive us for having to use these tactics to speak with you.”

      Borden shook her hand but appeared standoffish. “I’ve been assured repeatedly by Father Dave as well as my kidnappers that my family won’t be harmed.”

      “We just need to spend a little time together, and then we will escort you into Scranton to visit your extended Borden family,” said Abbie. “We’ll make the arrangements to notify your security detail of your whereabouts.”

      “Governor Borden, I’m Henry Sargent.” Sarge extended his hand and Borden reluctantly shook it.

      “I know who you are, sir. You’re the voice behind Choose Freedom radio. You must know that you commit acts of treason against this country every time you speak out against the administration and its recovery efforts.”

      “Let’s sit and talk,” said Sarge, ignoring the attack. He gestured for everyone to pick a spot.

      “I’ll leave you folks alone,” said Father Dave as he began to back out of the room.

      “Father Dave, actually, would you mind staying?” asked Sarge. “This conversation might be difficult at times for Governor Borden. I believe he might appreciate your presence.”

      Father Dave stopped and looked down to Borden, who shrugged, indicating his approval. The two sat on a sofa across from the Queen Anne chairs occupied by Abbie and Sarge.

      By prearrangement, Abbie and Sarge would play good cop, bad cop. Abbie, who had a personal relationship with Borden’s father, would handle the first part of the conversation in which she would soften up Borden. Then, once Borden had an open mind, Sarge would make the sales pitch.

      “Hunter,” started Abbie, using Borden’s first name to establish a personal connection. “My father and I admired the Vice President very much. As you know, the Morgans and the Bordens have frequently seen eye to eye on many political issues. As a result, my father has been a frequent donor to your dad’s political campaigns.”

      “I know, Abbie,” said Borden. “I’ve always known you to be a stand-up professional during your legal career and as an influential senator. Of course, you know my dad was extremely disappointed that he was denied the opportunity to run in the democratic primary against your running mate. He felt like he was cheated out of the opportunity that he’d earned over the last eight years.”

      Sarge listened as he studied his adversary. Borden seemed like a reasonable person and Abbie’s invoking memories of his dad appeared to be working. Borden was warming to their conversation and became more relaxed under the circumstances.

      “Hunter, we have a couple of difficult topics to discuss with you,” said Abbie. “The first deals with the day your dad died.”

      Borden sat up in his chair and looked toward Father Dave. “What about my father’s death?”

      Abbie took a deep breath and looked into the fire for dramatic effect. She shook her head and then spoke. “Hunter, we have positive evidence that your dad was assassinated.”

      “Abbie, what?” asked Borden. “It was an accident. How would you know this?”

      “Hunter, you and I are both lawyers,” replied Abbie. “Let me take a moment to explain what happened and why. Then, if you still doubt what I’m about to tell you, there are four eyewitnesses to this event staying in the guest rooms here at Kirby House who—”

      Borden interrupted Abbie and looked to Father Dave. “Is this true? Are there other people here besides my family?”

      “Yes, my son,” replied Father Dave. “As a condition of participating in this meeting, I insisted in talking to the individuals myself. I believe their hearts to be true.”

      Borden slumped in his chair and stared into the fire as he became emotional. He looked around the room and finally spoke. “Tell me what you know.”

      Abbie spent the next thirty minutes detailing the attack upon the Vice President’s motorcade during the campaign stop in Pennsylvania. The eyewitnesses she was prepared to produce were ready to relay the specifics of the events. Borden was shocked to learn that the Secret Service detail assigned to his dad was ordered to stand down at the ambush of the motorcade. He was incredulous when he learned the order came from the President’s staff.

      “And all of this can be verified with the witnesses located in this building?” asked Borden.

      “Yes, Hunter. I’m sorry.”

      Borden stood up and picked up an iron poker next to the fire. Sarge instinctively reached into his suit jacket and felt for his ever-present handgun tucked into a shoulder holster. But Borden appeared calm as he stoked the fire. Sparks flew out of the fireplace onto the hearth as the flames danced once again. He carefully replaced the poker as he turned back to the group.

      “I don’t know what to think about this,” said Borden. “My dad’s relationship with the President was somewhat strained during the eight to ten months prior to the cyber attack. After my brother died, Dad had resigned himself to mundane duties in support of your ticket and went on several international vacations with my mom. I don’t understand why the President would go to this extreme.”

      It was time for Sarge to speak up. “I can help you there, Governor Borden. Your dad was an honorable man and would not have stood idly by as this President instituted martial law in such a radical manner.”

      “I know one thing for certain,” interrupted Borden. “Dad would have lost his mind over the cancellation of elections. He may not have always agreed with his political opponents. But he was a firm believer in democracies and the right to vote.”

      “He was highly respected by his peers on both sides of the aisle,” added Sarge.

      Borden managed a smile, apparently thinking of his dad’s likeability. “Abbie, you and I have known each other for years. I trust what you’re telling me, and as much as I want to deny the facts, it all makes sense now.”

      “I promise, Hunter,” said Abbie. “You needed to know.”

      “Okay, that said,” started Borden, turning his attention to Sarge. “What do you want from me?”

      Abbie looked to Sarge and nodded. “You know as much as anyone, Governor, that your dad could be rather inarticulate, at times.” Everyone laughed, easing the stress levels in the room.

      “Without a doubt,” added Borden.

      “But one thing he said that we can all agree upon,” started Sarge. “He said the American people, given half a chance, have never, ever, ever let their country down.”

      Borden burst out laughing, even shedding a couple of tears, which he wiped off his cheeks. “That’s true, Sarge, but you’re being kind in omitting the next line after that statement, which was even after the Germans bombed Pearl Harbor.” All four of them laughed so hard that it caused Drew to enter the room unannounced to make sure everyone was safe.

      After the group calmed down, Sarge made the pitch. “Governor Borden, our country is in a tough spot. It requires real leadership. There are no easy answers, but there are options. We must have the courage to do what we know is morally right. Your dad knew this, and I think you do as well.”

      Borden nodded his head as he composed himself. “I like you, Sarge. I believe we can work together to set the nation on the right path. There are a lot of hurdles in the way. The President is one of those, obviously. But there is a fellow in our backyard who will be just as difficult to dislodge.”

      Sarge stood to shake Borden’s hand. “New York will be experiencing a different kind of conversation today. Unfortunately, if you can’t make people see the light, you have to make them feel the heat.”
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        Tuesday, February 28

        1:00 p.m.

        1PP War Room

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Brad returned to the war room, grinning from ear to ear. The rest of the group, which included Sarge, Julia, Donald, and John Morgan, were talking among themselves when Brad interrupted them.

      “Well, we gave him the option.” Brad laughed. “It was a fair choice. Banishment to Campobello Island as Mr. Morgan suggested or the firing squad, which was my choice, of course.”

      “Yeah, but O’Brien didn’t know that he’d never actually face the firing squad.” Julia laughed.

      “That’s true,” said Donald. “It was a classic lesser of two evils choice.” It was a no-win situation for O’Brien, who chose banishment to the Canadian island as opposed to facing the certain death of a firing squad.”

      The high temperatures during this time of year were around nineteen degrees. O’Brien might find a local resident who would take him in, or he might freeze to death. At least he’d have a chance in his new country of Canada.

      “Now, let’s talk about Mr. Lau,” said Sarge. “I know we’ve debated this ad nauseam, but I have several potential uses for this man’s talent. Plus, despite maintaining his silence thus far, he could potentially cause us problems if he talked to the wrong people.”

      Donald spoke up first. “You know how I feel,” said Donald. “The man survived the horrific explosion, and my conversations with him indicate he’d be happy to return to Korea with the bitcoins he earned last summer. We’d never hear from him again.”

      “Sarge, suppose we could set up a secure location for Lau to operate,” began Brad. “What’s the likelihood of his success?”

      “I’ve spent a lot of time with him over the past week or so,” replied Sarge. “I believe I can trust him, and just as importantly, I think Lau’s capable of doing what I need.”

      “Which is?” asked Morgan, speaking for the first time. As his health improved, he was playing a more active role in mentoring Sarge and advising him during this critical time.

      “Sir, I believe, and Lau agrees, that the President’s communications systems are vulnerable while he is maintaining the administration’s primary functions in Hawaii. Washington is an absolute disaster, and with our gaining control of Regions II and III, the President doesn’t have the ability to restore order in D.C.”

      Donald added, “The President seems content to maintain control over the western states anyway.”

      “Exactly,” said Sarge. “If we could access his communiques, we could anticipate his next move. This will help us as we take the choose freedom message into the Midwest and FEMA Regions V, VII and VIII.”

      “Okay, knowledge is power,” said Brad. “Our NSA has provided the military intel for years, which gave us the upper hand in overseas operations. I suppose Lau could be our version of the NSA.”

      “I can get him set up in a room below,” said Donald. “Or would you rather him have a location in the city, heavily guarded of course.”

      “Lau claims that he can’t do it alone,” said Sarge. “He needs his top assistants—the Zero Day Gamers.”

      “They’re a formidable team,” added Morgan. “We will buy their loyalty, and silence. Mr. Quinn, you will make the proposal for Henry’s review.”

      Donald nodded. “I will.”

      “There is a large computer information systems facility at Fisher College,” said Julia. “They could be watched closely.”

      Morgan stood and said, “No. I have a place which will be familiar to them. It’s state of the art. Donald, have some men see if the Framingham warehouse has been compromised. If not, it will be an ideal location. The building will need temporary power, however.”

      “Okay,” replied Donald. “Sarge, what will you have them do first?”

      “Brad’s contacts tell him that the President and his staff have been using older Blackberry devices. The President has established a communications network through the old PacTel phone system along the West Coast. We’re going to listen in.”
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        Friday, March 3

        8:00 p.m.

        1PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      Spring was showing signs of life throughout much of the country, and for those who survived the harsh winters in the northern states, a new direction was forming for their lives. They were the silent majority—freedom-loving Americans who’d worked hard to provide for their families. While others protested one grievance or another, the silent majority lamented the overreach of government but typically stood idly by until Election Day came.

      The survivors, after six months of a post-collapse struggle, were ready, like spring, to grow again. The period of holding on had passed. It was time to plant the seeds of liberty and grow the harvest of freedom.

      Sarge’s message in his Friday night broadcasts was resonating across the nation.

      “Fellow patriots, if we are going to ask the decent, law-abiding silent majority among us to have the courage to face down this tyrannical usurping of our Constitution, we’ll have to exhibit the bravery to stand shoulder to shoulder with them when doing it.

      “County by county, state by state, the American people are restoring their local governments. Your neighbors, who were duly elected into office, are returning to public service. There are still regions of the country that are held under the thumb of an administration desperate to remain in office. Hear my words.

      “The president does not have the power to create or rewrite legislation—that is Congress’s job. He is not authorized to dispense with or suspend the law. British kings made this practice familiar to the Framers of the Constitution, who deliberately chose to deny such a power to the president.

      “The President openly flouts his duty to faithfully enforce the law with the justification that the nation faces a catastrophe. Well, Mr. President, the winter is over. Our nation is ready to come together as one, yet you play favorites in restoring power to a chosen few.

      “My message of hope and renewal comes with stories of our successes. We have driven the foreign troops from our soils in Texas, across the Sun Belt states, and up the Atlantic Seaboard. Power is being restored throughout these regions by public and private partnerships. Families are not only surviving, they’re beginning to thrive again.

      “For those of you in the Midwest and across the Rockies from New Mexico to Montana, there is hope for you as well. I call on you to unify. Seek out your neighbors and join them in restoring your governments—one by one, brick by brick.

      “But know this, you will not rebuild alone. Rebuilding America requires partnerships to be formed. All Americans stand with the citizens of the great states of Illinois and Iowa, Michigan and Missouri, Ohio and Idaho, in their quest for freedom.

      “Restoring America to its former glory is a process that doesn’t always produce clear, quick results. The process requires problem-solving, and under the circumstances, the public trust in our government must be reestablished.

      “My friends, rebuilding America is about people. Large groups do not move history, people move history. We started small in Boston. Then our movement grew. Our desire for freedom is contagious. What we have accomplished in New England, a small beginning, must serve a larger purpose nationwide.

      “Tonight, my friends, I am prepared to reveal who I am. Stand shoulder to shoulder with me as we plant the seeds of liberty.

      “My name is Henry Sargent. I am only one man. I am a proud American. And I choose freedom!”
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        Tuesday, March 7

        2:00 p.m.

        Near Birch Pond

        Saugus, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Okay, Professor, what’s the next stop,” said Corporal Morrell to Lau, who was handcuffed to the backseat. Drew didn’t want to take any chances in losing the head of the Zero Day Gamers. Morrell and Drew were canvassing the Cambridge neighborhoods from Harvard to MIT, searching a variety of locations that Lau considered possible hideouts for his associates.

      Lau hoped to find Leo Malvalaha and Anna Fakhri—Lau’s MIT graduate assistants who’d helped him in his initial hacking endeavors. The Zero Day Gamers had become notorious for utilizing their considerable hacking talents for personal financial gain. Their motto—one man’s gain is another man’s loss, who gains and who loses is determined by who pays—became a hacker’s cult classic, especially for those engaged in ransomware activity.

      Drew continued driving north on US 1 toward Lau’s last possibility, a small home owned by Malvalaha’s brother across from Birch Pond in Saugus. Drew eased the Humvee through a blocked intersection. Morrell held his AR-15 at the ready in the event of an ambush. It was a sunny day as spring began to arrive in Massachusetts.

      “Oh man, what a waste,” exclaimed Morrell, pointing to their left.

      “What?” asked Drew.

      “Hooters. Looks like there was a fire inside.”

      “Yeah,” replied Drew. He hadn’t been in a Hooters restaurant in five or six years.

      “I miss Hooters,” squalled Morrell.

      Drew kept driving, frequently checking on their passenger. This entire trip could have been orchestrated by Lau to provide himself a means to escape. Lau squirmed against his restraints. Drew had cuffed his ankles and his wrists. He’d then strapped Lau into the seatbelt harness, which Drew had also cuffed closed using zip-ties. Even Harry Houdini would find it impossible to escape.

      “Turn right just ahead on Walnut Street,” said Lau. The Humvee maneuvered through the intersection past Applebee’s and picked up speed on the open two-lane street. As Drew saw the lake come into view, he began to slow his progress. “Keep going, about a quarter mile until you see a bus stop sign. Then you might want to slow down.”

      Drew continued to watch the road, and Lau, for any indication or sign of trouble. The bus stop bench appeared and Drew stopped just past it.

      “How much further?”

      Lau nodded with his head. “It’s the bluish-gray house on the other side of that utility pole. You’ll be looking for Leo and Anna.”

      “What’s the brother’s name?” asked Morrell.

      “I don’t know, but his last name is Malvalaha,” replied Lau.

      “Ma-la-la-la-ha?” asked Drew. Morrell starting laughing.

      “You Tennesseans have trouble speaking English, don’t you?”

      “Aren’t you Canadian or something?” asked Drew.

      “Yeah, so?”

      “That’s not English.” Drew laughed. “You say the guy’s name.”

      “Sure. Mavla-hala-hala.”

      Drew turned in the Humvee and double-checked Lau’s restraints. He pulled his knife out of its leg sheath, causing Lau’s eyes to grow wide. Drew gave Lau a stern admonishment. “Do not try to get away. I will chase you down, cut your Achilles, and make you walk behind the truck sixty miles to Prescott Peninsula. That is if you don’t bleed to death in the process. Fair enough?”

      Lau, now sweating profusely, nodded his agreement.

      “Let’s go, Corporal,” said Drew.

      The two men exited the Humvee and Drew locked the doors. With their weapons at low ready, they ran in a crouch along a row of pine trees that shielded their view of the saltbox home just ahead. A four-foot-tall stone wall retained the front yard from eroding onto the sidewalk in front of the house. This would provide cover. At the mailbox, a circle driveway cut through the trees to the back of the house and came out on the other side.

      “I don’t like splitting up, but I have an idea,” started Drew. “Find a cover position behind the retaining wall and using that large oak just past the steps leading to the front door. I’ll scoot up the driveway and cover the rear of the house. You should have a clear line of sight to me at the rear corner.”

      “Yeah, I see it,” said Morrell. “I’ll get their attention. If they start shooting, we’ll let them waste their ammo and try to talk them out. If they continue, what’s the plan?”

      “Scare them out with a ton of brass,” said Drew. “Ready?”

      “Move.”

      “Moving,” said Drew as he ran up the driveway, keeping the trees as cover between himself and the side windows. There was no guarantee that the house was inhabited, but it was their last option.

      As Drew reached the corner of the house, Morrell was already in position. Drew gave Morrell the thumbs-up.

      Morrell reached down and dislodged a softball-sized stone from the retaining wall. He lobbed it onto the slate roof, which caused a tile to split and the stone to roll down the roof until it crashed onto the wooden front porch.

      Morrell shouted, “Your home is surrounded by United States Marines! Come out peacefully with your hands raised!”

      Drew watched and listened for any signs or movements. A rear door that led to a small one-car garage was visible to him. He looked back towards Morrell, who was using hand signals. Two fingers, eyes-to-house, two hostiles. Drew returned a thumbs-up.

      “Mr. Mavla-hala-hala,” shouted Morrell. Drew smiled and chuckled to himself. “I saw the upstairs curtains move and the curtains in the bottom left room. I know people are in there. We mean you no harm. We are looking for Leo and Anna.” Morrell was providing Drew their locations.

      Drew heard the sounds of footsteps running inside and a chair tipping over. Suddenly, a woman burst through the exit and began running up some concrete pavers into the woods.

      “I’ve got the woman running—left side,” yelled Drew as he dashed down the back side of the house after her. He was at full speed when Leo Malvalaha ran out the back door as well, right into Drew’s path. The two men collided and Malvalaha was knocked head over heels into the garage door.

      Drew retrieved his rifle and slung it over his shoulder. Malvalaha, who was doubled-up in pain, was gasping for breath. Drew scrambled to subdue him as Morrell joined the fray from inside the house.

      “Clear inside,” he announced.

      “Cuff this one,” said Drew as he caught his breath. “I’m going after the girl.” Drew dashed around the garage as he heard Morrell shout to him, “No weapons seen inside.”

      As Drew followed the path up the hill into the woods, he couldn’t decide if Morrell’s information was comforting or if it foretold a standoff against a cornered animal with a deadly weapon at its disposal.

      Drew stopped to assess his surroundings. He’d tracked people before. He assumed it was Anna running through the woods. The ground was still soft from the melted winter snow. Her footprints were distinctive and easily trackable. It didn’t appear she was trying to conceal her escape.

      Drew started after her. Deeper into the woods and up the slope he climbed. Deadfall in the form of broken branches from the winter’s heavy snows and fallen leaves remained from autumn, making the trail difficult to navigate. But it would be the same for his prey. He noticed the skinned bark on the fallen limbs where she’d tried to step over them.

      A crack was heard ahead, followed by the sound of a woman’s voice—a groan. She’d stumbled. Drew pressed forward, stalking her and hoping to overtake her head start. His confidence grew as he began to run up the hill now. She was not deviating from the path.

      Two knees had created an indentation just ahead. She’d fallen, probably generating the groan he’d heard a moment ago. He was close. Her stride was shorter. She was walking now. Soon, he saw evidence of her feet slipping in the mud and leaves. She was tired.

      And then he found her. She was leaning against the back of a large oak tree, heaving for air. She was exhausted, probably due to lack of exercise and proper nutrition. Out of precaution, Drew readied his weapon and approached her slowly, keeping the tree between them.

      “Anna,” he called out.

      “Gaatak dahya,” said Anna in Arabic. Go to hell!

      “C’mon now, Anna,” said Drew. He continued his quiet approach as he angled himself to see her hands. Gun!

      She was sitting against the trees with her legs straight in front of her. Anna was holding a thirty-eight revolver in her right hand. Drew shouldered his rifle and quietly pulled out his seven-inch hunting knife from its sheath. He returned to his roots—Slash, the nickname he earned in the backwoods of the Cumberland Plateau when he’d first mastered the use of knives.

      “Tarak li,” she mumbled. Anna appeared to be delirious. She started to raise the weapon towards her head. Suicide? Drew didn’t hesitate.

      Drew’s knife was fairly balanced, but leaned toward handle heavy. He gripped the blade, ready to throw it at his target. Lightning fast, he found his narrow throwing line and anticipated the positioning of the weapon. Unconsciously, from a lifetime of practice, Drew aimed and released the knife.

      The knife struck the pistol and knocked it away from Anna. Drew closed the twenty feet between them in the blink of an eye and had his sidearm pulled at the same time. Anna was surprised and hadn’t moved by the time Drew was upon her, pointing the weapon at her chest.

      She broke down crying. “Just kill me. I can’t hide anymore. I’m starving. Please, just end it.”

      Drew found his knife and returned it to his leg sheath. He located the revolver, which only contained two bullets. He dropped them out of the cylinder and placed the weapon in his cargo pants pocket.

      “Anna,” started Drew, “we’re not here to hurt you.”

      “Why not?” She sobbed.

      “Well, because it’s not my job,” replied Drew, who instantly revisited the dozen or so times his targets had begged for their lives before he terminated them. “Not this time, Anna.”

      He approached Anna as she wiped the tears from her face with muddy hands. Drew pulled loose his shemagh and handed it to her. She ran it through her hands and looked up at Drew’s face.

      “A shemagh?” she questioned.

      “It was given to me by a man in Fallujah,” replied Drew. “I saved his son’s life and hurt my hand in the process. Why don’t you wipe your face and hands off and let’s go back to join the others. There’s an old friend who’s anxious to see you.”

      “Huh, who?”

      “Your professor.”
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        Monday, March 13

        12:20 p.m. EDT

        Western White House

        Honolulu, Hawaii

      

      

      The President had been applauded in the past for being able to restrain his temper in public. He always lent the appearance of being calm and relaxed. While he was known to throw death glares at reporters or political opponents on occasion, and even using pointed, harsh language to express displeasure, he’d never been known to get visibly angry while under the guise of the cameras or in the public eye.

      In private, however, he rarely held back. Behind the cameras and teleprompters was an angry, vicious politician who frequently snapped at his staff and his wife. On one occasion, the President cursed his top political advisor during a debate-prep session and stormed off the stage. There were rumors within the White House staff of screaming and outbursts between the President and the First Lady.

      This occasion was one of the most violent exhibitions of anger his staff had witnessed in the eight-plus years of his presidency. The large, oceanfront home that had become the Western White House was elegantly furnished in traditional Hawaiian décor at the request of the President. He had fond memories of his years spent there as a child and subsequently in the island nation of Indonesia. On this day, even the tiki god statues in the office of the President were not safe from his wrath, as one went tumbling to the floor courtesy of a firm shove by the President.

      The President leaned down and looked into the director of Homeland Security’s eyes. “I don’t give a damn if they’re Americans. It’s subversive and treasonous. I want those broadcasts stopped. Now!”

      “Mr. President,” said the director as he glanced at the other members of the President’s national security team gathered in the room. “We have a process, sir. Especially in light of what you’re asking. An investigation needs to be made. Charges should be filed, and then a trial.”

      “I’m a lawyer, don’t lecture me on procedure!” shouted the President. “There is treason going on right under our noses. In fact, it has been for months and you’ve done nothing about it.”

      “Sir, it’s free speech,” interjected the director. The President grabbed another tiki god by the throat and squeezed the wooden carving before dropping it to the floor.

      Of all our constitutional guarantees, the First Amendment’s protection of speech is probably the best known but the least understood. Contrary to popular belief, the speech guarantee was never intended to allow, nor has it ever allowed, absolutely free speech in America. The Founding Fathers wrestled with this for years following the adoption of the Bill of Rights.

      There are just three crimes expressly mentioned in the Constitution. Article I, Section 8, gives Congress power to punish counterfeiting and to define and punish piracy. However, Article III, Section 3, spells out that: Treason against the United States, shall consist only in levying War against them, or in adhering to their Enemies, giving them Aid and Comfort.

      During the rancid political discourse that had become a part of America’s political landscape, society clamored for charges to be brought against many political foes and vocal supporters of one candidate or another. In the last twenty years, during the Bush presidency, filmmaker Michael Moore drew the ire of conservatives who demanded he be charged with treason.

      The Supreme Court made it clear that speech became treason when it transcended mere words, ceasing to be communication alone, and satisfied the four requisites demanded by the Supreme Court: an overt act, testified to by two witnesses, manifesting an intent to betray the United States, and providing aid and comfort to the enemy.

      Under that standard, Hanoi Jane Fonda was treasonous. Michael Moore was not. In most cases, it was an impossible stretch, logically and constitutionally, to attempt to punish speech with indictment and conviction for treason. Speech became treason when it transcended mere words.

      In the eyes of a delusional, tyrannical President, all opposition was treasonous and should be met with every available means to stifle it—even overwhelming, albeit unlawful, military force.

      The President stopped and stared out at the vast Pacific Ocean. “You will give me a plan by Thursday afternoon. I want this guy Sargent eradicated by Friday.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tuesday, March 14

        5:00 p.m.

        1PP

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      It had been an unseasonably warm day for the Quabbin Reservoir. With temperatures spiking in the mid-fifties, Sarge and Morgan elected to climb to the top of 1PP and onto the widow’s walk. Abbie pitched a fit when her father first insisted upon the adventure. But he’d been feeling much better, quite possibly due to the break from the winter weather. He wanted the opportunity to admire spring and the sunset behind the protective railing on the roof’s platform.

      After Sarge insured that Morgan reached the rooftop safely, he made his way back down the stairs and retrieved their cocktail glasses and the bottle of scotch whisky. Sarge had begun to cherish his time alone with Morgan. The man’s demeanor had changed considerably following his stroke. He seemed to appreciate life more, especially since Sarge had shown the ability to carry forward the legacy of the Boston Brahmin.

      The Quinn children were still playing on the front lawn of 1PP as darkness approached. Susan looked up and waved as Sarge poured their drinks. They shared a simple toast—cheers. Morgan stood quietly for a moment. He seemed to be taking in the grandeur of spring on the Quabbin Reservoir. Leaves were returning from their fall departure and birds were singing the praises of the warmer weather and the abundance of earthworms that made their way out of the wet ground.

      Morgan turned his attention toward the setting sun as he took another sip of whisky. “Henry, I’ve spent many evenings admiring the sunset from 73 Tremont. I’ve learned that high to mid-level clouds are the most effective canvases to display the colors that the sunlight is painting. Without clouds, there is no color. Too many clouds produce nothing but gray, sad skies.”

      Sarge was tempted to comment on the beauty of tonight’s sunset, but he got the impression Morgan had something on his mind. He got philosophical often, a side Sarge had never experienced prior to the collapse.

      “Over time, I have come to learn that power does not corrupt a man,” continued Morgan. “It’s the fear of loss of power that corrupts him. I’ve known that fear, and I vowed many years ago not to allow it to consume me. For when it does, you’re apt to make irrational, emotional decisions that are rarely error-free.”

      “I understand, sir,” said Sarge as he continued to allow Morgan the opportunity to speak.

      “The President is losing, and he knows it,” said Morgan. “I don’t need to pick up the phone and call him. I don’t need to have one of our many moles inside the administration confirm this for us. I know him, and the President’s frantic as he seeks solutions to stem the tide, no, the tsunami, of support you’ve generated.”

      Sarge thought about this for a moment. He’d contemplated reaching out to the President in an attempt to bring this political standoff to an end. The toughest tasks were still ahead for Sarge, including what might be an all-out military assault on the Citizen Corps strongholds in the western states.

      “Should I call on him to resign, privately?” asked Sarge.

      Morgan shrugged. “I doubt he’d take your call. This President doesn’t know loyalty. He’s an opportunist. You can ask our allies around the world, especially in Europe. They lost respect for him many years ago.”

      “We have several options at our disposal,” started Sarge. “Naturally, there is impeachment. The second is political pressure from the state governors who have been liberated from the UN occupying forces and the Citizen Corps. Another option, of course, is assassination.”

      Morgan managed a grin and toasted his glass in Sarge’s direction. He took a long sip and said, “Henry, ordering the death of a man, including one you don’t like, is one of the most difficult decisions you’ll ever make. You will, however, make that call more than once in your lifetime. There will be times that leadership decapitation is a necessity.”

      “I’m not afraid to make that call,” said Sarge.

      “Good. When faced with this option, be aware that more often than not, failed plots to assassinate others are exposed. Failure can result in suffering incalculable damage to your reputation and respect. The key is success. Surround yourself with the best operatives, and trust them wholeheartedly, like I trusted your brother.”

      Sarge nodded and refilled their drinks.

      Morgan continued. “In the case of our President, assassination is not the solution. The country has suffered enough without losing its leader to violence. You’ve undertaken an ambitious, yet perfect, strategy. This nation has to be rebuilt in the same manner in which it was built, at the grassroots level.”

      “Sir, it’s taking a lot of time,” said Sarge. “People are clamoring for a return to normalcy. But just as important, they are ready for our government to reassume its proper role. The President is preventing that from happening through his use of martial law.”

      “I’ve given this some thought,” said Morgan. “You cannot undertake any activity that would create a constitutional crisis. The collapse of the power grid may have brought the nation to its knees, but the removal of the President by any means other than as provided by the Constitution would result in a breakdown in our government.”

      The sun began to sink over the horizon and Sarge thought of his options. “We could attempt impeachment. In the last one hundred seventy-five years, one-third of our presidents have either died, become disabled, or resigned from office. However, none have ever been forced out by the impeachment process. In addition, the impeachment process plays out in Congress, which has not convened since the collapse.”

      “You have another option, Henry,” said Morgan as he leaned against the rail and looked directly at Sarge. “You’ve endeared yourself to the governors and legislatures that you’ve put back into power. Use that political capital to your advantage.”

      “A constitutional convention?” asked Sarge as he nodded his head.

      “Certainly,” replied Morgan.

      “I would need to get thirty-four states to call a constitutional convention where amendments can be proposed and, quite possibly, a neutered President who has overstayed his welcome can be removed.”

      “Well, perhaps not forcibly removed; however, a special election might be an option if passed by the states,” added Morgan. “Regardless, a clear message would be sent to the President—three-quarters of this nation are prepared to remove you, one way or the other.”

      Morgan handed Sarge his empty glass and made his way toward the stairwell. With the setting sun came chilled air, and on this night, a full moon was rising in the east.
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        Friday, March 17

        St. Patrick’s Day

        9:00 a.m. EDT

        The New Hack House

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      “I have to say I could get used to this,” said Fakhri, breaking a long period of silence while her fellow members of the Zero Day Gamers continued their monitoring of the PacTel communications network. For days, they’d conducted penetration testing of the servers and finally found a vulnerability. The Gamers were careful to avoid detection although it was unlikely the NSA was paying attention under the circumstances.

      The President had been using the antiquated system that was a holdover from the Cold War. It was much slower than the newly installed fiber-optic cables utilized by AT&T, the primary telephone and Internet provider along the Pacific Coast. The PacTel system had been hardened against electromagnetic pulses in the eighties. The entire network also contained sophisticated, off-grid power sources that allowed it to continue operation. The only drawback was access. The system used modular jacks that accommodated the older model, rotary dial phones. Most Americans didn’t have those anymore.

      “You like being held prisoner?” asked Malvalaha.

      “No, of course not, Leo. I like being fed well and protected in a building with heat, air, and electricity. There are worse places to live, remember?”

      Professor Lau remained quiet during the exchange. He’d been through a lot. The hospital stay had been grueling because of the painful treatments he’d had to receive. He had been tortured and mistreated by O’Brien and La Rue. At least in this prison, as Fakhri said, he was able to get some normality back in his life.

      Plus, there was nothing better than computer therapy. The Zero Day Gamers truly enjoyed their old jobs of constantly seeking and exploiting weaknesses in a computer network. Initially, he and his former graduate assistants at MIT had become a part of the computer underground for the challenge and enjoyment.

      Lau had eventually realized he could monetize their talents and a fledgling business had sprung out of their relationship. Soon, the three of them, together with talented MIT students, had become the Zero Day Gamers—motivated by protest and profit.

      “Good morning, y’all,” announced Drew as he entered the hackers’ lair.

      “Hi, Drew,” replied Fakhri. Drew and Fakhri had bonded following the abduction that day at Birch Pond. Fakhri had thought she was going to die and was touched by Drew’s courtesy and compassion. It was Fakhri who convinced Lau and Malvalaha to get used to their new role and embrace it. Besides, it was better than being on the streets.

      Drew approached the three Marines who rotated shifts, watching the activities of the Zero Day Gamers. They were seasoned computer professionals from Fort Devens who monitored every keystroke undertaken on the sophisticated computer system created by Morgan’s personnel last summer. Naturally, the Gamers were familiar with the systems. They had initiated the mother of all cyber attacks on that September 3.

      “The ladies back at 1PP baked fresh muffins, using canned peaches, blueberries, and apples,” said Drew as he handed them out to the Marines. He approached the Gamers as well. “Here, y’all. Enjoy.” As the muffins were passed around, Drew returned to his backpack and pulled out a Hannaford grocery bag. He handed it to Lau.

      “Professor, I’m told you’re a Red Sox fan. I know there isn’t much going on in Fort Myers right now as it relates to spring training, but I’m sure we’ll see games again at some point.”

      Lau stood and looked at Drew. He couldn’t bring himself to say anything. Over the last eight months, he went from being on his deathbed to being bandied about like a baseball during infield warm-up. Lau managed a smile through his scarred face.

      The former MIT professor removed his sweater and put on the Red Sox jersey. For years, this was part of his everyday attire. It wasn’t his favorite player’s jersey, Koji Uehara. However, the simple number eight on the back brought back memories of the great Carl Yastrzemski, who wore this jersey until it was retired.

      He placed the cap on his head, which was beginning to grow hair again, at least on one side. It fit perfectly. Lau squeezed the bill and adjusted its fit. With a tug of the jersey, he stood and admired himself with pride.

      He looked down at Fakhri and Malvalaha, who were becoming emotional at Lau’s transformation. It felt like old times. Lau muttered, “Thank you,” to Drew, and then he gave him a hug. Lau quickly returned to his computer as the tears began to stream down his face.
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        Friday, March 17

        St. Patrick’s Day

        10:00 a.m. EDT

        Western White House

        Honolulu, Hawaii

      

      

      In stark contrast to the meeting on Monday, the President was sullen and morose, but it wasn’t exhibited in the violent outbursts that had overshadowed the Monday gathering. Rumors were rampant throughout the Western White House that the President was exhibiting symptoms of manic depression and bipolar disorder. He was rarely sleeping, and when he did, it was during odd times of the day.

      The First Lady and their children had moved to a different residence on the compound. This exacerbated problems for his staff. For years, the President’s wife had had a calming effect on him. But Victoria Blanchett, his new chief of staff, became more actively involved in the day-to-day affairs of the administration. Blanchett was his new sounding board and confidante, among other things.

      Today’s briefing was attended by the director of Homeland Security and General Mason J. Sears, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and their aides. General Sears was an insider for John Morgan and the Boston Brahmin until recent events. As the President became distrustful of his advisors, General Sears found himself increasingly out of the loop. Today’s meeting was an exception.

      “Mr. President, I have been unable to provide you a detailed operations plan because I don’t know what the target is,” started General Sears. “Sir, you’ve told me to provide you a military option to strike a terrorist cell on American soil. That’s not much for me to work with.”

      “The target is based on need to know,” gruffed the President, who swiveled his chair toward the attendees, turning his attention away from the crashing surf.

      “I understand, sir,” continued General Sears. “Sir, my security clearance is the same as yours. I can’t imagine a reason why you’d—”

      The President sat up in his chair and pointed his finger at General Sears. “Do you have a military option for me or not?”

      “Sir, ground troops are not feasible due to our diminished capabilities,” replied General Sears. “We have the Air Force option. I could arrange a sortie from a nearby base to bomb the location.”

      “What else?” asked the President.

      “We could task a drone, sir,” replied General Sears. “The results would be the same.”

      “Fine.”

      “Sir, if I might add, however, we might have difficulty finding fighter pilots to drop bombs on Americans on American soil.”

      “Don’t pilots fly the drones from Nevada?” asked the President.

      “Yes, sir. But psychologically, I believe there is a difference between dropping on a target via computer monitor than eyes-on.”

      The President rubbed his temples. He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out an amber-colored prescription bottle with no label. He took two pills and chased it with a swig of bottled water. The headaches were back, with a vengeance.

      “Okay, use a drone,” ordered the President. “Mr. Secretary, you make the arrangements.”

      “Yes, sir,” replied the Secretary of Homeland Security, who stood and buttoned his jacket. He immediately began to whisper instructions to his aide.

      The President looked at General Sears. “Sears, you’re relieved of command. You’ll be returning stateside today.”

      “But,” stammered General Sears, “sir, I don’t understand. Why would you do this?”

      “Because I’m the President of the United States and I can do whatever the hell I want!”
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        Friday, March 17

        St. Patrick’s Day

        2:00 p.m. EDT

        Creech Air Force Base

        Indian Springs, Nevada

      

      

      Creech Air Force Base comprised over two thousand acres located about forty miles northwest of Las Vegas. Originally known as the Indian Springs Air Force Base, Creech AFB was fully operational during World War II, but was closed for a period of time until it was reopened in the fifties.

      Creech AFB was currently used by the Air Force for command and control of its daily overseas contingency operations—drone warfare. The Top Gun culture that became synonymous with the fighter pilots at Miramar was now on full display at Creech AFB. With the rise of drone warfare, the Air Force began using their top aviators to remotely operate the unmanned aerial drones. While Nellis Air Force Base to their southeast enjoyed the notoriety, Creech pilots got the job done.

      First Lieutenant Marco LaPaz leaned back in his squeaky office chair and stifled a yawn with the back of his hand. The room he occupied with another former fighter pilot, Johnny Howard, smelled of armpits and nachos. The plain beige trailer was filled with a bank of computer screens and several keyboards. But the normal hum of air conditioners in the background stopped as the Air Force cut back on unnecessary electrical usage.

      LaPaz disagreed with the Air Force on this point, as well as many others. He wanted to pilot F-35s. It was what he was trained for and he was good at it. But with the rapid increase of drone warfare under this administration, he was reassigned to the middle of BFE, which he and Howard affectionately called Creech AFB.

      LaPaz was on the verge of dozing off when Howard returned from the latrine. “Don’t tell me you’re getting tired of all this excitement, LaPaz,” boomed Howard with his baritone voice as he shut the door behind him.

      “Why don’t you leave that door open?” asked LaPaz. “It smells like ass in here.”

      Howard tossed a pack of gum on the desk in front of LaPaz, who quickly snatched a piece. Gum was a real luxury. He popped a piece out of its wrapper and immediately started chewing. He hoped it would provide some relief to the noxious smells in the room. Nope, still smells.

      “No can do, amigo,” replied Howard. “Regulations, don’t you know.”

      “Who cares? We’re not doing anything.”

      The two men sat in silence for a moment as they monitored the screens on their workstations, which were devoid of activity. The military had stopped all overseas missions while the nation attended to its own personal business. Both men agreed the cockroaches would be coming out of hiding throughout the Middle East now.

      “Do you think the major would mind if we piped in some mariachi music and entertained a couple of ladies from the Chicken Ranch?” asked LaPaz.

      “No problemo,” replied Howard, who frequently misused Spanish lingo to poke fun at LaPaz. The two men laughed and LaPaz was reaching for another piece of gum when a message popped up on his computer screen.

      “Dammit,” muttered LaPaz.

      “What’s up, brother?” asked Howard.

      “I just received a message from the major,” replied LaPaz. “We’ve received a new OP. It’s TS/SCI.” This was the category for top secret, sensitive compartmented information. It was designed for people who had top-secret clearances but who might, in order to do their jobs, need to know certain information that was especially sensitive. The vast majority of the operational tasks assigned to LaPaz and Howard fell under the secret classification, a lower category.

      “What’s the target?”

      “This can’t be right,” replied LaPaz. “The major is on his way. I’m sure he’ll explain.”

      “C’mon, man,” insisted Howard. “What’s the target?”

      “Massachusetts.”
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        Friday, March 17

        St. Patrick’s Day

        3:00 p.m. EDT

        Creech Air Force Base

        Indian Springs, Nevada

      

      

      The door flung open and Major Curtis Rawlings stepped inside and brought a welcome gust of fresh desert air with him. LaPaz and Howard jumped to their feet and stood at attention. The major removed his cap and sunglasses and closed the door behind him. He was accompanied by his aide, Captain Thomas.

      “At ease, gentlemen,” instructed the major. “Please, everyone grab a seat. We need to fully understand this mission and the complicated scenario it presents.”

      “Yes, sir,” said LaPaz as he glanced in the direction of Howard. The two lieutenants took their seats in front of their stations.

      “Gentlemen, I’m going to be brutally frank with both of you,” started Major Rawlings. “We’ve received a tasking order that involves an American target located in central Massachusetts. This mission is classified TS/SCI, which means we aren’t privy to the intel on who the target is and why they’re located on American soil. But the order came straight from the top, and the target has been labeled high value.”

      “May I speak freely, sir?” asked LaPaz.

      “Please do,” replied the major.

      “We’ve used our drone program on Americans abroad before, sir,” started LaPaz. “But Howard and I didn’t realize it until well after the mission was completed and it came out in the news. Sometimes the American citizens are collateral damage. But in the case of Yemen and Pakistan, the targets were Americans.”

      “That’s true,” added Major Rawlings. “They were also Taliban and al-Qaeda operatives.”

      LaPaz shifted uneasily in his chair. He didn’t want to enter into a debate with his commanding officer or appear insubordinate. Every service member and their families located within the confines of Creech AFB knew the unwritten rule—follow orders or be prepared to ship out to a new post without the comfort and security of Creech.

      “Sir, without getting technical, we’re under CENTCOM’s AOR,” said Howard. “Isn’t this a matter for NORTHCOM and Nellis?”

      “That puzzles me too, Lieutenant,” replied Major Rawlings. “However, these are unusual times. Areas of responsibility are blurred at the moment.”

      LaPaz gathered the courage to press the issue. “Major, our target is the United States. Are we targeting Americans?”

      Major Rawlings leaned back in his chair and looked to the ceiling. “Son, I’m not privy to that information. High value is all I’ve got for you. I do know this. The former attorney general, Eric Holder, issued an opinion that gave the green light to the President, which allowed military force to kill an American on U.S. soil in extraordinary circumstances. The President must believe this is extraordinary.”

      LaPaz looked to Howard and shrugged. “Let’s get started, then.”

      Howard and LaPaz swung their chairs around and eased into their stations.

      Each trailer held a two-person crew—a pilot, LaPaz, and a sensor, Howard, who operated the ball. Both faced half a dozen computer screens, including map displays and close-up shots of the object under surveillance. As in any plane, the pilot used a flight stick with various buttons.

      Of the two keyboards in front of the pilot, the one he typically used the most was the chat keyboard. On a normal mission, he’d be writing messages to others involved while talking into his mouthpiece to the JTAC, Joint Terminal Air Controller, usually a staff sergeant near the site under surveillance.

      “Sir,” began LaPaz, “are we searching for a particular individual or group of individuals?”

      “No,” replied Major Rawlings. “It’s a compound of some kind located in the middle of a peninsula in the Quabbin Reservoir of Massachusetts. Our mission is to destroy the entire compound.”

      LaPaz looked at Howard. “Whadya think?”

      “We’ve got a Pred available,” replied Howard. “It’s packin’ two Hellfires.”

      The MQ-1 Predator drone, or the Pred, as its crews called it, was the most famous of several dozen unmanned aerial vehicles utilized by the U.S. military. For twenty years, the Predator UAVs chased al-Qaeda and Taliban leaders from one end of the Middle East to the other.

      The Predator looked like a big glider. With its twenty-seven-foot length and fifty-foot wingspan, it was comparable in size to some of the largest civilian aircraft in the country. Without its mounted ordnance, the Predator was light enough to have its tail lifted off the ground with one hand.

      At a cruising speed of eighty to one hundred miles an hour, the Predator became the military’s favorite weapon in counterinsurgency operations where the goal was to hunt and kill individual or small groups of enemy fighters.

      “Major, who do we JTAC with on this mission?” asked LaPaz.

      “Nobody,” replied Major Rawlings. “I’ll keep NORAD and the President abreast of our progress by phone.”

      “Phone, sir?” asked LaPaz. “We didn’t have a brevity briefing today.”

      The day at Creech AFB began with a pilots’ briefing. These briefings usually contained an overview of the basics applicable to their operations, followed by an intelligence backgrounder, including weather for their theater of operations, and concluded with the brevity, or multiservice code words for the day.

      “OPSEC is not an issue today, Lieutenant,” said Major Rawlings as he stood and reached for the recently issued Blackberry out of his fatigues. “I don’t think the Taliban or al-Qaeda will be listening in.”

      A quiet hush came over the room as pilot and sensor began their task in tandem. In front of them were grim, colorless computer screens in monochromatic, pulsing darkness, which created a three-dimensional world of flashing digits.

      Predator pilots flew blind, using only the visual depiction of their location on a map and mathematics—numerical readouts indicating latitude, longitude, height, wind speeds, and ground elevations.

      The camera in the rotating ball affixed to the belly of the drone concentrated primarily on the target. Under normal missions, the crew’s focus was restricted to the enemy on the ground. The JTAC had their back, so to speak. If the Predator was circling its prey, the pilot might preprogram a hexagonal, racetrack, or circular-type holding pattern as it awaited an opportunity to strike. On this mission, the GPS coordinates were entered and a cruising speed based upon weather conditions and ordnance was determined.

      The Predator took flight, carrying its payload of two AGM-114 air-to-surface Hellfire II missiles. LaPaz and Howard settled into their routine, even exchanging playful banter as they navigated the deadly aircraft toward the east.

      Another monitor came to life, showing a more familiar world of dramatic mountainsides and windswept terrain, which was common in the high desert of Nevada. Soon the Colorado River would be crossed and the snow-capped mountains of Utah would come into view.

      For today’s mission, the Predator’s path was straight in, straight back—twenty-seven hundred miles, thirty hours’ flight-time to Prescott Peninsula. The estimated time of arrival was approximately six p.m. on Saturday evening.

      Guess who’s coming to dinner?
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        Saturday, March 18

        5:40 p.m. EDT

        1PP, Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      “Drew, are you absolutely sure?” Julia frantically asked into the receiver of the satphone. After Drew replied yes, Julia asked for a time frame. Twenty minutes! My God! “Stay on the line. Sarge!”

      “Honey? Julia?” replied Sarge as he dashed up the stairs. He and Morgan had been having a drink in the war room. “Are you okay? Is it the baby?”

      “No. It’s Drew,” she replied, out of breath from running through 1PP’s main floor. Mr. and Mrs. Lowell emerged from the kitchen, looking concerned.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Mr. Lowell.

      Julia handed Sarge the phone as she turned her attention to the Lowells. “Let Drew explain.”

      While Sarge spoke to Drew, Julia instructed the Lowells to bring everybody inside. “Please hurry. Try not to panic everyone. Tell them it’s important. No exceptions.”

      “That SOB,” said Sarge. “Will he stop at nothing?” Drew began to explain as Donald and Brad joined him.

      “What?” mouthed Donald. Sarge held his finger up to indicate he should wait. He glanced at his watch—5:43 p.m. “These things aren’t precise. Could he be wrong about the timing?”

      Sarge hung up the phone without saying good-bye. He turned to Donald and Brad. “There’s a drone headed directly for us. The ETA is the next fifteen minutes.”

      “We need to evacuate,” said Donald. Susan joined his side, firing the same questions as the others.

      “Not enough time for vehicles,” said Brad.

      “Should we run from the building?” asked Donald.

      “It depends on the ordnance,” replied Brad. “It’s probably carrying a Hellfire variant as its payload. The casualty radius can be several hundred feet or more.”

      The building was filling up now as all of the Boston Brahmin and their wives were huddled together in the center of the room.

      John Morgan casually walked up to Sarge and whispered in his ear, “Henry, calm them. Take control.”

      Sarge nodded as he began to speak. “Everyone, please listen. This is very important. We have to move quickly and orderly into the bunker. We only have a few minutes, so please get started.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Are we in danger?”

      “I’m scared, Mommy,” added Penny Quinn.

      “I know, we all are,” said Susan. She was speaking to everyone now. “Please follow me downstairs. I will explain when we’re settled.”

      “What about the food?” asked Mrs. Lowell.

      Sarge shook his head and motioned for Julia to join him. “Honey, I need you to get settled downstairs while I make some sense of this,” said Sarge.

      Julia turned to walk away when Morgan stopped her. He turned her around and led her by the arm to Sarge and Brad. Morgan sternly gave instructions.

      “Colonel, you need to immediately escort Henry and Julia as far away as possible. This may be part of a larger military operation. Their target is not the people entering that bunker. It’s Henry.”

      Julia gasped and held her hand over her mouth. She grabbed Sarge by the arms. “The President’s trying to kill you.”

      “Indeed,” said Morgan. “Now go. All three of you drive as far away from here as possible and hide until it’s over.”

      “What about you?” asked Sarge.

      “I have confidence in Mr. Quinn’s preparations,” replied Morgan. “We’ll be fine. Go!”

      Brad bolted toward the front door first as Winnie the Frenchie wandered in from outside. He scooped up the small French Bulldog and took her with him to fetch the Humvee. Sarge and Julia both hugged Morgan as he patted them on the back and sent them on their way.

      They made their way to the porch as Brad arrived, skidding the Humvee to a stop in the gravel. Julia stopped and turned to run back inside. “I need the phone,” she muttered.

      Sarge stood alone on the porch and waited. Julia took a moment to look around 1PP as she gently cradled her baby within her protruding belly. This had been their home for most of her pregnancy.

      Sarge yelled her name, snapping Julia out of her trance. She ran to the sofa table and grabbed the phone. The baby gave her a kick, causing her to smile.

      Then Julia heard the high-pitched hum of the Predator.
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        Saturday, March 18

        5:40 p.m. EDT

        The New Hack House

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Drew walked off to speak on the phone. Fakhri had initially picked up the telephone chatter between a major at a Nevada Air Force Base and an aide within the Department of Homeland Security yesterday afternoon. After she and Malvalaha had an argument over a comment Fakhri made about Drew, which touched off some jealousy in her boyfriend, she walked out of their bedroom. Asking to be left alone, Fakhri came into the computer center and began to randomly monitor communications between the aide and this Major Rawlings.

      What caught her attention was a single exchange between the two involving the use of a drone on American soil. As a liberal, she abhorred the use of drone warfare and was very disappointed in the President she revered for his expansion of the program.

      Her mind began to race as to what the conversation meant, so she went and apologized to Malvalaha for the comment and the disagreement. Then she enlisted his assistance to explore the meaning behind the communications.

      During the day, Malvalaha and Fakhri learned that the aide was a direct subordinate to the Secretary of Homeland Security. It wasn’t until twenty minutes ago that they’d placed Major Rawlings at the Creech AFB in Nevada.

      The red flags were immediately raised by Fakhri. Creech AFB was the location of a major protest sponsored by CODEPINK in late March last year. Hundreds of activists had swarmed the front gate at Creech AFB, holding daily vigils and attempting to block traffic into the facility.

      Once the originating location was determined, Malvalaha easily accessed the LSUASC/NASA drone flight monitoring program designed by Texas A&M University. Because Texas never lost power, the computer networks were still accessible. By agreement with the military, flight paths were not tracked after the drone left U.S. airspace. In the case of the drone that left Creech AFB yesterday, it was easily identified. There were no other drones flying across America at this time.

      The Zero Day Gamers watched the flight of the Predator drone, which was identified by the software. Its flight path and speed were quickly calculated. Interpolating the data onto a map left no doubt. The Predator was headed straight for the Boston area.

      Lau informed Drew of the threat and he immediately contacted his friends—Lau’s captors. The Gamers huddled together to discuss the options. They exchanged knowing looks. This could be their opportunity to escape.

      “What do you want to do, Professor?” asked Fakhri.

      “Leo, you know what I’m thinking, right?” asked Lau.

      Malvalaha nodded. “Professor, they are responsible for your burns, pain, and suffering. They deserve it.”

      “No, Leo, my greed is responsible for my pain,” whispered Lau. “We were paid too handsomely for the hacktivist act they requested. I could’ve declined the work, but I got greedy. And I got burned.”

      “But, Professor,” started Malvalaha, “they may kill us when this is over. We know too much. There are no guarantees, only empty promises.”

      Lau pointed to Drew. “Do you see that man over there? I trust him. He’s promised me safety, and I believe him.”

      “Me too,” interjected Fakhri.

      “Leo, let’s do our jobs,” implored Lau. “Two wrongs don’t make a right. Regardless of how I may feel about our captors, there are innocent women and children out there who will be murdered by our President.”

      “We could fail and simply say oops, sorry,” said Malvalaha.

      “They’re Americans, Leo,” added Fakhri. “Please?”

      The three of them sat in silence together as Malvalaha thought through the discussion. Drew approached them and kneeled down with his arm around Lau’s chair.

      “Can you help us, Professor?”

      Lau looked to Malvalaha, who smiled and nodded.

      “Do you think a bonus might be in order?” asked Lau jokingly.

      “No doubt!” replied Drew.

      Lau turned his cap around backward and patted Malvalaha on the back. The Zero Day Gamers got to work.

      In 2011, a malware virus attacked the computer networks controlling the Predator and Reaper drones. While the Air Force dismissed the intrusion as a nuisance, media reports began to surface stating several high-ranking officers at Nellis AFB and Creech AFB were very concerned about the program.

      The malware was initially detected as a keylogger program, one that covertly captured the keystrokes of the person using the keyboard on the infected system. However, further reports indicated the intrusion was more severe, including a credential stealer designed to steal log-in and password information of the users.

      This was far more serious than just a nuisance. The Air Force admitted that it was never able to completely scrub their servers of the malware. One anonymous, senior Air Force officer was quoted as saying we keep wiping it off and it keeps coming back. He added we think it’s benign, but we just don’t know.

      It wasn’t benign. The network vulnerability was never identified. Unknown to the government, hackers had been roaming around in the classified networks of Nellis and Creech for years.

      “It’s been a while, but I’m sure nothing has changed,” said Malvalaha. It was 5:46 p.m. He spoke out loud as he rapidly tapped on the keyboard. “Ten years ago, the SillyFDC worm was inserted into the DOD networks. It was replicated in various forms since. Most recently, a virus called Agent.btz made its way onto the network.”

      Malvalaha continued to frantically seek access. Drew appeared impatient, so Lau tried to help calm him down.

      “Drew, this will be our doorkeeper to allow us access,” started Lau. “Agent.btz gives Leo the ability to scan computers for data, open backdoors, and send instructions through those backdoors into the command and control servers at Creech.”

      “Uhm, how long will it take?” asked Drew.

      Malvalaha continued his narration. “The Predator and Reaper crews use removable hard drives to load map updates and transport mission videos from one computer to another. I’m hoping one of the pilots is carrying the virus on his hard drive.”

      It was 5:55 p.m.

      “Leo,” said Lau nervously.

      “Hold on.”

      A cursor blinked on his screen. It was black. Nothing. Just a blinking cursor.

      Lau removed his cap and rubbed the few peach-fuzz hairs on his head. Fakhri sank back in her chair.

      “C’mon. C’mon, dammit!” yelled Malvalaha at the monitor.

      Then it happened. The screen filled with the green hilltops and tiny blue lakes that dotted the landscape of western Massachusetts.

      “Hell yeah!” exclaimed Malvalaha.

      “Good work,” said Drew.

      “It’s mine now,” said Malvalaha. “What do you want me to do with it? I can turn it around and send it home.”

      “Crash it,” demanded Fakhri. “Sail it into the Atlantic. It’ll be one less fighting machine available to kill the innocents among my people.”

      Malvalaha took it into a deep nosedive and turned the Predator hard to the right. It flew low enough to the ground that residents from Springfield to Martha’s Vineyard could count the yellow stripes on the Hellfire II missiles strapped to the bottom of the drone.

      The first assassination attempt of Henry Winthrop Sargent IV had failed.
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        Saturday, April 1

        2:00 p.m.

        1PP, Prescott Peninsula

        Quabbin Reservoir, Massachusetts

      

      

      The caravan of Humvees, M35 troop carriers, and a variety of civilian vehicles prepared to leave. After eight months of bugging out to Prescott Peninsula on the Quabbin Reservoir, the Boston Brahmin, the Loyal Nine, and their families were returning home to Boston. Donald and Sarge stood atop 1PP on the widow’s walk as Gunny Falcone and CWO Shore coordinated the convoy.

      After order was restored in the city, Sarge requested a combination of Marines and the Mechanics to secure and restore, if necessary, the homes of his friends. Back in early September, Morgan had put into place private contractors to live in the palatial homes of the Boston Brahmin.

      J.J.’s home in Jamaica Plain had been destroyed. Brad had no intention of returning to Fort Devens until things were resolved politically. The two bachelors chose to move into 100 Beacon. J.J. was taking a formal position at Mass General to work alongside Dr. Judd Daugherty. Brad would continue to advise Sarge as the potential military conflicts in the western states brewed.

      Abbie and Drew went on another ambassador mission to the Midwest. Sarge was trying to hold a fragile coalition of states together until the planned Constitutional Convention later this month. The only holdouts were California, Oregon, Washington, and Hawaii. Parts of Arizona, Nevada, and New Mexico were resisting their state governments, but Sarge had confidence the conservative governors in those states would gain control of any malcontents.

      “I don’t know, boss,” started Donald. “It kinda makes me sad to leave. Me and the girls have grown accustomed to the twelve-by-sixteen bungalow.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” Sarge laughed. “And don’t call me that.”

      “What? Boss?”

      “Right.”

      “Would you rather me call you Mr. President?” asked Donald.

      Sarge playfully grabbed Donald and muscled him toward the rail of the widow’s walk. “That’s it! You’re goin’ overboard. If there was a plank, I’d make you walk it!”

      “Okay, okay,” said Donald as he looked to the ground thirty feet below. If Susan caught a glimpse of their horseplay, he and Sarge would get a whoopin’. “You have to admit, you’ve thought about it.”

      “Donald, this whole thing has sorta evolved,” started Sarge, grabbing the rail with both hands as he surveyed the progress of the vehicles getting loaded up with suitcases and boxes. “I’ve never been shy about my opinions when it came to the direction our country was taking. I’ve been a critic of the President long before he proved to be the tyrant I always knew he was. For God’s sake, he tried to have us all killed because of my criticism.”

      Donald patted his friend on the back. Sarge had expressed remorse and feelings of guilt following the attempted drone attack. He wanted to move everyone out of Prescott Peninsula, but Boston just wasn’t safe enough at the time. He offered to move to 100 Beacon to take the target off 1PP. But the group agreed, Sarge was their leader and they’d all stick together.

      “Your criticism of this President and concern for our country was warranted,” said Donald. “It took a lot of courage to step up last fall and try to provide this nation hope. Your weekly addresses and unselfish actions for others created a nationwide Choose Freedom movement. Hollywood couldn’t have scripted it any better, my friend.”

      Gunny Falcone walked from the last Humvee toward the front of the seventeen-vehicle train. With one final discerning look at each truck, he’d slap the hood and provide the driver a thumbs-up. Within minutes, the large diesel engines of the military trucks roared to life in a deep rumble as they prepared to pull out. Sarge and Donald stayed behind with a security detail to discuss the future of 1PP. Julia and Morgan were downstairs, wrapping up a few details.

      “I, uhm, we all felt the nation needed a boost,” continued Sarge. “The President used this as an opportunity to extend his term and destroy his political enemies. In the process, he forgot about providing Americans what they needed the most—hope.”

      Donald waved to Susan and the girls, who were hanging out of the windows of their Escalade. He was anxious to get home to his jalopy, the affectionate name he called the old Jeep Renegade that acted as his company car.

      “So are you gonna run or not?” asked Donald.

      Sarge laughed. “You don’t think I have enough on my plate? A wedding and a baby on the way. Not to mention that I’m now in charge of what is the oldest and most powerful political cartel in the history of mankind. Sure, let me put on my khakis and plaid shirt so I can run around Iowa kissing babies.”

      “Okay, but hear me out,” started Donald. “Setting all of those things aside—”

      Sarge rushed him again and walked toward the rail. “I warned you, Quinn. There are no witnesses now, except for Julia, who’ll see your body flying past the window!”

      “No, no. Okay,” said Donald as Sarge let him go. “I swear, if you’ll just consider this one thing, I promise I’ll drop it.”

      “Fine,” said Sarge.

      “I’ve been reading about this psychological theory—” began Donald before Sarge interrupted him.

      “Psychobabble.”

      “Really, it makes sense. It’s called Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Humans have certain mental and physical requirements for survival. But to achieve their level of full potential, all of these needs must be met.”

      “It’s been a little hard for people to achieve anything lately,” said Sarge. “When you’re digging through dumpsters for food or running for your life, full potential seems like pie in the sky.”

      “Exactly,” said Donald. “The most basic needs are physiological—air, water, food, and shelter. You’ve helped many Americans by bringing these things to the U.S. from abroad. Second, people need safety and security to keep their wits about them. Long before the collapse event, this country was in decline socially and economically. You’ve pointed that out to anyone who’d listen.”

      “The cyber attack simply accelerated the inevitable, Donald,” interjected Sarge. “The country was deep set in doom and gloom.”

      “A malaise.”

      “Yes,” continued Sarge. “You could see the anger in social media. The streets of major cities were unsafe due to the violent acts of a few. All the cyber attack did was push them over the edge.”

      “Sarge, you’ve given people hope again because their personal safety has been restored. Financial security is beyond your control at the moment, but I believe people will trust you to make it right. You’ve proven yourself to them.”

      “There’s only so much I can do now,” said Sarge. “Before the collapse, Mr. Morgan had established a vast network of political and financial allies. The government is in shambles and our international connections have pulled back somewhat as the power struggle continues.”

      “So end the struggle,” said Donald.

      “Great. You want me to take a shot at the President?” asked Sarge.

      “No, although he deserves it after the drone stunt,” replied Donald. “Beat him fair and square using your God-given gifts. You know history and politics. You have a tremendous ability to sway public opinion through your speeches.”

      “And I’m handsome.” Sarge laughed.

      “Then, there’s that too.”

      Sarge walked to the rail and put his hands in his pockets. Donald didn’t want to push because the decision to take on such a monumental task should be made by Sarge and Julia. Donald believed the nation needed a nonpolitician to right the ship. Sarge and the Choose Freedom movement were becoming legendary.

      “How many states are on board for the Constitutional Convention?” asked Sarge.

      “We have the thirty-one Republican governorships, plus the four New England Democrat controlled houses. Borden promises to deliver Pennsylvania, Delaware, and West Virginia.”

      “That’s thirty-eight,” said Sarge. “That’s all we need.”

      “All we need,” echoed Donald.
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        Sunday, April 9

        5:30 p.m.

        Morgan Residence

        39 Sears Road

        Brookline, Massachusetts

      

      

      Julia carefully made her way downstairs to join Sarge in the study. The winding staircase was made of solid, polished marble, so she always watched her footing. Julia was in her eighth month, and she constantly thought about the safety of their baby.

      She was getting settled into the Morgan estate and its Georgian Revival opulence. The fifteen-thousand-square-foot, nine-bedroom home was large enough for, well, the Loyal Nine. Her favorite part of the home was the swimming pool. A simple rectangular design surrounded by granite decking, the small oasis was completely surrounded by evergreens and very private.

      The pool was heated and provided slightly warm water for Julia to enjoy some water therapy. The water helped relax and soothe her aching muscles. Plus it took away the awkwardness she felt from walking around with a big belly. The buoyancy of the pool water reduced the clumsiness and fatigue she’d been experiencing. Above all, being alone with her thoughts was invaluable. She lived in a house full of staff, security personnel, and now, political operatives. She missed 100 Beacon, but she understood why this was necessary.

      She found Sarge alone, staring out at the four-acre front lawn. A team of landscapers was doting over every blade of grass and attending to every budding flower. The men and women alike were thrilled to be working and appreciated their payments in silver.

      Before she announced herself, she admired Sarge, uncharacteristically dressed in a suit, who instantly reminded her of photos she’d seen of John Kennedy. She wondered whether Jackie Kennedy loved her husband as much as Julia loved Sarge. Sarge was surrounded by the exquisite carved details and the walnut trim of the study. The gold-leafed ceilings screamed wealth. The portrait of John Adams was a reminder of the political legacy their child would inherit and be expected to carry forward.

      She quietly entered the study and joined Sarge by the window. Julia hugged him around the waist and put her head on his shoulder. They both watched the activity outside for a moment in silence.

      “The front yard looks like a pretty good spot,” Sarge started as he pressed his hand against the window. “Everyone does backyards. Let’s be different. Yeah. The front yard.”

      “Sarge, what are you talkin’ about, love?” asked Julia.

      “Our wedding. We should get married right here in the front yard.”

      Julia stood up and leaned into the window, trying to visualize the event. She nodded her head in agreement. “I like it. Since you picked the location, may I pick the date?”

      “Sure.”

      “May first.”

      Sarge thought for a moment. Julia knew he was running his schedule through his head. This didn’t offend her in the least. She’d come to respect that their lives would revolve around other, sometimes more important events. She and Sarge were destined to become American royalty, and with that title came a lot of responsibility and a lack of privacy.

      “Book it!” He laughed and turned to kiss her. They embraced for a long time, enjoying the rare moment alone. The sound of a blower being used to remove grass clippings from the patio brought them out of their hug.

      “I love you,” said Julia as she kissed Sarge again. She took his glass and went to the bar to refill his drink. As she did, Morgan entered the study.

      “Hello, Julia,” said Morgan. “Would you mind pouring me one? Same as Henry, please.”

      “My pleasure,” replied Julia. She fixed another drink for the men and pulled out a boxed Vita Coco water for herself. The drink, made in Brazil, was procured by Donald at Susan’s insistence. She continued to keep a careful eye on Julia as her pregnancy neared the projected due date of Memorial Day, May twenty-ninth.

      Julia delivered the men their drinks as she took a seat on the bar stool. The deep, plush leather chairs were incredibly comfortable, but getting out of them was quite a task for Julia. Holding up the bar suited her just fine.

      “What’s on your mind, Henry?”

      “On this day in 1865, the last battle of the Civil War was fought near the small town of Appomattox Court House in Virginia. Lee had been forced out of the Confederate capital in Richmond and retreated to the west in an attempt to join his army in North Carolina.

      “Grant outmaneuvered Lee and placed himself squarely in the intended path to the reunification of the Confederate Army. Because Grant executed the move so quickly, Lee assumed the Union forces consisted primarily of cavalry. He launched an attack to break through the middle of the Union skirmish line, but when he did, Lee discovered that the cavalry was backed up by two corps of Union infantry.

      “Lee realized the war was lost and that he had no choice but to surrender. When the two adversaries met late that afternoon to discuss the terms of surrender, Lee arrived in an immaculate dress uniform. Grant, on the other hand, was covered with mud in his government-issued sackcloth coat and pants. An unknowledgeable bystander could’ve assumed Lee to be the victor on that day.”

      Sarge took a drink and Morgan did as well. This was the first time Julia had joined the men during their afternoon cocktail hour. She was fascinated by their body language and interaction. Early on, Sarge and Morgan might have enjoyed a teacher-student or even a father-son relationship. Now they were equals, contemporaries.

      “I know the story well,” added Morgan. “Lee underestimated his opponent and lost. He was a proud man and, as such, was afforded the respect of his conqueror.”

      “I believe those days of political grandeur are over,” said Sarge. “Today, the victor annihilates his opponent, even when the battle is over.”

      “Perhaps it is time for this nation to change its ways in this respect as well.”

      Sarge stood and walked over to the Adams portrait, seeking inspiration. He leaned against the fireplace mantel and rested his arm while he spoke.

      “I’m afraid we may be headed for a civil war,” said Sarge. “The President has polarized the country for years. Now, in the aftermath of the collapse, he has carved out his own fiefdom in the form of Hawaii, California, Oregon, and Washington, with parts of Arizona and Nevada as well.”

      “How do you plan on avoiding such a conflict?” asked Morgan.

      “For starters, with Julia’s help,” started Sarge as he nodded and smiled to his betrothed, “and the assistance of our new IT department headed by the Zero Day Gamers, I’ll be making a major address to those areas on Friday. I hope to appeal to their sense of patriotism to the great nation in which we live. I’m going to urge them to attend the Constitutional Convention in St. Louis.”

      “What if they don’t?” asked Julia as she joined the conversation for the first time.

      “We have enough states to pursue the agenda I’ve developed,” replied Sarge. “If the support for my plan by the overwhelming number of states in the country is not enough to convince them, then I will formulate a plan B.”

      “Henry, exhaust your political options. You mustn’t undertake any course of action that would create a constitutional crisis. Our nation and the republic is bigger than our political differences.”

      Sarge walked to the window and once again stared at nothing in particular. Julia could see he was troubled and frustrated.

      “This President needs to learn from General Lee, a true gentleman,” said Sarge. “He needs to recognize and admit defeat, then leave office with dignity. If he doesn’t, I will find the means necessary to force him out.”

      “You are choosing to clash with the President on the political battlefield,” started Morgan. He sat up on the edge of the leather armchair. “I caution you not to overlook his desperation. Desperate men do desperate things. His attempted assassination of you is indicative of his fear. Do not forget that he controls the most powerful military force in the history of mankind.”

      “Yes, sir,” interrupted Sarge. “Thus far, the military has followed its oath to the Constitution for the most part and stood down when it came to raising arms against Americans on their own soil. They didn’t take up arms against us when we drove the Citizen Corps out of Boston, New York, Philly, and other major cities. They allowed the Texans to drive the UN back across the Rio Grande without entering the fray. I want to believe they will stand down as I attempt to reunite the nation.”

      Morgan stood and went to Sarge’s side. He placed his hand on Sarge’s shoulder and looked directly into his eyes. Morgan finished the conversation with his last piece of advice.

      “Not all of them may stand down as you suggest. If a civil war is the solution, just remember, there is no honorable way to kill and no subtle way to destroy. Nothing good comes out of war, except its ending.”
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        Tuesday, April 11

        11:00 a.m.

        Quinn Residence

        Brae Burn Country Club

        West Newton, Massachusetts

      

      

      The Quinn home was bustling with activity. Stability was being established throughout Boston and especially in suburban communities. Donald was assigned a full-time security detail around their home, although there hadn’t been any signs of petty theft or looting in over a month. Civilization had begun to rise again through mutual respect and optimism.

      Susan insisted on throwing Julia a combined baby and wedding shower. As an empathetic person, Susan debated whether it was appropriate to have such an affair considering so many people were still doing without. Donald convinced her that the nation needed to rally around ideals and visions of the future, not the hardships of the past. This applied to everyone, including their circle of friends.

      Donald’s role today was that of honey-do husband. If the trash needed emptying, he was on it. Out of wine? Let me pour you another glass. Pin the tail on the donkey? Wait, what? I’m the donkey. Forget it.

      Rebecca and Penny were at the top of their game as they dutifully performed their tasks. They’d dressed in pink and white frilly dresses with long gloves that reached their elbows. The outfits were their Easter Sunday best, although they fit snugly after a year’s worth of growth.

      Their initial duties involved greeting the guests at the door. Donald hadn’t tired of the rehearsed routine. As the doorbell rang, Penny would open the door and Rebecca would join her side.

      “Welcome,” they would say, followed by I’m Penny—I’m Rebecca. In unison they’d proudly announce, “We are the hostesses with the mostesses.” Donald realized that every parent considered their children to be the most adorable angels on the planet. But on this day, he verily believe Penny and Rebecca ranked in the top two.

      Donald loved his daughters and he was especially proud of Susan for maintaining some semblance of childhood while they lived at Prescott Peninsula. The girls had been through a lot but not as much as others around the country. As time passed, Donald would teach them the lessons to be learned from the collapse.

      The party was in full swing after about an hour as the wine kicked in and the older ladies became philosophical. This was the free advice portion of the program, folks. Donald hid out in the kitchen but eavesdropped like a pro.

      “Now, Julia,” started Mrs. Lowell. Donald easily recognized her raspy voice. “Sarge is one of the most powerful men in the world—destined for greatness. He is not driven by money or power.”

      “Constance is right,” added Mary Cabot. “He has a goodness and love of country that few of his predecessors had. Neither John nor Lawrence have the temperament to guide us through these troubled times.”

      “Thank you, ladies,” said Julia. “I will support him—.”

      The advice continued as Aunt Stella interrupted her. “Just you remember, dearie, that the real power of a man is determined by the support and love of the woman standing next to him.”

      “Well said, Stella,” said Mrs. Cabot. “In fact, women could never be as successful as men because they don’t have wives to advise them.”

      The room burst out in laughter. The man-haters club was now in session. Donald slid beneath the kitchen counter and looked for an escape route.

      “A real man chooses to honor, love, respect, adore and be faithful to one woman.” Mrs. Winthrop? Donald couldn’t tell because the advice came in a flurry now.

      “You let us know if he has one inkling to act like that JFK.” Mrs. Lowell laughed.

      “Yeah, the first time some Marilyn Monroe floozy comes sniffin’ around, you call us.”

      Penny added to the conversation. “Like the Ghostbusters?”

      “Exactly!”

      “Who you gonna call?”

      “Floozy-busters!”

      Oh gawd. Donald slipped out the front door to check on security.
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        Friday, April 14

        7:50 p.m.

        73 Tremont

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge sat alone in the office John Morgan had occupied at 73 Tremont for three decades. The desk and chair he now occupied was his if he wanted it. Morgan had made it clear that his days as head of the wealthy and politically powerful Boston Brahmin were over and Sarge was expected to take over the helm. However, Sarge wrestled with whether he could pursue a political career for the highest office in the land at the same time.

      He had reached a turning point where he could stay the course, work in the shadows like his mentor had done for nearly forty years, or be thrust into the political spotlight. Thus far, only his closest friends, the Loyal Nine, and Morgan’s confidants knew that Sarge was exploring the possibilities.

      If he was successful in his political campaign, he’d become the first sitting President of Boston Brahmin lineage since the founders. The executive council of the Brahmin typically avoided the presidency, choosing instead to manipulate the occupant of the White House instead.

      By becoming President, political power would be consolidated in a way that would make most Americans shudder. It certainly would create an opportunity to spread the influence of his benefactors throughout the world in a fashion envisioned by the Clinton Foundation for themselves. HRC, however, was in ill health, a fact that would have surfaced had the collapse not occurred. Her brain condition had deteriorated rapidly in the latter months of the election cycle and she might not have been able to take the oath of office had she won the election that November.

      Sarge often wondered if Morgan was aware of the seriousness of Clinton’s condition, hence the reason he orchestrated Abbie’s placement on the Democrat ticket as Vice President. It was an odd coupling by all viewpoints, but one that would have been fortuitous for the Boston Brahmin.

      Sarge thought about Abbie as his Vice President choice, which was part of his reasoning for sending her to meet with the governors. America needed an outsider to run this country now, but Sarge needed an insider with the political gravitas to build a consensus. Abbie was perfect for the job.

      This would be Sarge’s last address to the nation via the Digital Carrier Pigeon network. As power was being restored nationwide, the media was ready to get back to work. On Monday, just two days before the Constitutional Convention in St. Louis, power would be restored to New York City. This was by design. After a couple of days of the media covering the death and destruction, they would be hungry for the cause of the cyber attack and the potential solutions.

      The St. Louis Convention, as it was being called, would be a major political event capturing the attention of the media worldwide. Sarge would have the world stage as he opened the first such gathering since 1787. This was the beginning of his plan to set the nation on a new course toward renewed freedom. Or the rhetoric could embolden a wounded President and send them toward a civil war.

      This was his opportunity to appeal to the holdout states along the West Coast. The President had cultivated favor with them from the beginning. The vast majority of relief supplies and temporary power stations were directed to areas stretching from the Canadian border to Mexico. Even typically Republican strongholds like Orange County and San Diego sang the praises of the President and his recovery effort. Sarge now had the assurances of the governors of Nevada and Arizona that they’d be on board with the determinations of the St. Louis Convention.

      Sarge’s constant companion, Corporal Morrell, gently knocked on the door and entered. “Sir, they’re ready to link you into the system. Press the flashing light on your phone, and you’ll be live.”

      “Thank you, David,” said Sarge.

      Sarge began speaking from the heart about his love for country. He reminded his fellow Americans about the sacrifices the Founding Fathers had made for the freedoms they enjoyed. Then he reminded America about what was at stake.

      “Just nine months ago, during Labor Day weekend, our children were riding their bikes or swimming in the pool. They were playing with friends and doing all of the things happy children do as the summer comes to a close. None of them imagined that the next day, their world would end—failing to resemble anything their young minds could contemplate.

      “Most adults never envisioned such a catastrophic event, yet it happened and our government had known it was a possibility for years. It’s natural to point fingers of blame and seek scapegoats for the ills that befall us. But that time is not now.

      “We face a bigger crisis in this nation than the loss of power. Our country is being torn apart ideologically. Just like the children riding their bikes on Labor Day weekend never contemplated the collapse, my fear is that the citizens of this nation do not contemplate the collapse of our Constitution and the republic for which it stands.

      “I come before you tonight to ask, what if this is our last time to enjoy the freedoms afforded by the Constitution? What if this is our last moment to do something to save America from the downward spiral representative of the last decade?

      “I’m calling on all Americans to set aside their differences and come together for the good of the country. I want you to be able to look your children in the eye and say that we lived up to our values—that we did all we could to keep our nation together.

      “America is more than just a large stretch of dirt from coast to coast and border to border. America is a concept, a simple yet powerful idea that freedom is everything. Freedom is all that matters. America is exceptional because it was built on a simple concept—I want to be free.

      “I want you to join me in a better vision for our future and the future of our children. My vision is centered on the concept of freedom. I ask those of you from Seattle to San Diego and from Salem to Sacramento, join us in St. Louis as we move diligently to setting this country on the course of freedom. Make the commitment to choose freedom!

      “Thank you, and may God bless the United States of America.”
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        Wednesday, April 19

        Noon

        America’s Center

        St. Louis, Missouri

      

      

      The five-hundred-thousand-square-foot America’s Center Convention Complex boasted a thirty-thousand-square-foot ballroom, a sixty-seven-thousand-seat dome, an enormous theater and at least eight conference rooms. It had hosted events ranging from a Beyoncé concert to a Catholic Mass presided over by Pope John Paul II—the largest indoor affair ever held in the United States. Today it was going to host a far more important assembly of representatives from forty-five states.

      It would be the second such gathering of its kind, the first having taken place in May of 1787. But the Constitutional Convention that began today carried significant importance, and the historical precedent of the First Constitutional Convention held in Philadelphia was not lost on many of its attendees.

      On May 25, 1787, delegates representing every state except Rhode Island had convened at Philadelphia’s Pennsylvania State House for the Constitutional Convention. The building, which was now known as Independence Hall, had earlier seen the drafting of the Declaration of Independence and the signing of the Articles of Confederation.

      The assembly immediately discarded the idea of amending the Articles of Confederation and set about drawing up a new system of government. Fifty-five state delegates, including George Washington, James Madison, and Benjamin Franklin, were charged with the responsibility of devising the new Constitution.

      During three months of debate, the delegates devised a brilliant federal structure characterized by an intricate system of checks and balances. On September 17, 1787, the Constitution of the United States of America was signed by thirty-eight of the forty-one delegates present and was ultimately ratified by the thirteen states.

      The U.S. Constitution was the oldest written national constitution in operation in the world, and it was about to be strictly enforced. Sarge and his entourage, which included Donald, Abbie, and Brad, had several things on his agenda.

      He would call on the President to resign from office or prepare to be impeached. Second, he would insist that the presidential election be scheduled immediately. Third, he was going to suggest that the nation’s capital be moved to Boston, where the War for Independence began, and that a special session of Congress be convened there.

      There was historic precedent for this. President Washington first took office in New York City, but when he was reelected in 1792, the capital had already moved to Philadelphia, where it would remain for a decade. Thomas Jefferson was the first president to be inaugurated in the new and current capital of Washington, D.C., in March 1801.

      The District of Columbia was the product of political compromise. As part of the struggle over Alexander Hamilton’s financial policy, Congress supported the Bank of the United States, which would be headquartered in Philadelphia. In exchange, the southernmost states in the fledgling nation demanded a capital more centrally located and in a rural area. The District of Columbia, to be under congressional control, would be built on the Potomac River.

      The irony of this compromise was readily apparent. While Hamilton’s policies encouraged the consolidation of economic power in the hands of bankers, financiers, and merchants who predominated in the urban northeast, the nation’s capital was established in a more southerly and agricultural region apart from the economic elites who were located in New York and Philadelphia.

      Our nation was never intended to be governed from one central location where power could easily corrupt our elected officials. It was Thomas Jefferson who warned that a government big enough to give you everything you want is strong enough to take everything you have. Sarge intended to remind his fellow Americans of this fact.
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        Wednesday, April 19

        Noon

        America’s Center

        St. Louis, Missouri

      

      

      St. Louis was known as the Gateway to the West, as evidenced by the magnificent six-hundred-foot-tall arch on the west bank of the Mississippi River. Sarge saw the Constitutional Convention as a portal through which he could drive the train of freedom to every corner of the country.

      The gathering was slated to last three days, with various amendments to the Constitution proposed, argued, and voted upon. There were also points of order to be introduced that did not carry the weight of law, but were intended to symbolically reach a consensus for getting the nation back on its feet.

      The primary goal of a major political party convention every four years was to nominate and confirm a candidate for President and Vice President. Sarge had laughed to Donald that the goal of this convention was to keep the attendees from killing each other. It would be a historic gathering of Americans from all across the political spectrum.

      Donald and Abbie, in conjunction with respected governors from across the country, were the primary organizers of this event. The task of bringing together people from around the nation when most parts of the country were without power was daunting, but the full attendance was indicative of what the nation could do when people pulled together for a common goal without the partisan bickering typical of society prior to the collapse.

      Ordinarily, the choice speaking slots were designed to be in front of the most potential media viewers—primetime on the final night of the convention. However, television coverage of the St. Louis Convention was limited to film snippets used for broadcast to an elite few. Americans would learn about this historic event through AM radios around the country, the vast majority of whom would be tuned in at the beginning.

      It was for that reason, and the fact that Sarge was a political unknown across much of the country, that he chose to give the opening remarks as the keynote speaker. He intended to introduce himself and set the tone for the convention. If his speech was successful, his name would become known to everyone in attendance, and most Americans, as being synonymous with the Choose Freedom movement.

      As the keynote speaker, Sarge hoped to convince the politicians to look at conducting the business of the nation in a different way. This was his opportunity to move them away from the top-heavy, centralized federal government towards a state-centered republic. If he was successful, he’d convince them to discuss the prospects of dismantling the broken system and abandoning the massive bureaucracy that had become the root of the nation’s problems.

      Sarge took the stage and approached a lone microphone in the center. There were no ornate Greek columns, digital flashing billboards, or Bruce Springsteen lyrics designed to convince the attendees that he was born in the USA.

      There was a podium, a pitcher of water, and the United States flag.

      Simple and without distractions. No smoke and mirrors.
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        Wednesday, April 19

        Noon

        America’s Center

        St. Louis, Missouri

      

      

      Sarge took a deep breath and addressed the St. Louis Constitutional Convention and a worldwide media audience.

      “My fellow Americans, thank you for attending this important gathering as we set the course of recovery and renewal for our great nation.”

      Sarge paused to take in the magnificence of the arena filled with thousands of community leaders. He wondered if they could come together to save America.

      “This is a historic day in many respects. In the predawn light on this date in 1775, the beating drums and ringing bells throughout the Massachusetts countryside summoned seventy American patriots to the town green at Lexington. As these brave men lined up in battle formation, the distant sound of marching feet and shouted orders alerted them to the approach of the much larger force of seasoned British soldiers. Soon the British column emerged through the morning fog. Both sides eyed each other warily, not knowing what to expect.

      “Suddenly, a bullet buzzed through the morning air. It was the shot heard round the world, and the confrontation that would launch our nation began. A dozen difficult years later, fifty-five Americans attended a gathering just like this one in Philadelphia. They faced a task as challenging as the one we face today. The results of that first Constitutional Convention speaks for itself.

      “The United States Constitution is, quite simply, the finest document ever devised by man. It’s brilliant in its structure and intent. The House of Representatives, elected directly by the people, has its allocation of representatives based on population. Our United States Senate was designed to provide equal representation for each state. This incredible legislative body, our Congress, however, was circumscribed in its ability to infringe upon the freedoms of the states and the American people by design.

      “The presidency is a masterwork of compromise—a powerful executive maintaining a duty to defend our nation, with the partial ability to check the legislature, yet subject to re-election every four years by the people. Today, the American President has been uniformly accepted as the leader of the free world.

      “The third branch of government established by the Constitution, the judiciary, was largely restricted to deciding outcomes based upon the express provisions of the Constitution. Its important function is the ability to check the other two branches.

      “The Constitution is as clear a document as any yet written. Yes, it contains lofty language—promoting the general welfare, for example—but it is largely a document of specifics. The Constitution is not poetry, open to all forms of interpretation. It is not a literary piece designed to reflect individual whims. The Constitution is, first and foremost, a governmental document, written in plain English—legal and understandable. It does not mutate over time. It does not reflect what we wish it to be. It is what it is. It requires no embellishment.

      “No, the Constitution is not a perfect document. Amendments to the Constitution have been necessary and have strengthened the document itself. But again, the founders realized that changes would be necessary for this great nation of liberty and freedom to adapt to changing times.

      “Longevity means we have to evolve, that we have to change and be open to change. The evolution of the Constitution was embodied in the amendment process—a process that has abolished slavery, given women the right to vote, and protected freedom of speech, religion and the press, among other necessary and virtuous developments.

      “Dr. Benjamin Franklin once pointed out that the Constitution is but a document that relies on the people to give it truth and life. If the Constitution is not revered and followed, then our nation can, as Dr. Franklin pointed out, only end in despotism, as other forms have done before it, when the people shall become so corrupted as to need despotic Government, being incapable of any other.

      “We are at a crossroads in the history of our great nation. The challenges we face are not a result of the devastating cyber attack of last year. The trials and tribulations we face have been brought on over many years. As the checks and balances restricting federal usurpation of power fell away, the American people became more and more dependent on an all-powerful centralized government.

      “In 1787, as our predecessors adopted the United States Constitution, Americans were given the greatest mechanism for the protection of freedom in human history. The choice to maintain that freedom remains, as it always has, in our hands.

      “My fellow Americans, all empires collapse eventually, and America is not immune from this fate. However, the actions we take in the next three days can preserve her ideals, protect her citizens, and ensure the goals of our Founding Fathers.

      “Freedom will lift the American people out of this malaise. Freedom will lift our family and friends out of the cycle of dependency. It’s the love of freedom that will allow millions of Americans to pursue their dreams. We must make the most of this opportunity to fight for freedom and to protect our God-given rights.

      “Join me as I say when given the choice between tyranny or freedom, I choose freedom!”
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        Sunday, April 23

        9:00 a.m.

        Massillon, Ohio

      

      

      Katie and Bailey hid in the trees across the street from Rory Elkins’s home. It was their fourth day of surveillance. With each passing day, her contempt and hatred grew for the coward who’d stabbed Steven in the back. She’d made a solemn promise to Sarge to bring Elkins back alive—a difficult pledge to make, and maintain.

      The overgrown weeds and brush provided them perfect cover as they observed the activity around the two-story, white-sided home. Several vehicles were parked in front of the house, which obscured their view somewhat. A blue four-door sedan and a white grocery-getter, as Katie liked to call the so-called crossover SUVs, were parked in the driveway. A utility truck, bearing the blue and red logo of Calcom, blocked the concrete driveway on the right side of the house. Its right-side tires were flat.

      For days, Elkins and several men would leave for hours at a time and then return carrying boxes of looted supplies and liquor. At times, they would return with women, treating them roughly as they forced them into the house. The men who constituted Elkins’s posse were hardened and undisciplined. But they wore military fatigues on occasion, and thus Katie didn’t want to take them lightly.

      The residence was the only one occupied for several blocks. Nearby Orrville Street was littered with trashy properties containing junked cars and debris strewn about. It was hard for Katie to determine if the entire neighborhood had been looted other than the Elkins home, or if this was just the way the neighbors lived. In any event, the area was deserted and her target was now left alone except for a woman who rarely left the confines of the house.

      This was only the second time Elkins had been left alone without his entourage. Katie had grown weary of waiting and decided it was time to make their move. Based upon their observations, the group of men had partied late into the night. Women’s screams had been heard during the evening, but Katie resisted the urge to assist them. She had to stay on mission. When they left this morning, the women were escorted into a truck and driven away.

      “He’s alone now except for the other woman,” said Katie. “The back of the house has two exits, both of which lead to a concrete sidewalk and parking area. If he’s gonna bolt, it’ll be toward the adjacent house or into Newman Creek.”

      “His boys are gone, so the pussy’s alone,” added Bailey. “Let’s get this job done and deliver him to Steven’s brother.”

      Katie nodded and led the way without saying another word. Using the span of trees and overgrown weeds as cover, they worked their way to the driveway across the street. They crossed the aggregate, asphalt road and ducked behind the blue sedan, kneeling in the still-dewy grass.

      The sound of the white screen door closing indicated that someone had exited the home and was on the front porch. Katie and Bailey remained deathly still. Because they were only thirty feet away, they couldn’t risk discovery.

      A belch followed by a fart revealed all Katie needed to know. She crawled around the back of the sedan and peered under its trunk to get a better view. It was Elkins!

      He was standing on the front porch in his boxer shorts, scratching his belly through an open, light blue robe. He wasn’t wearing any shoes and appeared sleepy and disheveled. Katie didn’t hesitate as Elkins stepped down the two steps toward the white grocery-getter.

      She ran at full speed toward Elkins and lowered her head, driving it into his ribs. He flew to the ground with a grunt, having had the wind knocked out of him. Katie scrambled to her knees and pounced on his back, pummeling him in the ribs and the sides of his face. Elkins tried to cover himself, but Katie was relentless.

      Bailey joined her side and drew his weapon, pointing it at Elkins. “Don’t move!” yelled Bailey as Katie brusquely grabbed the man’s arms and pulled them behind his back.

      Elkins, still gasping for air, attempted to wiggle loose, but Katie had a death grip on his wrists. Bailey handed her the zip-tie wrist cuffs and she affixed them tightly to his wrists. She stood over him and stared down at him with utter contempt. Coward, she thought.

      “Don’t move,” shouted Bailey towards the front door. Katie pulled Steven’s Glock G38, which she’d been carrying since the hunt began. She’d be the first to admit she fantasized about blowing this guy’s head wide open. But she’d made a commitment to Sarge.

      Bailey repeated the command to the woman looking stoically through the screened front door. Her face was morose and her brunette hair unkempt. There was a sadness about her that Katie could sense. The woman never said a word as she slowly retreated into the home and closed the front door, locking the bolt lock behind her.

      The temporary distraction allowed Elkins to recover somewhat from the beating Katie had inflicted upon him. He got to his feet and started running toward the street, shoulders waggling back and forth, as his hands were restricting his movement. Katie chased him, pouncing on him like a cat. She shoved him down onto the road, ripping a gash in his forehead and most likely breaking his oversized nose.

      Elkins rolled over and two teeth fell into the street. “I know you,” he groaned.

      Katie pointed the gun in Elkins’s face and repeated Steven’s dying words, “Karma is just a polite way of saying ha-ha, screw you.”
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        Monday, April 24

        9:00 a.m.

        The Grove at Hertfordshire

        Watford, England

      

      

      Through the picturesque countryside of Hertfordshire near Watford, England, a caravan of town cars with blacked-out windows carried the visitors around hilly curves and turns. Helicopters flew low overhead, and armed men dressed in dark suits dotted the landscape, providing surveillance. Roads were closed and the perimeter was secured. The entire town was on lockdown. An air of mystery permeated the senses.

      Their destination, just eighteen miles from London, was The Grove—a centuries-old chateau built by the Earls of Clarendon, later turned into a spa and resort. Once Queen Victoria’s private retreat, The Grove was still at the forefront of decadence and luxury.

      There were many labels attached to the visitors—cabal, consortium, secret societies. All of these terms implied conspiracy, intrigue, and connivance.

      The visitors were real. Their names were synonymous with wealth and power—Soros, Rockefeller, Buffett, Gates, Bezos. Publicly, the visitors and members of these groups claimed to be merely a debating society of sorts, insisting they were simply a forum for leaders to listen, reflect and gather insights, unbound by official policy positions.

      The groups had names—Bilderberg, Illuminati, Boston Brahmin, Trilateral Commission, CFR, and CGI. They were united in some close design together, usually to promote their private views or interests in an ideology, state, or other forum, often in secret, usually unbeknown to persons outside their group.

      The members of these groups were the wealthy and powerful of the world. Some were driven by religious or political ideology. Others were in pursuit of additional wealth and power. Regardless of motivation, these global elites insisted upon one thing—control.

      They sought power vacuums—voids to exploit. When there wasn’t one, they’d drive a bull through the china shop and create havoc while the thief sneaked in the back door and stole the diamonds out of the vault.

      Their methods varied, but these elites insisted upon one thing—control.

      These secretive cabals dominated media, governments, sports franchises, oil, gold, land, transportations, and the military-industrial complex. The list was long.

      They sought out like-minded partners. They shared common interests, but above all, their common bond was control.

      It was a vehicle through which private financier oligarchical interests were able to impose their policies on nominally sovereign governments. The desired result was one international identity that observed one set of universal values, including establishing the United Nations as a de facto world government and making NATO the world’s military.

      Control.

      In the coming days, these powerful men and women would advance an agenda that fostered centralized command of public opinion through propaganda. Their common goal of a New World Order, which provided only the illusion of democracy, would be discussed in detail.

      These visitors would envision manufactured crises and perpetual wars, all designed to meet their common goal—control.

      The threat to America was not always obvious to the marginally informed. Americans had become accustomed to force-fed news media reports. The print media regurgitated stories off the Associated Press wire, with a smattering of local interest news and sports mixed in. The cable news networks watched each other and then attempted to sensationalize the topic du jour as part of their manufactured twenty-four-hour news cycle to boost ratings.

      The machinations of these groups were not just the subject matter of conspiracy theories or well-written fiction. The people were real, and so was their money. One high-priority goal was to curtail American sovereignty.

      Millions of dollars were given to progressive organizations such as ACORN, the National Council of La Raza, the Southern Poverty Law Center, and Planned Parenthood. Even more millions were used to fund the Black Lives Matter protests in Ferguson and Baltimore. Under-the-table funding advanced the radical causes of Anonymous and environmental extremism.

      In American politics, the creation of tax-exempt, Internal Revenue Code section 527 organizations enabled these groups to circumvent campaign finance laws and funnel hundreds of millions of dollars into their preferred candidates’ campaigns. Their donation of funds to political campaigns came with strings attached—control.

      Financially, they wanted the United States to capitulate to their goals by taking steps to curtail American sovereignty. These power brokers would like nothing better than for America to become subservient to international bodies—more power for groups such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund. Their tools included currency manipulation and one-sided trade agreements.

      In the English countryside, representatives of all the groups came together in a manner reminiscent of the five major crime families that came together at the infamous Apalachin Meeting in New York. Their common interest lay in the creation of a global network of cartels more powerful than any nation on Earth, destined to control the necessities of life of humanity. Their ultimate goal—a one world government with a single, global marketplace, policed by one world army, and financially regulated by one World Bank.

      Control.

      However, there was one customary guest that was purposefully excluded—the Boston Brahmin, a well-respected geopolitical powerhouse that had dictated the direction of world events since the founding of America. The changes within the Boston Brahmin’s hierarchy led the other cabals of the world to a single conclusion—Henry Winthrop Sargent IV represented the greatest threat to their existence and goals since collusion of this sort was devised.

      The meetings were held and the conclusions were reached. It was nothing short of remarkable what John Morgan’s protégé had accomplished. The world had the opportunity to bring America to its knees and the opportunity was fading with each passing day.

      The members of the secret societies gathered at The Grove chastised one another for an overreliance on their President. In hindsight, the rich and powerful agreed they should’ve done more to thwart this newcomer’s efforts. But how could they? Henry Sargent had built up a movement from the grass roots. We never should’ve underestimated the resolve of those patriotic Americans.

      Don’t they realize we know what’s best for them?

      Control.

      Discussions and debates were concluded. A consensus was reached. The threat must be addressed. They gave the order.

      Terminate.
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        Monday, May 1

        7:00 p.m.

        Morgan Residence

        39 Sears Road

        Brookline, Massachusetts

      

      

      This was not a day Sarge ever fantasized about as a child, or as an adult. As his career at Harvard flourished, the thought of marriage and a family slowly faded from his consciousness. He’d made peace with it.

      His early tryst with Abbie was a distant memory now. Their relationship was never approved by her father. For years, Sarge questioned Morgan’s motivation in pushing the two away from a life together. The events of the past year provided answers. Morgan always envisioned his godson as being his successor as the head of the Boston Brahmin. Sarge marrying his only daughter was not part of the grand plan.

      His relationship with Julia started out like many—unrestrained sex. They’d been introduced years ago, instantly became attracted to each other, and then became physically intimate. At the time, both were driven professionals. Julia was trying to make a name for herself at the Boston Herald while Sarge performed the necessary steps to become a tenured professor at the Harvard Kennedy School of government.

      The two remained close friends and confidants as well as frequent dining and bed mates. But the invisible hand of John Morgan, the consummate puppeteer, played an indeterminate role in their relationship. It wasn’t until recently that Julia mentioned the reason she’d reached out to Sarge on that fateful afternoon in December when they reconnected was at the insistence of Morgan. It was that evening during their dinner at Stephanie’s, followed by their time in bed together, that the two fell in love permanently.

      Sarge knew at that point they would marry. He didn’t want Julia to leave that next morning. Eventually, the sleepovers became more frequent until Julia began moving things into Sarge’s closets and dressers. This was how relationships evolved—with a flurry of activity, then a gradual process of growing accustomed to one another, and then the realization that she was the one.

      Then sometimes, life got in the way. The events of the past twelve months could’ve been scripted in Hollywood. The drama surrounding their lives prevented any thoughts of marriage. But, after all, what was drama but life with the dull bits cut out. The last year didn’t provide much dull, that was all.

      A smile broke across Sarge’s face as Julia began to walk up the aisle. Her beautiful gown trailed behind her, but their unborn baby led the way. He’d asked her what style dress she would choose. The wedding shops had not reopened. In response, Julia had touched his face and said, “I’ll find the dress that makes me feel most like myself because that’s who you fell in love with.”

      A tear ran down his cheek as the anticipation built. He, Julia, and their baby were about to become a family.
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        * * *

      

      It was a perfect spring evening for a wedding. Above the grassy lawn, which contained sharply dressed guests sitting in their white folding chairs spaced perfectly in rows, the stars shone in the blue-black sky. A cool breeze blew away some of the lingering heat of the unusually warm May afternoon, and for a moment, he almost forgot where he was—and what he was tasked to do.

      He glanced around the perimeter of the touching wedding scene. He noticed the M4 rifles kept within arm’s reach and the .45-caliber pistols the security team carried at their hips. As soon as he saw those, the illusion was shattered. The target’s team was ready for a battle—as was he.

      No mission was ever safe. He knew that. But danger had been part of this particular operation’s appeal. It was an adventure, a well-paying one, and adventures were supposed to be exciting.

      He’d snuck into the woods near the mansion earlier that day, dressed as a paparazzi complete with a long-lens camera. If he was discovered, he’d be viewed as an opportunist seeking to make a few bucks off the exclusive wedding pictures.

      He spent the afternoon moving from tree to tree, seeking cover and identifying the perfect line of sight. He found a centralized location to dig his cache, storing his all-black clothing and his Remington Defense CSR—concealable sniper rifle. If he was discovered, the tools of the trade would be safe for use another day.

      The assassin had been encouraged to work with a team, but he respectfully declined. He worked alone, and besides, it only took one precisely directed bullet to kill a man. His skills were unsurpassed and a team only enhanced his ability to be discovered. That was why he was known to everyone in the industry as Solus.
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        * * *

      

      The oak trees lining Morgan’s yard were wrapped and filled with white lights—twinkle lights as the Quinn daughters called them. White candlelit lanterns nestled into the grass were surrounded by pale pink flowers recently plucked from the estate’s gardens.

      Sarge felt like it would take an eternity for Julia to reach him. He resisted the urge to run down the aisle between their guests and sweep Julia off her feet. Patiently, Sarge waited until she took her place next to him. The world disappeared. Everything became silent. All he could hear was his heart pounding in his chest—full of love.

      At first, they both agreed they didn’t want a long drawn-out ceremony. They didn’t believe in quotes describing how to love one another. They knew how to do that. So, other than the formalities required by the State of Massachusetts, Julia and Sarge would speak from the heart.

      Tears of joy streamed down Julia’s face and Sarge retrieved a handkerchief out of his pocket. Aunt Stella told him he’d need it, and she was right. He gently dabbed the tears away, instantly generating an ahh from their guests. Julia blushed and smiled. She was ready now.
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        * * *

      

      Solus had unpacked his bundle of ballistic badassery. The Remington Defense CSR, commonly referred to as a rucksack rifle, was designed specifically as a lightweight, packable sniper’s tool. For Solus, deploying the weapon was literally a snap, as the larger pieces could be assembled quickly. It was a process he’d practiced a thousand times.

      The rifle was designed to run suppressed. Solus attached the AAC SR-7 7.62 mm silencer. He was confident in his ability, only intending to use one shot to find his mark. The silencer only ensured a head start as he made his getaway. In the woods, near his perch, he’d leave evidence that the hit was performed by a member of the United States military. His employers desired to leave a trail of breadcrumbs directly to the office of the President.

      Solus was a man without a country. He cared little for politics or power. He had to make a living. Killing in the shadows was a job, nothing more or less.
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        * * *

      

      Julia spoke first. “Before I met you, before I even knew you existed, I knew you were coming. I was ready to give my whole heart to someone, and now here you are.” Julia suppressed a nervous giggle as a few more tears appeared on her face. She continued.

      “Sometimes I think I’m going to explode from how much I love you. I’m completely consumed by you. And tonight, we get to become one.

      “Sarge, I promise to love you until after our children are old and gray.” She smiled as she held her belly with both hands. “You’re my dream and my reality, my future and my present, my whole heart and my best friend. I thank God for bringing you to me and igniting that light. I can’t wait to shine together and illuminate our love for the world to see.”

      Sarge smiled, gathered his emotions and spoke to the love of his life. “From the moment I met you, I wanted more. I wanted more of your infectious smile, I wanted more of your adorable giggle, and I wanted more of your love. You had me hooked from the beginning.

      “I never imagined that I could fall in love with my best friend. Every day, I am encouraged by your love, and as your husband, I promise to always put you first. I promise to be the best father I can be to our children, and I promise to always make you my priority.”

      “Julia,” said Sarge, “I promise to love you until after my heart bursts. I love you, and I’m going to love you for eternity.”
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        * * *

      

      Solus relaxed. He took a deep breath and focused on the target. Steady. Steady.

      SWISH.

      Silence.

      “Hostile is KIA,” whispered Drew into his comms. He pulled his sidearm and approached the body carefully, although the perfect placement of the blade left no doubt as to the result.

      Drew firmly grabbed the handle and jerked the serrated blade out of the temple of the dead assassin, leaving a hole for blood and brain matter to ooze to the ground. He crouched over the body, staring at the results. Then, without another word, he wiped the blade on the man’s clothing and returned it to its leather sheath under his jacket. The sound of approaching footsteps indicated that he could return to the wedding.
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        * * *

      

      The minister spoke next. “Marriage is an honorable estate. It’s not to be entered into lightly or unadvisedly, but discreetly and soberly. Into this relationship these two persons come now to be joined. I ask you both that if you know any reason why you should not be joined in marriage, you make it known at this time.”

      Sarge turned to the crowd and managed a smile. He made eye contact with Drew, who stood off to the side with Morrell. Drew nodded his approval. The minister continued.

      “Henry, do you take Julia to be your wedded wife, to live together in bonds of marriage? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her so long as you both shall live?”

      “I do,” said Sarge.

      “Julia, do you take Henry to be your wedded husband, to live together in bonds of marriage? Will you love him, comfort him, honor and keep him so long as you both shall live?”

      “I do,” replied Julia.

      Donald handed Sarge the wedding ring. He turned to Julia and took her hand, placing the ring on her finger.

      “As I place this ring upon your hand, may our separate lives become one as we commit everlasting love to one another.”

      Julia began to cry and giggle. Sarge tried to suppress his emotions, but couldn’t. His tears were flowing as well. Susan handed her Sarge’s ring and she fumbled momentarily before slipping it onto his finger.

      She repeated his words. “As I place this ring upon your hand, may our separate lives become one as we commit everlasting love to one another.”

      The attendees erupted in applause as the minister said, “Inasmuch as you have consented together in marriage, by virtue of the authority vested in me by the laws of the State of Massachusetts, I now pronounce you husband and wife. Ladies and gentlemen, may I present to you Mr. and Mrs. Henry Winthrop Sargent the fourth!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tuesday, May 9

        Election Day

        Morgan Residence

        39 Sears Road

        Brookline, Massachusetts

      

      

      Since the first election in 1789 when Americans overwhelmingly elected George Washington as President, the United States was one of the few nations in the world where voting was on public display. The right to vote in a free and fair election was the most basic of the rights afforded by the Constitution. Throughout the nation’s history, the consequences of elections directly affected many of the other rights of the American people.

      Voting mattered both to the health of the American political system and to the people who participated in it. If a particular community was apathetic toward the process, turning out well below other neighborhoods, elected officials would pay less attention and make fewer appeals to those constituents.

      Likewise, people who were associated with a host of positive civic, health and social factors were likely to vote and therefore worthy of their elected officials’ attention. Citizens known to be more engaged in activities like volunteering or contacting their election officials on important issues were most likely to influence the direction of their government.

      Voting was the cornerstone of the American democracy, but sadly far too few people had voted in elections in the past. However, in the first election since the apocalyptic conditions beset the nation, democracy was enjoyed by citizens in most of America.

      At the St. Louis Convention, the delegates from the participating states adopted the platform proposed by Sarge’s contingent and the two dozen states led by Texas that supported his vision of bringing America back.

      Besides the nonparticipating states in the Western United States, a dozen or so delegations objected to the immediacy of the presidential election process. At least a dozen states vehemently objected to the impeachment of the President on the grounds that he was acting lawfully and within the confines of the law as established by prior administrations.

      A compromise was discussed and adopted, resulting in the immediate scheduling of the presidential election and subsequent inauguration of the new President. The former President’s term would end on that date.

      By acclamation, the new President would serve a term of office extending until November of next year when the next presidential and congressional elections would be held. The delegates to the St. Louis Convention agreed that this would allow the interim President time to deal with the many problems facing the country.

      Further, the nation’s capital was designated to be Boston. It was going to take a monumental effort by the National Guard to reclaim Washington, D.C., from the nearly one hundred thousand residents who survived the collapse and were trapped within the city by the military. By all reports, the city was in shambles, including the nation’s most coveted historical treasures.

      Some delegates at the Constitutional Convention argued the integrity of the elections couldn’t be guaranteed because of the lack of operating voting machines. Illegal voting would run rampant, many opined.

      Illegal voting by immigrants in America was nothing new. Almost as long as there had been elections, there had been Tammany Halls trying to game the ballot box. Tammany Hall was the name given to the Democratic political machine that manipulated vote counts for nearly one hundred years, ensuring a Democratic mayor for New York City.

      Well into the twentieth century, the political machines asserted their ascendancy on Election Day, stealing elections in the boroughs of New York and the wards of Chicago via the Daley political bosses. Quite regularly, Irish immigrants were lined up and counted in canvasses long before the term citizen ever applied to them.

      Prior to the cyber attack, the political machines continued their manipulations of election results. The evidence was indisputable that illegal aliens were registering and voting in federal, state, and local elections. America had always been a nation of immigrants and she remained today the most welcoming nation in the world. Newly minted citizens who went through the immigration process quickly assimilated and became part of the American culture.

      In the middle of one debate with a delegation from New Mexico, Sarge argued that compliance with our laws required no more of an illegal alien than it did of a lawful citizen. It was a violation of both state and federal law for illegal aliens who were not citizens to vote in elections. These violations effectively disenfranchised legitimate voters, whose votes were diluted, and the practice must be prevented.

      So the process of voting for this historic, special election was a simple one. Paper ballots were used. The ballot boxes were monitored by two individuals known in the community as being fair.

      The person seeking to vote was required to provide picture identification in the form of a government-issued driver’s license, passport, military ID, a photo ID from the federal or state government, or a handgun carry permit with a photo. If they couldn’t produce an ID, they couldn’t vote.

      There were no voting machines to be hacked. There were no illegal aliens voting. Lines were long, but the voters enjoyed the process. It was smooth, orderly, and legitimate.

      Results would be tabulated and then delivered to the temporary office of the Federal Election Commission in Boston by May nineteenth. The new President would take the oath of office and provide the inaugural address the same day, May twenty-sixth.

      America would have a new beginning—a much-needed fresh start.
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        Friday, May 26

        Inauguration Day

        3:00 p.m.

        Boston Common

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      The scene on Boston Common was surreal. Throughout history, the Common had been crisscrossed daily by busy Bostonians and countless visitors. America’s oldest park was more than a green oasis in a metropolitan city. It was a piece of ancient landscape that had belonged uninterrupted to the people of Boston since 1634. Purchased as land set aside for the common use of its townspeople, Boston Common still served this purpose and was one of the most popular Boston attractions for relaxing and enjoying nature.

      In 1768, as tensions mounted between the colonies and Britain, the British Redcoats occupied the Common for eight years for use as an encampment. Soon thereafter, the colonists declared their independence and became free.

      Martin Luther King Jr. led a peaceful freedom march from Roxbury to Boston Common in the sixties. The Civil Rights Act, landmark legislation in this nation’s history, was enacted during the same time frame.

      Pope John Paul II conducted Mass on this patch of historic ground. He was an advocate for the peaceful resistance to communism. Within a year of his visit, a small group of ten people in Poland led by Lech Walesa created a freedom movement behind the Iron Curtain of Eastern Europe, which grew to ten million, resulting in the fall of communism.

      Over the years, events were held, visitors came and went, but Boston Common remained the same. It was pastoral in style—open and informal. It would always be owned by Bostonians, and Americans. It was the Common Land.

      Anticipation was building as the dignitaries and politicians on stage took their seats. The real guests of honor were the hundreds of thousands of Americans, survivors, who packed the Common and its side streets. They weren’t spiffily dressed in suits or fancy gowns. The citizens of America wore camo and blue jeans—shorts and flip-flops.

      Before the collapse, they were the silent majority—families who worked hard to make ends meet. They weren’t politically active. They didn’t protest by blocking traffic or closing down restaurants or constantly raising their hands in the air. These families focused on what was most important to them—love of one another.

      After the collapse, it was this love of family that gave them strength. They became self-reliant. They didn’t look to the government for a solution to the lack of water, food, security, and shelter. They dug deep within their souls and found a way.

      The silent majority, once a sleeping giant, was awakened by the collapse of the nation’s power grid—the reset. The silent majority filled Boston Common, looking for someone to lead their cause by launching America into a new era signified by the motto Choose Freedom.

      Article II, Section One, Clause 8 of the Constitution required that he be sworn in. Although the Constitution did not require it, the oath of office was typically administered to the incoming President by the Chief Justice of the United States.

      But these were unusual circumstances because the election was disputed by the existing administration and the four states that refused to participate in the process. The nation was fractured. It would have to be repaired by diplomacy, the rulings of the Supreme Court, or a second civil war.

      For that reason, Chief Justice Roberts abstained from administering the oath in order to maintain impartiality in what could possibly become a heated Supreme Court battle. In his place, Chief Judge Jeffrey Howard of the First Circuit Court of Appeals would administer the oath.

      The oath of office clause in the Constitution was specific in its wording. The Founding Fathers demanded the President swear to protect and defend the Constitution. In the past, this important aspect of the presidential duties had been cast aside. The new President hoped to reverse that trend.

      He raised his right hand and repeated the words. “I do solemnly swear that I will faithfully execute the Office of President of the United States, and will to the best of my ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States. So help me God.”

      Shouts of choose freedom began to echo off the buildings enveloping the Common. Freedom-loving Americans of all walks of life waved American and Rebellious flags alike. It was a proud moment.

      Sarge turned to his mentor, John Morgan, and shook his hand, which turned into a heartfelt hug. His newly elected Vice President, Abbie Morgan, stood by her father’s side. Abbie beamed with pride as she undertook this journey with her childhood friend.

      Sarge made his way down the row of chairs to shake the hands of the Boston Brahmin patriarchs—Lowell, Cabot, Winthrop, Peabody, Bradlee, and Endicott. The descendants of the Founding Fathers were now able to take center stage as one of their own became the leader of the free world.

      They’d offered him a teleprompter to deliver his inauguration speech, but he declined. Sarge had said, When you’re speaking on principle and conviction, you don’t need a scripted speech to enable you to parse your words. You just let them flow.

      “My fellow Americans, to a few of us here today, this is a solemn and most momentous occasion. Yet, in the history of our nation, it is a commonplace occurrence. The orderly transfer of authority as called for in the Constitution routinely takes place as it has for over two hundred years, and few of us stop to think how unique we really are. In the eyes of many in the world, this orderly transition of power between one duly constituted government and the next, something we accept as normal, is nothing less than a miracle.

      “But we live in troubled times. These United States were confronted with a catastrophic event of epic proportions. We’ve suffered through the collapse of our economy and society in a way that has never occurred in our nation’s history. It shattered the lives of all of us. It cost me the life of my brother. It has left America divided.

      “President Abraham Lincoln once said, ‘A house divided against itself cannot stand.’ At a time when our country and its citizens should be coming together toward a common goal—recovery—we have certain constituencies defying the will of the people. The former President refuses to release the reins of power despite the fact that his term of office expired long ago. He has convinced four states to willfully violate the Constitution and refused to participate in the process that we are so fortunate to have been given us.

      “Once again, I, on behalf of all of you, call on the former President to step aside. Stop being an impediment to democracy. Let’s set our differences aside and move forward to restoring America to its former greatness. Now, Mr. President, without delay, for the good of the nation.

      “I’m honored to have been elected your President. It is a heavy burden to lead this nation, but it is one I willingly accept. Despite our political differences, I’m calling on all Americans to join me. We must act today in order to preserve tomorrow. And let there be no misunderstanding—we are going to act, beginning today.

      “The task is formidable. The challenges will not go away in days, weeks, or months, but they will go away. They will go away because we, as Americans, have the will and desire now, as we’ve had in the past, to do whatever needs to be done to preserve this last and greatest bastion of freedom.

      “In this present crisis, government is not the solution to our problem. From time to time, we have been tempted to believe that society has become too complex to be managed by self-rule, that government by an elite group is superior to government for, by, and of the people. But if no one among us is capable of governing himself, then who among us has the capacity to govern someone else? All of us together, in and out of government, must bear the burden.

      “The solutions we seek must be equitable, with no one group singled out to pay a higher price. America is made up of men and women who raise our food, patrol our streets, man our factories, defend our borders, teach our children, build our homes, and heal us when we’re sick. They are, in short, we the people, the citizens of this great nation proudly called Americans.

      “Know this. All Americans must share in the productive work of this new beginning and all must share in the bounty of a revived economy. With the idealism and fair play that are the core of our system and our strength, we can have a strong and prosperous America at peace with itself and the world.

      “So, as we begin, let us take inventory. We’re a nation that has a government—not the other way around. And this makes us special among the nations of the earth. Our government has no power except that granted to it by the people.

      “As Americans, we have every right to dream heroic dreams and work hard to make them a reality. Those who say that we are in a time when there are no heroes just don’t know where to look.

      “Please, all of you. Look to your right and left. Each and every one of you is a hero because you’re alive. You’re a survivor. Shake each other’s hands in congratulations. Embrace each other in love for your fellow man. You are Americans. You are all heroes.

      “Can we solve the problems confronting us? The answer is an unequivocal and emphatic yes. I did not take the presidential oath of office with the intention of presiding over the dismantling of the most exceptional nation in the history of the world.

      “The crisis we are facing today requires our best efforts and our willingness to believe in ourselves and to believe in our capacity to perform great deeds. It requires all Americans to believe that together, with God’s help, we can and will resolve the problems that now confront us.

      “After all, why shouldn’t we believe that? We are Americans.

      “God bless you, and thank you for the trust and faith you’ve placed in me to lead the charge.

      “Choose freedom, my friends!”

      Sarge stood back and basked in the sun, the glory, the pomp and circumstance. The nation was divided in a way not seen since the Civil War. With his speech, he intended to send a subtle message to the former President. Do the right thing, or else.

      Sarge waved to the throngs that were now chanting choose freedom in unison. He was shaking hands with those around him and sharing hugs with all who approached him. Suddenly, Morrell approached him and rushed to his side. Two other members of his security detail closed in from the left.

      “Mr. President, we have to go. Now, sir!”
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        May 26

        5:26 p.m.

        Morgan Residence

        39 Sears Road

        Brookline, Massachusetts

      

      

      Sarge dashed up the marble stairs, taking them two at a time, totally disregarding the potential to slip and fall. He ran down the hallway toward the second master suite. Julia’s screams of pain emanated from the room and echoed off the ornate marble walls.

      “I’m here. I’m here,” Sarge repeated as he rushed into the room.

      “Thank God,” screamed Julia. “Get over here and suffer with me, Mr. President.”

      ARRRRRRGGGGGGGHHHHHHH.

      It was brutal.

      Surrounded by Donald, Susan, and J.J., together with a specially picked group of obstetricians and nurses, Julia labored toward the birth of their child for the next thirty minutes.

      Then he emerged.

      A boy! A son! A little Sarge the Fifth.

      The nurses immediately placed their son against Julia’s breasts. That skin-to-skin contact was a bonding moment mother and child would cherish forever. The doctor clamped his cord and Sarge ceremoniously cut it. Their baby was then lovingly wiped down, swaddled in a birthing blanket, and returned to his mother.

      Everyone stood to the side reverently as Sarge and Julia cried tears of joy. They’d been through so much together. Now they were married and had started a family with a healthy baby boy.

      Sarge kissed the tears off Julia’s cheek then planted his lips on their baby’s head. He whispered into Julia’s ear, “If I could give you one thing right now, I’d give you the ability to see yourself and our son through my eyes. Then you’d know how much I love you.”

      Julia touched his cheek, looked to their son and responded, “I love you.”

      Sarge turned to accept congratulations from Donald, J.J. and Brad, who’d just entered the room.

      “Damn, I missed it!” Brad exclaimed.

      “Well, I’d say it’s all over but the shouting, but you missed that too.” Donald laughed. Susan pummeled her husband for that joke.

      Morrell gently knocked on the door and waited to be invited in. Sarge approached the man he trusted with his life. The two exchanged whispers and Morrell stood to the side.

      “You have to go back, don’t you?” asked Julia.

      “Yes,” replied Sarge as he approached her bedside. He took Julia’s hand and squeezed it. “But only for a short while. I just need to make an appearance at the inaugural ball at the State House. It won’t take long, I promise.”

      “Honey, I understand,” said Julia. She snuggled their baby a little and then looked back to Sarge. “We’re in good hands. I love you and I’ll miss you.”

      “I love you more,” said Sarge and he kissed his wife and child once more.

      Sarge buttoned his jacket and started out the door when Donald asked, “Do you need me to go with you?”

      Without turning, Sarge replied, “No, I’ve got this, DQ.”

      As Sarge followed Morrell out the door, he didn’t see the puzzled look that suddenly came over Donald’s face as he realized Sarge had referred to him as DQ, just as Steven used to.

      As Sarge reached the first floor of the Morgan home, Morrell led him down the hallway toward the kitchen instead of out the front entry to the awaiting presidential limousine. They entered a pantry closet and made their way down a spiral staircase to a dark basement corridor.

      Two members of Sarge’s security detail flanked a metal door at the end of the dimly lit hallway. As he approached, he took a deep breath. He’d waited for this moment for a long time. He looked through the small eight-inch-by-eight-inch window in the door. It was time.

      “Thanks, gentlemen,” Sarge said as he entered the room.

      The room was padded with sound insulation except for the polished concrete floor. There were no windows; only a single light illuminated the room from above. The room was empty except for a solitary metal chair and a gagged Rory Elkins bound to it.

      For several minutes, Sarge stood and stared at the man who’d stabbed his brother in the back. For a man who had the gift of eloquence and who’d replayed this moment over and over again in his mind, he was at a loss for words.

      Sarge paced the floor and circled Elkins, who could only follow Sarge’s movements with his eyes. Sarge began to pepper him with questions, despite Elkins’s inability to respond.

      “You didn’t have to kill my brother. You had no cause to. Did you do it for money? To gain favor?”

      Elkins didn’t move or attempt to speak. He sat there, his eyes growing wider as Sarge became more agitated. Sarge became angry. He’d waited so long for this opportunity to confront his brother’s murderer.

      From all sides, Sarge circled the solitary chair and began screaming at Elkins.

      “You’re a traitor! A coward! You betrayed us all!”

      Sarge continued to circle.

      “You killed my brother!”

      Then, as quickly as the anger rose, it subsided. Sarge exhaled as he put his hands in his pockets. He stared at Elkins for another moment, then turned and walked toward the door. He reached for the metal handle and then caught himself.

      He looked through the small glass window at his security detail, which waited outside. He shrugged his shoulders and chuckled to himself.

      Sarge’s family was upstairs—Julia, his loving wife and their newborn baby. He was in the home of his mentor—John Morgan—the man who helped guide him since the death of Sarge’s dad.

      His brother, Steven, was killed in cold blood by this treacherous murderer.

      Sarge unbuttoned his jacket, reached for his shoulder holster, and removed Steven’s gun, which he’d retrieved from Katie. As he gripped the handle, Steven’s voice swirled through Sarge’s mind. Screw it.

      “What the hell,” muttered Sarge as he turned and shot Elkins between the eyes, unceremoniously toppling his dead, worthless soul to the concrete floor.

      With that, Henry Winthrop Sargent IV started day one of his presidency.

      

      
        
        The story of the Boston Brahmin will continue in PATRIOT’S FAREWELL. Continue reading to get a sneak peek at the first few chapters.

      

      

      
        
        THANK YOU FOR READING THE BOSTON BRAHMIN SERIES!

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed it, I’d be grateful if you’d take a moment to write a short review (just a few words are needed) and post it on Amazon. Amazon uses complicated algorithms to determine what books are recommended to readers. Sales are, of course, a factor, but so are the quantities of reviews my books get. By taking a few seconds to leave a review, you help me out and also help new readers learn about my work.

      

        

      
        What’s coming next from Bobby Akart?

        Get on the list to find out about coming titles, deals, contests, appearances, and more!
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        VISIT my feature page at Amazon.com/BobbyAkart for more information on my other action-packed thrillers, which includes over forty Amazon #1 bestsellers in forty-plus fiction and nonfiction genres.
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        April

        Late Morning

        King’s Chapel Burying Ground

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Nobody likes funerals. Yet, we planned them to honor our departed loved ones. Sometimes, with a little luck, the dearly departed provide detailed instructions on the type of procession they’d prefer. In other instances, it’s up to the family who often provided elaborate wakes, with multiple orators providing eulogies.

      John Morgan succumbed to a heart attack within eighteen months after his life threatening stroke while The Boston Brahmin sought refuge at Prescott Peninsula. Eighteen months was an eternity under the circumstances, but it was still fresh in his godson’s mind.

      Sarge, born Henry Winthrop Sargent IV, was not Morgan’s son by birth, but he was in all other respects. On that fateful night, Sarge confronted Morgan, his mentor and benefactor about the heinous cyber attack which brought down the power grid across most of the United States. The nation was thrown into chaos. Many millions died, a foreign army occupied the country’s soil, and a battle brewed between a tyrannical president desperately trying to hold onto power, and the self-declared protectors of the Constitution, The Loyal Nine and The Boston Brahmin.

      The truth surrounding the cyber attack was only known to a few trusted associates of Sarge, and certain members of The Boston Brahmin’s executive council. The president, who was complicit in the act, was forced to remain silent on the matter for fear of being exposed. Plus, as a politician, he had his future to consider.

      When Abigail Morgan, the only surviving daughter of John Morgan, asked Sarge to deliver the eulogy, he reluctantly accepted. She’d told Sarge that several world dignitaries would attend, as well as her father’s closest friends, all of whom hinted at an opportunity to speak. But Abbie, who’d known Sarge most of her life, trusted him with the proper words. After all, words were Sarge’s forte.

      Fittingly, a slight drizzle fell over the beautifully maintained grounds of King’s Chapel Burying Ground, the first cemetery in the city of Boston founded in 1630. Adjacent to King’s Chapel, completed in 1754, the historic site lay in the shadows of Morgan’s top floor offices at 73 Tremont.

      It was within 73 Tremont that Morgan played puppeteer to the world’s financial and geopolitical affairs. He had a pulse on everything, especially U.S. politics. If there ever was a kingmaker, it was John Morgan. For what most people suspected but could never prove, an invisible hand of power actually existed.

      There existed in America a silent, unseen group of patriots, direct descendants of the Founding Fathers and the Sons of Liberty, who were made up of business leaders, politicians, former military officers, and philanthropists. They were everywhere and existed in every aspect of American’s lives. The average person never sees them, or pauses to think about them, yet they see the results their hands played in world affairs.

      This group—The Boston Brahmin—revered John Morgan, and his carefully selected replacement, Sarge. For the first time, the world’s most powerful group of geopolitical influence sat at the top of the throne, through Morgan’s godson, Sarge.

      The funeral attendees filed out of the chapel building through the massive oak trees which provided them some relief from the drizzle. The names were synonymous with New England aristocracy and the founding of our nation—Lowell, Cabot, Lodge, Winthrop, Peabody, Endicott, Bradlee, and Sargent.

      Morgan’s casket was ready to be lowered into a tomb adjacent to John Winthrop, the first Puritan governor of Massachusetts. Sarge glanced to both sides of the burial plots, wondering if there would be a space for him someday.

      A man didn’t know his place in history until his dying days when his work was done. Sarge thought his life was destined to teaching future political and business leaders at Harvard, but fate had other plans for his life.

      To his right stood a solemn, pregnant Julia. She was eight months along with their second child but insisted upon leaving the White House to honor a man who she came to love as her father. The birth of their first son, Henry the fifth, as Sarge had quipped before the parents eventually settled on Win, short for Winthrop, came on the day of Sarge’s inauguration as President of the United States. It was a joyous day which also had its dark moment.

      Sarge had buried his brother Steven at sea the year before after he was murdered by a man who sought to endear himself to Governor James O’Brien, the tyrannical monster who used the collapse as a way to advance his power and wealth. On the first day of his presidency, Sarge ordered the man executed—by Sarge’s own hand.

      In that moment, he changed. He was a natural born leader, despite his humble beginnings as a professor and author. By speaking to the nation from the heart, espousing principles of government and freedom that he firmly believed in, he led the nation out of despair.

      But after he shot the murderous S.O.B. who killed his brother, a steely cold resolve came over Sarge. He embraced the tough, sometimes brutal methods used by his brother. This new weapon in his arsenal would serve him well over time.

      Abbie squeezed Sarge’s hand indicating it was time to begin. He hadn’t prepared a ecology. His attempts to write one failed him. Draft after draft was crumpled up and thrown in the general direction of the trash can. He could’ve called upon any of his talented speechwriters within his communications team to create the proper words, but then they wouldn’t be his.

      He was ready to deliver the eulogy, but before he spoke, Sarge recalled the final words spoken from Morgan the evening before his fateful heart attack.

      “Henry,” as Morgan always referred to Sarge. “Nothing lasts forever. Not power, not wealth, and certainly, not life itself. This is why we must make the most of the time we have on this earth. Why would one want to waste their life in creating the perfect epitaph on their gravestone—fondly remembered, or some such? That’s nothing more than sentimental incontinence.

      “Face it, young man. Life is a zero-sum game and politics dictates winners and losers. Throughout my life, I’ve been an active participant in the game and I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished. Now, it is your turn.

      “As you fulfill your dreams, build your family and takeover the great responsibilities that I’ve placed upon you, don’t strive for a monumental whimper such as respected by all who knew him. It’s not respect that motivates a man to follow your lead. It’s fear. That’s how revolutions begin and empires are built.

      “When a man is afraid, you can crush him. Thereafter, you will gain his respect. Instilling fear in a man is intoxicating and liberating, and always an emotion much stronger than respect. Do not forget this, Henry.”

      After these final words, John Morgan fell asleep, never to wake again.

      Sarge shuddered from the dampness of the rain and the slight breeze which blew over him. He looked into the faces who awaited him to speak. He wasn’t sure what their expectations were. Some wanted Sarge to explain Morgan’s actions which initiated the collapse. Others wanted him to heap praise upon their associate and friend. He shook off the chill and began.

      “John Morgan belongs to the ages now …”
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        Six and a half years later — November 2024

        The Monday before Thanksgiving
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        6:00 a.m

        The National Mall

        Washington, DC

      

      

      Sarge jogged through the west gate of the White House grounds with an entourage of secret service personnel. Running helped him sleep at night, but it also kept him disciplined. As President, Sarge learned the value of time. His brain never rested as the burdens of America and the world weighed upon him. Running became a part of his morning routine the day after the first family moved into the repaired and renovated White House.

      The dark days after the collapse of the power grid took its toll on Washington, D.C. in more ways than one. Vandals and looters, mad at their politicians and the world in general, took to the streets. Chaos reigned within the beltway for a year before order was restored.

      Now, in his final days of a two term presidency, Sarge cherished the opportunity to run through the National Mall, taking in the sights and sounds of a revitalized city. He varied his routes through the historic grassy plaza which was home to iconic monuments including the Lincoln Memorial and the Washington Monument.

      After the power grid collapsed, madness overtook the population of the District. These tributes to American history were defaced, torn down, and in some cases destroyed entirely. The beautiful cherry trees which lined the reflecting pool were butchered or uprooted out of maliciousness.

      Members of the National Guard did their best to protect the historical artifacts within the Smithsonian museums before a herculean effort was made to remove them to safety in the mountains of West Virginia.

      Fierce battles raged as dedicated military personnel protected the White House, the Capitol, and the Supreme Court building. Only the establishment of a FEMA regional government and an extraordinary amount of relief supplies calmed the locals down. But eventually, as was the case with the other FEMA regions, the citizens demanded their government back.

      Sarge was credited for bringing peace to Washington, and the rest of the nation. He started from the bottom up. He encouraged local and state governments to reestablish their authority over their constituents. Americans knew their local elected officials on a personal level, which ensured their trust in the efforts taken to restore order.

      Just as the Constitution and the Founding Fathers intended, these local grass roots efforts expanded to the state level. Soon, the regional FEMA officials inserted by the federal government were removed and the nation was on the road to recovery.

      Life in the political fishbowl changed after that unusual election following the collapse. The nation came together and party differences were set aside as Sarge guided the nation back onto solid footing. After the midterm elections of the following year, the honeymoon was over and the struggle for political power began once again.

      Sarge learned what a real political campaign was like. Abbie had forewarned him. As the vice-presidential candidate prior to the collapse, she’d been through the trenches.

      A typical campaign day, Abbie said, was like Groundhog Day. “You listen to yourself say the same things over and over until your brain started to rebel, encouraging you to make random, crazy alterations to your stump speech. While this might amuse you in some way, it would make you appear crazy to the media and that was unacceptable. Our political candidates were expected to be perfect, not a fallible human being like the rest of the electorate.”

      There was an upside to campaigning, which he discovered during his reelection. Day-after-day, for a dozen weeks during the final sprint of the endurance race until Election Day, Sarge bathed in a sea of love. Whether he was addressing the deafening cheers of crowds filling a park in Orlando, Florida, or inside an airplane hangar in Oshkosh, Wisconsin, it had all been the same—hundreds of thousands of ordinary Americans who celebrated the fact that Sarge, one of them, had ascended to the presidency and succeeded.

      The love hadn’t quite been universal, of course. There were those who criticized his approach to the recovery. Many lamented Sarge using the occasion of the collapse to rewrite several laws, setting the country’s social justice agenda back several decades. Sarge was quick to remind them that he didn’t invent the phrase—never let a good crisis go to waste.

      Sarge shook off the chill and the memories of the past eight years as he ran along the still waters of the reflecting pool toward the Lincoln Memorial. Yet, he couldn’t help but recall the quote which was often misattributed to President Lincoln, “America will never be destroyed from the outside. If we falter and lose our freedoms, it will be because we destroyed ourselves.”

      President Lincoln never delivered this quote precisely as it has been used over time, but the point he made at an educational institution in 1838 was prophetic. America wasn’t brought to its knees by a larger, more powerful nation. It was hastened toward an inevitable collapse by the cyber attack which collapsed the grid. But make no mistake, America was a nation in decline socially, morally, and economically. It was just a matter of time because as Sarge firmly believed, all empires collapse, eventually.

      As Sarge jogged past the large statue of Lincoln, he rehashed the intentions of his mentor, John Morgan as it relates to the reset. Morgan, like Sarge, saw the fabric of American society descending into the abyss. The country was destined for societal and economic collapse. Morgan thought a triggering event, the cyber attack, would hasten the collapse, but the nation could then get a fresh start within the principles established by the Founding Fathers.

      At the time, his actions seemed reprehensible, but in hindsight, after the eight years of Sarge’s presidency and leadership, the nation had come back on stronger footing. Sarge was leaving the nation to the new administration in the best fiscal condition in its history. For the most part the wounds of a divided populace had healed. The recovery effort brought folks back together. The partisan bickering and sniping prior to the collapse gave way to a spirit of cooperation and a focus on the important things in life.

      “Mr. President,” interrupted Captain David Morrell, the head of Sarge’s security detail. Morrell, a former Marine and part of the protection unit for Prescott Peninsula, had become close friends with Sarge and a constant companion. Despite their friendship, Morrell always referred to Sarge in a manner befitting the president. “Sir, we need to alter your route this morning. Protestors are gathering near the front gate and with the light traffic on the mall this morning, you’ll be seen.”

      “Okay, Dave,” said Sarge, who glanced at his watch. “This is gonna be a big week and we certainly don’t need the aggravation to get it started do we?”

      “No, sir. Let’s double back and we’ll reenter the White House grounds the way we came. I’ve already alerted the team.”

      The shouts began to get louder as Sarge could see the sign-holding protestors gathering along the wrought iron fence surrounding the White House lawn. The chants and shouts reminded Sarge that not everything was unicorns and rainbows across the fruited plain. We were still, in part, a protestor nation.
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        The Family Residence
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        Washington
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      The President’s Residence is the center structure of the White House Complex, the most famous building in the world. The White House consists of three major parts including the East Wing, the West Wing, and the presidential mansion, or Executive Residence. The second and third floors of the mansion were the private quarters of the First Family and their guests.

      Sarge and Julia’s family had expanded with the birth of Win on that first inauguration day. Win was now seven and declared himself to be the big-brother-in-charge of his two siblings, Rose was born five years ago following Morgan’s funeral and Francis, who at age three, had a mind of his own, was the First Family’s youngest. This youngster, who insisted upon being called Frank, was Steven Sargent reincarnated. Basically, he was a walking, talking middle finger without Steven’s vocabulary.

      The family dynamic was not unlike any other family with three children. Raising three kids was not simply creating and keeping alive two kids plus one. Four is a tidy number, ask any restaurant with tables that seat four people. A family of four is simple. One parent gets a child, and so does the other one. But who gets the third?

      Sarge and Julia made it a point to find time with each child although Sarge admitted having difficulty relating to Rose. She was not a daddy’s girl. For Sarge, raising Win was easy. It was his mini-me. He could look into little Frank’s eyes and see his brother, and the future which was in store for the toddler. But with Rose, he stared into his wife’s eyes and Julia, at age three, stared back.

      Growing up in the limelight was far from easy. The White House was an office, a museum, a place for gatherings and social events, but many tend to forget it was a home to the First Family.

      When President and Mrs. John F. Kennedy moved into the White House, they had young Caroline who was four and John-John was a baby. They were the youngest children to live in the White House until President Sargent moved in with Julia and Win. Both Rose and Frank were the first babies to be born in the Executive Residence.

      Sarge did the best he could to help raise their children. He kept a strict routine when he was in residence. Following his run, he’d join the family for breakfast and assisted Julia in getting the kids day started. At night, unless his duties kept him away late, he’d make every effort to tuck the kids in bed which often included a family bed-time story. Sarge knew his days in public life would come to an end and he didn’t intend to lose contact with his children during their formative years.

      “Good morning, Rose,” said Sarge as he leaned down to plant a kiss on his daughter’s cheek. He was still sweating from his run and she quickly let him know about it.

      “Daddy!” she squealed. “So yucky! So rude!”

      “But,” Sarge attempted to protest. “I love you and I missed you during my run.” His attempts to tease her fell on deaf ears. She began to swat him with a cloth napkin.

      “Yucky!” she shouted again as she tried to pull away from Sarge’s smooch.

      “Dear,” said Julia, coming to the rescue of her distraught five-year old. “How about a quick shower and then you can join us for breakfast? We’ve got a busy week ahead of us.”

      Sarge poured himself a glass of orange juice and took a long drink. Unlike prior presidents, the Sargents insisted on serving themselves breakfast. Julia, under the careful tutelage of Susan Quinn, learned to cook. Not that cooking was a difficult task necessarily, but the menu required to satisfy three young appetites and keep their interest was far different from what adults enjoy. Over time, Julia loosened her grip on the meal preparation and allowed the White House kitchen staff to prepare lunches and dinners, but breakfast was still their family time alone.

      “Aren’t they always?” said Sarge with an eye roll. “Tell me, director of all things social here at the White House, what’s the week look like?”

      Julia wiped a mess of oatmeal off little Frank’s mush and replied. “We don’t have that many left and I know there’s a lot going on with you, of course. Anyway, we have the Governor’s Ball tonight. The Turkey Pardon Ceremony on Wednesday. Thanksgiving, we’re hosting The Boston Brahmin and their families. Not to mention, the vote, and any schmoozing you’d like me to assist you with. You know I can be quite charming with the senators.”

      Sarge smiled and attempted to kiss his wife who also grimaced. Like daughter, like mother, he thought to himself. They would only occupy the White House for another eight weeks but there were significant social and legislative matters to attend to in a short period of time.

      The vote, as Julia called it, related to the one loose end of Sarge’s presidency. It was a failure on his part, and by many standards. The union was still divided.

      Prior to his election as President, Sarge and The Loyal Nine orchestrated a Constitutional Convention in St. Louis to address the issues of rebuilding America, certain changes in the Constitution to make the nation more economically viable and socially conscious, and the matter of the president who had overstayed his welcome.

      Following the collapse, the former president federal marshalled relief and recovery assets to the states bordering the Pacific Ocean—Hawaii, California, Oregon, and Washington. He bought their loyalty and they quickly moved to secede from the United States.

      One of Sarge’s goals at the Constitutional Convention was to bring these four states back into the fold, but his attempts fell short. Throughout his presidency, he worked diligently to persuade the state governments to consider the history of our nation first, to set aside our differences, and return to the union. They refused without their demands being met.

      The conditions insisted upon by the four states were both monetary and social in nature. They were at odds with the social values of most of the rest of the country and the economic advantages they sought would be unfair to the nation. Moreover, they wanted their specific demands enacted into federal law.

      Sarge didn’t negotiate with terrorists and these demands felt similar. He imposed a number of methods ranging from sanctions to psychological operations on the citizens of each state to achieve reunification. The methods didn’t work and now his hand was being forced.

      Congress was prepared to vote on a bill which would be a total capitulation to the conditions requested by the four states. The Pacific Statehood Act of 2024 was a terrible proposal and would likely result in a civil war.

      “I’ll get cleaned up and join you guys,” Sarge said, snapping his mind out of the daunting task ahead.

      Sarge finished his shower and considered his attire for the day. He didn’t always wear a suit during working hours unless he was meeting with foreign dignitaries. Tonight, he’d put on a tux for the Governor’s ball. He glanced out the window and saw a few snow flurries. Winter is coming early this year.

      Early on in his presidency, Sarge became the brunt of media criticism for his casual dress. One former press secretary wrote, “when you have a dress code in the Supreme Court and a dress code on the floors of the House and Senate, one would think it was appropriate to have an expectation there will be a dress code that respects the office of the president.”

      Sarge disagreed, to an extent. “When in the people’s house,” Sarge opined, somewhat mocking the former press secretary “one should be dressed like the people. However, when one engages other heads of state, one should dress appropriately.”

      He’d learned not to care what people thought of him. He was his own man. Sarge pulled on a pair of khakis, an LL Bean plaid shirt, and his Sperry Topsiders. Sarge looked very much like the populist president who was elected twice by landslide margins, despite the disapproval of some.
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      Sarge entered the West Wing from the West Colonnade. Most days, he made this walk alone, gathering his thoughts before he made his way to the heart of the American government.

      He passed the windows of the former Press Corps Offices to his right. Now, they were used by White House Staffers after Sarge ordered the press kicked out of the building. During those initial months in the White House, his presidency was beleaguered by media leaks which were quickly pounced upon by the former president and his loyalists. Some of the leaks were by design, but most were nosy reporters working overtime to eavesdrop on conversations or the comings-and-goings of White House visitors. Soon, reporter’s suppositions became fact. The story would grow legs and the White House Communications Team had to work overtime to dispel rumors and deny conjecture. Sarge recalls asking the question of his team, how do you disprove a lie?

      The press screamed and threw a fit, but in the end, they accepted their fate and the move was made to the Old Executive Office Building where there was more room to work and it allowed for more participants in the daily briefings above the original forty-nine seats in the Press Briefing Room.

      For Sarge, it was a welcome relief from the spotlight which he never sought. The West Wing was no longer crawling with prying reporters. The leaks stopped, except for their own carefully orchestrated releases, and his message was carefully presented to the public. Moreover, for the most part, he was always surrounded by friendly faces. He learned early on, the media was not his friend despite the incredible hurdles he overcame in restoring America to its former greatness.

      As Sarge approached the West Wing, a member of his security team opened the door and he was immediately surrounded by the normal buzz of activity.

      “Good morning, Mr. President,” said one staffer nonchalantly as she hustled down the corridor toward the Roosevelt Room.

      Sarge returned the greeting to the young woman’s back who was gone in a flash. Sarge took in his surroundings. There seemed to be an added level of tension in the air. A sigh here and a withdrawn look there indicated the White House staff was exhausted. The West Wing crew could only be in a frenzy over one thing, and it wasn’t the upcoming Thanksgiving festivities. It was the vote.

      It wasn’t surprising to Sarge as there was a renewed sense of urgency within the White House following the election. Naturally, he, on behalf of The Boston Brahmin whom he still led, got their candidate elected. The president-elect, Stanford Rawlins, was a southern democrat governor from South Carolina who helped bring the coalition of southeastern states into the fold during the Constitutional Convention that summer. He understood his role and came with the highest recommendations from new allies Sarge had forged over the years. More importantly, he met with the approval of the Executive Committee of The Boston Brahmin.

      Despite his best efforts, he was unable to convince Abbie, his logical successor, to run for the highest office. As vice president, she was hugely popular around the country and had been an integral part of the recovery effort. Although Sarge made a good case for her running, she chose to seek a life with her new husband, Drew Jackson and their soon to be born baby.

      The frantic activity was a natural result of the change in the political climate in America. Anytime you change leadership, there’s sure to be more than enough chaos to go around in the final days. The new president was bought-and-paid-for by Boston Brahmin influence, both cash, and in-kind.

      It was the change in the makeup of Congress that had Sarge’s benefactors concerned, or at least some of them. The hot button issue in the recently held election was the reunification of the fifty states. After several years of successes, many states were falling back into the old ways which brought America to the brink of collapse on its own. These states were sending a whole new slate of legislators to Washington who would look favorably upon the Pacific Statehood Act.

      Sarge effectively postponed a vote on the act until after the election three weeks ago in order to avoid his like-minded members of Congress from having to vote against a bill that was rapidly gaining steam among the electorate. With the vote coming up during Thanksgiving week, he hoped it wouldn’t garner the normal press attention.

      Sarge’s goal was simple. He thought something of this magnitude should be voted on by all of the states at another Constitutional Convention. It was too big of an issue to leave to the political bickering and back room deals made in Congress. He felt like he could control this Congress, and the vote. The next Congress would be another matter.

      Sarge resisted the urge to poke his head into his Press Secretary’s office and instead made a beeline for the man who was making sure the vote went their way this week, his Chief of Staff, Donald Quinn. However, he was unable to elude her grasp.
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        8:30 a.m

        The West Wing

        The White House

        Washington

      

      

      “Mr. President, just a reminder that the morning briefing is in thirty minutes in the Roosevelt Room,” said Betty Greer, his secretary of eight years. Betty had been a long time employee of John Morgan’s at 73 Tremont. Completely trustworthy, she was intimately familiar with the business and financial dealing of the Boston Brahmin. Betty and Morgan’s aide-de-camp, Malcolm Lowe, had bugged-out to Lowe’s family home on the Cape during the crisis. Together with members of the Lowell family, the group found protection with the military units situated at Camp Edwards.

      “Thank you, Betty.”

      Sarge continued down the hallway toward the end of the West Wing where the Chief of Staff’s suite was situated. Donald’s team was responsible for everything. They selected and supervised the White House staff. They managed communications and information flow to the media. Donald carefully guarded access to Sarge and in the process, became the mouthpiece on most occasions for the White House when negotiating with Congress, executive branch agencies, and external political groups which desired to affect Sarge’s agenda.

      Several staffers huddled around the doorway to one of Sarge’s senior advisors, temporarily blocking his access to the end of the hallway. Because of Sarge’s casual attire and lack of an entourage following him, other than Morrell, his ever-present shadow, they didn’t acknowledge him in their hurried state of mind.

      “Good morning everyone,” said Sarge as he squeezed his way through the group.

      Voice recognition kicked in causing the foursome to fall over themselves to greet the president. Sarge laughed to himself as they reacted. After eight years, it was still difficult for him to accept that he would be treated like a celebrity. Most of the staff in the West Wing had been with him since the move to Washington. He knew them all on a first-name basis. Yet, they still seemed giddy with excitement as he greeted them.

      All, but one of them, anyway. Sarge called her The Gatekeeper. Initially, he called her the Crypt Keeper but Donald cautioned him that she might get insulted if she overheard him. Donald’s secretary, Louise McDowell was a warrior. Now approaching seventy, she had worked in every administration since President Reagan. Donald and Sarge often joked about who was really running things in Washington. The answer always came back the same—Louise.

      Sarge approached her desk cautiously, being careful not to make any sudden moves. Louise was focusing upon a computer printout, firmly and decisively either checking off an item, or scratching an item off a list.

      “Uhm, good morning, Louise. Is he in?”

      “I’ll be glad to check for you,” she replied without looking up. Without making eye contact, She spun around in an office chair that was nearly as old as her tenure in the government’s service, and entered Donald’s office. After a moment, she returned to her desk.

      “He’s available, Mr. President. You may go in now.”

      Sarge chuckled to himself. He was never able to determine if Louise was miserable in her job, miserable in general, or simply a no-play, all-work kinda woman. Either way, it would be one of the world’s unsolved mysteries.

      He poked his head into Donald’s office and found his best friend to be on the phone. Donald, who had aged more than any of them in the last eight years, had grown slightly more rotund and was now sporting glasses full time. The receding hairline was kind enough to leave him a salt-and-pepper gray around the sides of his head.

      He waved Sarge in and motioned for him to close the door behind him. After a moment, he completed his call and Sarge took a seat in a Queen Anne chair across from his desk.

      Sarge pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “She hates me. I’m convinced of it.”

      “No, she doesn’t. She’s like that with everybody.”

      “Yeah, but I’m the President. Shouldn’t she at least pretend to like me?”

      Donald leaned back in his chair and laughed, causing his belly to shake with each chuckle. “Listen, Mr. President,” he said sarcastically. “You know what it’s like around here. Louise is a better gatekeeper than a six-foot-six Sumo wrestler. I wanna remind you of this. If they can’t get to me, they can’t get to you. Right or wrong?”

      Sarge hesitated before responding. He loved Donald Quinn like a brother. After Steven’s death, Donald stepped in and became Sarge’s right arm, and left arm, for that matter. Donald navigated them through the Constitutional Convention, Sarge’s election, and during those early, difficult days of setting the nation on a course of recovery. After several years, when America reached a sense of normalcy, Donald was a seasoned veteran and a very effective Chief of Staff.

      “I suppose.” Sarge looked at four presentation easels which were lined up in front of the windows overlooking the South Lawn. On each easel was a large flip pad with Donald’s hand written list of Congressman and Senators. His office had been turned into a war room of sorts for the upcoming vote on Pacific Statehood. The next three days would be incredibly busy for Donald and Sarge knew his friend would be stressed.

      Sarge stood and approached the easels. He carefully flipped through the pages and studied the names. Those written in black were clearly for the bill, those in red, his allies in Congress, were against it.

      Donald joined him to explain the charts. “The red names, as you can probably see, are going to back you in voting against the bill. As of this morning, if everyone holds, the bill will easily die in the House.”

      “Political alliances aren’t as clearly defined as they were before the collapse,” said Sarge. “The country became split into four parties, with libertarians and socialists splintering off from the republican and democrat labels.”

      “That turned out to be a good thing. It got you elected twice.”

      “Well, it certainly helped me garner traditionally democrat votes. Once the far left of the Democratic Party pulled away into the socialist wing, moderate dems felt comfortable joining libertarians in supporting me. I’m amazed at how quickly the make-up of Congress has swung back to the left.”

      Donald nodded and returned to his desk. “That’s why we need to keep a pulse on this vote. The opinions regarding reunification transcend party lines. Congress is all over the place on this one. Anyway, it’s time for the morning brief. Let’s not be tardy, Mr. President.”

      Sarge turned and Donald handed him his iPad Pro contained within a leather bound Book-Book case. The days of spiral notebooks were over. Despite the pitfalls of cyber intrusions in a digital age, the White House was all in going paperless.

      It also contained Donald’s Checklist, something he picked up from studying the history of the Kennedy White House. President Kennedy devised a daily briefing book which included an eight inch by eight inch packet, with a dozen matters to be accomplished during the meeting. Each checklist item contained a paragraph summary together with maps, as needed.

      Donald created the same thing for Sarge in Apple Pages, a program on the iPad Pro. Sarge could quickly thumb through the topics to be addressed and if he was interested in further background, there were clickable links to other sections of the document.

      Sarge carried it with him throughout the day. The briefing changed from a once-a-day production-and-brief-engagement report or checklist, to continuous, near-real-time virtual support for the president. The team of staffers assembled in the old press cubicles constantly brought the briefing up-to-date, providing Sarge a constant pulse on world and domestic events.

      As usual, he had precious little free time as he glanced at his schedule. About the only moments of his day without someone in the Oval Office with him were a few minutes in between when he read over briefing documents for the next meeting, many of which were planned weeks in advance.

      This week, however, was different. Another quick glance at the schedule showed that today and tomorrow allowed for no light moments. There were no World Series champs to host. No Eagle Scouts from Texas. Miss Idaho Potato wasn’t coming to the White House for a photo op. No, today, and tomorrow would be all about the vote.
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