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Prologue

	 

	The war had been lost and everything was different now.

	General Randall knew that the entire trip home. He knew it when he returned with his men to base in Turkey and found there was nothing left to resupply them, that much of the place had been looted. He knew it when their remaining drones had been confiscated by the Turkish military, who did not even bother offering a pretense as they loaded the things on trucks and carted them off. The knowledge sunk in over the months he spent in a Turkish prison camp without orders, the place still referred to as a US Army base, as it had been when the campaign started years earlier, even though Turkish soldiers guarded it and prevented them from leaving.

	When they finally did start going home, General Randall was the last out, and he lowered the flag before he left. He still carried that flag with him, yet the gesture seemed ever more empty. The trip back had been by train to Istanbul, where the general and the last of his staff were loaded onto a repurposed cruise ship, of all things. Rooms on board had bunks built of wooden frames to cram in as many people as possible, and they had sat on that thing for a week in port waiting for an extra shipment of diesel fuel.

	His people spent the whole cruise back helping to keep the ship afloat. It leaked everywhere, ocean leaking in, working fluids leaking out, everything was held together with duct tape and twine and prayers.

	It was when they finally got back stateside though, when their leaky vessel had more drifted then cruised into Norfolk, that General Randall at last came to truly appreciate the magnitude of the loss.

	He had gotten his first taste on the train ride up to the Pentagon. It told him something already that this was a train ride where once it would have been an airplane flight. He was told the airport was now some kind of ‘fortress.’ It disturbed him that there was a fortress in Virginia that the military seemed to consider a no-go zone.

	In Northern Virginia there was a constant, distant sound of artillery fire. When he asked about this they said that the Army was still trying to retake the capital. When he asked ‘from who’ he was simply told ‘yes.’

	At the Pentagon he could not find anybody who might be called his commanding officer. To the Secretary of Defense he offered to resign his commission. When asked why he sputtered, because of how obvious it was, because somebody in command had to bear responsibility for this fiasco. He was told he was the senior most officer the marines had left and that he should report to the president, who it turned out was in Philadelphia with the rest of the government.

	The hapless congressman who had been thrust upward by events, to Speaker of the House and now the presidency, wanted his help. Not with any fighting, it turned out, but with securing a peaceful election that fall. The president hoped for an election victory to legitimize his elevation and give him a mandate, and he wanted to avoid another election marred by Nationalist party ‘protestors’ and ‘poll monitors’ committing violence and intimidation.

	So General Randall got to embark on a tour of the country and truly see what the lost war had done.

	By that fall he was in upstate New York. Out here he found subdivisions turned into weird ranching and telecommuting towns and the office parks turned into awkward industrial workshops. It did not give him much confidence about the future. Then again, neither did the artillery-shelled buildings, cul-de-sac forts, and subsistence farming communes of the Midwest, nor did the sweat shops, indentured labor plantations, or insular cults of the Deep South. However, he had at least hoped that once he was back east of the Appalachians he would no longer have to visit the old death camps.

	Yet once again he found himself with some mayor of some mid-sized nowhere insisting on dragging him and his team out into the boondocks, to some facility on some isolated plot surrounded by wilderness, and he would once again have to look on gravely and act like he had not spent the entire summer being shown mass graves.

	The Nationalists had given all their rehabilitation camps fanciful names, but nobody mentioned what this place had been called. It was both bigger and smaller than the ones the general had seen so far. The land it covered was extensive, thousands of acres across forested and hilly terrain in a former state park. Yet there were no structures left. It seemed a bomb, probably a fuel-air explosive, had been set off in the middle of the place as the war, the country, and the Nationalist party unraveled last spring. Now there was just a crater and a ring of hollowed out ruins. Already grass had grown in across the space, partially concealing the blast radius.

	General Randall was glad for this, since it meant he would not be treated to another tour of modern torture implements or ghoulish experiments. Still, it gave him enough pause to have his men sweep the area, just in case. As happened most of the time they reported back that they detected no increased radiation levels or presence of any weird noxious chemicals. If there was some biological agent stored here that still persisted, well, that would suck.

	He kept a straight face when they moved to the back lot of the old facility. Although it was not different in kind this was by far the biggest mass grave General Randall had seen. Long, two-story high dirt mounts formed a line that ran up the gentle slope of a low hill and over it, out of sight beyond encroaching tree growth. It looked as though they had been burying slain giants. A couple of the nearest mounds had been excavated, and a third was in process, revealing each one concealed a long pit that contained within it towering piles of charred skeletons.

	The general had to wonder why all the people out here bothered. They were digging up these haphazard piles of bones so they can take them, carry them over to a new line of graves a couple hills over, arrange them in approximate human shape, and rebury them in long rows. It seemed they might as well stick a tombstone on these mounds and be done with it.

	Standing next to the mayor and looking solemn, the general reflected on this. He supposed, if nothing else, exhuming and re-interring all these bodies gave them a count of how many there were. There was also, of course, the symbolic factor, not allowing the murderers to have the final word on these people’s resting place, a way of seizing back some sense of control and closure to all this. He could understand that.

	Either way there was a small army of volunteers, working diligently as they dug up the mound and sorted bones by hand, carrying each guestimate of a completed form off on an improvised stretcher.

	It was going to take them years, at this rate, to get through the whole thing.

	The mayor, a stout woman with a gaunt face, folded her arms as she came to stand next to him. “We hope to get through a couple more of these mounds before the ground freezes,” she said.

	Randall looked off at the dozens of mounds stretching up over the hillside. “Then resume in the spring?” he asked.

	“That’s all we can do. Unless we can get some heavier equipment. Or more people.” She paused, letting this statement hang. Randall knew what she was saying, the obvious sub-text about needing help and hoping he, as a representative of the federal government, could do something.

	General Randall was in no position to help anybody these days. His mandate was to help these people administer an election in a couple months, and he had no real funding with which to do that. He’d explained as much to many a small town mayor or county official, yet it never stopped them from dragging him out to see some wrecked water treatment plant or jury-rigged power substation and making awkward, loaded comments about needing help.

	He knew he could say nothing to help, so he said nothing, just folding his arms as well and adopting the same stern face as the mayor.

	“Or at least,” she said, “if I could get hold of some funds to pay workers, instead of just relying on volunteers.”

	“So all the people you have here are volunteers?”

	“Well, yes and no. I pay them when I can. It’s a, um, it’s a volunteer thing with the understanding you’ll get paid if and when we can manage it.”

	Between the words of the mayor and the mound of charred bones he was starring at, the general did not at first realize someone had approached to stand right next to him. He turned to see a tall woman with tall cheekbones, dirty overalls and dirty blond hair. For an instant he was struck. This woman looked like she might once have been a super-model. He could fully believe that had truly been the case, in a past life and a past world. Now she had marked wrinkles and bags beneath her eyes and streaks of grey running through her long, braided hair. Still, she was what the general’s father, back in his time, would have called ‘a handsome woman.’

	“Oh,” the mayor seemed equally surprised by this woman’s arrival. “General, please, this is our volunteer coordinator, Olivia.”

	They shook hands. “You’re running this operation then?”

	“I am.”

	“Olivia can . . .”

	Before the mayor could continue Randall cut her off. “So, what you’re doing here, this is . . . it’s noble work. You have my utmost respect. I’ve seen a lot of scenes like this and you can be sure I’m going to emphasize this in my report to the president. But right now the only thing I can offer is help running elections in November. Ms. Mayor, if you could . . .”

	The general was interrupted by the sound of an engine. All of them looked over to see a Jeep-style vehicle, obviously gas powered from its noise, come cruising over from the other side of the hill. It had off-road tires and an open frame atop. Two men rode aboard.

	All of the workers around the mound stopped and turned as it approached. The general saw some of his own people react as well. They weren’t armed, but he had kept them all, including himself, wearing marine corps fatigues throughout their tour of the country. On some level, since this wasn’t a military operation, the general felt like it sullied the uniform, but the presence of competent looking people in military garb had diffused enough situations that the general felt it warranted. Already, Randall saw, his people were gathering up around him, trying to look poised and official.

	The rover vehicle drove up and stopped next to the excavated mound. Both men aboard pulled up mobiles, holding them up toward the workers. The one in the passenger seat stood up on his seat, leaned on the roll-cage frame, and in his free hand pulled out a megaphone.

	His amplified voice rang out throughout the old camp.

	“This is a hoax,” he said. “This is all a hoax. There were never any death camps. It’s a liberal hoax.”

	Everyone, all the volunteers, the mayor’s staff, General Randall’s people, all just stared.

	“Where are the crematoriums?” the driver shouted, his voice still carrying in the silence that had otherwise fallen around them. “Where are the bodies?”

	“Where are the bodies?” the passenger repeated through his megaphone. He turned to direct the question around, toward others watching from further away, including the general and mayor. “Where are the dead bodies?”

	Again, as the piercing squeal of the megaphone faded a surreal silence fell over the field, stirred by a slight autumn breeze.

	One of the workers who had been sorting bone fragments took a step forward. She spoke to them, her voice a contained shout that again carried across the field.

	“Are you serious?” she asked.

	“It’s a hoax,” the man with the megaphone said. “Nobody ever got taken to a death camp. Nobody knows anybody who got taken to a death camp. Because there were no death camps. It’s all fake. Where are the bodies?”

	“We’re standing next to a pile of bones!” She gestured toward the excavated pile.

	“Those are bones. Where are the bodies?”

	“Those are crisis actors,” the driver shouted. “Where are the bodies?”

	“No bodies, no death camps,” the passenger said. As he did he sat back down, setting down his megaphone.

	“No bodies, no death camps,” both men repeated in unison, their voices now drowned out some as they fired up their engine again. “No bodies, no death camps.”

	The driver shifted into gear and started to execute a U-turn. “It’s all a hoax,” he shouted in the vague direction of the general. “There were no death camps. This is all fake. Don’t fall for the fake news lies.”

	With that they completed their turn and the driver gunned the engine, kicking up a giant cloud of dust as they raced back over the hill.

	For a moment nobody moved. The general waved his hand in front of his face to clear away some of the dust cloud that had rolled over them. Then he turned to the mayor, who was now slouched, staring at the ground.

	She looked up at him. “Sorry about that?”

	“That sort of thing happen often?”

	“Never up here. There are protestors back in town, in front of my office, at least once a week.”

	Randall turned to Olivia, on his other side. She was staring away after the departed Jeep, unblinking even as she looked up into the thinning dust cloud.

	He had seen that look before. The thousand-yard stare, the glazed expression. PTSD. Shell-shock. He was reminded, abruptly and with a little shock of his own, of the time he had been shot. That was in Afghanistan, more than thirty years ago, yet it was a fresh memory that returned to him right then like another bullet.

	Before Randall could say something there was a sudden, cacophonous series of rings and chimes sounding throughout the field. Almost everyone present reached into a pocket or purse to produce out a mobile.

	Looking around, it seemed to the general, only he and Olivia failed to answer the call. His own mobile device, he knew, was back in the car. He turned to walk over to where it was parked.

	Just as he got there though several aides intercepted him, holding up their own mobiles. “Looks like it was a mass spam email, sir,” one said. “Sent to everybody in the area.”

	The general nodded. He had seen this before. Somehow people were hacking or compromising certain wireless transmission towers. He was no computer expert, did not understand the details even when he heard them, but it seemed the system hijacked code meant to transmit weather alerts and such. The result was a text message sent to every mobile within range of a certain tower or towers.

	That it came to everyone out here, in that particular moment, made the general assume it was a follow-on to the drive-by harassing they had just received.

	“Let me see,” Randall said, gesturing for his aide’s mobile.

	He took it and started reading the text. Right away it was not what he expected.

	 

	‘Liberals and real patriots.

	‘They are not listening to you. The system is broken. This is not a democracy.

	‘Three times this century you have voted in the majority to elect a democrat for president, only to have republicans declared winners because of the undemocratic electoral college.

	‘Every election you vote in the majority for democratic representatives in the house, only to have republicans take control because of undemocratic gerrymandering.

	‘Republicans hold a lock on the Senate with states that are a third of the country’s population.

	‘You are a majority. Most Americans agree with the liberal position on almost every issue. Yet you have no power. You vote for democrats and they do nothing. You vote against republicans and they get elected.’

	‘More voting will not help. You already have the majority. More votes will not win elections; more votes will only mean the republicans cheat more. The republicans have cheated and stolen your democracy, and no amount of extra votes and extra rallying will change that.

	‘Your freedom is not in your hands. It has to be taken. It cannot be reclaimed at the ballot box. It must be reclaimed by force.

	‘Do not march on your government with signs. March on it with pitchforks! Do not bombard your elected officials with emails. Mail your elected officials bombs! Do not call your representative. Kill your representative!

	‘There is nobody else. A minority of Americans are entitled racists who want illegitimate government because it is the only way they can cling to power, and they will sacrifice any ideal and any life to preserve their privilege. If you are reading this, and you are not one of those ignorant bigots, than you are The Resistance.’

	 

	General Randall stared at the plain text of the message. He had seen this before. It was a message that got posted and passed around the internet starting at least a decade ago, around the time the Nationalist party took over. Even if he had not seen it before he could tell its antiquity from the way it still referenced ‘republicans’ rather than ‘nationalists’ and the way it noted only ‘three’ elections that went against the majority popular vote.

	He returned the mobile to his aide, then turned and leaned against his car. Up the hill the volunteers were getting back to work, the mayor was huddling with an aide of her own, and Olivia was still just standing there and staring.

	Again, General Randall was reminded of the time he was shot. There was a feeling that came with it, right in the moment of being hit, not of pain but of a sort of overwhelming darkness. He remembered that feeling because, all of a sudden, he had it again. He had thought he was going into shock, but what it felt like, more than anything, was resignation. It had been like parts of his mind, one by one, slowly giving up, giving up on processing pain, on acknowledging his surrounding, on formulating a response, on just living at all. It had been like a rising tide of dark apathy that almost consumed him, and it took the mental equivalent of getting on his tiptoes and tilting his face upward to keep some part of his mind above oblivion.

	Standing in that former death camp, General Randall felt that same overwhelming darkness, and he realized he did not have the strength to pull himself upward again. This time of course there was no physical wound, no danger of dying right then, at least on the outside. As the tide rose though he found himself looking back, on an entire career, a lifetime of service, of how much being a marine defined every aspect of his being, and all of a sudden he had a strange, disturbing, alien new thought. General Randall could not help but wonder, and he tried on some intellectual level to dismiss the premise, yet the thought persisted. He could not help but wonder why he had ever bothered.
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PHILADELPHIA TELECOMMUTING SUBURB

	 

	DECEMBER 31

	 

	The power was out again.

	Angel groped for his mobile. It had awoken him, but not with the usual alarm. In a half-asleep haze he struggled to understand what its screen was telling him, about time and power and the state of the world.

	His mobile was going off not with the wake-up alarm but with the low-battery alarm. The power was off. He tried to turn on a light but found nothing, because the power was off.

	Nothing about this seemed right. This was not suppose to be a day when the power was off. There was a schedule for that, and this was not a day for it. Angel sat up in bed and struggled to figure this out, wiping sleep from his eyes. It was a holiday. The utility had suspended rolling blackouts today for all in-laying sectors. There was suppose to be power for New Year’s Eve.

	Angel powered down his mobile to conserve its battery. It would be the last thing in his house, including his car, that had any power left at all.

	He stumbled through getting himself dressed, once again wondering at the ritual. Every week it seemed he saw someone at the office not wearing a tie, not wearing a suit jacket, not wearing a button down shirt, and he wondered if it was time yet to give up.

	As always, mornings without coffee were bleak. He stumbled down the hallway, lined with pictures turned to face the wall, to arrive at the kitchen. In the doorway he stood and stared at his inert coffee maker. When the reality of it having no power persisted he turned to his inert refrigerator.

	Some people in the neighborhood had taken to abandoning their refrigerators. Angel kept seeing the appliances put out on the curb next to the garbage that had not been collected, or ditched with inoperable cars in side alleys. He found the fridge useful still though. On the days when the neighborhood had power he would use the freezer to make a load of ice. When the power was off he dumped this ice into coolers and stacked those on the refrigerator side. The ice plus the insulation of the fridge provided a reasonable cool environment for the days without electricity.

	There was creamer in the fridge, he knew, in his cooler. Unlike some other neighborhoods he had heard about, there was still running water here as well. Angel contemplated how palatable it would be to strain some coffee grounds through cold water and drink it with creamer. He stood in the doorway vacillating on this plan. 

	Then he remembered he had no coffee grounds.

	He went to the cupboards to double check, but as usual they were empty, much like the shelves at the grocery store would be. It was Monday, and delivery at the local grocery was on Wednesday. Before the war Angel had never thought about the days grocery stores got deliveries, they always just had whatever he needed whenever he went there. Nowadays the one grocery store within walking distance got deliveries on Wednesday. What was in that delivery varied like the weather, but whatever it was it would not quite fill up the shelves, and there would be a rush of people looking to get in and stock up. By Friday the store would look like it had been looted, and it would remain that way until the next shipment. There were other stores he could go to, with different shipment schedules, but that would involve driving somewhere.

	Coffee was always a scarce and popular item in these shipments, so Angel often came up short, and he had now gone through his whole reserve. His chances of restocking were not good. It was time, he decided as he woke up a little more, to adapt to not having coffee prior to his commute.

	He went over to the fridge to consider other options. On the front there was a piece of paper held up with a magnet. It was a form letter sent out by the local utility, outlining what days the neighborhood would and would not have electricity. He liked the letter in that it represented organization, set a schedule that was adhered to, kept things in order, which he appreciated. But he disliked the letter too, because, since the electric company had set out such a schedule, and bothered to print up letters and mail them out to everybody, it was a clear sign that these planned rolling blackouts were not going to end any time soon.

	Angel looked at the paper. He had an additional one, explaining changes to the rolling blackout schedule this week and last, reorganized around the holidays. He pulled down the paper to stare at it through bleary vision. He had been right, the power was suppose to be on today.

	But the power had been off yesterday, for the weekend. At last Angel realized. The power would have flipped back on late last night, and as often happened it must have sent a surge down the line when it came on, tripping his breakers.

	Outside it was cold and overcast, but there was no snow on the ground. Angel trudged around back, made a point of ignoring the state of his backyard, and found his junction box. As expected the breakers had been tripped. Flipping them back created a reassuring hum as he heard things inside whir back to life.

	Walking back he looked at his house, noticing the peeling paint and broken rain gutters here around back, where he rarely ventured. Along the side the paint was fresh, but that was because he had applied a fresh coat just a few months ago. Looking at it now he wished he had hired someone to do it professionally. His slapdash coat was insufficient; the paint had faded enough that the graffiti was seeping back through, to the point where he could again read the original message. ‘Go Bac 2 Ur Shithole Country.’

	For a moment, walking past, Angel wished that was an actual option. The shithole country he was from, of course, was New Jersey. With martial law still technically in effect up there, going back was impractical even if he had some job waiting. If he traced his lineage back long enough, at least four generations on his mother’s side, he knew they came over from Spain. He had no roots in Spain, knew nobody there, had never visited, spoke almost no Spanish, but he wondered for a brief moment about the prospect of moving. He wondered what things were like in Spain at the moment. It seemed quite possible they were a lot better than here. America, if Angel was being totally honest, was starting to look like kind of a shithole.

	Angel paused for a moment in front of his garage. His car was hibernating there over the winter, not just because of the rolling blackouts but because of the cost of charging its batteries. Ultimately he decided against charging it today.

	After a bit more consideration he decided to postpone breakfast as well. Instead he gathered up his mobile, his dead notebook, his coat, his keys, his hat, and took off walking.

	Without a car his commute was by autocab. The fleet of self-driving cabs that serviced Philadelphia had been nice when he first moved here. Now the cabs were programmed not to travel down certain roads. It made the system both more and less convenient. Angel had to walk a couple blocks to a former gas station where an autocab would pick him up, but on the other hand so did a lot of other people. It turned the place into a sort of pseudo mass transit stop, and allowed everyone to ride share getting into the city.

	All of this, the rolling blackouts and the bare shelves at the store and the hiking to get an autocab, was not really new. It had been happening since before the war, since before the Nationalists took over, since before even the Nationalists were a political party. It was just, before, all these deprivations were problems that happened to poor people, like Angel was back then. Nowadays they were problems that beset the president’s chief of staff, like he was now.

	The convenience store where people congregated for autocab pickup was still open. Somehow it remained better stocked than the local grocery stores, but what it stocked was soda and junk food, and among these certain items were always subject to random, inexplicable shortages. The line for coffee was always long. Outside the gas pumps were empty, but the awning above them served as a waiting area for the autocabs. Someone had even found some picnic tables from a local park and dragged them over here, chaining them to the awning support columns to provide a place to sit.

	Between the holiday and the power being on and allowing for telecommuting there was not a long wait. On a typical morning people would summon an autocab with their mobile, such that a new ride rolled up every few minutes. Whoever had actually called for that particular cab would get a notification, then they would step forward and start calling out where they were going, bringing other people along.

	On this morning there was only a single group waiting when Angel arrived. He did not bother getting out his own mobile, instead just leaning against a gas pump and waiting.

	The autocab itself was a sort of small van with a boxy outline. It looked like it had once been nice, a shiny new white vehicle with a corporate logo and stripe painted down one side, part of a bright autonomous future. The logo and the shininess were still visible beneath the graffiti sprayed across its side, which had its own artistic flare.

	An automatic door on the near side slid open. A man stepped forward, paused at the threshold, and turned to call ‘Checkpoint three?’  That was as close as these autocabs would take many of them, including Angel, to their destinations. People nodded as they stepped forward to board, as did Angel.

	The autocab was designed to be an autonomous vehicle. It had windows but no driver seat or front cabin. There was just a wrap around couch like the back of a limousine, with a panel at the front that included an embedded touch screen for interfacing with the driving system.

	The interior of the autocab was a wreck. Its forward touch screen had a spider web of cracks across it, as did a couple of the windows. The upholstery was shredded in places, with some kind of cottony foam erupting out. There was more graffiti on the front panel, bathroom stall sort of comments written or carved into the side walls, a bathroom stall smell lingering in the air. The camera that monitored the interior was missing, having been ripped out of its little cubby hole in the front panel. Angel wondered if there might be another one, more well hidden, still in the vehicle.

	All of the Philadelphia autocabs were like this. In New York the martial law government had passed ordinances allowing the autocab companies to include systems that enabled the vehicle to be locked down. Onboard cameras transmitted their feeds to some central station where it was monitored continuously by some image recognition AI. If people started doing something untoward, or their faces showed up on some watch list, the AI would flag it and alert a human operator who could decide what to do. It was possible to have the autocab lock its doors such that those inside could not get out, trapping them while the vehicle drove itself to the nearest police station. It was touted as crime prevention and embraced by many. In Pennsylvania though a federal court had barred the practice, saying locking people in a vehicle violated various safety standards. So people could get in an autocab wearing ski masks, trash the interior, then hit the emergency stop and bail on the vehicle before anybody caught them.

	The various people going along paid the man who had summoned this autocab as they got aboard. Most used apps on their mobiles to transfer him precise amounts of money. Angel paid in cash, giving him more than the sixth of the fare that was owed because neither of them wanted to deal with change. After that Angel climbed in, taking a seat next to a weird colored stain near the rear of the compartment.

	The man who had summoned this autocab took a seat up front, trying to use the broken touch screen interface. It did not seem to work at first, so he switched to try to get the cab going with his mobile. This was not a function within the app though, so he had to go back to the screen. Pressing real hard several times finally got him through some menus and selecting Checkpoint Three as their destination.

	With a quiet electric whir the door slid closed and the autocab merged back onto the main thoroughfare. It was a short ride to the highway leading into the city. Within the cab everyone else was absorbed in their mobiles, the bright screens providing little inverted halos of light around their faces.

	Angel settled in to watch the scenery. At first they passed through neighborhoods much like his own. These were suburbs occupied by congressional staffers and lobbyists and those others who came in the first wave of federal workers relocating from Washington D.C.

	The capital, or perhaps former capital, Angel thought, was a ruined city. It had not happened all at once, but between terrorist attacks, hurricane strikes, riots, and the recent sacking, it had effectively ceased to be the seat of the federal government in everything but name. That was another thing people struggled to grasp in this post-war world. The unspoken assumption always seemed to be that D.C. would eventually be rebuilt and federal government would move back. Angel could not imagine the city having any future other than the same one as New Orleans, which was to slowly depopulate as it sank back into the swamp.

	He wondered, as he looked out from the highway at the suburban sprawl, if maybe losing a few more cities like that might have been a good thing. The war had been conducted entirely in the eastern hemisphere. No American cities were subject to sieges or aerial bombardment, none were pounded to rubble or starved into submission. Washington, and several gulf coast cities, had seen major hurricanes do extensive damage, and there was of course the rioting and conflict between ill-defined armed groups ravaging Los Angeles, but actual warfare had never come to middle America. Angel wondered if that was why everyone seemed so clueless, so lost in a daze and unable to acknowledge just what was happening to the world.

	The autocab arrived at the Four-Seven-Six checkpoint, a gateway across the highway with a bunker to one side, built in the wake of a major terrorist attack, abandoned in the wake of major budget cuts, now manned by state police who left the gates opened and waved everyone through.

	Beyond this they entered neighborhoods of makeshift high rises. These were the places people had moved to in the first years of the energy crisis, housing closer in to the city center that was suddenly in demand. There were all sorts of buildings, warehouses, malls, parking garages, big box retailers, that had been converted into apartments, with newer construction stacked on top to provide even more living space. It looked cheap and haphazard, the prices driven up by location and demand, suppressed by subsidies and the waving of building codes.

	For a few minutes Angel started to nod off, the lack of coffee catching up to him. When he awoke they were driving into Philadelphia proper and it had begun to rain.

	The autocab navigated some downtown streets before coming to an intersection that had one branch barricaded off. Razor wire fence spanned the street, with a slalom of concrete pylons and sandbag nests in front of it, and stout guard houses to either side. This was Checkpoint Three.

	The autocab would not be allowed through, so it pulled over just short and let everyone disembark. Angel merged into the light crowd making their way down the sidewalks to converge on the checkpoint.

	National Guard soldiers in body armor eyed the crowd with rifles in hand. Drone tanks backed them up, looking like police cruisers except with armor plating and a turret in place of the cab. Armaments that seemed designed to be obvious bristled from the turrets, sweeping across the crowd as the drones scanned, turrets slowing shifting back and forth.

	There were a series of man-gates in the fence here, and the crowd funneled into lines in front of these. Awnings consisting of no more than tarps propped up on poles shielded the crowd from the rain. As the line moved forward people with government identification could scan it before entering a full body scanner. Guards watched on, only intervening if some alert was triggered by the machines or if somebody did not have the right ID card.

	Angel passed through without incident as he always did, and emerged through the gate and out from the awning, at last entering the city’s Green Zone.

	The buildings along this road looked like hotels, because that was what they had once been. Many had been slated for demolition before an act of congress, an act made out of fear more than anything else, had established the area as the sight for a second congressional center. Now the entire federal government, or what was left of it, was housed here, save for the Pentagon and a few other agencies that had never been headquartered in DC proper.

	Angel walked the last few blocks to the center of the government sector. The official Federal Center was a high-rise situated on a corner with towering annexes stretching off along either street. One housed the Senate, the other the House or Representatives, and the former hotel rooms of the central tower were now offices. Near the top was the headquarters for most of what was still called the White House staff, including himself.

	The front of the building had once had a tall, covered driveway, built for arriving guests. This former function was still visible in the renovated building. Doorways led into a cavernous, room dominated by reception desks and security.

	The checkpoint here was more thorough. Bags had to be scanned separately on an x-ray while people passed through another set of full body scanners. Getting through this Angel at last emerged into the center’s real lobby. Inside there was a fountain overlooked by a statue of a giant bald eagle and flanked by planters filled with ferns. Circling around this got him to the elevators.

	Here in the core of the city the electricity supply was still constant. Angel glanced at the stairwells off of the elevator lobby and winced at the thought of rolling blackouts forcing him to climb those stairs a few days each week.

	From the elevator Angel emerged into an area of open offices. Already people were noticing his arrival and, having failed to raise him on his mobile, were looking to speak to him directly. He rushed forward, again skipping coffee, to get to the line of offices near the back of the tower. A door at the end led to an expansive office whose corners had been fitted with rounded paneling in order to make it oval shaped. The president’s senior staff occupied the other offices lining this hallway, and Angel made his way down to the one near the end with his own name on the door.

	Inside he ditched his coat, plugged his mobile into a charger, and flopped into his chair. He eyed the computer screen on his desk, noticing it was off and reticent to turn it on. There would be messages and notifications waiting, a lot of them, and he had not yet had coffee.

	For a moment Angel thought about beer. It was in demand like coffee, yet there were always bigger supplies of it coming in to his local grocer. The makeshift ice and cooler system in his fridge would easily be enough to keep beer cold. He considered the possibility of substituting morning coffee with morning alcohol. It seemed a no better or worse way to go through life than what he was doing now.

	There was a knock on his door. He eyed his phone, eyed the computer again, then called out for whoever it was to enter.

	The young staffer was named Katarina, which Angel remembered because it was also the name a character gave to his gun in a movie that came out the year before. It was the last movie Angel had seen in a theater and he had really liked it. He always wanted to think of this girl as some kind of gun, but she was just never aggressive enough.

	“Mr. Morales,” she peaked her head in, keeping the door as close to closed as possible.

	“Good morning Katarina.” He remembered all of his staff’s names, despite their being an indistinguishable mass of white kids, and they always seemed to respect him for it.

	“I . . . good morning. I tried to contact you on your mobile but . . .”

	“Yeah, it died on me last night. Why don’t you come in and tell me what’s going on?”

	“Oh, um,” she slipped in through the door but hesitated to move further into the room. “So you asked me to keep you updated on General Randall’s progress.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Yeah. So he arrived in town last night and want’s to debrief right away. He, um, he was really insisted upon meeting this morning.”

	Angel looked to his computer once more, then at last started it booting up. He paused, waiting for the machine, and the staffer just stood and watched.

	“Okay, so when does the president get back from Arlington?”

	“Tomorrow.”

	Waiting a few seconds further Angel at last got onto his computer and began pulling up their master scheduling program. “Okay, so let’s see if we can schedule him for the day after, we can move around . . .”

	“Um, he’s uh, he’s here right now.”

	Angel looked at her. “As in, he’s in the building right now?”

	“Yes, um, yes. He’s waiting right now in the Rose conference room. He was, um, really insistent.”

	For a moment Angel did not respond. “Well . . . fuck. Does Drake know about this?”

	“I don’t think so. He said he wanted to meet with the president alone.”

	Angel leaned back and sighed. “Alright. Get Marcus if you can find him and we’ll go meet with him now.”

	“He wanted to meet with the president though.”

	“And the president isn’t here, so I get to explain that to him.”

	Two floors down they found Marcus Bernard was already at the conference room with the wide view of the skyline and the river beyond. The Republican Party Chair was a towering, ungainly tangle of limbs. Like Angel he had a  gaunt look, as if he too had been on the same stress and refrigerator problems diet. Next to him stood the general, looming with a shock of white hair that made him look like a snow-capped mountain.

	Both principles were standing, facing each other, each backed by an array of aides. With just little Katarina next to him Angel felt outnumbered.

	“General Randall . . .”

	Randall interrupted Angel’s greeting and whatever Marcus had been saying, speaking in a booming voice. “Now we are making progress. You, sir, are the president’s chief of staff?”

	“Yes.”

	“I am trying to speak to President Hill himself.”

	“Understood, unfortunately the president is out of town at the moment.”

	The general glanced away out the window for an extended pause. “When will he be back?”

	“Tomorrow.”

	There was another pause, the general staring into space. “Where, precisely, is the president?”

	“The Pentagon.”

	This got Randall giving his head a perplexed tilt and staring directly at Angel. “He can’t make it back up from the Pentagon today?”

	“Well, he could. He’s suppose to be in briefings with the DoD all day.”

	“Cancel them, then. Get him up here. I will brief him as soon as he arrives.”

	“Sir, um . . .” Angel looked around at a lot of hostile faces, unsure what he was wading in to. “Sir, he’s the president, which makes him our boss, so really . . .”

	“I don’t care,” Randall said. “I have a report to give to the president and I will not wait. If he won’t come here I will head down to D.C.”

	“I don’t recommend that, sir.”

	“Why not?”

	“It’s,” Angel stepped forward, into Randall’s exit path. “There’s been renewed fighting around the city.”

	“It’s safe enough for the president.”

	“He has a heavily armed motorcade.”

	“Pff. My people aren’t defenseless either. I’ll take my chances.” Again Randall moved to leave the room, only to have Angel intercede.

	“Sir. What exactly is so pressing you need to tell the president today, in person?”

	“That’s not something I’m going to discuss without him present.”

	“Can you not tell me, as his chief of staff?”

	Randall paused, staring down at the shorter man. “I don’t imagine I could keep a secret from you even if I wanted, but I won’t discuss this with any gatekeeper or middleman. President Hill asked this as a personal favor and I am not going to be put off by his underlings.”

	“So, about that,” Marcus interrupted in his slow, even-paced voice. “The president isn’t the only one who gets to hear this report. It was authorized by Congress, right? It has to go in the public records.”

	“And as I have been saying,” General Randall spoke without turning away from Angel, “the commission report is not what I wish to speak with the president about.”

	“Okay. But then why aren’t you releasing the report?” Marcus asked.

	“So, wait,” Angel said, looked around slowly. “So wait, are you not in town now to deliver the commission’s final report?”

	“I am, but I have a higher priority report to deliver to President Hill.”

	“Higher priority that your commission report on the results of the election?”

	General Randall folded his arms and tilted his head up as he held Angel’s gaze. “Yes.”

	“Oh. Well. So,” again Angel looked around, feeling the combination of hostile and frightened stares on him. “So why can’t you release the commission report?”

	“I won’t have the report getting out until I’ve spoken with the president.”

	“Spoken with him about this other, unrelated matter?”

	“It is not unrelated, but it is not in the report itself.”

	“I don’t quite follow that,” Marcus said.

	“I am not required to explain my reasoning to you, Mr. Bernard.”

	“Well,” Marcus craned his neck a little, stretching out some muscles and his pause. “Okay, but are you going to defy your congressional mandate and withhold the report then?”

	“Um, so, kids, everyone,” Angel stepped forward to intercede between them. “General.  I . . . I don’t know what this is all about, but you have the confidence of the president.”

	“Wait, are you letting him get away with this?” Marcus turned now on Angel.

	“I didn’t say that. General, our coalition partner is obviously eager to hear this report, and I am too, of course. If I can get the president up here this evening . . .”

	“I will not publically release the report until I have spoken with President Hill.”

	“Understood. Would you be willing to maybe present an executive summary, for the party chair and myself? This morning? Then you can meet with the president later tonight and we’ll publically release the report tomorrow?”

	General Randall turned to Marcus, who turned to Angel. At last the general said, “alright, but minimal staff only. A major leak of the report’s contents defeats the whole purpose.”

	Angel made sure to get an affirmative nod from Marcus before proceeding. The room was cleared of the assorted entourages, leaving just the three principles and a single staffer each. Katarina sat next to Angel, at the head of the table, typing furiously on her electronic tablet, while an adjunct to General Randall scrambled about getting the ancient computer technology on hand to interface with their own devices.

	At last they got the big touch screen fired up and the lights dimmed. An image came up showing a color-coded map of the United States.

	General Randall, standing now at the head of the table with the image behind him, turned to lock eyes with Marcus as he began.

	“First off, I must emphasize, there is no state which did not see some irregularities with their electoral process.” He leaned forward, bracing his arms on the table, and as he did so his adjunct clicked a button that shifted the color coding on the map and added a chart to its side. “What you see here are the worst offenders. A total of seventeen western and plain states had some combination of large scale violence on election day; large gaps in areas serviced by ballot boxes or polling locations; competing, redundant, or fraudulent elections administered by non-government organizations; and/or widespread campaigns of voter intimidation and ballot manipulation either before, during, or after the election. Which, in many cases, was not held on the actual federal election day. The specific date of the election, in fact, varied by as much as two weeks.”

	“So,” Angel said, “the clusterfuck we’ve been hearing about.”

	“As you say. Most of the other states also experienced some of these same problems, but not as widespread. The final report will include an exhaustive state-by-state breakdown of the issues we encountered.”

	General Randall pushed himself upright and turned to his adjunct, prompting another computer click and the map screen to switch, now highlighting different blocks of eastern states.

	“There were several other significant election irregularities we found. First off, over here,” he stepped back to point directly at the map, “in the Midwest, in areas administered by the so-called New Ohio Authority. Currently they are the only functioning government in the states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and parts of Michigan. This authority oversaw all the elections within the territory it controls.”

	“Is that an irregularity?” Angel asked. “I didn’t think these guys were any different from the other interstate compacts that have formed in the past few years.”

	“It is an irregularity because, unlike those other compacts, this one is not maintaining any distinction between the states. Its House members, for example, were elected from multi-member districts spread across all four states, and the popular vote from across all four states was used to establish a single slate of electors. Also, there is the details of their election. They banned both major parties from running candidates at all, they banned primary elections, and they banned all political advertising except what was paid for from a general fund provided by the states. Among other things this all seems to have contributed to the resurgence of Mr. Bernard’s once-dead party.”

	“We still had a few members left prior to this year,” The Republican Party Chair said even as he scrunched down in his seat a little.

	“So is any of that going to become an issue?” Angel asked.

	“Unknown. That is why it is an irregularity.”

	“Do you think the Supreme Court will intervene in some way?”

	“So far no law suit has been brought, but that is because the New Ohio Authority has barred any from being filed. The means they have used to do so may violate other rights, but a complete accounting of human rights violations is beyond the scope of my report.”

	Angel sighed and nodded. “Okay. So that was a major issue. What else?”

	“In some southern states there was wide spread use of share ballots.”

	“Share ballots?” Marcus asked.

	“It’s the same thing as bond ballots,” Angel told him.

	“But, I . . . really? I thought that got thrown out by the Supreme Court.”

	“The Eleventh Circuit Court,” Randall said, “ruled bond ballots to be unconstitutional, and the Supreme Court decided against hearing an appeal. However, eight southern states nevertheless chose to implement the practice anyway. They called them stock ballots or share ballots instead, but it all amounts to the same thing, selling government bonds or certificates that grant additional votes in a given election.”

	“So,” Marcus stammered, then interrupted himself with an exasperated laugh. “That can’t be constitutional. Even the State’s Right’s Amendment and the State Sovereignty Act don’t give permission to tamper with elections like that.”

	“Legally, you are definitely correct, Mr. Bernard,” the general said. “Which is why these states declined to utilize those statutes.”

	“But, so then, . . .”

	“They just did it anyway,” Angel said. “See if you can stop them.”

	“The bond ballot totals were not enough to effect the presidential race,” Randall said, “or any senatorial or gubernatorial races, which Nationalists would have won anyway. Some other races were affected.”

	“And I’m sure in favor of the more right wing candidate,” Angel said. “So General, where does this all leave us?”

	Randall turned to his adjunct, who still seemed to be having difficulties with the computer-to-screen interface. After a moment they got a new map pulled up, this one color-coding all the states.

	“First off, let me state that in no way am I certifying this as a free and fair election. In many cases it was not free and in almost no place was it fair. As rejecting it wholesale seems impossible, I’ve broken things down this way.”

	He turned and stepped up to the screen again. “This is explained in the second section of my report. We’ve broken the results down into three categories. First off, there are nine states, shown here in grey, that held successful local elections. In fact, I would say these states came the closest to holding truly free and fair elections. However, they cannot be counted as part of the federal election because none of them included any federal offices on their ballots, as we understand it.”

	“As we understand it?” Angel asked.

	“Yes. By that I mean, they do not consider themselves answerable to the federal government housed in this city. While Texas is the only state to issue an official declaration, all of these states are acting as though they have seceded from the union. The six New England states, you will note, did hold elections for federal officers, a congress and a president, which they continue to refer to as the ‘Director’ and ‘Governing Council’ of their interstate compact, now called the ‘Commonwealth of New England.’ Euphemisms aside, these officials are currently meeting in Boston and acting as though they are the supreme authority in a sovereign nation. Which is effectively the case.”

	There was something refreshing, Angel thought, in what the general was saying. None of it was anything he had not heard on some news stream the past few months, yet there it was always couched in different phrases, casting the whole thing as political theater or acts of protests without permanent consequence. It felt weird, but also liberating, to hear someone call out the truth of the situation.

	“For your purposes,” the general said, “these states are of no real consequence because all of them have completely withdrawn their congressional delegations from this city. Per the Twelfth Amendment, since they did not submit any electoral votes, they do not count for purposes of determining the results of the election.”

	Randall paused, turning back to the screen. “The second group of states, these twelve western states shown in yellow, are states where elections took place but it remains unclear if the governor or secretary of state ever certified any results. In many cases those offices appear empty.”

	“What do you mean?” Marcus asked.

	Randall turned his commanding gaze on the party chair. “I mean exactly what I said, Mr. Bernard. This report is my unfiltered assessment. If these states ,” he pointed to the map, “were independent countries, we would call them failed states. Their original governments are bankrupt or in hiding or deposed and murdered. Warlords and armed groups control most of their territory. I do not believe, if this election is to maintain even a pretense of fairness, that the results of these states can be counted, which is why my report advises Congress simply reject all their results.”

	The general paused, and Angel and Marcus exchanged glances. Outside the gathering rain storm lashed against the windows.

	“That sinks us though, general,” Angel said. “You’re including California on that list of, what do you call them, yellow states? Failed states?”

	“The election in California cannot in any way be called free and fair. No polling stations or voting appears to have occurred at all in the northern half of the state. The governor has disappeared and is rumored to be part of a guerilla force battling the former martial law government still entrenched in Sacramento. The southern part of the state is a multi-sided war zone. Virtually no two polling places appear to have used the same ballot. Polling locations were operated by armed militias loyal to certain factions or political leaders. Multiple individuals claiming to be the governor certified multiple different election results. At least five different sets of electors met earlier this month to cast votes in the electoral college. And as far as I am aware none of the representatives supposedly elected have yet to arrive in this city or present their credentials and attempt to claim their seats.”

	“Details,” Angel said. “There were certified results, and votes cast in the electoral college. Isn’t it congress’ job to decide which of those to accept?”

	“Yes, and congress passed that job to me, because as always they wanted to avoid responsibility. The recommendations of my report are not binding, and congress can chose to accept or not accept results as they like. None of this is going to influence my report. My objective opinion is that the vote in this state should not be allowed to stand.”

	“In all these states,” Marcus said, waving his hand at the screen. “You’re saying, in all these yellow states, the results should just be thrown out?”

	“Their stories, Mr. Bernard, do not get any better from the one in California. Oregon and Washington are involved in the same guerilla war as Northern California. In Alaska there was something approaching a real election on election day, though again with violence and voter intimidation at many polling places. Unfortunately, prior to the ceasefire the government in Juneau fled and has thus far not come out of hiding. The state also had a second election, two weeks later, administered by the Alaskan Independence Party, which claims to be the real government and, once more, is acting as if it now rules a sovereign, independent nation.”

	Randall took a moment to make direct eye contact with them both. Then he sighed. “It goes on like that, gentleman. The western part of the country is chaos.”

	“So these remaining states,” Angel said, “in green, those are the ones you’re recommending have their results counted?”

	“That is correct.”

	“Hey, yeah,” Marcus leaned forward, catching Angel’s implication. “You say we shouldn’t count the results in California, but we should in those plain states, Nebraska and the Dakotas and Iowa? How are they not also in chaos?”

	“They are,” Randall said. “Between farmageddon and various militia groups they have a combination refugee crisis and civil war they are dealing with. But they also have state governments that have been continuously in power since the last election, and those state governments did provide certified election results, which it is my recommendation congress accept.”

	The room fell silent. General Randall stared at his counterparts down the table. Angel turned to look out the window, at the intensifying rain storm. Marcus just stared into space.

	“So is that your final conclusion then?” Angel asked.

	“My report makes two major conclusions.”

	Angel said nothing, just staring and waiting for the general to continue.

	Randall stepped forward to stand at the end of the table. “First off, any thought of some kind of make up or redo of the election should be discarded. There is no constitutional remedy for a make up election, and there is definitely no provision or precedent for the federal government forcing such a thing upon a state. Moreover, the state of the country has not appreciably changed since November, so there is no reason to expect better results. We’re all going to have to live with the results we have.”

	He paused, then pulled out the seat at that end of the table and sat down. “Given that, I think the states I identified, the ones that do not have any, unambiguous result certified by their state governor, should not be considered part of the Union for the purposes of this election.”

	“So, um,” Marcus said, “Drake has a majority of the remaining electoral votes, right? That would make him the next president.”

	“Not exactly true, Mr. Bernard. While all these states had some examples of violence or voter intimidation, I have flagged a few particularly grievous examples.” The general turned and pointed to the map. “In Missouri, the state was carried with less than a thousand votes. Not a margin of less than a thousand votes, but total votes cast, across the entire state of several million people. They all came from two precincts.”

	“That, um,” Angel said, “I wasn’t aware of the situation in Missouri.”

	“As near as I could discern when I was there, it is not a matter of votes being thrown out, but rather only a select elite, it would seem members of a certain church that calls itself the Evangelic State and has taken over the state government, were allowed to cast ballots at all. Had an actual election taken place there the results, as far as the electoral college is concerned, are unlikely to have been different. That is not the case with two other states though.”

	Randall turned back to them with his heavy stare. “In Virginia, we have the case of a single precinct near the Norfolk Shipyard that in most years sees between two and three thousand ballots, this election reported over four million ballots cast, ninety-nine point nine percent of which went to Drake and included no votes in any down ballot race. That single erroneous precinct accounted for more than fifty-five percent of the vote in the state, and without it Drake would not have carried Virginia.”

	Angel was starting to nod to himself as Randall continued. “Similarly in Wisconsin. While there seems no question that the popular vote there went for President Hill, the legislature arbitrarily voted afterwards to appoint a new set of electors. As a result both these states have two sets of electors that both cast electoral votes. It is my recommendation that the sets certified by the governors, in both cases for President Hill, be the ones that congress accepts.”

	“That still doesn’t get Hill anywhere close to two-seventy,” Marcus said.

	“Yes, but as I’ve already stated, I don’t believe any of these other states,” Randall waved a hand vaguely toward the screen, “should be counted as part of this election. If the electoral votes certified by the governors in Wisconsin and Virginia are accepted by congress, then President Hill has a majority of the electoral votes that were cast.”

	“So it all comes down to which results from which states Congress is willing to accept.”

	“That is correct,” Randall paused to glance at the map displayed on the screen, then turned back toward Angel and Marcus. “Here’s the thing, gentleman. If Congress chooses to reject enough state electors, but still counts those electors toward the total needed for a majority, than neither candidate would have a majority in the electoral college. The election would be thrown to the House of Representatives, to be decided on a single vote per state basis. A majority of states with active delegations would vote for Drake, making him president. However, if you follow the same logic and say this requires a majority of all fifty states, or a total of twenty-six states, than neither candidate could secure a majority.”

	“What happens then?” Marcus asked.

	“Deadlock. There is no further constitutional remedy to resolve such a situation, unless one side backs down.”

	“But then what?” Marcus said. “How does this get resolved?”

	“By the rules, strictly speaking, President Hill’s term ends in three weeks, at noon on Sunday, January twentieth. At that point, if there is no president-elect, then presidential succession rules take over. In case of an electoral college tie the vice-president is elected by the Senate, which would presumably choose Senator Grace, making him the vice-president elect and then the president when the House deadlocks.”

	Randall paused to draw a deep breath. “That is the theory. In practice, I believe, if we reach such a deadlock, then the contest will be decided by force of arms.”

	Angel sighed in turn, then leaned back in his chair and again turned to look out the window, thinking his New Year’s resolution should be to give up coffee in favor of alcohol.

	After the silence in the room had drawn on a little further into awkwardness, Marcus at last turned to the chief of staff. “So this means we’re sunk, doesn’t it? There’s no way to stop Drake from becoming president.”

	Angel slowly turned to him. “We have to get Congress to accept the results of this report. That requires approval of both houses of Congress, meaning you have to keep your senators in line.”

	“And House members. That majority isn’t for sure either.”

	“Really?”

	Marcus shrugged. “Emily’s going to meet with some of the independents over the next few days. We’ll know more then.”

	“I should point out,” Randall said, “that if the Congress does not accept my recommendations, than there are countless other permutations possible, with at least twelve states that have more than one set of electors to chose from. Congress will have the option to pick and chose among all these if they do not disqualify these states entirely.”

	Angel turned back out the window. “So we’re not sunk, but Drake is probably in a stronger position.”

	“That’s just,” Marcus shook his head, then gave a little defeated chuckle. “That’s amazing. After everything that’s happened, he promises to restart the war and reinstate martial law and mass arrests and reopen death camps, the guy literally campaigned on the promise of opening Holocaust style concentration camps.” Marcus trailed off. Everyone stared at him, waiting for more, but he just sat there beside himself. “How could fucking Cornelius Drake become president?”

	Angel held his gaze for a few seconds, then shrugged. “America lost the war. Anything’s possible.”

	 

	 

	      

	



	

DC DEMILITARIZED ZONE, OUTER BELTWAY

	 

	DECEMBER 31

	 

	Sitting in the presidential limousine, at the heart of a heavily armed motorcade, Thomas Hill watched the scenery pass with many of his problems literally sitting in his lap.

	“So the other day I was talking to a reporter,” the president started. Across from him his Secretary of State looked up from the electronic tablet he was reading, his face a stone mask. “First off, this is a reporter from a subscription news stream, so a real journalist. He asks me, ‘how did America end?’ Not, ‘will America end?’ or even ‘when will America come to an end’ but past tense, how did it happen.” Hill shook his head. “Has everyone just given up?”

	“What did you tell him?”

	The president turned back out the window again, seeming lost in thought and not about to answer. “I said, it ended gradually, then suddenly.”

	This got an actual smile from Velacruz. “That’s Hemingway?”

	“Uh-huh. He was talking about going bankrupt. Which is part of what we did as well.”

	They fell silent, with the president again looking out the window. Outside his motorcade, watching the scenery go by, there was nothing but reminders of all those incremental disasters that had each marked the supposed end.

	From the freeway he could see city street corners with their monitoring posts, built into traffic light stanchions, feeding images to crime-detecting AI at local police stations. Once markers of an Orwellian police state, most of these were now defaced, vandalized, toppled. In between these street corners were endless rows of former strip malls or office buildings or discount stores, their signs gone, their roofs or fronts sprouting crude, makeshift annexes that housed so many economic or energy crisis refugees from the unreachable suburbs.

	The motorcade passed through a freeway overpass that had been built out into a security checkpoint. It was abandoned now, but at one time heavy gates and concrete pylons could have blocked the freeway here, creating traffic jams while National Guardsmen searched vehicles for bombs or terrorists. This checkpoint was abandoned, President Hill thought, probably because it had been blown up, probably by an artillery shell, probably fired by some defecting National Guard unit or paramilitary organization that had seized some military hardware.

	A little further up the road they passed a series of ruined levees. They had been built after a major hurricane came through a number of years ago, and destroyed in a hurricane a number of years later. There was no water visible at the moment, but there was a neighborhood of formerly flooded houses and buildings, all of them now consumed in rot and overgrown with weeds and newly sprouted trees.

	“It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it?” Velacruz said.

	The president stirred a little, looking across the compartment again. “Yeah,” he said.

	“I mean,” Velacruz nodded toward the president’s own tablet. “It’s a lot to take in.”

	“Ugh,” Hill let out a long breath.

	Hill had been staring out the window to avoid looking down at the problems in his lap, in the form of a Defense report on an electronic tablet. If he had spent the day as planned at the Pentagon he would be listening to all this in a briefing being presented by a toneless, over-promoted general in a grey, windowless room. Instead he had cut his trip short to rush back to Philadelphia and deal with the impending release of the Randall commission’s final report. So now he got the litany of bad news in electronic tablet form, to read on this bleak car ride.

	Somewhere, very far off, he heard a distant rumbling. It could have been thunder, and Hill left the thought at that. With a concerted effort he turned from the window, picked up the tablet, and tried to resume reading.

	Right away he had to flip back through the pages on the electronic document, retracing his steps as he realized he had read some pages without consciously comprehending them.

	Hill found himself on a page listing aircraft carrier strike groups. Seven of them were in Japan. All of them were stranded. Technically the carriers themselves could get home, operating on nuclear power, if they commandeered enough food and supplies for the voyage. The rest of the fleet had no fuel, and neither did the jet aircraft which were the point of the carriers. With Japan facing a severe fuel shortage itself and no operational military bases left on the west coast there was no hope of resupplying them any time soon.

	During the single briefing they had gotten in that morning, General Livingston, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had been adamant that the carriers not return without their support ships and their air wing fueled. A carrier traveling by itself would be extremely vulnerable. Hill had been about to ask what they were vulnerable to, since the war was over, but had picked up the unspoken concern from the general. If Hill was not declared the winner of the election there was a chance Drake would follow through on his vague campaign promise of ‘not accepting the Democrat’s cowardly surrender.’ It was hard to interpret that as anything other than a resumption of hostilities, and the Pentagon did not want their carriers left exposed somewhere if that should happen.

	There were other, more practical reasons for leaving the carriers at Yokosuka and Okinawa. The Japanese government had requested they stay, for one. The Japanese were also worried about a resumption of hostilities, and about an ostensibly victorious China feeling expansive. The Pentagon did not think that likely, given how much damage China had suffered during the air war and the invasion of Manchuria, though it was also certain they were taking this chance to restock their supply of supersonic cruise missiles, the weapon of choice for attempting to sink carriers during the war. Either way a request from an ally to keep the fleet there was good political cover.

	Velacruz had argued another reason for waiting to recall the Pacific fleet. Ostensibly they were still waiting for the transfer of POWs from Manchuria and Korea, who would then be transported home with the carrier strike groups. It went unreported in the news streams, at least so far, that there were no other fleets available to return those POWs, that in fact a lack of transport was the main bottleneck preventing their transfer to Japan.

	President Hill was glad, in the end, to leave the carriers in Japan and not have to admit publically they could not return home because they had no fuel. At least he got sparred some humiliations.

	If that was a problem, it was one for the future. He was at a point now where a good punt felt like a win.

	He flipped through the report some, coming to the section on the other theater and the more complex set of problems. There were four carrier strike groups currently in the Mediterranean. Unlike the ones in the Pacific these fleets had at least some diesel fuel, though fuel for the air wings was nonexistent. Also, unlike in the Pacific, the Europeans wanted them gone. Whether they were still part of the European Union or not, the governments of Europe were all sick of what they considered the American’s war. Some had called for votes in their legislatures to expel the US military.

	The Pentagon was somewhat reticent about recalling these forces too, and after reading through some of the report, Hill now shared their concern. First off was the fact that they didn’t really have enough fuel to get home either. Some ships would have to be abandoned to cannibalize diesel for others. Nobody wanted the show of weakness involved in abandoning so much hardware as they slunk home. More importantly, abandoning ships that way would get the Navy home, but it would also ensure there was insufficient transport for the Army. While there were not nearly as many POWs as had resulted from the disaster in Beijing, there were large contingents of US army and marine forces in Turkey and Poland, and they faced the same dim prospects of getting a ride home as the prisoners returning from Manchuria.

	The even bigger problem, as far as President Hill was concerned, dwarfing all these others, was where exactly these forces would return home to. The Pacific fleet had no west coast bases to go to that the Pentagon considered to be ‘under American control.’ This was a euphemism, Hill thought to himself now, since it was Americans controlling them. It was just those Americans no longer recognized the authority of the Defense Department or the federal government in general.

	For the Atlantic fleets it was a related problem. Any forces that returned home were likely to melt, ceasing to exist as fighting units while individual soldiers elected to join up with all the paramilitary forces wandering around the country right now. Hill was especially concerned at the moment with Norfolk. The naval base in Virginia was home to the remaining two aircraft carriers, both undergoing retrofits. The base had stopped reporting to the Pentagon last year. Right now it appeared to be under the command of one General Quinn, formerly of the South Carolina National Guard and currently the commander of a joint force formed by a compact of southern states that called itself ‘the Liberty Guard.’ Quinn was also the Secretary of Defense designate by would-be President Drake.

	“You know,” Velacruz said. “I think a lot of Americans are in active denial about the ending we’re at.”

	“Huh. Yeah. Maybe I should have been less straightforward about it. I might not be set to lose this election.”

	“You would think, after so many apocalyptic movies, people would be more ready for something like this.”

	“I think they would be if they weren’t being fed a steady stream of delusions. The free news streams still refuse to acknowledge that the Permanent Majority death camps ever existed. I don’t think they ever reported at all on Chinese troops occupying the oil ports on the North Slope.”

	“In fairness, they withdrew less than a month later. With all the other news you can’t blame people for missing out on that story.”

	“I’d think it’d be the story of our lifetimes. An America state, part of the American homeland, actually occupied by an invading enemy force.” Hill shook his head.

	“The Global War is the story of our lifetimes, but it’s a tough task to get your head around the whole thing.” Velacruz again gestured to Hill’s electronic tablet.

	The president hesitated, then picked up his tablet from his lap again. He found himself staring at a breakdown of the disposition of forces in Eastern Europe and their presumed status. The word ‘presumed’ stood out, an admission that the Pentagon could no longer get reliable information even about the status of its own forces.

	“I can’t look at this anymore.” Hill tossed the tablet onto the empty seat next to him.

	Velacruz leaned back and set aside his own notebook. He remained silent, studying the exasperated look on his boss’ face. “You know,” the Secretary of State said, “I prefer not to take the cynical view of anything.”

	“Yeah. Are you about to make an exception?”

	“Only to point out that if you don’t win this election all of these problems at the Pentagon will be academic. Maybe we should focus on one set of problems at a time.”

	Hill paused to consider this. “You know, maybe it isn’t denial,” he said. “It’s just, everyone is so use to hearing the stories of slow, gradual decay that they don’t realize we’ve come to the sudden, cliff face end.”

	“You think this is truly that end?”

	The president shook his head, shrugged, then once again turned out the window.

	By now the motorcade was in Maryland, cruising through an area that looked like a war zone. There were craters pockmarking roads and shells of buildings right along the highway, interspersed with structures left mostly or entirely intact. There were occasional people moving about these buildings, doing what, the president could not fathom. Although he specifically looked for it he spotted no traffic on any side street, save for a single pickup truck loaded with what looked like debris, heading away on some unknown mission. 

	They passed through the remains of another former National Guard checkpoint.  Beyond this the world at last took on a semblance of normalcy. There were fewer ruins out here and more humans, more traffic and activity on side streets. As the motorcade picked up speed it became impossible to tell, but the president wondered if these neighborhoods still had electricity, if they still had running water and regular grocery deliveries.

	“Um, sir,” Velacruz was staring at his electronic tablet again. “It looks like Drake is holding a press conference.”

	“Hmph. Okay. Isn’t he always holding a press conference?”

	“I think he means to declare victory.”

	“Based on what?” Hill paused and rubbed his goatee. It occurred to him then that maybe this was his problem, that the American people just couldn’t accept a president with facial hair. It made as much sense as anything else. “Hasn’t he been declaring victory every day since the election.”

	“Mostly, yes. Did you want to watch?”

	Hill took another deep sign. “Yeah, okay.”

	With some fidgeting Velacruz pulled up the news stream on the large screen mounted into the front part of the limousine cabin.

	On screen was a press briefing room. As a backdrop there was a wall painted with the American flag that was barely visible because of the dozen or more actual flags on flag stands lined up in front of it. The podium likewise had a flag draped down its front, and two smaller flags coming out at angles from its side. The colors and layout seemed both visually and physically awkward.

	Standing at the podium was Drake. The tall, gaunt looking former under-secretary of energy spoke in a staccato cadence. “This report proves what we already knew. That I won this election. This report, commissioned by the Democrats, because they wanted to steal this election, has proven this was all an attempt to seize power. It is two months past the time I should have been inaugurated. It is time for President Hill to go and for a new administration to take over.”

	There was a rush from the reporters in the room to ask questions. The one that did speak could not be heard on the live stream. “The report says,” Drake said in reply, “that those states do not count. They didn’t hold elections.” He held out his arms. “They didn’t bother. It’s just the same as people who chose not to vote. They don’t count. Don’t take my word for it, look at the commission’s report, which was commissioned by the Democrats, in their own words, those states that didn’t vote should be ignored. I won a majority out of the votes that were cast . . .”

	“Ugh,” Hill threw up his hands. “It was a joint commission. Everyone voted for it.”

	On screen Drake was answering more questions. “No, there is no reason for further delay. All that does is allow this administration another three weeks to keep burying this country. I should be sworn in now, today. As soon as I am in office my first executive order will be to cancel the shameful, treasonous ceasefire this administration negotiated. It’s not even a ceasefire, it’s a shameful surrender that left so many of our men and women in uniform imprisoned in Siberia and China while . . .”

	“The ceasefire is the only way they’re coming home!” Hill shouted at the screen, throwing up his arms again. “Oh my God! Cancel the ceasefire! What does that mean? Is he actually going to try to, to, what, prosecute the war? Restart the fighting?”

	“I don’t think he can, sir.” Velacruz was watching the proceedings with a placid expression, seemingly unperturbed about the threat to the peace he had secured at such cost. “Most of our forces lack the physical means to continue fighting, regardless of what orders we send to them, assuming they are even capable of receiving those orders and are willing to carry them out.”

	“I would say that means he’s in for a rude awakening if he actually takes office,” Hill gave a lifeless chuckle. “Except, I bet, all he would do is issue off orders and declarations of war and then immediately start claiming victory. It would take literal bombs falling on their heads to dissuade his supporters, and even then I’m not sure it would change any minds.”

	Velacruz gave only the slightest smirk in response to this, then turned back to the screen, prompting the president to do the same.

	“My first executive order,” Drake was saying in response to a question they had not heard. “will be to immediately order our armed forces, in particular the Liberty Guard now organizing in Virginia, to secure control of the country. That means arresting all the liberal traitors involved in rebellion on the west coast. I will also, as my first executive order, reestablish the Global Security Agency that my opponent dismantled in order to undermine American security and law and order. They will deal with the traitors in the same fashion they were doing before they were destroyed by my predecessor’s incompetence.”

	“Mr. Drake, sir!” Multiple reporters were vying for the next question. Drake stood still for a moment at the podium before pointing to one.

	“Sir. Does this mean the GSA will be re-opening the execution centers that were being operated during the war.”

	“The execution centers! Execution centers! Where did you hear that?!”

	“It’s . . .”

	“That’s liberal media fake news. Everyone knows that’s a lie created by the liberal media to discredit the Nationalists. The only people who think these camps exists are libtard traitors. Are you a traitor sir?”

	“Sir, I’m just asking . . .”

	“You’re doing more than asking. You’re implying and insinuating and, and sewing discord. You’re giving comfort and aid to the enemy.”

	“Sir, I don’t think . . .”

	“No, no, no liberal traitors are asking questions here. Get him out of here.”

	Already some of the soldiers, the Liberty Guardsmen behind the president, were moving into action. The camera jerked as it spun and pulled out to bring the offending reporter fully into view. There was a clear shot as one of the Guardsmen stepped up wielding some kind of trunnion. He brought it smashing down on the head of the reporter, sending him stumbling backward and toppling to the ground. From there the camera jerked again to follow the action, but the shot became unclear as people in the foreground blocked much of the view. At the top of the image there was a clear shot of the guards raising their trunnions multiple times as they brought them down in long blows.

	After a few more seconds of this the crowd shifted and the camera moved again. There was a brief glimpse of the reporter being dragged out between suited security personnel. The camera spun back to find Drake still at the podium, the Liberty Guardsmen retaking their places behind him.

	“Another traitor gone, and my administration hasn’t even started yet. I’m already doing better than so-called President Hill. Any other liberal media criminals want to confess treason here?”

	“Sir, sir . . .” For all that had just happened there were plenty of reporters eager to ask the next question.

	In his limousine President Hill was aghast. “He just had a reporter beaten and thrown out of his press conference.”

	“He did that multiple times during the campaign,” Velacruz said. “I’d wager to say it was a daily event.”

	“But those were at, I mean, on the campaign trail. Supposedly he’s the president-elect, in the Federal Center, in the capital.”

	“Actually this is live from his headquarters at Riverside Arcology.”

	“Huh. He’s hasn’t tried to move in to my office already then. I guess I should be thankful for that.”

	“Either way, I don’t expect any office to change how he runs his press conferences.”

	Hill just kept shaking his head. “Why do real news organizations even bother sending reporters to these things?”

	“The beauty of subscription news streams. They can afford to bail their reporters out of jail and fight off nuisance libel suits.”

	“Can they pay reporter’s medical bills as well?”

	“Doubtful, but after this election perhaps they will start.”

	“Unbelievable.”

	Hill turned back to the screen. To his amazement somebody else was being attacked by the Liberty Guardsmen. This reporter was further back and the camera angle not as good, leaving little but some kind of general scrum to be seen. Eventually one of the Guardsmen emerged, hauling a man with a bloody, smashed-in face. The beaten reporter hung limp, and the guardsmen dragged him awkwardly at first before finally settling his arms beneath the reporter’s shoulders and dragging him out backward. The camera jerked back to the podium.

	“Wait, did he just have a second guy beaten there?”

	“I’m sorry, sir, I missed it. Do you want me to go back?” Velacruz reached for the controls.

	“Please, no. I don’t need to see all of that.”

	At the news conference Drake was still speaking. “I’ll tell you what, we’ll be getting rid of these liberal news streams as soon as I take office. As my first executive order I’ll be making the spreading of fake news and liberal propaganda an offense under the Global Security Act. It won’t just be libel laws they’ll be breaking, it’ll be criminal offenses. We’ll see how they like that. Yes, you had a question right there.”

	The reporter asking this question was a woman. Though she was off screen she was close enough to a microphone that her voice came through clearly. “Yes, Mr. Secretary. You said you intend to have the GSA deal with traitors the way the Hanson Administration did. Could you clarify exactly what that means?”

	“It means rounding them up. Putting them in prison.”

	“Prison where, sir?”

	“Wherever we can find room.”

	“Would this include any facilities operated by the Global Security Agency?”

	“What do you care? They’re traitors. We’ll put them wherever, who cares?”

	“What will you do with them all, once they’re in prison.”

	“I don’t care. They can rot, for all I care.”

	“Don’t you think they deserve due process?”

	“Due process! Due process!” Drake leaned forward over the podium, an intense stare focused somewhere off camera. “You think terrorists deserve due process?!”

	“If not what will happen to them?”

	“Who cares, they’re terrorists. They can rot in prison.”

	“So you’re proposing that anybody arrested under the Global Security Act be held in prison for the remainder of their lives.”

	“They’re terrorists, why are trying to generate sympathy for them?”

	“I’m just trying to clarify your stance.”

	“No,” Drake waved a scolding finger in her direction. “No, I can tell what you’re doing, you’re trying to make these terrorists seem sympathetic, pour pathetic victims locked in prison by big bad Nationalists. Nevermind that we’re protecting this country from people who are trying to destroy it. The Democrats want to destroy this country which is why they’ve let these traitors run loose the past year, and enablers in the media like you support them.”

	“So anybody arrested under this initiative will be left in prison no matter what.”

	“You know what, I’ll answer your question. You’re gonna find out first hand, because you’re first. You’re obviously a traitor and terrorist sympathizer. Could we . . .” He turned from the podium to speak to his guards, and the words were not quite picked up by the microphone. In short order the camera was jerking around again as the Liberty Guardsmen once more went into action.

	This time though there was no beating that could be seen, just soldiers grabbing somebody and dragging them out of the room. Even as the camera tried to focus on this through the crowd, Drake himself continued speaking at the podium.

	“You’ll find out exactly how America handles traitors like you. Without mercy! I’ll do exactly what the Nationalist party has been doing, arresting terrorists and executing them, as many as we need to, hundreds or thousands or millions, whatever it takes.”

	“Mr. Drake, sir,” another reporter tried to get his attention as the camera pivoted back.

	“These reporters must have a death wish,” President Hill shook his head, his attention still fixated on the screen.

	“Sir,” the reporter asked, “does that mean that you do intend for the GSA to operate execution camps or death camps.”

	“I already told you, we never had any death camps, that’s liberal propaganda. But those death camps we had were exactly what this country needed! Someone to go through and clear out all the liberals trying to destroy America and leave this country to the real Americans. Liberalism is an infectious mental disease. If it weren’t for the liberals undermining the war effort and the economy because they want to destroy America we wouldn’t be in the terrible state we are now. It if weren’t for liberals we wouldn’t have lost our last president and vice-president, they would still be alive, God bless them. Those deaths are on the Democrats, and I intend to hold them directly responsible, with the full force of the law.”

	The reporter who asked the last question had the sense not to pres his luck with anything further, but already there was another one interjecting. “Mr. Secretary. Does this mean you’ll be pressing charges against the Democrats?”

	“Stop calling me that! I am the president of this country. I won the election, according to the Democrats own report, I have won, by a larger margin than any president in history. Nearly unanimous. I am the president and I have been nice enough to allow this commission to go ahead so that American know their elections still work, but this has become a farce. I will take the office of president and my first executive order will be to outlaw the Democratic party and arrest all Democrats as traitors, and I’ll order the arrest of most of the liberal media too. You can all stand trial for Crimes Against America. You can all rot in prison until I’ve brought the war you screwed up to a successful conclusion, then we’ll bring you out and there can be a full reckoning, and I hope for your sakes you’ll be ready to repent, because that’ll be judgement day for you all, and you will not want to face the full wrath of real America.”

	“Mr. Secretary, Mr. Secretary . . .”

	In the limousine President Hill looked across at his Secretary of State. “Do you think he really believes that?”

	“Believes which, sir?”

	“About the war. Does he really think that the war isn’t over and that we didn’t already lose?”

	“It’s hard to say what he believes, sir. He says a great many contradictory things.”

	“God, why did I even let this election happen?” Hill reached over to the controls and hit the mute button on the screen. “I could’ve foregone the whole thing, you know. Last year, when the southern states all started voting for a new constitutional convention, and sending delegates to Atlanta. I didn’t have to stop them. I didn’t have to beg them to stick with it, to wait until after the election, let the people render their verdict on the idea. I could have said, okay, have your convention, have your new country, good luck. I begged those representatives to see things through.”

	“If you had done otherwise,” Velacruz said, “how would history remember you?”

	“I don’t know. I don’t know, but would it be any worse than how I’ll be remembered now? If Drake takes over and tries to restart the war? What happens then?” Hill just kept shaking his head and staring out the window. “If I somehow got another chance I would let them go. Any state that wanted to go it’s own way, I’d just let them go.”

	“That would have been the easy road for Lincoln as well.”

	Hill gave this a derisive chuckle. “I am not Lincoln. I couldn’t countenance that kind of bloodshed.”

	“Allowing dissolution doesn’t necessarily prevent bloodshed.”

	“Yeah.” Hill paused, then looked across at his Secretary of State. “Yeah, you may be right. Maybe there’s no such thing as an amiable divorce. Maybe we need to kill each other a bit before we can all just go our separate ways.” The president glanced back toward the screen. “What is happening now?”

	Velacruz looked, then reached over and unmuted the video. On it they saw two Liberty Guardsmen standing up near the podium, holding between them a man in a suit, presumably a reporter. Drake was punching him as the soldiers held him up, jabbing the stomach and following with a quick blow to the face.

	“What the . . .” Hill said, mouth agape as he kept watching.

	On screen Drake gave a dismissive wave to the guardsmen. They stepped away off camera, dragging the limp form of the reporter with them, as Drake returned to the podium. “In case that didn’t answer all your unfair and treasonous questions I will say it again. This inflation is a direct result of this president’s incompetent management. My first executive order once I am sworn in will be to order the Federal Reserve to start printing more money to end this inflation, get the markets flowing again, and restart growth.”

	“Print money!” Hill could not contain himself from another outburst. “He can’t be serious! Printing money is exactly what is causing inflation! Is he serious about this?”

	“Um, well,” Velacruz said, “like I said before, it’s hard to tell.”

	“I can’t believe this won him votes. God, it may have been better if I’d never become president. If those ass holes hadn’t died they would have remained in power and taken all the blame for this mess they created. I,” Hill stammered, paused, then reached over and turned off the news stream. “I can’t believe people are this gullible. I’m in office six months and they’re ready to go right back to the people who spent the last decade ruining the country, literally ruining it.”

	“If the president and vice-president hadn’t killed themselves they really would have continued prosecuting the war, which could have led to an actual ground invasion. At least of Alaska.”

	“You really think they killed themselves?”

	“I don’t know. It’s the most plausible explanation I’ve heard.”

	“Yeah. But with our luck they’re probably just in hiding like all the conspiracy theories say, and they’ll emerge just as soon as Drake takes over and get full pardons.”

	“You would handle them differently?” Velacruz asked. “If they showed up now, that is?”

	“Of course! I’d ship them off to The Hague like we did to the rest of their administration. These men are war criminals. Nevermind them bankrupting the country, trying to conquer the Middle East and Russia and throw in China too and squander our entire military strength. They rounded up their political opponents and held them in prison camps without charges. Prison camps, concentration camps, actual Nazi-style death camps, people shoved into furnaces or poisoned and buried in mass graves.”

	“That’s still disputed, sir.”

	“Only by right wing propaganda streams. There’s physical evidence. Pictures, video, government records. Millions of people, arrested and held without charges and their families never told what happened to them. Millions.”

	“Still, sir, there are plenty who believe it’s a liberal media exaggeration.”

	“That’s . . .” Hill shook his head. “Of course they do. These are the same idiots that think some other war criminal is gonna save them from inflation by printing money! Besides everything else wrong with that I haven’t even mentioned the president can’t order the Federal Reserve to do anything, thanks to Drake’s own party blocking our attempts to nationalize the stupid thing.”

	The president looked out the window again, at the forested land they were now passing through. He fidgeted with the upholstery on his seat, noticing its frayed seams and peeling in the edges. It reminded him of the budget cuts of last year.

	“How is it that previous administrations got away with just printing money to solve their problems but if we do it we get hyperinflation?”

	“Well, they didn’t really get away with it sir. The inflation started during the war when we lost control of Arabia and they stopped denominating oil sales in dollars.”

	“So if Drake starts printing money it won’t magically solve all our problems?”

	“Uh, no, not at all.” Velacruz paused, studying his boss, whose attention remained fixated on the upholstery. “Did you think it somehow would, sir?”

	“I was starting to think I might be cursed.”

	“I believe what is cursed in the Democratic party.”

	“Ha,” Hill laughed without mirth. “Yeah. Out of power more than a decade, get back the House too late to do anything but just in time to ensure one of us is speaker and inherits this disaster, with just enough time before the election to get all the blame. It could not have worked out better.”

	“I used to think that the public would tolerate only so many epic disasters from the right before it would break down and usher in a long era of liberal governments.” Now it was Velacruz’s turn for a hollow laugh. “Instead they just keep buying the same excuses and electing new autocrats.”

	“I’m almost ready to just let ‘em have it. Take this job, you ass holes.”

	“Sir?”

	“Oh yeah,” Hill looked up at him. “This is the worst job in the world. It’s amazing anybody would want it. In an ideal world being president would be like donating blood. They’d have to call people and harass them to get them to come in for the job. Then someone would reluctantly show up, fill out a bunch of paperwork, get stabbed and have the life sucked out of them, then when it was all over they’d get a cookie and get back to their life.”
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	Philadelphia’s river front district had gone through multiple periods of urban renewal and ruin. The previous series of developments near the piers had taken heavy damage during the storm surge of the same hurricane that had wrecked much of Washington D.C. Subsequent development was built behind, or to some extent on top of, a massive series of new levees along the Delaware River.

	At the center of this new development was the immense Riverside Arcology. The whole thing was built like a giant, free-standing dam, a break against water and wind surges for the rest of the city. Its leeward side, facing north and west, was overgrown with its own, vertical subdivision, a series of tower and building nodules with their backs merging into the wall of the weather break. Condominiums, shopping areas, warehouses, manufacturing space, extensive hydroponic farms, and even a nuclear reactor, all came together in one long, sprawling, uneven structure, a sort of prototype of the arcologies other cities built in their futile bids to create affordable housing. Riverside was subsidized in a joint effort by the Department of Housing and Urban Development, the Department of Energy, and the Department of Agriculture, three federal departments headed by backers of the Nationalist party who were not rich before they became cabinet members.

	Some of that wealth, and a seat on the Riverside governor’s board, had flowed to the son of one of those cabinet members. While Cornelius Drake did not fully own the giant physical structure, or its corresponding holding company, he nevertheless acted like he did. There was nobody left to challenge him.

	The penthouse of the hotel tower, located at the heart of the amorphous structure, was where Drake was living. Getting a room in the hotel was almost impossible now, since his people had the run of the place. It had become his campaign headquarters, then his transition headquarters, and in some regard was now operating as an alternate shadow government outside the Green Zone.

	Most of the time, when given the option, Drake preferred to hold court at the very top of the structure. The central hotel tower was crowned with a restaurant in a glass pyramid. One side of this looked out on the gardens and rooftop green belt that ran along the top of the arcology. The other side faced downtown and the rest of the city. This was the side Drake liked, as he could look out and be at an even height with the rest of the Philadelphia skyline.

	His table, on perpetual reservation for himself, was situated in the corner next to his view. Drake was there now, except that he was standing, looking out the window toward downtown, his head bowed and his arms folded.

	Behind him allies and minions were in fevered discussions. Frank Grace had just arrived from the Green Zone himself. If the Nationalist ticket did indeed prevail in the election, Grace would be the new vice-president, but for now he remained a senator with a set of offices in the Senate wing of the Federal Center.

	Grace himself had strode right up to the bar when he entered, all the while speaking on his mobile. He was still on the phone now even as he held various side conversations with the other Senators who had come with him and also directed confused staff members through a series of unclear hand gestures.

	Drake turned around and, in doing so, drew everyone’s attention. He was a towering, imposing figure, a head taller than the rest of his staff, with grey-flecked hair and small, squinty eyes. “So have we heard anything yet?”

	Nobody replied at first. After an awkward moment his personal lawyer stepped forward. “Nothing yet, Mr. President,” she said, “and we probably won’t at least until President Hill gets back into town.”

	“God, when is that?”

	“He’s due in later this afternoon.”

	“Fuck. So tomorrow. He’s gonna drag this all out to the last possible minute. And then further! Is Hill ever going to relinquish the presidency?”

	“The inauguration is a hard date, sir,” his lawyer said. “The current term ends, and if nobody is sworn in then presidential succession rules take over.’

	Drake gave Sydney a hard stare.  He felt she was just about the perfect lawyer: a severe woman with a harsh voice, tight blonde halo and sharp angles, deep set eyes and grey pants suits. A part of him wanted to ravish her just for the experience of having fucked a corpse.

	“So what though? The Democrats don’t care about rules. They’ve attempted a coup on every conservative since Bush. What would stop them now?”

	“The American people would never stand for it,” Grace said, at last putting away his mobile and stepping over to join the conversation.

	“I hope, but these liberals will do anything to stay in power, and I’m not sure enough real American are willing to do what it takes to stop them.”

	“Well if they’re really planning a coup maybe we should act first.”

	This had Drake pausing, then stepping away from the window and lowering his voice. “What are you suggesting?”

	“Fortune favors the bold.”

	“So . . . what? We just should perform our own coup?”

	“The president and vice-president are both still out of town until tonight.”

	Drake nodded and stepped forward again, now standing next to his personal table where Sydney had a laptop and papers sprawled out. Some of the senators and other allies present moved to gather around him as well. “We could go right now, in fact. We’ve got Justice Benton here.”

	They all glanced at Benton. The Chief Justice of the Supreme Court was not wearing any judicial robes and so appeared as just a spindly, bald man leaning against the bar with a wry grin.

	“I could just take the oath,” Drake spoke more to himself. “Go over right now, do it in the lobby rotunda. Get a camera crew to record it, take the oath, then just head up to the presidential suite, walk into the president’s office, and . . . and start issuing executive orders and making appointments.” He looked about at those gathered around him. “What would stop us?”

	“The Secret Service might,” Sydney said.

	“We have our own security, we have the Liberty Guard, we don’t need them.”

	“Except they might physically prevent us from entering the Executive Tower.”

	Drake paused again, leaning against the back of a chair and tapping a finger in agitation. “They might. They might not. We could force the issue.”

	“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Judge Benton said, stepping forward to join the conversation circle. “It sacrifices the moral high ground we have, makes us look petty and desperate just like the Democrats.”

	“If the Democrats are planning a coup desperate action is what’s called for. In fact, we should plan accordingly. Sydney, get a call in to General Quinn. I want more of his Liberty Guard brought up here immediately. We’ll house them in Riverside and they can be on hand in case the Democrats attempt to hold onto power by force.”

	“I don’t know that’s a good idea, sir,” Sydney said. “It could be seen as a provocation.”

	“It’s meant as a provocation!”

	“I don’t think that’s what we want though. Let’s not give the Democrats an excuse. Maintain the moral high ground, like Judge Benton says.”

	“The Democrats haven’t tried anything yet,” the judge added, “and I’m not going to administer the oath to anyone before the official inauguration date.”

	Drake stared at him. Then he stepped over to sit down at his table. “Hmmm. Fine. But that means we’re just waiting around for three weeks while they run out the clock.”

	“Is that a problem?” Sydney asked.

	“Yes it is. I won by the biggest landslide in history, and the country is being run by idiot liberal fucks who are destroying the country. They should have moved up the inauguration date to right after the election. I should have been sworn in that evening. The country’s not gonna survive three more weeks of this libtard president.”

	“Well I’m sure everyone’s tired of me bringing this up,” Sydney stepped over to take a seat next to Drake, her back rigid as she faced him head on and spoke. “But the election is not officially over yet.”

	“You’re right, I am tired of hearing that.”

	“How can it not be over?” Grace joined them at the table as well. “The electoral college voted.”

	“The problem,” Sydney answered the question without turning to the senator, “as always, is that there are still disputes over how to count the electoral college votes.”

	“The commission released its report though. That resolves everything.”

	“The commission has not yet released their report. You, and all of us, are basing our conclusions on what has been leaked to the media. More importantly, the findings of the Randall Commission are not binding.”

	“But it’s official. We’re going to follow the advise from the report.”

	Suppressing a sigh, Sydney at last turned to Grace. “That, senator, is the crux of the issue. There is no guarantee Congress reaches consensus even once the report is released.”

	“So then what?” Drake asked.

	His lawyer turned back to him. “There are scenarios in which certain electoral college delegations from some western states are accepted. If every state that has transmitted electoral college votes is counted, and depending on which votes are accepted from those states that transmitted multiple sets of electors, it is possible for President Hill to achieve a two-hundred seventy vote majority.”

	“There’s no way that’s going to happen though,” Grace said.

	Sydney ignored him as she continued. “There are also many scenarios that do not get President Hill the absolute two-hundred seventy vote total but do result in him having an electoral college lead.”

	Before she could continue Drake waved a hand for his lawyer to stop. “But all of this depends on Congress. That’s what you said, they get to decide which states count and which don’t in this election.”

	“That is correct, sir,” Sydney said.

	“So it’s all about controlling Congress. We have the Senate. We can put together a majority in the House.”

	“That may be difficult, sir.”

	“No it’s not. We do that, and it’s game over. We decide which electors to accept, and boom, election resolved.”

	“What happens if we don’t control Congress?” Grace asked.

	“Can you not keep your house in order, senator,” Benton chided him.

	“It’s not the Senate I’m worried about.”

	All of them turned again to Sydney. “If Congress deadlocks than there is no other constitutional remedy for filling the presidency. As of inauguration day, if the office remains vacant, presidential succession rules take over.”

	“Ahh,” Drake said, getting back to his feet. “So that’s their plan. Keep things deadlocked. Run out the clock.”

	“Yes, sir,” Sydney said. “If both the president and vice-president offices are vacant then succession rules dictate the new Speaker becomes president. As Democrats would control the House in this scenario it is most likely Emily Alexander will retain the position.”

	“From an incompetent Democrat to a corrupt one.” Drake turned to look out the window again, bracing one hand on the table and drumming his fingers. “No. No, we can’t let that happen. Whatever it takes to stop them.” Drake turned slowly and gave a pointed stare to the Senate contingent. “Gentlemen. Get your house in order.”

	Among the dozen senators present there were some murmurs and exchanges of glances. “We have a majority already,” several of them murmured.

	“There’s a majority of Senators with N’s next to their name. How many are real Americans and how many are spineless RINOs? Get them in line. I don’t want any surprises. I’ll work the other side myself.”

	“You really think you can secure a House majority?” Grace asked

	“Those dumbasses in Ohio have delivered us just enough independent reps to do it.”

	“It’s not those independents I’m worried about.”

	Drake’s eyes narrowed.“Get your own house in order, I’ll worry about the other side.” He paused, staring at the senators, then turned to Sydney. “Let’s set up a meeting. Tomorrow or the day after, with the Ohio, whatever, the New Authority thing reps. Invite them over for lunch or something.”

	“You want to meet them over here?” she asked.

	“Of course.”

	“Wouldn’t it make more sense to meet them where they are, literally and figuratively.”

	“You mean at the Federal Center?”

	“Or somewhere in the Green Zone,” Sydney said without inflection. “Or alternatively, I believe they are staying at one of the hotels near the airport.”

	“I don’t think meeting in either of those places is a good idea.”

	“Why not?”

	“The Democrats control both those areas. If Hill decides to move against us we could get caught.”

	“Caught?”

	“Right. Since he illegally fired so many Nationalists from the federal bureaucracy last year a bunch of them are loyal to the Democrats now. Anytime we’re outside the arcology we run the risk of being captured if, really when, Hill decides to usurp power.”

	“I’m not worried,” Grace said. “The Democrats don’t have enough support among all the rank and file types to do anything.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“I’m confident. I was part of the whole federal reorganization ten years ago when we got rid of all the career parasites and replaced them with actual, loyal Americans. Hill couldn’t get rid of everybody, there’s still plenty of Nationalists in the bureaucracy that’ll support us.”

	“Hmmm,” Drake grimaced. “I don’t know, it still feels risky.”

	“I don’t think so.”

	They all fell silent while their leader brooded and stared away into space. “Well, do what you want. All of you. If you want to hole up in the Federal Center’s senate wing that’s fine with me, but I’m staying here, and I’d advise all of you to do the same. In fact, that applies to our whole caucus. The court as well, for that matter,” Drake added as his gaze shifted to Justice Benton. “Let them all know it’s an open invitation. Anybody doesn’t feel safe in the Green Zone, they’re free to come over here, we’ll get ‘em all set up.”

	He paused, again leaning back in his chair while idly looking out the window. Dusk was starting to settle in and lights were appearing across the city, lit up in a more continuous blaze than was usual these days.

	“I take it,” Grace said, “this means you will not be coming to the New Year’s party tonight.”

	“Hmm. No. No, we’re having our own here. Which you are all still welcome to, by the way.” Drake spoke with only a partial turn toward the senators, his attention wandering toward the city view and the night. The whole room fell quiet.

	“Sydney,” Drake slowly turned back to his lawyer. “The people I’ve been singling out for cabinet posts. Where are they?”

	“Where?”

	“Yes, physically. Where in the country are they right now?”

	“As far as I know they’re all over. Some are still back home, some are senators staying in the Green Zone. General Quinn is in Norfolk, last I heard.”

	“Did we offer to let them stay here, in the hotel?”

	“I don’t honestly know. I haven’t been keeping track of that. We are running out of space here though.”

	“Pff,” Drake waved dismissively toward her as he turned back to the window. “Look into it. Find space for them, anywhere in the arcology, and start getting them all gathered up here .”

	“Any particular reason for doing that?” Grace asked.

	At last Drake turned to face straight toward the senators. “Because we’ll seem more like the legitimate government if we simply start acting like one.”
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	Everyone always thought they had a plan for the apocalypse. When the bombs fell or the dead rose or the comet struck or hell broke loose, everyone liked to think they would escape with a plan.

	People liked to imagine the rural cabin they knew about as some refuge. Or perhaps they pictured themselves and a loyal crew taking over some warehouse store, fortifying it and using its stockpiled supplies to establish some community. A few people took it to the next step and built bomb shelters or survivalist sheds and created their own stockpiles. From the extremely wealthy creating fortress-like summer homes with automated turrets and drone based security systems, to the people spending entire paychecks on gun stockpiles and food crates to store in the cellar, everyone thought they knew what the apocalypse would look like, and planned accordingly.

	As it turned out, once the apocalypse actually arrived, all anybody did was have sex.

	The night club scene was booming and freaky. Emily was not sure how long it had been this way, since she did not frequent such places. In thinking about it, amid the din and darkness, she had not been to such a place at all since college. That had been ages ago, long before the war or the energy crisis or anything. Perhaps this place was no more extreme than was the current norm, but she felt it odd to be at a strip club where people were having sex out in the open.

	That was just what was happening a few stages over. She did not have a good view, but she felt certain the man up on stage and up on top of that woman was a patron paying for, well, whatever it was he was doing. To be honest Emily was uncertain if the woman with him worked here or not either. She was naked, he was still wearing a suit coat and button down shirt, and both of them were mostly cast in darkness, save only for a flashing light that somehow illuminated them in time with his thrusts.

	From the booth where she sat Emily had a better view across to a series of privacy booths. A couple she was certain were both patrons were going at it in one, having not bothered to draw the curtain closed at all. It looked like they were trying to create their own pornographic movie, since nobody would try to have sex in those positions unless they intended to show off. There was nobody around to watch them though, other than Emily, and she was more interested in her mobile and in the other privacy booths. Two men had entered the one right across from her and were making a lot more noise than the porn star couple, but they had the curtain drawn and so only offered interesting noises and inexplicable rustlings of the curtain. Emily had started counting the people entering the booth next to them but lost track, and now wondered if maybe there was some secret passage on the other side of its curtain leading even deeper into this place.

	There was a time when her male colleagues, assuming they ever held official meetings at sex clubs, would at least have the decency not to hold official meetings with her at sex clubs. That was before the war, of course.

	Emily looked over at her aide. The young girl, Chloe, looked about as flustered as Emily felt. She had been prepared, perhaps, for topless girls dancing in the laps of shady men, but this was a level beyond that.

	“Emily, good evening.”

	Like so many Nationalists, Larry avoided looking the part of a politician, even back when he held office. He wore a sport coat with no tie, a high military haircut, and wire rim glasses. He was also unaccompanied. Emily glanced around for aides or security trailing him, but if they were present they were lingering off in the shadows. Also conspicuously absent were the actual politicians she had been expecting.

	“Mr. Elmo,” Emily said flatly as way of greeting.

	Larry sat down on the others side of her semi-circular booth without breaking his stare. “Surprised meeting you in a place like this.”

	Emily stared at him, keeping her face placid. “I was asked by Representative Knox to meet here. He isn’t with you, is he?”

	“Who?”

	“Your minority leader?”

	“Oh yeah. I got him a private room with the rest of the leadership,” Larry gestured back toward the deeper darkness of this place.

	“Am I going to get to meet him tonight, then?”

	“You wanna go join them?”

	Emily gave him her best withering stare. “Would there be a point, Mr. Elmo? Or can I just talk to the ventriloquist directly?”

	“Hey,” he held out his arms and leaned back in his seat. “I’m just an ordinary lobbyist. Also, call me Larry.”

	“Okay, well you can feel free to call me Ms. Alexander.” She reached out for the drink she had ordered a half hour earlier and barely touched, taking a long sip without breaking her stare. “So you didn’t answer my question. Should I speak with the Nationalist leadership, or do you speak for them?”

	“Hey, I’m just a lobbyist, I only speak for myself.”

	“Well, you also speak for your client, I assume.”

	“Of course.”

	“Are you still with the, uh . . .”

	“The SAP,” Larry smiled, propping one foot up on his knee and spreading his arms out across the top of the booth. “Yes I am.”

	Emily closed her eyes, suppressing annoyance, before looking at him again. “How is it that anybody listens to you, Mr. Elmo?”

	“What?”

	“You work for a firm that is literally called the State Autocracy Project.”

	“So?”

	“Do these members you’re lobbying, do they not know what autocracy is?”

	“It’s autocracy. Auto-ocracy. It just means ‘self.’ Like auto-mobile, self-moving, auto-ocracy, self-governing. What’s wrong with that?”

	“So they don’t know what it means.”

	“It means self-government. Why are you opposed to that?”

	Emily ignored this question as she continued. “Do you still call yourselves the Sap?”

	“Sapping America, that’s what we do.”

	“Okay, so literally you admit to draining the strength of America.”

	“What? No, of course not. We’re sapping government.”

	Turning away, Emily breathed a heavy sigh. Looking around she saw that the booths across from them had gotten even more rowdy, with continuous rustlings in the drawn curtains and an extra woman having joined the couple making a porno.

	Emily turned back to find Larry’s own attention had wondered over to her aide. It was obvious that Chloe was unnerved by his incessant, leering stare, more so even than by their surroundings. For her part the Speaker of the House sat up and held her poise, staring directly across as she continued.

	 “Do you often hold official meetings here, Mr. Elmo?”

	“Oh no, I keep this place for special occasions.”

	“So what is this special occasion that brings us here?”

	“It’s New Year’s Eve. Let your hair down.”

	“You realize I have no intention of spending the entire evening here.”

	“Hmph.” He scoffed and broke the cold stare on Chloe he had obviously been concentrating to maintain. “Em, we both know why we’re here. Your boyfriend’s going to concede.”

	Emily rolled her eyes, then resumed staring at him, determined not to acknowledge this juvenile comment.

	A waitress, topless of course, stopped to drop off a drink with Larry that they had not seen him order. When he turned back he found Emily still giving him that cold look. He held out his arms. “Well. President Hill has lost the election. Officially.”

	“I don’t think he sees it that way.”

	“Sure, but, really? We all know how this ends. Drake is going to be president.”

	“Even if he is, what does that have to do with us meeting here tonight?”

	“Ah, so glad you asked.” He put down his drink and leaned forward. “I thought we could talk about your own concession. Here, in private,” this had them both pausing to glance around at the people having sex out in the open. “Before it becomes a big thing.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“I’m talking about the speakership.”

	Emily paused again, meeting Larry’s expectant gaze with an unwavering one of her own. “The speakership?”

	“Yes. Obviously we can go through all the pomp and ceremony, but as of this Thursday, Knox will be taking over, so it’s past time we started talking about a transition.”

	In reply Emily continued to stare, tapping with one finger on the table next to her drink. “Mr. Elmo. Larry. I’m sure you must know that, if Representative Knox is elected Speaker, you will take over at that time, not before. But right now I have no reason to believe I won’t continue on for another term, because we have a majority.”

	“Ah, but you don’t have a majority. Now that the election has been decided . . .”

	“The presidential election doesn’t affect the House membership. We still have a majority.”

	Larry paused, holding out his hands with a sort of mock incredulousness. “No, you don’t. You have a majority of the members who have been allowed to take their seats.”

	“You mean the ones actually elected.”

	“All of them have been elected,” Larry picked up his drink again with a little flourish, leaning back in his seat yet still maintaining their staring contest.

	“Being elected in a previous cycle doesn’t qualify them for this congress.”

	“Except if there were no elections for their seats this cycle.”

	“That’s not how it works.”

	“Ah, no,” Larry held up a finger. “The commission report said we have to proceed as if no elections took place in twenty-one states.”

	“First off,” Emily said, “the Randall Commission has not actually released it’s report, so you don’t know what exactly it says, and second, even if the leaks are accurate, it only means the seats from those twenty-one states will stay vacant until an election does take place.”

	Again Larry was holding up a finger, his voice taking on a certain harsh edge. “No. The report says, we proceed as if no elections took place.”

	“That’s what makes the seats vacant.”

	“No, they aren’t. Those seats have representatives who have not been replaced by a new election.”

	“They’re elected to two year terms. If there hasn’t been an election than the seats are vacant.”

	“So if election’s don’t get held we just leave government posts empty?”

	“Yes!” Unlike with Larry, her incredulousness was genuine. “That’s how it’s always worked.”

	“What if only one election was held? Would that one person get to run congress all by themselves?”

	“Don’t be ridiculous.”

	He held out his arms. “Exactly my point. You see the absurdity. If you don’t seat all the members than you’ll have more than half the seats vacant. You don’t even have enough for a quorum.”

	“Have you lost the ability to count? We have more than half the seats filled, which doesn’t matter because a quorum is half of the non-vacant seats.”

	“Are those seats really vacant though? There’s precedent from the Civil War. Secession was declared to be illegal, so the states never really left the Union. They still had seats in Congress.”

	Emily sighed and resisted rolling her eyes. “Do you think I haven’t read that precedent as well? General Randall cited it in his preliminary findings weeks ago. During the Civil War they counted a quorum as a majority of the members actually chosen, actually elected and sworn in. If states didn’t hold an election that those seats don’t count toward the total.”

	“So that’s a lot of technicalities,” Larry said with a wave of his hand. “The point is that people can argue either side. Some people will say you’re trying to run the country with less than half of the House present. It’s not going to look legitimate.”

	“You,” Emily found herself stammering, trying to say more than one thing at a time. “Okay, first off, we have two-hundred fifty-two members being seated on Thursday, which, if you recall your basic math, is more than half the four thirty-five total. And second,” her voice rose to override an objection she could see forming on Larry’s face, “second, are you really gonna talk to me about legitimacy? You’re side has been using violence to intimidate voter . . .”

	“You’re bringing up this conspiracy theory again?”

	“Voter intimidation is not a conspiracy, millions of people say . . .”

	“Fake news.”

	“Millions of people were intimidated or threatened with violence by your goons . . .”

	“They’re my goons now?”

	“Yes!” Emily shouted the word, getting some looks from people nearby, which felt odd given how many of those people were naked. She lowered her voice but not her countenance. “Yes, literally, your goons, your Nationalist volunteers, polling monitors, people paid by your organization. They threatened people, they attacked people, they checked people’s ballots, that was you, your organization and your side did that! And you suppressed turnout because of it, so you’ve been running the country with less than a third of the vote for the past decade! That was you, running the country into the ground! And now you have the gall to invite me to your trashy sex den so you can try to intimidate me as well?”

	“So you gonna go cry about it?”

	“No,” she made sure to sit up as straight as she continued. “I’m going to take the gavel and bar your unelected representatives from taking their seats. I’ll have them arrested and escorted out by security if I have to.”

	“You think security will follow that order?”

	“Yes. Nobody is intimidated by your empty threats anymore.”

	“Is it an empty threat?”

	“I don’t know, are you actually saying you would go through with a palace coup?”

	Larry had a shit-eating grin that just kept growing as he continued. “I’m just telling you how things are. The people voted your man out of power. They’re going to be upset if you try to block that.”

	“I’m not blocking anything. The members being seated were legitimately elected. You guys want it both ways. You want the states out west that would give President Hill an electoral college win, you want those votes thrown out, but you want to seat the representatives from those same states so you can get a congressional majority.”

	“That’s how the people voted.”

	“They voted for a Democratic majority in the House, which is why I have more members.”

	“I’m just letting you know. A lot of our members, they’re not too happy about this either. These are some of the people who are talking about starting a new constitutional convention.”

	“Okay, so?”

	Larry took a long, slow drink without ever breaking eye contact. “All I’m saying is that if you kick these guys out some might head out to Atlanta and start holding a convention, and they probably won’t care if they don’t have enough states, and they definitely won’t care if you tell them to stop.”

	“You’re saying the southern states will secede if they aren’t given a congressional majority they didn’t earn?”

	“They might not call it secession. I’m just saying they’ll start doing things you might not like, and I don’t think President Drake will stop them, or the Senate will stop them, so your majority in the House won’t really be able to do anything about it.”

	“So if these states decide to secede you’re saying Drake would just let them go.”

	“I don’t know what he’d do, but your boyfriend didn’t do anything when the New England states started acting like an independent country, so . . .”

	“That happened under the previous administration, your administration, and it was only possible because the Nationalists insisted on a State’s Right Amendment and a State Sovereignty Act so they could undermine the federal government and then you got petulant when it backfired on you. President Hill has been the one trying to clean up your mess. If it were up to me all your dumb legislation would be repealed and the United States could actually be united states again.”

	“Obviously blaming the past administration didn’t work for your boyfriend, so . . .”

	“What is with this childish obsession in calling President Hill my boyfriend? Do you think that’s some kind of insult?”

	The smile on Larry’s face only got bigger.

	“Hello!” Further conversation was interrupted by a new arrival. From out of the darkness emerged a corpulent figure stuffed into an overpriced suit. “Madam Speaker. Mr. Elmo. Fancy running into you here.”

	“Frank,” Larry gestured, “please, pull up a seat.”

	Frank Grace did just that. Although there was room to squeeze into the booth he pulled up a nearby chair, turning it around to sit down backwards in it and leaning forward to prop his arms up on the table. Emily kept looking passed him, trying to find his entourage in the low light of this place. While it seemed plausible that Larry could be here by himself she felt certain the possible Vice-President elect could not go anywhere without at least a security detail close by. There was nobody in sight though, and Emily had to wonder if they were keeping a more than discrete distance or if Frank Grace really had slipped away from all his handlers and was operating on his own.

	“Madam Speaker, what brings you to a place like this?”

	“Did you plan this?” Emily spoke directly to Larry.

	“Plan it?”

	“Plan to have a senator just drop in on us like this?”

	“Why would I do that?”

	“This entire evening feels like a juvenile attempt at some mind game.”

	“That just sounds paranoid.”

	“There was no plan to this,” Frank said. “I just stopped by and happen to see you two over here.”

	She at last turned to the senator. “Is that something good, upstanding Christian family men usually do? Just stop by at the local sex club?”

	“I . . . well, no, I just . . . this place was recommended to me.”

	“Recommended to you?”

	“Yeah. It’s near the Green Zone so I thought I’d check it out.”

	Emily fixed him with a narrowed-eye stare. “What does being near the Green Zone have to do with anything?”

	“You know, it means it’s safe.”

	“So as long as a sex club is safe you have no other issues coming to one?”

	“It’s not like I’m doing anything.”

	“You’re just watching other people have sex.”

	“What’s wrong with that?”

	Emily shifted in her seat and crossed her legs. “Weren’t you one of the co-sponsors on some legislation that would have denied Medicare to anyone who had sex outside of marriage?”

	“That’s different.”

	“You said that any sex outside of marriage is inherently unsafe.”

	“Ugh,” the senator groaned. “That’s not what I meant.”

	“So as a Christian you’re okay,” she gestured around at their surroundings, “with this?”

	“No, that’s not what I’m saying.”

	“What are you saying?”

	“As the vice-president it’s important I know what’s happening in the capital city.”

	“So that’s why you’re here? Civic concern?”

	“The vice-president is responsible for that kind of thing.”

	“No he isn’t,” Chloe, Emily’s aide blurted. Right away she looked embarrassed to have inserted herself into this conversation of higher ranking people, and as they turned her way the girl did her best to shrink into the vinyl cushioning of the booth. Emily flashed her a broad smile, feeling rather pleased someone else had just spoken the plain truth in this conversation.

	“He . . . the vice-president’s job is to take over whatever projects the president wants him to,” Frank said.

	“Drake put you in charge of nudie bars?” Emily asked him, leaning forward as if she were eager to hear his answers. “So you took it upon yourself to investigate all the sex clubs, even ones in the sketchy parts of town, assuming they’re ‘near’ the Green Zone?”

	“No, not the sex clubs, the whole area.”

	“Which just happens to include sex clubs?”

	“Look, stop trying to twist my words.”

	“You’re the one that just stopped by a sex club and happened to run into us here.”

	“So what are you doing here?”

	“I came here to meet with the minority leader, at his request. Though so far I’ve only been able to talk to his representative,” she gestured across at Larry. “Also, I’m not the one who campaigned on the promise to get rid of places like this.”

	“I never said that.”

	Before Emily could respond, Chloe once again asserted herself, this time by passing a mobile across to the Speaker. Emily took in, looking at the archived headline her aide had pulled up. She started reading. “State senator Frank Grace defeats Republican incumbent to become twelfth Nationalist in the United States Senate, pending a recount in Texas. More so than his fellow Nationalists, who won on promises of more protectionist economic policy and the need for greater security measures at home and abroad, Senator-elect Grace centered his campaign around the promise to enshrine Christian morality in federal law.”

	She looked up from the mobile, again leaning forward as if eagerly anticipating his response.

	“That doesn’t mean just shutting places like this down.”

	“No, apparently it means patronizing them on a regular basis.”

	“I never said I was a regular here.”

	“You just happen to come here the one time when we were having this meeting.”

	“Yes!”

	Emily shot a look over at Larry Elmo. The lobbyist was still sitting back in his seat with his confident grin that threatened to break into outright laughter.

	“Look, Senator,” Emily said. “Why don’t you just tell me what it is you want?”

	“Like I said, I just happened to run into you.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Mr. Vice-President,” Larry said, “we were just discussing the new congress.”

	“Oh, yes, I heard about General Randall’s report.”

	“Emily thinks the report gives her side a majority.”

	“No, how do you figure that?”

	She reserved her icy stare for the senator. “How do you figure otherwise?”

	“No more recounts, no more special elections,” Grace shrugged, a sort of rolling of his broad shoulders. “We seat the representatives we have.”

	“We seat the people who won elections last year. Just because someone was a representative in the last congress does not entitle them to a seat in this one.”

	“So you’re just going to subvert democracy?”

	“No, we’re going to follow the recommendations of the report. Assuming what’s been leaked is accurate, taking the results as is means President Hill is reelected and we have a House majority.”

	“So you’re just denying rightfully elected officials their seats in congress?”

	“No. They did not win elections this cycle. There were no elections.”

	“They were elected. The hold their seats until a new election.”

	“That’s not how it works.”

	“It is how it works,” Frank’s voice was rising to almost a shout. “Since ancient Greece. You win election, you have a seat in the legislature until you’re replaced, or you retire or whatever.”

	“They did not win elections this cycle! Their terms were up. Nobody gets to just keep serving beyond their term.”

	“You’re just gonna kick them out then?”

	“I’m not kicking them out. They didn’t win any elections.”

	“They did win election, they were elected and they served in congress, apparently until you arbitrarily decided to kick them out of office.”

	“It wasn’t arbitrary! Their terms were up.” Now it was Emily’s voice that was starting to get louder as well.

	“So lawfully elected representatives can be kicked out because their states decided not to have elections.”

	“Yes! The constitution requires them to have elections. It limits their terms to two years.”

	“You think the founding fathers intended for congress not to be filled? They skipped elections all the time back then. Do you think they just left seats empty?”

	“What? No, they did not skip elections all the time, and yes they did just leave seats vacant. It happens all the time nowadays too.”

	“So you’re saying states have to just leave seats vacant if someone retires or dies, they don’t get to have a full delegation.”

	“No, God, no that’s not what I’m saying.” Emily clenched her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose, taking a long breath before trying to continue. “The states . . .”

	“And you get to decide when someone has served too long.”

	“I didn’t decide that, the constitution did.”

	“The founding fathers didn’t want congress to just be empty most of the time. They thought congress should be more powerful than the president, they wanted it filled with representatives from the people.”

	“And they specifically outlined how those representatives should be chosen and how long they serve for.”

	“If we did things your way congress would never have had any power because it would have been empty most of the time.”

	“What? That doesn’t make any sense, why would it be empty?”

	“If anybody can just be kicked out because there wasn’t an election in their state or their state hadn’t planned for their retirement, there would just be vacancies all the time,” Grace sat up straight as he started pontificating. “People died a lot younger back then and it took a long time for news to travel so they didn’t have elections as regularly as we do, so congress would have been empty, it wouldn’t have had, the, um, the thing when, you know, when you have enough people present to . . .”

	“A quorum?” Chloe said.

	“Yeah, they never would have had a quorum.”

	“This . . .” Emily stopped. She took a slow breath, glancing at her aide and at the scenes around them. There was no longer a couple having sex on stage, but the booths across from them all still had their own activity. For a second Emily contemplated the idea of ditching her antagonists and joining the people in one of those booths. She would get up without saying anything, walk over into a booth, and see what happened from there.

	It would make as much sense as the rest of the evening.

	“Mr. Grace,” she took another deep breath. “Mr. Elmo. As of right now, I am the Speaker of the House, voted in by a majority of the current members in this congress, as defined by the rules set out for electing new members. That congress’ term expires on Thursday, and a new one is sworn in, which consists of member who were duly elected last November. At that time there will be a vote and the House will determine its speaker for the next term. Which will be me. Now if there’s nothing else . . .”

	“You won’t be Speaker,” Grace said, “because you won’t have a quorum.”

	“A quorum is half the non-vacant seats, senator.”

	“Those seats aren’t vacant, you just refused to accept the representatives.”

	“I’ll accept the representatives when they win elections for the open seats.”

	“They did win elections.”

	“Mr. Senator, we’re arguing in circles.”

	“That’s because you’re not listening to me.”

	“You’re not listening to me! I keep pointing out to you how it works and you keep asserting something that isn’t true.”

	“Emily, why are you so bitchy tonight? Is it that time of the month?”

	“Did you . . .”

	“Should we reschedule for . . .”

	“Reschedule this drop in, happenstance meeting?”

	Larry could no longer contain himself and started to just laugh out loud.

	“That’s,” Emily glanced between the two of them. “You know, nevermind. I’m leaving. Enjoy yourselves boys.”

	Already Emily was on her feet, with her aide sliding across the booth as fast as she could to join her boss. Senator Grace seemed about to say something, but before he could the Speaker had disappeared into the darkness. Instead he turned to Larry, who at last recovered from his fit of laughing.

	“Women,” the lobbyist said with a shrug. Grace shrugged as well, then Larry raised his glass and downed the rest of his drink.

	



	

PHILADELPHIA FEDERAL CENTER

	 

	DECEMBER 31

	 

	In an official sense the party was to celebrate the new year. That was how it was billed in its announcements. Yet even from the darkened balcony where he stood, Hill could look across at the entrance to the Senate Wing and see the red, white, and blue balloons, the Drake/Grace campaign signs, the flags and banners with the Nationalist’s red, white, and blue Gadsden flag logo.

	This was the victory party Drake had been denied a couple months earlier, and ironically he wasn’t even present for it. Neither, for that matter, was much of Congress, which still had plenty of Democrats and old-school Republican types who were fed up with the Nationalist party that had supplanted them. In lieu of these people, Senator Grace, who organized this whole thing, had invited corporate America, or at least all the corporations that funneled their bribery dollars through the State Autocracy Project.

	They actually called them bribery dollars too, labeling their expenses ‘bribes’ in corporate accounting and tax statements.

	Hill watched the procession as they entered through the big glass doorway. He stood on a second story balcony, right above the entrance to the House Wing of the Federal Center. Unlike the Senate side this wing was closed off, the alcoves and balcony space without lights. It left the president shrouded in darkness, unseen by the revelers below. A lone Secret Service agent loitered behind him. At this distance it was quiet, the noise of the crowd and the music in the opposite wing reduced to just a low murmur by the vast atrium space. The crowd flowed in and around the champagne fountain and the long buffets of food that dominated the lobby area, signed the gold-leafed guest book, collected gold lapel pin party favors, admired the hologram projectors that cast images around and through the ice sculpture, images Hill could not make out from this angle.

	He leaned forward, wondering about this ice sculpture now. He could not tell how the hologram projectors were suppose to enhance the image, but the whole thing was over the top ostentatious even without them. It was huge, dominating the main lobby. The ice was shaped like an eagle, wings unfurled, perched atop a giant dollar sign. Closer inspection revealed that the dollar sign had two vertical lines that connected in a curve at the bottom, such that it was also the letters ‘U’ and ‘S’. Champagne erupted not from the mouth of the eagle but from its crotch, as if it were pissing champagne into the giant glass bowl in which the whole edifice sat. Why that was the case Hill had no idea, though it said something that the glass bowl itself was supported on legs shaped like tiny figures, tiny little Atlases or Egyptian slaves, straining under the weight.

	He heard footsteps approaching but did not bother to look.

	“Good evening, Angel.”

	“Mr. President.”

	Hill folded his arms and leaned back against a nearby column. “Maybe you should stop calling me that. It feels a little hollow.”

	“Mr. Hill feels more hollow to me.”

	“How about just Thomas?” the president said.

	“You prefer Thomas or Tom?”

	“It was always Thomas growing up.”

	Angel smiled and nodded. “You know you’re the only person not in my family who pronounces my name right.”

	“How so?”

	“An-hel. The Spanish pronunciation. Most people go with An-gel.”

	“That’s the correct way, right?”

	“It is, though I’ve given up on correcting people.”

	Angel shoved his hands in his pockets and the two stood there in silence, watching the crowd below.

	“Can you believe the expense of this party?” Thomas asked.

	“I can believe it. It’s unseemly, but I can believe it.”

	“There are media crews down there, I saw. I can’t imagine this looks good on the news streams.”

	“It doesn’t look good even in good times, not to mention right now in a multi-year economic recession.”

	The president signed, and there was a long pause.

	“If these were good economic times it wouldn’t matter, since I would have won the election outright. That’s the worst part. When things eventually improve Drake will be there to take credit.”

	“This bad economy is not going to go away,” Angel said.

	“Doesn’t it have to eventually?”

	Angel shook his head. “Thing is, there’s no law of nature that says the economy always has to grow. Without the dollar as a global reserve currency there’s nothing preventing us from sinking down to third world status. Honestly, I wonder if any president will ever be reelected again in my lifetime.”

	“Well if Drake’s solution to inflation really is to print more money, and his solution to government debt is to cut taxes than he’s definitely not going to solve the problem.”

	“He won’t be solving the problem, but you have to ask, is it a problem that can be solved? Americans have a really weird relationship with wealth. Historically we’ve had around five percent of the world population and used twenty-five percent of the world’s resources, and never been self-conscious about it. As if we think, I don’t know, that people in other countries don’t like resources, or that we’re wealthier than everybody because of freedom and magic.”

	This got a wry smirk from the president. “Right. And we conveniently assume those countries that are democratic and poor are just doing it wrong. Or we don’t think about them at all. You’re right, we assume we’re wealthy just because of some immutable natural order. I wonder if we’re determined never to learn that just being a democracy doesn’t automatically make you rich.”

	“It doesn’t make you rich, but everyone is ready to believe the problem is corrupt or incompetent politicians and will just keep voting out whoever has power, just keep switching parties without anything ever improving.”

	“It kind of explains this party too,” Hill shifted position to lean on the balcony railing. “Whether it’s a country or an individual person, Americans really believe that if you’re not wealthy it’s because you’re doing it wrong. Nobody likes the idea of taxing the wealthy because they all assume one day they’ll figure it out and be wealthy themselves.” He slumped his head down and shook it.

	Angel paused, watching more guests arrive in the lobby below them. “I’m not sure people thinking they will one day be rich themselves quite explains it.”

	“Yeah?”

	“This reminds me of a story I heard. It might not be true, it was an anecdote I heard about the previous administration. President Hanson, I don’t know when or where this occurred, but supposedly he once told a staffer or somebody, he was talking about all the people voting for him, and he said it was like he was a rock star, and all those people were his groupies.”

	Hill chuckled at this. “How the fuck did those guys stay in power for so long?”

	“I don’t know. He said, so, they were like groupies because they, they were so into him, to his ideas, his ‘music,’ so to speak, that they were willing to give themselves up completely to him. He said, and again I heard this like third hand, but supposedly, he said they were so into him they, they wanted to be raped.”

	“Hmph. Yeah. That’s both unbelievable and totally plausible. It’s hard to believe anybody actually thinks like that, yet Americans seem to behave as if, yeah, they’re just so into wealth and celebrity they just surrender themselves.”

	“Certainly not all Americans do.”

	“Enough,” Hill said. “Enough to make this a close election, and just possibly give us a President Cornelius Drake.”

	“Drake didn’t win a majority. It wouldn’t even be close except for millions of extraneous votes in Virginia and all those bond ballots in the south.”

	The president gave a mirthless chuckle. “Government selling extra votes. Would you ever have thought to have seen the day? 

	“Talk about a weird relationship with wealth.”

	Hill shook his head again. “I wonder if it’s all a religious thing. Americans see wealth as a sign of God’s favor.”

	“Wealth as a sign of God’s favor? That’s actually the same circular logic that was used to justify rule by divine right. I deserve to be wealthy because God favors me. How do I know God favors me? Because I’m wealthy.”

	Hill chuckled a little bit at this. “Divine right. Is that what our country is coming to?”

	“Coming to? Shit, I think it’s already there. Those billionaires down there are basically a new aristocracy, and if Drake and the Nationalists get back in power there’s nothing to stop them from entrenching themselves and passing down their political power for generations, making it a hereditary class.”

	This got no reply, and the two of them stood there in silence. Angel slouched forward, mirroring his boss as he leaned his forearms against the railing. Some kind of cheer erupted downstairs, for what they could not see.

	“Alright,” Angel said. “I didn’t come down here just to shoot the shit about wealth inequality.”

	“Is that an official business tone?”

	“Official business. You have a meeting.”

	“Right now?”

	Angel sighed and turned to him. “General Randall just arrived. He’s ready to meet.”

	“I thought we postponed that until tomorrow.”

	“We did postpone it, but the general is here now and he’s even more annoyed than he was this morning.”

	Hill just stared blankly at his chief of staff. “Are we really at the point where people just show up and demand meetings with the president?”

	“Oh, I think we reached that point a long time ago.”

	“Are we at the point where the president takes those meetings?”

	Angel paused, tilting his head side to side in consideration. “It sure seems that way. You could always turn him away.”

	“And deal with an even more pissed off war hero tomorrow.” Hill took a moment to stand up straight again, stretching out his back. “Alright, let’s get to it.”

	Leaving the lobby they entered the darkened corridors of the Federal Center’s Executive Tower and took the slow elevator ride up to the ‘White House’ levels.

	The floor they arrived at was even darker than those below, with only low red lights leading to the emergency exits providing any illumination. Angel led the way down the hall, past the so-called situation room, to a conference room looking out on the city and the river front. The view was lit up at night by nearby buildings in the Green Zone and the sparkling wall that was the arcology. Beyond that, across the river, in New Jersey, there was nothing but darkness.

	The room itself was also dark. A computer terminal near the far end illuminated a couple of seated fingers, but not enough to reveal their faces. Between the computer, the city lights outside, and the red light in the hallway, there was just enough illumination in the room to move around without running into the chairs and table.

	The president hesitated in the doorway. The Secret Servicemen accompanying them closed the door as one of the figures at the far end stood up and walked the length of the room.

	“President Thomas Hill,” Angel provided the introduction, “General Hunter Randall.”

	He towered above all the others present, the metals on his uniform glinting as they caught the light from the city outside. Hill reached out his hand. The general just stared at it for a moment before at last returning his handshake.

	“It’s good to finally meet you in person,” Hill said.

	Again there was a loaded pause. “Likewise, sir. I apologize for my gruffness in demanding this meeting.”

	“I assume this is urgent, since it couldn’t wait until tomorrow.”

	“When I agreed to a meeting this morning the answer to that was yes. Unfortunately since then an unacceptable amount of my final report has been leaked, both to the media and to the Nationalist party leadership.” As he spoke the general turned his glower toward Angel.

	“Hey, don’t look at me,” the chief of staff said. “If anybody is a leak it’s Marcus and his crew.”

	“Hmm. While I would love to blame a weak-spined party chairman, some of what was leaked was not part of the presentation I gave this morning. The leak has to be on my side, one of my people. Which I find all the more disturbing, and all the more reason to get this over with tonight.”

	“So, um,” Hill said, “what is this about then?”

	Randall turned to his adjunct, who had approached behind him. The young officer handed Randall a briefcase. The general took this, set it on the table, then produced a key on a chain around his neck. He unlocked the brief case and propped it open.

	“Does it need to be so dark in here?” Hill asked.

	With a nod from the general, the Secret Servicemen switched on a single light. It created a pool of brightness around one end of the long conference table. The president took a moment for his eyes to adjust, feeling like he was standing under a single street light on some forlorn avenue. Then he stepped over to look at the contents of the briefcase.

	At first glance it was nothing profound. There were a collection of file folders on one side. The other side had a set of old external storage drives, some of them bulky, the size and shape of bricks, others little thumb sticks shoved into fitted pockets.

	“What is this?”

	“It is the GSA file on Cornelius Drake.”

	“I’ve already seen the GSA file on Drake. It was made public when the war ended. There was nothing in it, or at least nothing the electorate cared about.”

	“No, sir, you haven’t seen all the files,” Randall said as he began to unpack papers from the briefcase. “The CIA and the FBI had a long history of not trusting each other, and ramming them together into a single organization didn’t change that. All the files taken from GSA headquarters originated with the CIA half. Those parts of the Global Security Agency that had once been the FBI liked to keep their own, secret files, independent from Langley.”

	“So where did you get this?” Angel asked.

	“I can’t discuss that. These are classified documents that should never have been given to me. I received them with the trust that I would not turn in my source.”

	“But,” Angel glanced around, confused. “Were they kept at some GSA field office then?”

	“Yes. In Cincinnati.”

	“So what do they say?” Hill asked.

	“They detail Mr. Drake’s time working for the Department of Defense.”

	“Drake never worked for the Department of Defense,” Hill said as both he and Angel shot skeptical glances at the general. “He was an undersecretary at the Department of Energy.”

	The gruff old man was undeterred. “Technically, yes, Mr. President. But why would a successful energy conglomerate CEO give up that job to become a minor undersecretary in an unglamourous part of the federal bureaucracy?”

	“Because he wasn’t a successful CEO,” Angel said. “His company was filing for bankruptcy in the middle of soaring energy prices, he was under indictment for corruption, and also because in the Hanson administration minor undersecretary positions were a great way for corrupt people to enrich themselves, and because his father was Secretary of Energy and got him the job.”

	“That’s a way better explanation than some conspiracy theory,” Hill said.

	“You’ve seen the officially released GSA files, Mr. President,” General Randall said. “You know they had a thing for launching boneheaded coverups and secret programs.”

	“So what is this conspiracy then?”

	“It’s not a conspiracy. It’s just a cover. Officially Cornelius Drake was listed as working for the Department of Energy. In truth he spent those years working for DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Program Agency. He worked as the head of a joint facility run by DARPA and the GSA known as Spiderhead.”

	“Yeah, okay,” Hill said. “I’ve heard of that. I thought it was a GSA prison.”

	“It was. That much is public knowledge. What was not officially acknowledged was the research that went on there.”

	“Research?”

	“Into biological weapons.”

	Angel and Hill both glanced at each other. “You’re saying this is where they developed the Genetic Toxin Virus?” Hill asked.

	This got a little smile from Randall. “It’s good to hear someone in the government finally acknowledge its existence.”

	“I’ve talked about it before, but the right-wing news streams have adopted a total blackout. They deny it even exists.”

	“The U.S. government has never acknowledged its existence either, in any capacity. Even though the previous administration is at The Hague right now being tried for using it.”

	Hill shrugged slightly. “If you acknowledge something and the media never covers it, did it ever really happen.”

	“Hmph. Well, regardless, you are correct.” The general held up the file folders again, then dropped them back into the briefcase. “The Genetic Toxin Virus is a war virus engineered at Spiderhead and released outside Beijing prior to the Army’s withdrawal. It was first tested on the national security prisoners the GSA was holding at that facility.”

	Hill looked at the briefcase again. Hesitantly he reached in and took out the top file folder, flipping it open.

	“So, um,” Angel glanced around. “Does this change anything?”

	The general just gave him a critical look, and Angel continued.

	“It doesn’t change the outcome of the election. I don’t even think it would change much how people voted if it had been known before. They already knew Drake was a Nationalist, that he supported all the GSA’s unlawful detentions and arrests, that he promised to reopen GSA death camps, they knew he supported the Global War and promised to go on fighting it. It already came out in the campaign how Drake had been quietly pardoned for all his bribery scandals at the Department of Energy.”

	“Except he wasn’t working for the Department of Energy,” Hill said without looking up from the file folder.

	“Technically he was,” said the general. “He had a job there and was officially on the payroll as part of the cover, even if he didn’t do anything for the department.”

	“So they managed to combine a conspiracy with some corrupt rent-seeking,” Angel said. “I still don’t see how that changes things.”

	“It changes things,” Hill slowly turned to his chief of staff, “because this means Drake wasn’t just another low-level corrupt Nationalist in the previous administration. If he was responsible for developing GTV than that makes him a war criminal.”

	A light went on for Angel. “We would have to hand him over to the International Criminal Court.”

	“As part of the terms of the ceasefire.” Hill turned back to the file folder. “Is this enough general? These files, will they prove Drake’s involvement, beyond a reasonable doubt?”

	“I’m not a lawyer, but you’re unlikely to get more. Spiderhead itself burned down in a prison riot during the late stages of the war, after the virus had been deployed and at a time when there was no budget to rebuild. After that Drake seems to have gone to actually working with his father at Energy, where he stayed until the purges, or, er . . .”

	“Until I fired him,” Hill said. “Leave it to the Nationalists to operate actual death camps and then cry that administration turnover amounts to a purge.”

	“Either way, Mr. President,” the general said. “The point is that any records from the facility itself are gone, and it seems GSA headquarters buried it by deleting their records. I don’t know what Defense has on this project. I’m sure you could find out though.”

	“I would not be so sure. I’m certain there are people still at the Pentagon who could be convicted of war crimes and are right now actively making sure all that stays buried.”

	“Still, Mr. President, I trust the source for this information, and the documents here are quite thorough. I have no doubt this is an accurate record of Mr. Drake’s work.”

	“Can we really just do that then?” Angel asked. “Just arrest Drake, give him and this file to the ICC like we did with all those other Nationalists?”

	“Technically I think we can.” Hill put down the file folder and thumbed through some of the others in the briefcase. “Obviously the political ramifications are pretty big.”

	“All it would mean is this fight over the election would be between you and Senator Grace instead of Drake.”

	“Yes, though the optics of arresting my election opponent might hurt our ultimate chances.” Hill folded his arms and leaned against the table. “I need to think about this. General, if we did move against Drake would you support us?”

	“No.”

	“No?”

	“No. I’m sorry Mr. President. If you want a statement from me in support of arresting Drake you’ll have it, but I will not be staying in the capital after tomorrow.”

	“Where are you going?”

	“Europe. Germany.”

	“What?”

	“My wife is German, originally. We can get amnesty there.”

	“Amnesty? From what?”

	“From the shitshow that’s about to get underway here.”

	“You’re just abandoning your country?” This got Hill a severe reprisal look. “I’m sorry, but it’s hard to believe a decorated general, a veteran of several foreign wars, would give up on America.”

	“With all due respect, Mr. President, America no longer exists. I’ve seen enough fraudulent elections to know what one looks like. The United States is no longer a functioning democracy. It may no longer be a functioning country. I have no love for a corrupt chicken-hawk like Drake, but by the established rules there is a strong possibility he will be confirmed as the next president.”

	“That’s not a sure thing yet,” Angel said.

	“With someone like Drake, this close is already a failure. A country where Drake can get ten percent of the vote is a country already rotting at its core. Yet he didn’t get ten percent of the vote. He got more than forty percent.”

	“It’s still not a majority.”

	“That’s like saying only forty percent of your body is cancer. This nation is dead, it just doesn’t know it yet. The Nationalists will rebel, will start a legitimate civil war, if you remain in office, Mr. President. Yet if you let Drake or his stupid VP take charge there is no reason to believe they will not try to undo your brief presidency and get back to the Nationalist agenda. Which includes both rounding up registered Democrats and other political enemies on bogus national security charges, as well as trying to prosecute the Global War. Even though, I should say, even though a ceasefire has been signed, most of our forces have surrendered and are POWs you are struggling to get home, the ones not captured are out of supplies, and right now nobody, at all, who would actually have to prosecute a war wants anything to do with the prospect.”

	Under this barrage President Hill persevered, maintaining strong eye contact with the general. Only when Randall was done did he look away, out the window where a soft rain was now leaving streaks that blurred the city lights beyond.

	Randall sighed and turned to look out the window as well. “Those young soldiers out there, sir, they just want to get home. They feel abandoned by their government. I wish I could tell them, make them understand, they’re probably better off where they are. A few weeks from now stateside is the last place I want to be. If the Nationalists do take charge I have no reason to believe I won’t be on their elimination list, unless I agree to go lead whatever they imagine this renewed war will be. If they don’t, and you remain in office, I’m likely to be seen as an enabler of you and those who stymied them. No, Mr. President, I will not stay here. I leave with my family tomorrow.”

	Hill turned to look him in the eye again. “You accept those death camps were real then?”

	“Of course. Millions of people don’t just disappear, but more importantly I saw some of them for myself, or their remains anyway. Those news streams denying them are propaganda.”

	“And you know first hand how the war in Asia went.”

	“I do, sir.”

	“Then you know how important it is to stop the Nationalists from regaining power.” 

	“That’s the thing, Mr. President. I don’t believe they can be stopped. This is what the voters think they want, and I don’t know that any hardship will ever change that. The American people will never believe they lost a war. They will follow their delusions straight into oblivion. Personally, I don’t intend to be around to see it. You ought to consider your own exit strategy.”

	“My exit strategy?”

	“New England would probably take you in. Or maybe one of the Canadian successor states.”

	“You think I’ll have to flee the country?”

	“Civil war is coming, Mr. President, I have no doubt about it. In many ways it is already here. There is a choice we all face. We either run, throw in with the mob, or become one of its nameless victims.”
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	There was no literal wall on Wall Street, at least since colonial times. This was disappointing, since using such a wall would have been pleasingly ironic. As it was the Free Court Alliance just had to take whatever building side or concrete structure they could find, lining up people at whatever convenient location before shooting them.

	Downtown New York still had plenty of lights. Street lights and great holographic displays shown up onto the fancy architecture that only high finance could afford. A great damn of an arcology, anchoring the sea wall at the southern tip of the island, was ablaze, a tower of neon and fluorescence. It stood as a testament to turning back tides, both of rising housing cost and water and energy shortages, and it stood still, as tempting as it might have been to dynamite the whole structure.

	On the streets there was no traffic. Cars were present but motionless. Having long ago banished human-driven cars, all the automobiles in Manhattan were now linked into a central traffic control network. Taking control of that network meant the Free Court Alliance could not only shut down all vehicles within the city, but all the taxis and public transit vehicles could be locked, their occupants trapped inside.

	Traffic lights did not exist as such, but prominent red and green lights indicating to pedestrians when to cross continued to blink through their various cycles. By the time the sun had fully set everyone in downtown was ignoring these, because everyone in downtown was either striding about with impunity or else fleeing for their lives.

	The light and hologram displays meant to ring in the new year were playing out in some places, waiting to be activated in others. At this point nobody cared.

	The New York Stock Exchange itself was on Wall Street. The trading floor everyone imagined as symbolic of any stock market no longer existed, since all real transactions were handled by AI driven computers. But there were still offices and executives at the stock exchange, and where the trading floor had once been there was an expansive and pristine lobby space, filled with great sculptures and fountains.

	A host of people were gathered in the stock exchange lobby. Most of them wore well cut suits and were on their knees with frightened looks. Surrounding this group was a more eclectic collection of individuals. A few wore the uniforms of the New York Police Department. Some wore camouflage army fatigues with the original insignia and rank patches removed. Still others were dressed like bikers, both the motorcycle kind in leather jackets and jeans, and the bicycle kind in tight fitting spandex, except with bullet-proof vests layered on top. While a large majority of the suited figures on their knees were men, a slight majority of the disparate individuals surrounding them were women.

	The surrounding force also included a few non-humans. The tank drones were networked together into what the army called a wolf-pack. The individual drones were the size of motorcycles but shaped like small, squat tanks, with fat, open hex-grid rubber tires that did not require air pressure, and multiple turrets fitted with medium caliber machine guns and various non-lethal weaponry.

	All of these armed individuals, human and robot, had an insignia painted or crudely sewn or draped on them. It depicted three bars, red, white, and blue, arranged in a triangle against a black background.

	The whole room sat in silence. There was a watery pattering sound from the fountains, a slight motorized whir from the drones, the tapping of a foot. Occasional sounds from outside, screams or undecipherable booms or the peel of distant gunfire, echoed into the lobby, fraying and tattering nerves.

	Into all this walked a group of figures. They were dressed in schizophrenic clothing, long armored jackets, patched up jeans, frilly blouses, brightly colored boots. The lead among them was a tall, rail thin woman. Her hair was blond streaked with grey and pulled back in a tight braid that spilled the length of her spine. She wore a sleeveless vest with all sorts of pockets on its inside and out, and leather jeans stolen from some high end department store, evidenced by the tags still hanging off them. Her high cheek bones and wide eyes made her seem like she could have been a model, but she was much older now, wrinkles visible around her eyes and mouth.

	The group of figures came to stand in front of the gathered crowd of people in suits, and the armed individuals sat up some to look on. The lead woman clapped her hands in one big, excited gesture as she surveyed the crowd.

	“Okay,” she said, her voice not quite loud enough to avoid being swallowed in the cavernous lobby, but still filled with a bubbling enthusiasm. “Okay, what a turnout. Welcome everyone, my name is Olivia, but they call me Tall Tia.”

	She wore a giant smile and a glassy look in her eyes. For their part the prisoners either stared dumbly or avoided looking up at all. “Now, before we begin, let me clear up one thing. Yes, I was ‘arrested’ or really captured and held as a political prisoner for several years in a death camp. Now, I know that’s a controversial term, but I only call it a death camp because there were various execution devices that were used to murder all the liberals who had been rounded up, after which they were burned and their ashes buried in mass graves on site. Anyway, if you were wondering, this death camp thing was after I served as a clerk to a liberal federal judge, you know, one of the ones who was arrested as well on made up accusation and imprisoned with me, but it was before I joined with a crazed vigilante army.”

	Still with that placid smile she gestured now about at her surrounding comrades. Some of them wore repressed smirks, but most stood stone faced, staring back at the prisoners.

	“Okay,” Tia stepped forward to stand near the front row of prisoners, still speaking in that chipper tone. “Now, I want to warn you, most of you are probably going to be killed here tonight. But that doesn’t mean all of you will be. Just, probably most of you. But the good news is you control your own fate. I know, it would be easier just to gun you all down right here on the spot and be done with it, and yes, that would be justified and all, but we think you all deserve a last chance to, ya know, do something with your lives, instead of just being rich parasites living off of everyone else’s hard work. Now, I see there are a lot of you to get through, so let’s just go ahead and get started.”

	From within her vest she produced a handgun. She stepped over to a man at one end of the front row, next to one of the big fountains. As he looked up she leveled the gun in his face, and when she spoke it was in a louder, deeper tone.

	“Justify your existence.”

	The man stared back blankly. “Wh-what?”

	“Okay.” Suddenly the cheerful tone was back, as if a wholly different person was speaking. “I know it’s tough to go first, so let me explain in terms you understand. All you Wall Street people, you think of yourselves as ‘Makers’ and the rest of us as ‘Takers’ but the thing is you’re the ones who are takers. The world doesn’t need financial analysts and stock brokers any more than it needs gamblers. If all you disappeared tomorrow, or got shot in the head tonight, humans will still survive fine on this world, growing food and building things and all that. We,” here she gestured around at the militia surrounding them, “don’t need you. You’re like parasites. You consume what we produce and provide us with nothing. The thing about parasites is that getting rid of one has no downside. It’s not just that shooting you all would be a net positive, I have no doubt of that, it’s that getting rid of parasites is all positive.”

	She stepped back over to the man at the end of the line. “If you died, right now, there would be less resources consumed, more for the rest of us, and nothing productive would be lost, as far as I can tell. But I’ll admit, I could be wrong. Maybe there is something you can contribute to society. So I ask you, once more, what that thing is.” She again leveled the gun in his face. “Justify your existence.”

	There were a lot of disconcerted looks exchanged among the prisoners. The man at the end of the line stared up at Tia, his voice stammering as he tried to form words.

	“Please,” he said. “I’ll give you whatever you want.”

	“What I want is an answer to my question.”

	“I . . . I don’t know. Please, whatever you want. Money? Everything I have, is yours, please, take my wallet, just . . .”

	“Everything you have?” It sounded like a genuine question.

	“Yes, sure, just . . .”

	Tia pulled the trigger. The man’s head impacted and exploded out the back, spraying blood on some of the people behind him, and his body flopped over against the side of the fountain.

	“Everything includes your life.” Tia stepped over to the second man in line, an older, heavyset man. As she did she looked up to address the whole group again, reverting back to her cheerful voice. “It always helps to shoot the first one. Really establishes the seriousness of the situation.” She leveled her gun into the face of the heavyset man and said, in her deeper voice. “Justify your existence.”

	“Please, I don’t . . .”

	“Please? Did that work for your friend?”

	“I . . .”

	“Look, maybe you need a little more explanation, Mister . . .”

	“I . . . Stein.”

	“Stein. Mr. Stein, tell me, why don’t pyramids fly?”

	“What?”

	“It really should be a simple question.”

	Stein looked about as if needing help. “I . . . what?

	“Pyramids, man, try to keep up, triangle sort of structures, mounds of sand and rock or whatever, why don’t they fucking just fly away?”

	“I . . . gravity?”

	“Gravity! No shit. So tell me, Mr. Stein, what happens to a pyramid when you remove the base.”

	“I . . .”

	“Do you not know?”

	“I . . .”

	As she spoke Tia gestured wildly with her hands, indicating the pyramid shape and the bottom area removed. Her gun waved about casually, and the crowd followed its motion with their eyes. “No base, I cut it out, just the top, what happens?”

	“It falls?”

	“It fucking falls! You think? Are you sure it doesn’t fly away?”

	“I . . . no. I mean, yes. I mean, it doesn’t.”

	“Then why the fuck do you act like you can fucking fly?”

	“I didn’t . . .”

	“Of course you did, you fat Wall Street piece of shit, of course you fucking did! That’s what you think, that’s how you fucking live with yourself. You, all of you, fucking Wall Street bankers and traders and whatever the fuck you are, you are the apex of the pyramid! And we,” again with a gesture to the surrounding militia, “we are the base. And you all fucking think you are the ones holding up the pyramid! You think, if you could just cut off the base, us losers, us ‘takers’, if you could get rid of us and stop us from weighing you down, that you would fly off into the stratosphere!”

	“I didn’t . . .” Stein stammered.

	“Yes you fucking did! All of you, in your whole Atlas Shrugged, supply-side bullshit sort of way, think that you’re fucking holding up the world. But the truth is, for us, when you cut off the top of the pyramid, all that happens is the pyramid gets a little shorter.” She gave an exaggerated shrug. “And maybe we have a little less weight on our shoulders. But if you got rid of us, then the apex without a base, it ain’t gonna fucking fly! It’ll fall to the fucking ground! You need us. We do not need you. We can kill you and do nothing but gain from it. So I ask you, once more, Mr. Stein, why the fuck should we not kill you? What the fuck could you be holding up instead? Justify your existence!”

	“No please, I . . . Tall Tia? Please, don’t do this.”

	“Why the fuck not?”

	“Please, I have a wife, I have kids . . .”

	“Kids! Kids! Look, Stein, when the host asks the parasite, why should I not kill you and stop you from sapping my strength, the last thing the host wants to hear is that the parasite is producing more parasites that will also be sapping our strength.”

	“No, please, I’ll do anything . . .”

	“Yes you will, including dying.”

	Once more the loud gunshot reverberated into the expansive lobby. Stein collapsed to the ground, his head a bloody ruin, right next to the first man.

	“O for two is not a good start.” Tia came up to the next person in line, a shorter man with thin-framed glasses. “Let’s try again . . .”

	“I can cook!” He blurted the sentence before she could level the gun at him.

	“Cook?”

	“Uh-huh. I . . . I was a chef. Before I worked here, I was a chef, I went to school for it, I was gonna . . . I . . .”

	“You’re like a gourmet chef?”

	“Yes! Yes, I . . . I was gonna open a restaurant. I am going to. I . . . I stayed here for the money, just, until, you know, I wanted . . .”

	“What was your name?”

	“Me?”

	Tia gave him an incredulous look.

	“Oh, right, um, Ben.”

	“Ben, tell me something. If you had to leave, walk out of the door right now, with no money, no possessions, and had to go off, not to be some expensive gourmet chef, but be a slub working in some greasy diner, making minimum wage, if you knew that was your future and there was no way to avoid it, would you still want to walk out that door? Or is that a life not worth living to you?”

	“No, no, I would do it, I would walk out the door.”

	Tia holstered her gun. From another pocket in her vest she produced a pen and a deck of playing cards. The cards had the bar-triangle emblem of the Free Court on the back, while the front was the typical playing card motifs on a white background. Taking one of the cards she signed it in a long, looping script, then tossed the card at Ben.

	“Take this. Show it to anybody that questions you. Get out of town and do not come back.” She pointed toward the door.

	Ben fumbled as he caught the card, then stared at it with his mouth open. Tia stepped aside and pointed at the front entrance. “Do not make me think twice.”

	“Thank you, thank you,” Ben scrambled to his feet.

	“And do not thank me!” Tia drew her gun again, prompting Ben to run even faster. Everyone watched as he trundled forward, faster than he was ever use to moving, bursting out of the doors and into the night.

	“Okay,” Tia turned back to the prisoners. “That went well.”  Before she could continue  further there was a noise from the elevator lobby.

	Emerging into the main lobby was another set of eclectic Free Courters, lead among them a burly woman in a National Guard uniform with a buzz cut and an automatic rifle. Being marched along in front of them were two men, and as they came into view Tia rushed forward for a closer look.

	“Check out what we found boss,” the burly woman said, bringing the two men to a halt and forcing them down on their knees.

	The two men were a strange contrast. The first was a short Hispanic man with a thin mustache and shaggy hair. He was wearing a suit several sizes too big for him, with an improperly done up tie around his neck and a belt cinched as tight as it could go yet still not quite enough to keep his pants up. He held them with one hand lest they fall to his ankles. The other was a tall white man, clean-cut, with well manicured hands. He was wearing a blue jumpsuit that strained against his chest and gut and came up comically short on the pant legs and sleeves.

	Tia stood in front of the two, staring at them. “Seriously?”

	“They were upstairs hiding in one of the executive conference rooms.”

	“Seriously?”

	“That’s where we found ‘em boss.”

	“No, sorry Sarge, I was talking to these two. Guys. Seriously?”

	The two men glanced at each other, neither willing to start speaking.

	“You can’t make this shit up. It’s like something from a movie. Did you get this idea from a movie?” Tia addressed this question to the tall man.

	Again he glanced at his compatriot. “I . . .”

	“They didn’t even manage to switch shoes,” Sarge, the burly woman, said. Stepping closer Tia saw that indeed, the tall white man in the blue overalls was wearing snake-skin leather loafers, while the suited Hispanic guy had dirty leather work boots.

	“Oh, damn!” Tia said with a big smile. “You can’t make this up.” She turned to the Hispanic man. “He paid you to switch clothes with him, didn’t he? These aren’t your close right?”

	“Yes.”

	“They are your clothes?”

	“Oh, no, no.”

	“No. He paid you for your clothes.”

	The Hispanic man glanced around nervously at all the armed people around him. “Si.”

	“Si.” Tia nodded. “You look ridiculous. Both of you.” She turned back to the tall man in the blue overalls. “How the fuck did you think this could ever work?”

	“I . . .”

	“Obviously I know you’re not the fucking janitor. This guy is. How much did he pay you?” she switched back to the real janitor. “To switch clothes, how much?”

	“It . . . forty thousand.”

	“Forty thousand dollars!?”

	“Yes. Yes.” He reached into the suit jacket and pulled out a stack of paper bills. Without making eye contact he held it out toward her.

	“Oh, no, don’t give it to me, that’s your money. Shit, he paid you forty thousand dollars to take his five thousand dollar suit. That’s more money than you make in a year, isn’t it?”

	“Yes.” He still had the wad of cash extended out toward her, afraid to move more than necessary.

	“Where did you even get that much cash?” Tia asked of the tall executive.

	“Oh, we got that right here,” Sarge signaled to her people. A short woman wearing  a National Guard uniform and a bright sunburn, stepped forward with a brief case and set it on the edge of one of the fountains. With professional smoothness she opened and spun it toward Tia.

	“He was carrying this when we found him,” Pinky, the sunburnt soldier, said.

	“He was carrying a briefcase while wearing these clothes?” Tia asked.

	“You got it boss.”

	“We also found this,” Sarge added with a gesture. A man in a police officer uniform stepped forward, this time carrying a giant painting. He set it on the ground as he spun it toward them. It was an oil painting of a man in a suit. At first glance it could have been any older white man, but upon closer examination the likeness to the tall man in janitor overalls became striking.

	“Oh shit,” Tia’s smile got even broader. “Oh shit, that’s you. What does it say?” She stepped forward to look at the plaque at the base of the frame. “COO. Wow.”

	“He’s a coo,” James, the policeman holding the painting, said with a laugh.

	“We were trying to figure out what a coo even is,” Sarge said.

	“Chief Operations Officer,” Tia said.

	“Chief Operating Officer,” the executive corrected.

	“There ya go,” Tia gestured to him. “Wouldn’t want to get that wrong. Pinky, can I see that brief case?”

	“Sure thing.”

	With the brief case closed again Tia took it over to the real janitor. “Sir. What was your name again?”

	“Josiah.”

	“Josiah? Really?”

	“Yes, yes,” he nodded anxiously.

	“Alright. Josiah, you live around here?”

	“No.”

	“Of course you don’t. You ride the subway home?”

	“Si. Yes.”

	“Sure. So, the subway’s not running right now, but I’m gonna let you go. Go ahead and take this,” she handed him the briefcase. “I recommend spending it before the next burst of inflation makes it all worthless. Also, more importantly, you’ll be needing this.” From a vest pocket she produced a bandanna. Printed on it was the triangle logo of the Free Court Alliance. “Tie this around your head or something. If anybody asks, tell them Tall Tia sent you.”

	Josiah just gave her a blank look.

	“Well go on, take it. Take it and get out of here, and don’t get yourself killed on the way home. I’m serious, there’s a real chance of that, so be careful.”

	He stood up but otherwise continued to hesitate.

	“If you don’t like money we’ll just keep it, but you should definitely take the bandanna, unless you prefer to get shot. We can arrange that too, if you really want.”

	This got her an even more confused look.

	“Man, just take the money and run. And don’t come back, sorry to say but I think you’re pretty much out of a job now.”

	Josiah reached out and took the briefcase. He considered it in his hands for a moment, as if waiting for it to explode. Then he snatched the bandanna from her, glanced around, and took off running. Everyone watched as he went, his suit flopping loosely, one hand gripping both the bandanna and his pants to keep them up. He reached the front door and rushed out into the night.

	“Alright,” Tia clapped her hands and turned back to the executive. “Mr. Chief Operating Officer. Care to guess what happens now?”

	He glanced over at the prisoners. In plain site were the two bodies that had been shot in the head.

	“Look,” he said, “I’ll give you whatever you want. Just . . .”

	“Whatever I want?”

	“Yes. Anything. Whatever I have, it’s yours, just please . . .”

	“So, here’s the problem with that. You don’t own anything.”

	“No, I do, I have money. More money. I can get you a lot more money than you gave that guy. I have houses, I have, I have, what do you want? I can get you it. I know people . . .”

	“No, you see, you can’t. You don’t own anything. All those things you think you own, you only own them as long as society continues to function by the rules that gave them to you. Your problem, right now, is that is simply no longer the case. All those things you think you own? We own them. By we I don’t mean me or those of us in this room, but the larger we of all the people you consider beneath you.”

	“No, I don’t, I, please, I can . . .”

	“Those houses? If they’re here in New York than yeah, they’re ours. If they’re elsewhere they’re probably about to be ransacked by their caretakers, or by some other crazy people like us. Either way, everything you think you own, all your material possessions,” she paused, producing a large knife from her belt, then crouched down in front of the executive, casually holding the blade in front of her.

	“You see,” Tia said, “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, here in sector three, around the arcology, the whole downtown area, you’ve been pretty insulated down here, but over the past six months we’ve been waging an insurrection, or terrorist campaign as you probably like to call it, since terrorist is what you call the freedom fighter who you want to deny freedom. Point being, we’re not really law and order types, deep down. We’re a vigilante army. We were willing to observe the cease fire the president requested before the election, to give him a chance and all, you know, but everyone seems to think he’s not gonna be president anymore, and none of us really like the new guy. In fact, a lot of us, we were in those death camps, you may have heard about them, we survived the previous Republican administration, or Nationalist administration, whatever you fucks want to call yourselves . . .”

	“I’m not a Republican! Or a Nationalist! I swear . . .”

	“Yeah, I know. You’re a corporate shill, you’ll take any politician you can buy. I get that. But the point is, we’re kind of past the point of respecting property rights. So all that stuff you think you own, either we can get to it and claim it without your permission, or we can’t get to it in which case it does us no good. So you really don’t have anything to offer in exchange for letting you go.”

	The executive glanced over at the other prisoners again. “What . . . what are you going to do?”

	“Well, everybody’s been getting a chance at redemption. I’m not sure that extends up to your level, but it’s worth a shot. So tell me, have you ever imagined what your life would be like if you were stripped of all your wealth?”

	“I . . . yes.”

	“Oh? What did you think?”

	“I . . . it wouldn’t be very good.”

	“Life is no good without money, huh? That sounds pretty bleak. What would you do? With your life, if you had no wealth? What would you do?”

	He stammered, struggling between meeting her gaze and glancing over at the dead bodies nearby.

	“Tell me you have an answer to this question,” Tia said.

	“I . . . I don’t . . .”

	“You don’t know? You don’t know how you could live without staggering wealth?”

	“I guess I would try to make it back.”

	“Doing what?”

	He shot another glance around, at the prisoners and the drones and soldiers lined up across the lobby. Then, seeming to summon his courage, he turned back to Tia. “What . . . what I’ve done before.”

	“Being an executive? Do you have no other skills?”

	“I’ve got over thirty years experience . . .”

	“As a corporate fucking shill! Yes, I know! We don’t fucking need any more greedy, parasitic corporate fucking office warmers!”

	“I . . .”

	Tia had slowly been leaning closer to him and was now eye to eye, just inches away. She slowly raised up her giant knife, letting it catch some light and reflect into his eyes.

	“Um, boss,” Sarge said.

	Tia held the executive’s gaze a moment further without speaking, Then, without breaking eye contact, answered. “Yeah.”

	“So, The General, she contacted us just a little bit ago. Said she wanted this one. Or any executives we found. Has something special planned.”

	Leaning back Tia looked up at the burly woman, her demeanor once again rapidly shifting. “Oh really?”

	“Yeah. Sorry.”

	“No, no, that’s fine. I should have asked. She find the actual ‘wall’ of Wall Street?”

	“Something like that.”

	“Alright then.” Tia stood up and looked down at the executive. “Good luck.” She patted him on the shoulder.

	With that Tia sheathed her knife, drew out her handgun, and turned back to the cluster of prisoners still waiting there in the lobby.

	“Okay,” Sarge turned to her own people. “James. Wrench. Annina. You guys are with me. Everyone else, see what you can do to help Tia and Pinky around here.”

	As she spoke Sarge got her prisoner on his feet again. With her automatic rifle in his back she marched him toward the front door.

	“You want this as well?” James asked of the giant portrait he still held.

	Sarge paused to look at it, then shrugged. “Unless you want it.”

	“Hmph.” James made a point of hoisting the thing up and tossing it into the fountain as the four of them strolled out of the building.

	This eclectic bunch came up to a police command vehicle parked on the sidewalk. With supplies from the vehicle they got the COO handcuffed and loaded in the back. 

	Unlike most vehicles in New York, this one was capable of being manually piloted. Taking the driver’s seat was Annina, another heavy set woman who wore a grey state trooper uniform, an expansive birthmark across most of her neck and face, an army soldier’s helmet, and, over her uniform, a medieval style tabard that looked like something from a Renaissance Fair, with an ornate, golden cross on its front. As soon as they were all in Annina began navigating them out among all the frozen self-driving cars.

	James, in the front passenger seat, was on the vehicle’s built in radio. “General? We got this Stock Exchange executive on board now.”

	“Excellent,” a voice crackled over the radio. “He’s the last one. Can you get up to midtown? We’re at Rockefeller Center.”

	“Rockefeller Center?” James asked of their driver.

	“Yeah, I know how to get there.”

	“We’re en route General.”

	For someone like James, with years of experience on the New York police force, moving through Manhattan without traffic was surreal, but none of the others had lived in the city for more than a year. They watched passively as the police vehicle wended through stretches of cars that clogged the road but were rendered inoperable, then burst out along roads free of any vehicles at all. They passed by buildings from which people were spewing forth like coins from a winning slot machine, each person carrying heavy bags or arm-loads of random items. They passed rows of storefronts with the windows smashed in and the merchandise strewn out. Clothes, jewelry, electronics, appliances, furniture for some reason, groceries, and an inordinate amount of artwork pieces had ended up spread along various sidewalks, intact or broken, scattered or haphazardly piled.

	Further uptown they passed a sector checkpoint. Where once there had been a fence and armored emplacements and lines of vehicles and people trying to get through, there was now just wreckage. At some point several massive explosions had reduced everything here to blackened husks, and at some point later an autonomous drone tank had drive through it all, creating an open path, like a trail through a forest of ruins.

	Beyond in the next sector the buildings became more squarely conventional and the streets more populated. There were crowds out here that were not in the process of running for their lives, were in fact involved in various revelry, despite the cold night. As Annina slowed down to wade through the crowd that filled the wide New York avenue people began throwing plastic flowers and necklace beads onto their vehicle.

	They pushed through the crowds, until they arrived outside Rockefeller Center. Gathered here were more soldiers of the Free Court Alliance. They peered among this group for someone they knew. The first one they spotted was a flamboyant figure they called Cowboy. He wore a pink cowboy hat, a low cut designer shirt with the price tags hanging in front of grossly oversized breasts partly concealed by a flak jacket, heavy boots, leather pants, a bandolier of firearm magazines, garish makeup, and a submachine-gun on a feather boa cross-body strap.

	Cowboy had spotted them as well and was waving them over. As they got out he spoke in a baritone voice. “Is this the last one?”

	“If you say so,” Sarge answered. “He’s the only one we have. COO of the stock exchange.”

	“We’re only waiting for one more. Come on.”

	They took their prisoner a little further down the street and into an adjoining plaza. Dominating this space was a bronze statue of the titan Atlas from Greek mythology, holding up a hollow sphere. Various motley Free Courters were gathered around the periphery of the plaza, while in the center, right in front of the statue, was a cluster of a dozen or so people in business suits, shivering in the cold.

	From among the soldiers there stepped forward a dark-skinned woman in green camouflage fatigues without rank or insignia. Her hair was in long dread locks, she carried pistols on either hip, and she walked with a certain casual swagger.

	“General,” the Sarge offered her a salute, but the General responded only with a wave.

	“You find the last of ‘em, Sarge?” The General asked in a flat voice.

	“As far as we can tell. This guy is the Chief Operating Officer at the New York Stock Exchange. Looked like the rest of their executives either cleared out long ago or killed themselves in their offices.”

	The General took a moment to regard the COO. “Why’d you dress him like that?”

	“He did this himself.”

	This got a derisive chuckle. “You dressing for the job you want to have?”

	“Look, I don’t know who you are, but please, I can . . .”

	“You can? Great! I was hoping you could! We’re gonna need all the help we can get. Put him with the others Sarge.”

	They escorted the executive forward to the group in front of the statue. In doing so the Sarge and her crew noticed, for the first time, a giant bulldozer drone had been driven through the Rockefeller Center’s International Building, trailing a swath of destruction behind it as it burst out to sit in the courtyard just behind the statue.

	The COO got some cold, skeptical stares from the other executives, the rest of whom were still wearing suits and doing their utmost to stand up straight and maintain some form of dignity.

	As Sarge and her crew stepped away from the executives, The General stepped forward and gestured toward Wrench. The gruff old man in grungy fatigues responded with a perplexed look. The General nodded toward the bulldozer and destroyed building beyond, then started walking in that direction. Wrench stared after her, then moved to follow.

	Most of the crowd stood around the front end of the plaza, their conversation a low murmur. Around the back of the bulldozer, between it and the wrecked building, there were fewer people, even though over here there was warm air blowing out of the wrecked building front, making standing here like being near a camp fire.

	A group of men who looked like they had dressed up as travelers from the future, with shiny silver jumpsuits, construction helmets, and bug-eyed goggles, were busy hauling valuables, along with less than valuable objects, out of the building. They had created a garage sale pile of random items right next to the bulldozer. Some of them shot glances at The General, but then proceeded on back inside.

	The General watched them go, then turned around. “So. Wrench. How are you?”

	“Uh . . . I’m okay.”

	“I have a special mission for you.”

	Wrench just stared straight ahead before at last seeming to realize what she had said. “Wait, what?”

	“Are you up for an important mission?”

	“I, um, okay.”

	“There’s an opportunity we just learned about. To take advantage though I’ve got some people who need to get down to DC. They’re going to need somebody who can get them through the National Guard cordon.”

	“That’s,” he stammered, still trying to collect himself. “You think I can do that?”

	“You’ve been doing it for over a year, right?”

	“Getting through Sector Checkpoints is a lot different than the National Guard perimeter around DC.”

	“How different can it be?”

	This got her a dark, narrow-eyed stare.

	“Okay,” The General said, “but unfortunately I have nobody else I trust with this.”

	“What exactly is this mission?”

	The General paused and glanced around, then spoke in a lowered voice. “You know who controls DC right now?”

	“I don’t think anybody knows that for sure.”

	“Well, whatever they call themselves, they’re militias. Right-wing, Nationalist militias.”

	Wrench paused, then drew a deep breath. “I assume this is not a diplomatic mission.”

	The General just returned his severe look.

	“General, please. Are you really sure about this?”

	“Of course.”

	“We should be making common cause with these people. These militias, there as exploited by Wall Street as the rest of us. Right? We’re not the ninety-nine percent if we divide ourselves in half.”

	“You’ve been talking with Annina, I see,” The General gave a half-hearted smirk. These militias,” she said, then glanced around and lowered her voice to almost a whisper. “The militias aren’t our target. Not directly.”

	“What?”

	“I don’t want to speak about it more here. Go, do this for me, see what it’s like in DC, and when you get back, if you still think making common cause is possible, come talk to me. But right now I need my best person on this job.”

	The sigh Wrench gave was as much assent as she would get.

	“Okay. Head out right away. You’re gonna get in touch with a man in Newark that goes by the name Duncan Mexico. Shamana has his contact info for you. Meet up with him tonight if you can, or first thing tomorrow at the latest.”

	“It’s that urgent?”

	“What we’re doing tonight is going to draw attention. Obviously. I want you guys out of the Martial Law Sector before anybody tries to seal it down.”

	“You think they’ll be able to do that?”

	The General gave a mirthless chuckle. “No, but I don’t want to take any chances.”

	They paused as another group of the future-people scavengers emerged from the building carrying random junk to add to their pile. Once these guys had stepped away The General turned back to Wrench. “You good?”

	“I’m good. I got this General, you can count on me.”

	“That’s why you’re the one I’m sending.”

	They turned and walked back out from behind the bulldozer. Wrench slipped off, giving a quick nod to Sarge, then diving back into the crowd. The General walked forward to stand next to the statue and the executives still gathered in front.

	“Okay,” the General called out in a projected, commanding voice. The crowd around the plaza grew quiet as she held up her arms for attention. “We’re ready to get this underway. Gentleman,” she turned to address the executives. “I have gathered you here because you are the titans of industry and finance that have been holding up the world. Or so I am told. Since the world is coming apart around us, we obviously need your help. So I’m proposing that, with your combined powers, you will hold up the world. Or at least, this statue of Atlas. If you succeed, we’ll talk about what you still owe all of us and how you can repay. Otherwise, well, we’ll figure that out if we get that far.”

	With a signal from The General a man with thick glasses and a blue Mohawk stepped forward. He had a computer tablet, which he held up and pointed dramatically toward the bulldozer. With the press of a button the drone’s engine fired to life.

	A low cheer went up from the crowd. Still moving with overly dramatic gestures the Mohawk guy pressed some more buttons on the touch screen. The bulldozer lurched slightly, then started a slow roll forward. Its diesel roar filled the plaza as its blade made contact with the base of the statue. Slowly it continued to advance, the giant stone column of the statue starting to give way from its moorings and tilt forward.

	“Oh my God,” one of the executives said.

	“You’re not going to get away with this,” another cursed at The General.

	“Oh, I’m sure not. Someone will eventually shoot me. But unless you can hold up the world it’ll be too late for you.”

	“Look, uh, General,” another of the executives said. “General, please, don’t do this. I can help you.”

	“Yes you can, by holding up the world, literally, the same way you’ve been doing it metaphorically all these years.”

	“No, I can still help you.” He was speaking very fast as the whole Atlas statue continued to tilt forward under the inexorable forward pressure of the bulldozer. “I . . . I have a place, a shelter, an, it’s, an end of the world kind of shelter. You could use it. I’ll . . . I’ll give it to you. You can take it over, live there or use it as a base. It’s in Pennsylvania, in the mountains, it was an abandoned coal mine, I had it converted, it’s well guarded, and the guards were loyal, they’re well paid, they would still . . .”

	“I’m sure they would be,” The General said in a flat tone. “Which it to say I’m sure they won’t welcome you at all.”

	“No, no, they’re loyal, I handpicked them, they . . .”

	“Yeah, sure, that sounds great. If we get there we’ll check it out.”

	“I have one as well,” a different executive said. “It’s closer, in Princeton.”

	“I don’t disbelieve,” The General kept her attention focused on the bulldozer.

	“No, really,” the first executive stepped toward her and out from under the tilting column.

	“Whoa there!” Several people swung rifles toward him, prompting the executive to stop. He did not, however, back down.

	“You’re gonna need me if you want to get in,” the executive said.

	“If we actually get there,” The General said, at last turning to look straight at him, “I’m sure we’ll figure something out.”

	“No, no, you’ll need me . . .”

	“Nobody needs you. There’s nothing you can do your secretary can’t handle. Right?”

	The General turned, and a woman wearing a National Guard flak jacket over a harlequin costume and wielding an automatic rifle stepped forward.

	“That’s right, boss,” Harlequin said to The General, who in turn cast a withering gaze back toward the errant executive. The Free Couters with rifles stepped forward again, prompting him at last to scoot back with the others.

	Right away the Stock Exchange COO, watching this, had a contradictory thought. “Wait, why should we stand here?” He took a step out of line now toward The General. “You’re gonna kill us anyway. What does it matter if it’s by gunshot or being crushed?”

	“Because if you don’t all at least try this for me,” The General said, “you’re not going to be shot. If you slip out right now we’re just going to have to get more creative. I might turn you over to one of my lieutenants. Like, um, over here, Mordenkainen.”

	She gestured, and next to the Mohawk guy there stepped forward a shorter man with a spray of black and white stars painted across his face. “Mordy has some interesting ideas about the intersection between gender and having your balls cut off. I’m sure he’d love to discuss them.”

	All the executives looked on as Mordenkainen smiled, and the COO slipped back in line.

	The General turned back and smiled as well. “Maybe we’d come up with something else entirely. Whatever it was though would have to be as suitably ironic as this. I wonder where I could find an actual, live bull . . .”

	Before The General could continue there was an audible cracking sound that reverberated through the plaza. Something in the statue’s moorings gave way as it passed its key tipping point. The executives all began to scream as they saw the multi-ton edifice of concrete and bronze come crashing down.

	With a giant thud and a painful, squishy crush the statue of Atlas tipped over and fell to the plaza floor. A large puff of dust erupted from where it hit the ground, prompting everyone to back away and wave their hands to clear the air in front of them.

	As the dust settled The General was the first to walk forward. The concrete column lay more or less flat on the ground, with some pools of blood and bits of body parts sprouting from underneath it. Further back, those that had been beneath the bronze Atlas itself were luckier, or perhaps unluckier. Some of them were only partly crushed and were now trapped, with limbs or sections of their torsos pinned beneath the titan. Someone in the pile led out an audible groan.

	The General held out her arms in mock disgust. “You guys couldn’t hold up the world.” She turned to those gathered around and projected her voice out. “It appears, everyone, that Atlas has shrugged.”
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FEDERAL CENTER-SITUATION ROOM

	 

	JANUARY 1

	 

	President Hill found himself staring at the walls. He could tell this room use to have windows. He could see the places they use to be, where drywall had been patched. He had never been in the real Situation Room, the one in the actual White House, but he could not imagine it had this kind of shoddy construction.

	He wished the windows were still there. Even if it was still dark out, at least he could have looked out at the lights of the city. Even the lights in the arcology, which would have been visible in the direction he was facing, would have been better than the cold and harsh yet insufficient illumination in this room. Instead there were screens mounted on the wall that concealed most of the window patch jobs.

	The room itself was long, with a long table down its middle. The screens were situated on one of the long walls, such that everybody sat on one side of the table to face them. It was like the Da Vinci painting of the Last Supper. Hill always thought about that during Situation Room meetings. It seemed so fitting, given the situations he was dealing with, to suspect that somebody there was likely to betray him, somebody was likely to disown him, and ultimately how he would end up crucified.

	There was a lot of time to think about such things while techs got the video conference working. Finding skilled technicians these days who could also get a security clearance was as difficult as it might seem. The Nationalists had apparently operated by just hiring donors and family members and waiving security clearance requirements. Then they wondered why the war turned out so poorly.

	Almost an hour after being roused from bed, President Hill was at last ready to be fully briefed on the situation. Flanking him at the long conference table were Angel and his Secretary of State, Velacruz.

	The main, central screen had three video feeds, which automatically swapped between being the central, dominating view and the column of smaller views beside it, depending on who was talking. At least, it was supposed to do that, but often seemed to jump feeds at random. Looking around as the video feeds came up, Hill saw that all three contained Republicans he had appointed in hopes of sowing a spirit of bipartisanship. He felt like it worked, as they all seemed to look at him with equal desperation.

	The central view was initially dominated by the Pentagon. Secretary Carver sat among General Livingston and the other Joint Chiefs of staff. The screen was big enough that even over video Hill could pick out their bloodshot eyes. Combined with disheveled clothing, a disturbingly common look even among his top military commanders, made Hill suddenly think of them as a group of junkies, strung out on their drug of choice: war. Their addiction, America’s addiction, had culminated in a global bender and a near fatal overdose.

	“Good evening, er, morning, gentleman,” Hill said, realizing he was nobody to judge, having been roused and barely managed to get dressed himself before this meeting.

	“Good morning, Mr. President.” Alone in looking chipper was his vice-president. It seemed to be his reaction to everything. He had been popular as governor of Kansas and was a popular vice-president, never having to do anything that might draw ire, instead just hiding out in his undisclosed locations, releasing occasional platitude videos. However, Hill always had to consider the sneaking suspicion that James Alton the public persona was a total facade, and beneath it was a raging psychopath who might one day become the titular shooter of an active shooter situation. The guy, after all, had a mullet.

	The only other responses Hill got were more groans than greetings. “Okay,” the president said. “Can somebody tell me what is going on? Is this something I wasn’t briefed on yesterday.”

	“No, Mr. President, I’m sorry, this is my purview.” The screen switched to the third video. Attorney General Sutherland belied his Ivy League credentials with a goatee and some kind of arm tattoo that nobody ever saw except for the hint poking out his suit cuff. “There’s been an incident in the Martial Law Sector in New York.”

	“That’s what I was told when I was dragged out of bed. Wait, isn’t the Martial Law Sector suppose to be under Homeland Security?”

	“They, uh . . .” As he watched the screens Hill saw eyes darting all around and realized his underlings were all exchanging glances with each other.

	“Homeland Security is not on the call, Mr. President,” Angel said.

	Hill had never expected his actual Homeland Security Secretary on the call. The other former Republican of his cabinet had embarked to California the previous summer as part of an efforts to secure a global ceasefire. Somewhere in the Central Valley her convoy had been attacked, and there had been no word since.

	“Do we no longer even have an acting secretary then?”

	“Technically yes, but,” Angel grimaced as he turned directly to Hill. “Nobody from Homeland Security has called in, or has answered our own calls.”

	“Have we sent somebody over to check on them?”

	“Yes sir, they found all the lights in the building were out. Appeared nobody was home.”

	“Jesus H. Christ,” Hill buried his hands in his face. “We seriously have nobody manning the guard tower? Is it just because of the holiday, or are they permanently gone?”

	“Oh, I imagine it’s the holiday sir.”

	Hill shook his head, then turned back to the screen. “Okay, you know, nevermind, that’s a problem for later. Guys, what are we looking at right now?”

	“Mr. President,” Defense Secretary Carver said, though his talking did not prompt the software to bring his video feed into the larger, central view. “The Martial Law government overseeing the New York sector has been overthrown.”

	“Overthrown?”

	“Correct, overthrown.”

	“What, by who?”

	“The Army of the Free Court,” Sutherland, still on the central view, said. “The terrorists who were waging an insurgency in the city last summer.”

	“Do we know what happened, exactly?”

	“The reports are contradictory,” Carver said, at last getting the screens to swap. The Defense Secretary looked like he had aged even since Hill saw him the day before. The president had to wonder just what Hell made a clean, devout Catholic look like he was suffering from a hangover. “We believe the generals and their command staffs have all fled. Their current whereabouts are unknown.”

	“It’s unconfirmed, but most likely insurgents have seized the government buildings,” Sutherland said. “We’ve lost contacted with our offices in the sector.”

	“Are we sure they just haven’t all gone home for the holidays?” Hill asked.

	This broke through the lawyer’s serious front to spark a hollow chuckle. “Huh. Right now I’d almost believe it.”

	“What about our own boys? You said the command staffs had fled. What about the rest of the National Guard?”

	“Operationally indisposed,” General Livingston said.

	“They’ve dissolved,” Carver added. “Either fled, returned home or gone to ground, or joined up with this insurgency.”

	“Have they made any demands?” Velacruz now leaned forward to ask. “Issued any statements? Anything like that?”

	There was some head shaking on the video feeds.

	Hill slumped forward some, burying his hands in his face, then dragging them down to peek out over his fingers. “God, what the hell guys? Why do we even have a martial law government anywhere? We should have dissolved this last year.”

	“That was not a possibility, sir,” Sutherland said.

	“I know, you convinced me at the time, despite my better instincts. Why the hell didn’t I just do it back then?”

	“I hear that, sir, but the problem was that we had no civilian government to hand things over to. If we’d lifted martial law we’d have gotten nothing but anarchy.”

	“As opposed to now,” Hill slumped back and tossed a hand to this comment.

	“Ironically,” Angel said, “the latest election produced a new city government to take over. The announced plan was to lift martial law at the time the newly elected government takes over in a few weeks.”

	“So these terrorists couldn’t wait?” Hill asked incredulously.

	“I guess not. Then again, Drake did promise to reinstate martial law throughout most major cities.”

	The president did not respond to this, instead shaking his head and drawing a deep sign. “I hate to ask, but this group, they call themselves the Army of the Free Court? Are they an actual army?”

	“That’s a tougher question,” Defense Secretary Carver said. “They’ve likely seized some of the drones and armaments the National Guardsmen left. That includes urban patrol vehicles and crowd control armaments.”

	“Great.”

	“What we don’t know is if they have any ability to fuel this force.”

	“Do they have access to a source of diesel fuel?” Angel asked.

	“No, but many of the drones meant for urban patrol are electric.”

	A silence fell over the meeting. Vice President Alton shifted position, creating a rustling that brought him to center screen. Nobody else said anything.

	“So, um, Mr. President,” Angel looked up and down the table at those present in the room, “everyone, should we maybe discuss a response?”

	“I don’t think we know enough for a proper response,” Velacruz said. “I’d like to know more about who this Free Court Army is and what they want.”

	“So, the Free Court Army,” Attorney General Sutherland flipped up to the center of the screen, “are extremely anti-Nationalist. From what we know, a lot of their ranks were drawn from people liberated from the Global Security Agency’s Permanent Majority camps.”

	“They’re holocaust survivors.”

	“They’re angry holocaust survivors,” Angel said.

	Sutherland grimaced a little, bobbing his head to indicate partial agreement. “This past summer their terrorist campaign in New York seemed mostly focused on removing the martial law government.”

	“Those are the best ironies, aren’t they,” Hill said. “The terrorist campaign was justified by the continuing imposition of martial law. Martial law was justified because of the ongoing terrorist campaign.”

	“To their credit, the Free Court Army did abide by our request for a ceasefire in the runup to the election. They also withdraw from the D.C. area last spring after our initial calls for a nationwide ceasefire.”

	“They withdrew from D.C. after sacking the city,” Carver said.

	“Granted.”

	“So this is the same force that attacked D.C. last year?” Hill asked.

	“They have the same name,” Carver said. “It may just be terrorist branding. We don’t know how integrated the two groups are.”

	“What does our intelligence say about the capabilities of this Free Court Army?” Velacruz asked. “The one that’s occupying New York.”

	“What intelligence? We have virtually no assets left. I can barely tell you what’s happening across the river in the demilitarized zone.”

	“Does the FBI know anything?” Angel directed his question to the Attorney General.

	“They’re a bunch of crazy people with guns,” Sutherland managed a tone that made his comment seem in jest, yet did not give any hint of a smile. “Not to be politically incorrect. They sound like a left-wing version of one of the white supremacist cults that have been growing the last few years. People dressing up weird, adopting online troll personas and carrying those into real life. Just weird shit.”

	They all took a moment to silently absorb this, which created another opportunity for the vice-president to insert himself.

	“These guys sound like bad news,” Alton said. “But having said that, our goal this whole past year has been to end martial law and restore civilian government, right? If these guys are satisfied with having driven off the martial law forces and are willing to let the newly elected government take over, then hey, maybe we should play ball.”

	“A part of me really likes that idea,” Hill said. “I worry about backing down and making ourselves look even weaker.”

	“We look weak no matter what happens, sir.” Alton shook his head.

	“How we look may be immaterial,” Carver said. “We don’t have an option for any kind of military response.”

	“What options would we have available?” Angel asked.

	“I recommend putting the capital on lock down,” Sutherland said.

	“Again?”

	“Yeah,” Sutherland grimaced. “I get that, the lock down last summer wasn’t popular, but it prevented further violence in Philadelphia itself.”

	“I agree,” Carver said. “It’ll also help us prepare if the city is attacked.”

	“I’m afraid to ask,” Hill said. “If this Free Court did attack Philadelphia, could we stop them?”

	There were some glances and avoiding of eye contact among the Joint Chiefs assembled around Carver. The Defense Secretary himself just shrugged. “Probably, but not guaranteed. The only forces we have are the Marine brigade and the National Guardsmen holding the Philadelphia Transitport, and the five battalions or so of irregulars we’ve gathered around the Pentagon.”

	“Irregulars?”

	“Various soldiers whose units or chains of command are completely severed but have managed to make their way here and report in. We’re still in the process of reorganizing them into new units.”

	“How about the units gathered in Norfolk?” Velacruz asked.

	“Those forces are no longer reporting to us,” General Livingston said.

	“What, exactly, does that mean general?”

	“It means they no longer accept regular Defense Department authority,” Carver said. “The Liberty Guardsmen, like the forces in Texas and California, and across the south, and in New England and Ohio, they are reporting to state governments or state compacts or improvised governments or some other authority that does not consider itself answerable to this government.”

	“Who exactly are they answering to?” Angel asked.

	“The Liberty Guardsmen? They are under the command of General Daniel Quinn, who has been appointed as the Defense Secretary designate by Secretary Drake. I believe all the forces in Norfolk consider Drake to be the only legitimate possibility for president and will act accordingly.”

	“We know that’s what Quinn thinks,” President Hill said. “Do the actual soldiers and servicepeople, the rank and file, do they agree with him?”

	“That I cannot say for sure, Mr. President. I guess I’ve been hoping the question never gets tested.”

	His statement left another solemn silence hanging over the meeting. Hill found himself looking at the patched over windows again. The meeting had not been going on all that long, but it also seemed like forever. He wondered if it was starting to get light out yet.

	“So, in my experience,” Angel said, “hoping does not make for good policy. I think we need to start openly discussing the fact that the government of the United States does not have effective military control beyond the Philadelphia to D.C. corridor, and we may find ourselves having to defend that with force from multiple directions.”

	“That is an honest and fair assessment,” Carver said.

	“With that in mind, what is your supply status, Mr. Secretary?”

	It was General Livingston that answered. “Most supplies are adequate for now. We still have sufficient ammunition. Replacement parts for certain electronics could become an issue. The most pressing need right now is diesel fuel.”

	“What about the shipments of coal diesel?” Hill asked.

	“Those are no longer arriving,” Carver said.

	“What? Why not?”

	“The production at Richmond has mostly been directed to Norfolk, however, I think the real bottleneck is the slow supply of coal into the Richmond refineries.”

	“What is causing the slow down there?” Angel asked.

	“A lot of the coal coming out of the deep bore mines in West Virginia is being bought by other interests.”

	This got the Defense Secretary a lot of incredulous stares on the Situation Room side.

	“What?” Hill said. “It’s being bought?”

	“That is correct, Mr. President, by a higher bidder.”

	“How can there be a higher bidder? There’s not even suppose to be other bidders. We requisitioned the output from those mines, under the Defense Production Act and the, um, the War Assets Requisition Act. The Nationalist’s own law, we requisitioned that coal. I mean, I think we even paid for it already.”

	“Yes, I think you are correct on that sir, nevertheless, Fuchs Industries, who owns these mines, went ahead and sold the coal on the open market.”

	“Who bought it?” Angel asked.

	“Most of it was bought by Gina Denton.”

	“Denton?” Hill asked. “As in the billionaire Nationalist donor, Gina Denton?”

	“Correct sir, operating through a holding company she set up just for this purpose.”

	“Why is a tech billionaire buying raw coal?” Angel asked.

	Carver shook his head. “That much we don’t know, sir. So far most of it she had shipped directly into the D.C. metro.”

	“What?” Hill asked. “Why the fuck would she ship it there?”

	“Is Denton herself in D.C. right now?” Angel asked.

	“We believe so, sir. As to why she would ship it there, that is completely unknown.”

	“This is all illegal, right?” Hill reached out toward the screens with one hand, as if trying to grasp the situation. “Both opening up the sale of this coal to bidders and bidding on it and buying it and shipping it. Right? According to the Nationalist’s own WAR Act?”

	“Yes it is,” Sutherland said. “In fact, per the exact wording of the legislation, some of this is to be treated, from a legal sense, the same as treason.”

	“Have you tried impounding any of the shipments coming into D.C.?” Angel asked of those at the Pentagon.

	“We did initially,” General Livingston said. “During the summer.”

	“This is has been going on since the summer?” Hill threw up his arms and slumped back in his chair.

	“It started with some small shipments over the summer,” Livingston said. “We stopped heavily monitoring shipments into the city after the ceasefire. By then, as far as we knew, the coal shipments had stopped. They picked up again after the election, as did the attacks on our railroad checkpoints. Orders were given not to engage railroad traffic because of the heavy resistance we were meeting.”

	“None of this answers why Denton, or anybody, would want to ship large amounts of raw coal into the Washington metro area,” Velacruz said. “Unless I’m wrong about something. There aren’t any coal refineries or coal fired power plants in the area, correct?”

	“No refineries,” Carver said. “There are some reconstituted coal plants near here in northern Virginia, but none in Washington itself. The coal shipments did pick up substantially within the past month as the weather got colder.”

	Velacruz grimaced, folding his arms and resting them on the table. “I guess the bright side to this is that apparently nobody else is getting any diesel fuel either.”

	Hill sat leaning back in his chair, his arms also folded, staring at the table in front of him in disgust. “The things these people do are just so weird sometimes.”

	“So Mr. President, distinguished guests and such,” Angel turned his chair to look at President Hill. “We’ve gotten off topic. It sounds like our situation would not be good should this come to a military confrontation. I think Vice President Alton may be right. We need to discuss terms.”

	“With who, exactly?”

	“Maybe with everybody,” Velacruz said. “Everybody who will listen.”

	“Everybody who will listen,” Angel said. “At the very least with this Free Court Army.”

	Hill paused, resettling his arms to fold them a little tighter. “Yeah. I just really hate having another situation that makes us look weak at this moment.”

	“We don’t need to talk to them publically,” Velacruz said.

	“Uuu, no, definitely not,” Angel nodded. “We should make a public statement asking for calm on all sides, maintain the ceasefire, stuff like that. Keep the discussions on the back channels.”

	President Hill looked around at his whole cabinet and staff. “Do we have a back channel to this group?”

	“I have some people I could talk to,” Velacruz said.

	“Oh, well, alright. Manuel, I’m putting you in charge of that. I really need this ceasefire to hold until the election is fully resolved.” Hill stared into space, slowly shaking his head. “They’re gonna call this negotiating with terrorists, I know it.”

	“I’d rather negotiate with these guys then be overrun by them. Like the vice president said, they may already have what they want. We’ll just have to agree not to bother them.”

	Hill smirked and looked up at him, then nodded.

	The meeting dragged some from there, into discussions about logistics and possible rules of engagement and ever wilder speculation about the motives and capabilities of the Free Court.

	After everything broke up and everyone started filing out of the room, Hill held back, pulling Angel aside. The president waited, watching as the last of the staffers exited. Even after they were gone he remained silent, staring at a now empty doorway. Aside from his chief of staff the only other person in the room was a Secret Service agent standing discreetly apart.

	“I’m going upstairs to grab a couple more hours sleep,” Hill said in a low voice. “After that we need to work out the statement I want to make tonight.”

	“Sounds good.”

	“I’d like,” he started, paused, glanced around, lowered his voice even more. “I’d like to also announce the information we have about Drake.”

	“You think this is the right time?”

	“There’s not going to be any other time. If this is gonna do us any good we have to get it out there before Congress certifies the Electoral College vote next week.”

	“The two announcements don’t really segue together well.”

	“I know. I’ll want our best people there to help.”

	“Really?”

	Hill smiled and spoke in a normal volume. “I can’t write every speech I give by myself.”

	“You’re the boss. I’ll get something set up.”

	“Thank you Angel. Try to get some sleep yourself as well.”

	At the elevator lobby they parted, the president and his Secret Service agents riding up to the former penthouse that was now the official presidential residence. As the slow moving elevator chugged upward Hill reflected on this. Every president after Washington, the first, for whom the city was named, had lived in the White House. Until himself. It would be, he thought, somehow fitting if the last president became the only other one not to occupy the White House.

	On the top floor Hill exited the elevator into a lobby with furniture brought up here from the actual White House. Some had come years ago, back when this place was just a secondary government structure kept out of fear of another terrorist attack. Other pieces of furniture were brought up more recently, last spring, right before D.C. fell into its current condition as a lawless dystopia. It was always starkly obvious to Hill which pieces of furniture were which.

	There was only one other person who ever seemed bothered by the combination of refined end tables and rotting couches in this White House in exile. She happened to be sitting on one of those couches in the lobby as Hill stepped out of the elevator. Right away she was on her feet approaching him.

	“Dad. What is happening?”

	“Susan, I, uh,” Hill came over to her, then hesitated.

	“Are they coming for us?” She asked in a flat tone, as if already resided to the answer.

	“Coming for us? No, no, it doesn’t seem so. Is that what you’re hearing?”

	“There’s a lot of rumors online. The news streams don’t seem to know what’s going on.”

	“What are you even doing up this early?”

	She blew out her breath in exasperation. “The walls here are paper thin. Your people can’t get you up without waking the whole household. They woke up David too.”

	Hill turned over his shoulder with a critical look toward the Secret Servicemen who had accompanied him in the elevator. For a moment they remained stoic, seeming to stare off into some intermediate distance. Then one realized he was being stared at. “Oh, um, sorry, ma’am.”

	“Oh, it’s not your fault. It’s, the government skimps on construction costs again, this is what we get.”

	“Well I’m going to go back to bed for a couple hours,” Hill said to her. “So if you want to as well . . .”

	“Dad, there’s no way I can get back to sleep without knowing what’s going on. Has the government of New York really been overthrown?”

	Hill stammered with what to say before exhaustion caused him to fall back to the truth. “Yes. The martial law government has, not the state government.”

	“So what does that mean?”

	“Well, we don’t know. We haven’t heard any demands or statements.”

	“Is it safe here then?”

	“Well, um, okay. I was going to talk to you about this after breakfast, but I think you should take David and go home. To Pittsburgh, that is.”

	His daughter stared at him for a long moment. “Okay.”

	In turn Hill paused, blinking a few times in surprise. “Really?”

	“I don’t suppose you’d be joining us?”

	“No. Not right away. Maybe soon. I’m,” he glanced away, out a window toward the lights of the city outside, getting his thoughts back in order. “I’m surprised. I didn’t think you would agree so readily.”

	“Dad, I never wanted to come here.” Susan reached out, placing one hand on his upper arm and giving a little squeeze. “I, you know, this, it was thrust on me as much as you. I just, you know, if mom were . . .”

	“Yeah, I know. She’s the only one that might have actually enjoyed the last few months.”

	“Yeah,” this got a brief, wane smile from his daughter. “Yeah. I wanted to be here for you, and, you know, because of mom. But this whole suicide prevention initiative thing, that was mom’s thing.”

	“You know, the First Lady isn’t required to have some signature initiative to work on. You’ve got an extra excuse for being the First Daughter instead.”

	“I’m as close to a First Lady as you’re gonna get. That’s why I’ve stayed. But, dad, you know,” she turned away, looking out the window herself. “They send me snuff videos now.”

	“They what?” He reached out, realizing she had started to cry.

	Susan wiped away her single tear and drew a deep breath. “I guess, maybe they’re technically not snuff videos. But people killing themselves. They film it and send it to me. Or to my office, to the First Lady’s office.”

	“Why?” Hill’s furrowed brow and perplexed stare was even greater than during the cabinet meeting earlier.

	“It’s, well, it’s a fuck you. It’s a ‘you say suicide is bad so I’m gonna kill myself to prove you wrong’ or something like that. I don’t know, they usually don’t include messages, or if they do it’s some weird martyrdom thing about stopping Satanists and saving the children that never makes any sense even in it’s own context. But they keep sending videos.”

	“You’re not watching these, are you?”

	“No, but, you know, I saw a few, and I asked my staff to report on numbers. We get a lot. Like, a disturbing amount.”

	Hill reached out and pulled his daughter into a hug.

	“These people are crazy dad,” she said, returning the hug then stepping back. “I worry, for all of us. I’m ready to go home and see Michael and Kyle again and get David out of here. I wish you would come with us.”

	“I wish I could. I might be. We’ll know a lot more a week from now. Maybe I’ll get to join you after that.”

	“That’s not true, is it?” She again reached out and touched his arm. “You’re either stuck here for four more years or you’re going to become a fugitive.”

	“Well, my big goal the next couple weeks is making sure those aren’t the only options.”

	Susan fell silent but did not drop her gaze, staring intently at her father. “If I leave town today will I ever see you again?”

	He reached out, about to hug her again, but instead just grabbed her shoulders and held her there. “Yes. Absolutely. One way or another, I will make a trip home before the inauguration. I promise.”

	She sighed. “I wish I could believe that.” Susan glanced toward the window again. “We should both get some sleep.”

	“Agreed. It’s going to be a long day.”

	

	



	


NEWARK, MARTIAL LAW SECTOR 21

	 

	JANUARY 1

	 

	The sun was just starting to rise as Wrench trotted along the dark street. The suit he now wore did not fit him well, and the coat was even bigger and more comical looking, but at least they were warm.

	The three twenty-somethings, the kids from whatever unnamed generation had come of age during the war, trotted along in front of him. The jovial steps with which they walked belied both where the group had just come from and the weather. A cloud bank had rolled in at some point earlier in this interminable night, promising an overcast, drizzly day. Gloom was the precise word for the darkness and whispy fog that hung around the street at this hour.

	“Where are we going now?” Wrench asked.

	“Car dealership, just another block up ahead,” Duncan did not bother to turn around, answering with just a vague forward gesture. The name Duncan Mexico implied some kind of Hispanic ancestry, but their apparent leader looked more like a typical Jersey white dude.

	“What for?” Wrench asked.

	“To get a car, man. Maybe a couple.”

	“Why not just grab one of these?” Wrench jerked a thumb at the parked cars lining this street.

	“Because,” Duncan turned around to walk backwards as he answered, letting his long duster coat hang open. The suit he had taken did not fit any better than Wrench’s, yet the man wore it better. It was probably the muscles. “Like with the money. We’re not just stealing cars here. We’re stealing them with style.”

	One of their other compatriots, the short, black-skinned, normal looking one, spoke without turning around to Wrench. “Rat got to pick the place where we got the money. I get to pick the place where we get the car.” Isabelle was the most normal of them, Wrench thought, because unlike the others she probably owned the clothes she wore. The skirt suit and long coat, in any event, at least looked like she had picked out the appropriate size for her short frame. Nevertheless she spoke to him in a tone as cold as the morning.

	“Oh,” Wrench said. “So it’s personal.”

	“The law firm wasn’t quite personal,” Rat said, falling back a little in her stride to walk even with Wrench. Compared to the others she seemed underdressed, both in the sense that her clothes were not as fancy and not as warm as they should have been. Her thin coat that she hugged around herself concealed a set of men’s slacks and sport coat she had pilfered in the office. The fancy braids in her hair did not look right for corporate America either.

	“Not quite personal?” Wrench asked.

	“That was a law firm that specialized in libel and copyright law.”

	“So what does that mean?”

	“They’re the kind of lawyers who sue old ladies and thirteen year old kids who download pirated stuff. The kind of lawyers who sue poor people for millions and leave them no choice but to waste their life savings fighting asinine legal battles or settle and have their life savings cleared out so fucking Disney or some corporate monster can make an example of them. Those kinds of lawyers.”

	“Oh. So that justifies tying them down and making them watch while hacking out chunks of flesh from their mid-sections?”

	“Yes,” Rat said, her voice far sharper than the instruments she had used on the lawyers. “Yes it does.”

	“You were in Manhattan yesterday Wrench,” Isabelle said. “Don’t pretend you’re innocent of any of this.”

	“Oh no, I’m not suggesting so.”

	“These are lawyers,” Rat said, “who sue anyone who posts negative comments about the president or the Nationalists, just to harass them. They robbed poor people of every scrap they had to make an example of anybody who would dare swipe pennies from billionaires. My only regret is not having the time and creativity to make sure they suffered even more.”

	“So more of this is what’s in store up ahead?” Wrench gestured toward the traffic light they were approaching. Across the street the was a car dealership, with an expansive parking lot surrounding a low building, all lit in harsh light that only enhanced the gloom.

	“Something like that,” Duncan said.

	“And in Washington, when he get there?”

	“Washington is a whole other ball game, my friend.”

	The road they were about to cross had significant car traffic. They stood, waiting for the light, watching as fancy, manual driven or semi-autonomous cars zipped past, while more lined up next to them to wait for the same light.

	“Who are these people?” Wrench asked.

	At first none of them responded. “What do you mean?” Isabelle asked.

	“These people, driving? Or the ones over there, going into that dealership? Are they just going to work?”

	“What did you expect on a Tuesday morning?”

	“Do they not realize what happened in New York last night?”

	“Oh, they probably do,” Duncan said. “But that’s over in New York. There’s always bad terrorist shit going on over there. This is a safe sector.”

	Wrench just stood there, grimacing, watching his breath turn to mist in front of him.

	“You don’t watch the news much, do you?” Isabelle asked, turning to look at him for what seemed like the first time since they met.

	“Admittedly, no.”

	“That’s probably a good thing,” Duncan said, waving them forward into the crosswalk as the lights changed. “These people,” he gestured to the stopped cars they were now passing in front of. “They do watch the news streams. That’s why they’re going to work as if nothing were happening.”

	They got across the street, and from there, rather than continue down the sidewalk, cut across a short plot of dead grass into the vast lot of the car dealership.

	“So do none of these people get holidays off either?” Wrench asked.

	“Man, where have you been living?” Duncan laughed.

	“The last few years? Prison, mostly. Actually, death camp, I suppose is the correct term.”

	“As if we haven’t? Well, this sector is a special economic zone.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“No regulations. No job-killing minimum wages or worker rights or environmental safe guards, man. Work holidays or you’re fired.”

	They wended their way through the lines of cars toward the front entrance. Under the bright lights they saw more people, dressed in suits and stylish coats like themselves, making their way in as well.

	“Do, um, do we have a plan here I should know about?” Wrench asked.

	“Just follow our lead like before,” Isabelle said.

	“Can I at least ask what we’re walking into that has all these people gathering at this hour?”

	“Sales introduction.”

	“Um, okay.”

	Isabelle sighed and glanced at Wrench. “The lead salesman here, he does this on the first day of every quarter. Hires a bunch of young, full time job seekers. Top performer gets promoted at the end of the quarter. The rest get fired. Assuming he hasn’t fired them at some point already.”

	“You’re going to be feeding this guy his own intestines, aren’t you?”

	Isabelle hesitated to reply. “I used to be his secretary.”

	“Did he fire you, too?”

	“I think he will once I feed him his own intestines.”

	“Is he expecting you then?”

	“Not this early. Just keep quiet and follow our lead.”

	They arrived at last at the big glass doorway entrance. Duncan pulled the door open and made an overly dramatic bow as he held it open for the rest of them. Walking through they were greeted with a rush of warm air that smelled of power and money.

	At the front desk sat a security guard. Isabelle waved to him, and he smiled and waved back, even as she veered right and lead them past a sign directing ‘new sales hires’ that way.

	Moving around a few more new cars they came to a spot where part of the showroom floor had been cleared to make way for rows of seating. A free-standing white board and imposing looking desk sat at the front of this impromptu theater.

	“Hmm. Don’t even have to sign in, huh?” Duncan said.

	“You can sign in if you survive the introduction.” Isabelle directed them toward the seats. Already more than a dozen others had gathered here, claiming a scattering of seats among the folding chairs. Most of the people sat near the middle, as if they were herding, afraid to be outliers.

	The Free Courters went right for the front. Duncan and Rat took seats in the middle of the front row, with Wrench and Isabelle right behind them.

	“So this happens on the first of every quarter?” Wrench asked as he looked behind him at the others gathered. They were young, dressed to project a professional air, but he could sense the nervousness from them. “Even if it’s a holiday?”

	“Holiday, Sunday, mandatory hurricane evacuation in effect, doesn’t matter,” Isabelle said. “If you want the job, you show up, on time. If not, you’re fired.”

	“Then what happens with this introduction here?”

	“So, the lead salesman. Mr. Franks. It’s,” she paused, twisting her mouth in thought. “He tries to turn each one of these into a recreation of a scene from his favorite movie.”

	“What?”

	“Just watch. Sometimes it works better than others, depending on how people react. Sometimes he has to kind of force it.”

	“What movie?”

	“Glengarry Glen Ross.”

	“I’ve never heard of it.”

	“It’s old. Just, follow our lead.”

	The group fell silent. Around them nobody else was talking either. A few more people filtered in and found seats around the group. Duncan found he had a pen in his pocket, pulled this out, and started clicking it to some internal beat.

	When their instructor arrived it was loudly apparent. Heavy footsteps, clicking on the showroom floor and sounding as if they were intentionally being thrust down to create as much noise as possible, were followed by a booming voice.

	“Good morning,” Mr. Franks said. “You’re all fired.”

	He was a tall man with a precise haircut and precise mannerisms, older but otherwise indistinguishable from the young recruits in the audience. His age was most apparent in the obvious dark dye of his hair than anything else. He strode up to the front, depositing a coat and laptop computer on the desk there.

	Everyone just stared while Franks opened up his laptop and started doing something on it. He paused, looked up, looked about at the recruits, and spoke at almost a shout. “I said you’re fired!”

	There was a low murmur among some of the recruits, but most seemed too nervous to move or say anything. Wrench gave a quizzical look over to Isabelle. She met his gaze, then responded simply by rolling her eyes and shaking her head.

	“That,” Franks said as he moved to stand right in front of the little audience, “is the bad news. The good news is you have three months to earn your jobs. Starting today.”

	He moved over to the white board, picking up a pen and starting to write. Even as he went he continued talking. “This job is about sales. It’s about how much you sell. That’s it. I don’t care where you come from, what you’ve been through. I don’t care if you think you’re oppressed or a special snowflake or you deserve a break, I don’t care if you’re a nice guy or a family man or a volunteer bone marrow donor who fights crime in your spare time. The only thing I care about is, can you close.”

	Here he turned to the audience and began gesturing to what he had written. “I’m going to teach you the A-B-C’s of this job. A, always, B, be, C, closing. Always be closing. If you can’t close, get out, you’re fired. Always. Be. Closing.” He repeated it louder, his voice again almost breaking into a shout.

	By now a rapt silence had fallen over the audience. Franks turned to face them directly again. “Is that clear? Have I got your attention? I don’t know who you fuckers are, and I don’t care. Black or white, man or woman, I don’t give a fuck. You sent in your resumes, you think they make you look good. They do not make you look good. I don’t even bother. I have my secretary look at them, send out replies. Do you think I care who gets them? I don’t care, I don’t know your names and I’m not going to learn them. If you can’t sell cars, you can’t close shit, you are shit, get the fuck out, because there is only one thing that matters in life. Get them to sign on the line which is dotted.”

	He strode back over toward his desk. “This is a competition. Everything in life is a competition. If you can close, you can win. First prize, to whoever gets the most dollars in sales this quarter, is that new car.” He gestured toward the nearest car in the show room, a red sporty coupe of some type. “Or that new car, or that one,” he kept pointing around the show room. “Any car on the lot, you’re pick. Second prize, you know what second prize is?” Franks picked up a box from his desk, palming the thing casually in one hand as he held it up. “Second place is steak knives.” He set it down, strolling forward again with his hands in his pockets. “Third place is you’re fired. Prizes don’t get any better after that.”

	As Franks continued back to the white board, Wrench glanced around. The expressions around him were all blank, and he was not good enough at reading people to tell if that was from shock or just good poker faces. He glanced again at Isabelle. She shot him a sly smile and held up a finger, as if to say ‘wait.’

	“A-I-D-A,” Franks was saying, pointing to what he had written on the white board. “A, attention. Do I have your attention? I know you want this job, I know that’s why you’re all in here, I know I have your attention. I, interest. Are you interested? I know you are, because it’s close or walk. D, decision. Have you made your decision? And finally, action.”

	He tossed aside the dry erase pen with contempt as he strode back to the front of the audience. “You’ll have prospects walking in, right off the street. They ain’t coming it to get out of the cold, cause I keep it just above freezing in here. They want to buy cars, you are going to sell them cars, you are going to close or you are going to hit the bricks.”

	This particular turn of phrase brought a smirk to Duncan’s face. He turned to give a questioning look to Isabelle.

	Sitting as he was in the front row this drew Mr. Franks attention. He stepped forward to stand right in front of Duncan. “You think that’s funny?”

	Duncan looked up at him, still wearing the same smirk. “I didn’t say anything.”

	“You think this is a joke? You and your friends here, I see you, sitting here, giggling like school girls. You think this is a joke?”

	“This is anything but a joke, sir,” Wrench said with a pale serious face.

	“Oh,” Franks turned to him, stepping forward so he stood in between Duncan and Rat. “What is it then? Am I being too loud? Too rude? Did I scare you, hurt your feelings?”

	Wrench tilted his head up, meeting Franks gaze head on, and spoke in a flat, even tone. “Sir, I’ve had worse things shouted at me by men holding assault rifles, right after they shot and killed my best friend.”

	“Oh is that it? You’ve got a sob story? You want me to feel sorry for you?”

	Wrench said nothing, continuing to stare straight at Franks.

	“Mr. Franks,” Duncan said, twisting in his seat to look up at the tall salesman. “What we’re really wondering, all of us, I think,” he waited while Franks stepped back to stand directly in front of him. “What we’re wondering is who exactly you are, ya know? What makes you so special that you can demand so much from, you know,” Duncan gestured with a lazy arm swoop at everybody behind him. “From everybody?”

	“What makes me special? You wanna know what makes me special?”

	Duncan nodded, squinting his eyes closed to avoid bursting out laughing. Franks seemed to interpret this as some kind of breakdown and responded with a louder voice.

	“Do you see this watch?” Franks held up his wrist, shaking it to get his suit cuff to fall away and reveal a gold encased watch. “This watch costs more than your car. That’s who I am. I cleared over a million dollars in sales last year. That’s what makes me the one standing up here telling you losers how it’s going to be.”

	Duncan stared back, then he reached up with his arm, as if he wanted to ask the teacher a question in class.

	Franks responded with a stare of complete contempt. At first it seemed he might just turn around and ignore Duncan, but at last he said, “what? You have a question?”

	“Yes. So, um, if I understand here, you’re saying that you paid more for a watch than I did for a car, and somehow that makes you a better salesman?”

	After finishing the question Duncan stared, his grin just getting bigger and more shit-eating. Franks stared back as if the question had been asked in some other language. “What?”

	“Why does you having an overpriced watch prove anything?” Duncan said. “Other than the fact that you’re some kind of moron who pays way too much for watches?”

	“You think . . .” Franks started into some kind of downward pointing gesture, stopped, resettled his stance. “You’re fired. Get out, now.”

	“It’s just, it’s a watch, you know. It tells time. Cheaper watches tell the same time, so why pay more than a car for a watch?” Duncan managed to give him an earnest look as he asked this question. “Unless, your watch, does it,” Duncan leaned forward with sudden anticipation. “Does it do more than tell time? Does it let you travel in time?”

	“What the fuck is this? You think you’re smart? You’re fired, get out right now before I call security.”

	“You know,” Isabelle spoke up, her voice a tear in the tense silence that had settled over the rest of the room. “He didn’t say he paid more for that watch. He said it cost more.”

	“Do I know you?” Franks asked her.

	Isabelle flashed a big smile and batted her eyelashes. “I’ve been your secretary for the past two years. So no, you don’t know me.”

	“Oh,” Duncan said, pointing at Isabelle in realization. “You’re saying, the watch would normally cost more than a car, but because he’s such a good salesman, he talked them down to giving it to him for a more reasonable price. Oh yeah,” he turned back to Franks. “That makes more sense. That is impressive. Are you going to give us any, you know, details, hints maybe, about how you pulled that off?”

	“Okay, first off, shut the fuck up. Second off, you’re fired as well,” Franks pointed at Isabelle, “and third, I’m the guy that can afford this watch, and you people are nothing . . .”

	“I’m not sure it’s that impressive,” Rat said, turning to speak directly to Duncan. “I guess talking someone down in price is a skill, sure, but it’s not really the same as sales, right? He wasn’t selling the watch, he was buying it. Does being a good salesman mean being good at screwing other salesmen?”

	“I think that’s been the entire thrust of his whole rambling spiel here,” Isabelle said.

	“Whether he talked any body down in price, it’s still not that impressive,” Wrench said. The others turned to him, and he wondered the extent to which they had scripted some of this before hand, and if maybe he was stepping on that now. Their looks were encouraging though, so he continued. “It’s like Duncan said, it’s just a watch. Even if you can get a really expensive one for cheap by using your, you know, superhuman sales skills, it still seems like he could have saved all that hassle and just bought a regular watch for a lower base price.”

	“That’s a good point,” Duncan spoke quickly to interrupt anything Franks was going to say. “Plus, even if he did get it for a lower price, I doubt he could have started at ‘more expensive than car’ price level and talked them all the way down to ‘everyday person but equally good watch’ kind of price level.”

	“You know,” Rat held up a hand in sudden realization. “Maybe, when he said it costs more than your car, maybe he wasn’t speaking in a general, you, as in all of us, kind of you. Maybe he specifically meant you, Duncan, and he was saying it costs more than your car.”

	“Oh yeah,” Duncan said. “Because I don’t own a car. Yeah, that could make sense.”

	“Well, no, that’s super unimpressive,” Isabelle said. “You didn’t pay anything for your non-existent car, so he’d just be saying his watch costs more than nothing.”

	“Actually,” Wrench said, “I think that’s exactly his point.” He paused, looking up and making eye contact with Franks. “What he’s saying is that we’re all nothing because we can’t afford to be the kind of dumb chumps who pay too much for a watch.”

	All of them turned to stare at Mr. Franks. He stared back blankly, then seemed to gather his wits again. “Okay, first off, all four of you are fired. And you want to know why? Because you’re nothing. Because you’re a bunch of nobodies who . . .”

	“Isn’t that what I just said?” Wrench interrupted.

	“Dude,” Rat said. “Are you really gonna get this mad because we asked about your whole watch brag? I’m sorry we weren’t impressed by your ability to waste money.”

	“Did we interrupt your time table?” Duncan now made an exaggerated gesture as he shook the oversized suit cuff away from his wrist and held it up to look at his own watch. “All mine does is tell time, but it doesn’t look like we’ve spent all that much on this watch issue.”

	“Hey, hey,” Franks almost pounced on him. “Let me see that.” He grabbed Duncan’s wrist, yanking it toward himself, staring at the gold watch. There was a strange, tense moment in which Duncan’s smile dropped away and his stare because hard and cold.

	“You hypocrite,” Franks said, tossing away Duncan’s arm. “That watch costs more than mine.”

	“Does it really?” Duncan asked.

	“What?”

	“I mean, you tell me. This isn’t my watch,” Duncan pointed to the watch.

	Franks just stared at him in confusion.

	“Seriously, I don’t know, I didn’t buy this watch.”

	“You what?”

	“No, for real. You know that law firm, um, just over,” Duncan started gesturing with a broad wave behind himself. “Ah, geez, it’s a couple blocks over, famous law firm, I forget the name. Anyway, yeah, this watch belonged to one of the senior partners there.”

	This just got him a continuation of the confused stare.

	“Yeah, for real, it belonged to one of the lawyers at that law firm.” Duncan rose up to his feet as he continued, his voice now ice-cold. “I took it off his corpse.” Reaching into his suit jacket, Duncan slowly pulled out a handgun from his underarm holster. “Right after I shot him in the head.”

	“Okay,” Rat shouted, suddenly on her feet and brandishing a gun back toward the crowd. “Nobody move.”

	Remembering the admonishment to follow their lead Wrench jumped up as well, drawing his own sidearm and stepping out from among the chairs. He swept around with his weapon, making sure all directions were clear of anybody trying to make a break for it.

	“What the fuck is this?” Franks said.

	“You see,” Duncan held up his handgun and pulled back on the action. “We don’t give a fuck about your money. This, actually, hold on, let me explain a little bit of gun etiquette, in case you missed that.” He held up the gun again, pulling back on the action and holding it like that. “You see, when I do this, I’m not cocking the gun or arming it or anything. I’m doing this to show you, see right there,” he held the gun forward, “to show you that bullet, right there, so that you know that, yes, the gun I’m holding is loaded, and there is a round in the chamber.”

	As he spoke Duncan slowly walked forward, with Franks giving ground at an equal rate. When he finished Duncan let the action snap back. He held out the gun toward the white board. “That way, Mr. Franks, you can be certain that I am, most definitely, not fucking with you.”

	Duncan fired a round into the white board, putting a hole through its center.

	Behind him Rat had run off toward the show room entrance, where she now had the security guard and a few other salesman laying on the floor. After a nod from Isabelle, Wrench had done the same among all the sales recruits.

	“None of you are going to be hurt,” Wrench told them, “as long as you just keep lying on the ground there with your hands where I can see them. Calling the cops would not do you any good anyway. The sector police all fled last night. You could call all you want, nobody is coming.”

	Up front Duncan was still advancing on Mr. Franks. “You see, Franks, I’m pretty sure the whole thing with the watch was you saying that you’re better than all of us because you have money. You think having money proves you’re some kind of superior person. A lot of people who work on Wall Street used to think the exact same thing, before last night when we executed a whole bunch of them.”

	“You’re those Free Court terrorists.”

	Before Franks could continue Duncan whacked him across the face with the barrel of his gun. “Did I say you could speak bitch? Yes, correct, we are those sadistic, crazy-ass terrorists. But enough from me. We sat through your little reenactment from your favorite movie. By the way, it all went pretty much exactly as Izzy said it would. She’s worked for you for two years, by the way, fetching coffee and such. I’m sure you never noticed, but now,” Duncan slipped back into his shit-eating grin. “Now you’re gonna get a chance to see how she closes.”

	He stepped back, still covering Franks with his gun, allowing Isabelle to come forward.

	“So good morning, Mr. Franks,” she said. “As Duncan said, we’ve heard the whole scene from your favorite movie, but now we’re going to talk about my favorite. It’s called The Princess Bride. You’ve heard of it, right?”

	“What?” Confidence had fled from Mr. Franks voice.

	“Come on man, you can’t be that soulless. The movie, The Princess Bride, old one from last century . . .”

	“Yes! Yes, I’ve seen it.”

	“Good. So, toward the end, there’s this scene, one of many good ones, but anyway, in this one our hero, Wesley, is at last confronting the villainous Prince Humperdinck. They’re going to duel, and Humperdinck says ‘to the death’ to which Wesley replies ‘no, to the pain.’ You remember this scene? Humperdinck doesn’t know what the phrase ‘to the pain’ means, and says as much, and so Wesley explains. It means he’s going to cut off the Prince’s nose, and eyes, and feet and hands and tongue, but leave the ears so that the Prince will be left to hear all the cries of anguish and horror from those who see his disfigured self.”

	Franks looked around the showroom, but saw only a passive stare from Duncan and people being held hostage by the other terrorists.

	Isabelle did not drop her own withering stare as she continued. “It’s all a bluff, of course, since Wesley is still recovering from being mostly dead and can barely stand up, but the Prince is a coward so he backs down. It’s all funny and dashing and romantic cause it’s that kind of movie, but when you pause and really think about it, if Wesley actually did those things? It would be horrifying.” Here she smiled, a crazed, wild looking smile. “The thing is, you may be a coward too, you may be brave, it doesn’t matter. Because we’re not bluffing.”

	Despite the look in her eyes her voice remained nonchalant. “So right now, here’s what’s going to happen. I’m gonna gouge out your eyes, cut off your hands, your tongue, and your testicles, and then I think dump you on the street, let you take if from there. I’m sure somebody like you, somebody who makes as much money as you do, I’m sure you have some amazing god-like talent, you’ll overcome this hardship and emerge stronger and richer than ever, right?”

	Like Duncan, Isabelle had been advancing forward as she spoke. By now Franks had backed up beyond his desk. There was a rolling chair here that he stumbled into, dropping into the seat. “You,” he stammered. “You wouldn’t.”

	“You see, Mr. Franks,” Isabelle stopped to lean against his desk. “I know you think that, in this world, there are only winners and losers, and the winners get all the money and the losers deserve nothing but poverty.”

	“That’s not . . .”

	“Oh, I know that’s exactly what you believe. But it’s not true. Even your little quarterly abuse gauntlet acknowledges as much. You see, you may be a winner and get the fancy car and the overpriced watch, and you may think everyone else a loser. But some of us, most of us maybe, we’re not trying to be soulless, heartless winners the way you are. Some of us are happy with something in the middle. Not poverty, but not poverty of the spirit either. Honestly, we would be quite happy with second place.”

	Reaching over onto his desk Isabelle pulled a box toward herself. She pried it open and slid out its contents. “Personally, I think second place is pretty good. Right now I’m extremely happy with second place, in fact.” From the set now out on the desk Isabelle picked up a pair of long, sharp blades, then turned back to him with a wild look in her eyes. “After all, second prize is this wonderful set of knives.”

	



	

PHILADELPHIA UNIVERSITY DISTRICT

	 

	JANUARY 1

	 

	Just north of the Philadelphia Green Zone was a neighborhood of row houses, high-rise condos, open farmer’s markets, and autocab metro stations. It was trendy, walkable, gentrified, and ever since the federal government started migrating some of its functions from D.C., it was where all the congress people lived.

	Emily rolled through it in a government issued, black crossover vehicle. It was autonomous, but her son, Bryan, sat behind the wheel, incessantly watching the readouts on the dashboard and the central console. As one of her senior staffers it was his job to look after the details, but this seemed a little much.

	Next to him was her Secret Service escort. The much younger man in the bulkier suit always seemed disinterested in everything, though it was hard to tell with the oversized sunglasses he always wore, even on cloudy days like this one. Emily was in the back with her young aide, Chloe, the girl as always disguising her competence under a layer of harried skittishness.

	They reached a corner dominated by a new condominium tower. It had a curved face along one side to maximize the number of units with a southern exposure. The covered patios along its height gave the look of being nothing more than a skeletal framework, even with the dark glass panels closing off so many against the elements. The north side was a vertical surface, interrupted by the round bulge of the circular atrium that provided cooling in the summer.

	“Is this it?” Emily asked, looking up from her mobile and craning forward to get a view out the front windshield.

	“It’s gotta be.” Her son hit the big dashboard button that deactivated the autonomous driving mode and quickly seized hold of the wheel.

	“I think the self-driving system can handle it.”

	Bryan shook his head as he turned off this road and into a metro hub point. “This is an older model that relies partly on GPS. It’s not fully integrated into the city traffic network.”

	“I’m pretty sure they all talk to the city traffic network.”

	“They do, but this one is designed to only get some information from the network and to primarily rely on GPS.”

	“I’m still pretty sure it can handle this itself.”

	“Sometimes, but anything that relies on GPS can get wonky nowadays.”

	They had navigated into a loading and unloading zone where buses and autocabs could congregate to pick up passengers. On one side was the curving condominium tower, on the other a parking garage topped with more trendy housing. Bryan pulled around an autocab waiting at the curb and gunned it forward to get to the parking garage entrance.

	“Luke,” Emily addressed her Secret Service agent. “Would you tell him that things with GPS work fine.”

	“Actually, ma’am, a lot of GPS satellites were shot down during the war, which means that coverage can be intermittent outside major cities.”

	“Would this count as outside a major city?”

	“No, ma’am.”

	“It can still get weird sometimes,” Bryan said.

	Emily just rolled her eyes and turned back to her mobile.

	Like the GPS, the rain today was intermittent, and after they were parked they rushed across to the condominium tower through a light sprinkle.

	The doorman manning the lobby stood up behind his desk as they approached. “I’m here to see Mick McDonald,” Emily said. “He’s expecting me.”

	“His real name is Myron McDonald,” Chloe added.

	“Really?” Emily looked at her.

	“Uh-huh.”

	“All this time I thought his name actually was Mick. Are you sure?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Wow. He’s Mick even in all his campaign adds, I’m sure. Is that maybe his middle name.”

	“I think it’s just a nickname. Like, from his last name. He’s Mickey-D.”

	“Uh, you are expected,” the doorman said, looking up from a paper ledger he had on his desk. “Go on through.”

	“Do you have to buzz us in?”

	“No, sorry. Power’s out. Just go on through.”

	They passed through a second series of glass doors into the main atrium, which rose to a skylight twenty floors above them. Along the interior side the walls were lined with more balconies. Interspersed with these at various heights were planters and waterworks, sending cascades of water trickling over into long waterfalls that at last gathered in a central fountain. It was all done in imitation of the water atriums found in arcologies out west, and it created a sort of tropical garden ambiance to the place.

	Diffuse light coming through the frosted glass of the skylight was the building’s only illumination. There was a glass elevator overlooking the atrium that was of course stuck at the ground floor. They found the adjoining stairs were at least kept clean, with their own glass walls that also looked out on the atrium. Still, it was a slog climbing up ten flights to Mick’s condominium.

	On the upper levels the halls had floors done in some plastic meant to emulate cobblestone, and the hall lights were placed in fixtures that looked like wrought iron lampposts. The effect it was going for, Emily thought, was quaint and charming, but the result was more awkward and weird. This was especially so with the lamppost lights inactive, leaving the hall illuminate solely by modern looking red emergency lights.

	At their destination they were greeted at the doorway by a tall, scrawny man. “Hey Emily,” he spoke in a squeaky, cracking voice. “Come on in.”

	“Hello Mick.”

	“Glad you’re making house calls these days.”

	“Oh, it’s no problem. Though did you have to pick a time during a rolling black out?”

	“Yes, actually. Safer that way.”

	“What?”

	“Less chance of being monitored.”

	“If that’s what you’re concerned about there are plenty of secure sights in the Green Zone we could have used.”

	“Uh-uh, the Federal Center isn’t really safe.”

	As she moved with her host through the foyer area, decorated with Asian style canvas art and modernist sculptures that looked like weird circuit boards, Emily shot him a skeptical look.

	“For real. Bet you didn’t know, the Nationalist party, when they were in power, they bugged all of the offices. We still find them sometimes.”

	“That’s . . .” Emily closed her eyes and shook her head.

	“No, it’s true. You should have yours checked. I know some people, one of my constituents has a company, they’ll search your office for you.”

	“That was the GSA doing that.”

	“Yeah, but when they were in power, the GSA and the Nationalists, same thing.”

	“Except the GSA doesn’t exist anymore.”

	“Not officially. They’re still around. They’re part of the deep state now.”

	By now they had gotten through into the main room. An expansive window looked out on the exposed patio, truss work framing it with overgrown vines. Grey light filtered through the trusses and vines and rain to cast the room in a low, comforting ambiance.

	Around the room others rose from the couches or looked up from an active tablet on the dining table. Right away a segregation occurred as Emily’s staffers stepped aside, joining their counterparts in the kitchen or around the edges of the room.

	“You remember my wife slash chief of staff, Trisha,” Mick said. The short Asian woman was a contrast to her husband’s height. She bowed deeply, then shook hands. Despite herself Emily found she was peering over this woman, her attention caught by the crowd around the room.

	“This,” Emily stammered as she turned back to Mick. “This is a lot more people than I expected.”

	“Is that a bad thing?” she was asked by a man stepping forward from the kitchen counter bar. He would have looked much younger were in not for the full head of salt and pepper hair. He moved through her extended hand to give her a hug.

	“No, no, of course not,” Emily said. “Mr. Collins, how have you been?”

	He held her out by her shoulders. “Mr. Collins, so formal. Speaker Alexander. Representative McDonald,” he referred here to Mick. “Representative Tucker,” he nodded toward a tall man standing at the table by the patio door. “Do I have to call you Madam Speaker,” he affected a fake British accent as he said her title.

	“Not if you don’t want.”

	“Emily. Anthony,” he held a hand to his chest.

	“How have you been Anthony?”

	“Oh, you know, I’ve seen better times, I’ve seen worse times. I can’t say the same for you. How are you doing?”

	She paused at the genuine, sober concern in his voice. “I’m, uh, I’m fine.”

	“Is your family okay. After what happened last night,” he paused, searching her face. “In New York?”

	“Oh. No, no. My district is on Long Island, outside the martial law sector. My husband’s fine, my cousins are fine, my son,” Emily gestured across the room, “is here.”

	“That is good to hear,” Anthony pressed a hand over his heart. “I mean, it’s all still terrible news, but I’m glad your family is okay.”

	“Is it really that terrible?” Mick asked. “I’m kinda in favor of clearing out Wall Street.”

	“Clearing it out?” Anthony looked at him with raised eyebrows. “A lot of people were killed, in pretty gruesome ways.”

	“A lot of people died in those internment camps in gruesome ways.”

	“Are you saying two wrongs make a right?”

	“Guys, guys,” Emily held up her hands. “I didn’t come here to have this discussion today.”

	“Of course, of course,” Anthony said, clasping her hand in his again. “Come in, have a seat,” he gestured toward the kitchen counter.

	“Thank you, Anthony. By the way, what brings you to this little gathering?”

	Anthony pressed his hand to his chest again. “Me? I’m here at the invitation of our host. Why wouldn’t I come?”

	Emily glanced around, first between Anthony and Mick, then at the two dozen other people around the big room. There were a lot of unfamiliar faces, a lot of people she barely recognized and had never met in person, all of them with excited or expectant stares focused right back on her.

	“I, um,” Emily said, “well, okay. I thought we here to discuss the next congress.”

	“Is there anything to discuss?” Mick asked. He moved to stand behind the kitchen counter and act as bartender, pouring out drinks as he spoke. He gave a little chuckle as he continued. “Right? I mean, we’re our own caucus. We’ll back you for Speaker. We’ll back whatever you need. What else is there?”

	“This isn’t going to cause you problems?”

	“It hasn’t so far.”

	Emily just stared at him blankly. “I’m sorry, I’m just having a hard time believing that.”

	“So, Myron,” Anthony stepped forward, pulling up a seat at the counter. He gestured for Emily to do likewise. “Why don’t you go ahead and explain this again from the beginning, because I don’t think I got the whole story myself, and I want to make sure everybody hears it.”

	“I don’t know how to explain it any better.”

	From over by the patio door a tall, fit man with youthful looks but a shock of grey hair stepped forward to lean against the end of the counter. “It’s actually a lot simpler, and a lot more stupid, than you might think.”

	“Yeah,” Mick said, “Lester should tell the whole story, he’ll do a better job than I could.”

	“So all of us, our whole caucus, we are all, officially, Nationalists.” Lester pressed down on the counter with one palm as he spoke, as if to solidify his points. “This all started with Mick, two years ago.”

	“At first I wanted to run as a Democrat,” Mick said.

	“Do you want to tell this story?”

	“Oh, sorry, no, go ahead.”

	“So,” Lester sat down at the end counter stool as he continued. “Mick wants to run as a Democrat in Florida’s sixth district. This is two years ago, by the way, so big year, Democrats retake control of the House and all that. Sixth district is pretty conservative, but the incumbent is retiring, so Mick wants to take a shot. But the party won’t back him because they think he’s too liberal.”

	This comment got everyone to turn to Mick himself. He just smiled and took a drink.

	Lester chuckled, then continued. “Right. So Mick decides to run as an independent. And you know what he uses as his campaign slogan?”

	This got a spreading series of laughs around the room. “I said I was going to own my liberalism,” Mick said with a shrug.

	“What you said,” Lester raised a finger, “exactly, was owning lib.”

	“Obviously it was a play on owning the libs.”

	“Obviously. Obviously he meant owning the way someone owns their truth, not owning like internet speak, meaning thoroughly defeating somebody.”

	“And nobody caught on to the distinction?” Anthony asked.

	Lester held out his arms. “Apparently not.”

	“Something tells me,” Anthony smirked as he turned back to Mick, “you may not have been eager to clarify things.”

	Mick gave a little shrug and took another drink. “It was working.”

	“Oh, he didn’t just not clarify, he leaned into it. He gave speeches and held big campaign rallies with big banners, ‘I will own lib’ across them.” Lester leaned back and held up his arms to indicate the big writing across the campaign banners. “He gave fiery speeches about, you know, just vague stuff about how much he hated the Democratic party and how he was going to work to make life better for ordinary Americans.”

	“All true things,” Mick said.

	“And all this worked?” Emily said with an incredulous blast.

	“I’m here, aren’t I?”

	“He not only got elected,” Lester said, “he got reelected.”

	“How is that possible though?” Emily looked at Lester, then at Anthony, then around the room. “Voting records are public knowledge. Did nobody look at how you voted? You voted for Hill for Speaker. You voted for me as his replacement last year.”

	“Voting records,” Mick made an exaggerated scoff. “Those are facts. That’s lamestream media talk. I work for the people.”

	“News streams don’t give air time to congressional votes,” Lester said. “They give air time to people saying outrageous things. And Mick kept appearing on FoxUltra giving speeches about how the enemies of America needed to be hunted down and destroyed.”

	“That’s,” Emily shook her head. “That’s incredible.”

	“So, the story gets better,” Lester said. “Because not only did this work for Mick, but it worked for all of us as well.”

	“So all of you, this whole caucus, ran on this platform?” Anthony asked. “Or maybe not platform, but this campaign style?”

	“Wait,” Emily said. “Lester, I thought you were running for reelection this year.”

	“Okay, so, full story. I was elected two years ago as a Democrat. But, partly because I had won, the Louisiana legislature decided to prematurely redraw the congressional districts for this election, which might be illegal, but that never stopped them,” he waved away this comment. “So, the conventional wisdom was I had no chance. But I had met Mick, during like this freshman congressional mixer thing, and he had told me his story. So I decided I had nothing to lose, I would just run his same play book in my district.”

	“That’s when I got the idea to recruit more people to run with the same plan,” Mick said.

	“So, you were saying earlier,” Anthony said, turning to look around the room. “You have seventeen people, seventeen representatives in this caucus.”

	“Uh-huh. The Lib Owning caucus.”

	“And all of you ran as Nationalists?”

	Around the room there was a lot of head nodding. Emily took the chance to truly survey the crowd again. All the representatives were young, white men, dressed in sports coats and sporting clean, fresh-faced looks.

	Anthony was also looking around, gesturing toward the gathering. “So, right here, we have seventeen conservative districts, with seventeen Nationalists representatives, who caucus with the Nationalists, but vote with the Democrats . . .”

	“Over ninety-percent of the time,” Lester said. “For Mick and myself, that is. Nobody else here has a voting record yet.”

	“We don’t caucus with the Nationalists,” Mick said. “We’re our own caucus. We say the Nationalists are a bunch of pussies who aren’t man enough to do what it takes to save this country.”

	Anthony turned back to look directly at him. “Does everything you say have this kind of, this double meaning, where it could be interpreted for either party?”

	“Everything,” Lester answered for him.

	“Now, Lester, how does your situation work into all this? Because this doesn’t sound like what I’ve been hearing about your race.”

	“So, my situation,” Lester again pressed a hand on the granite counter top as he explained. “I served last term, the one that’s just finishing, I served as a Democrat. So last year, when I went to run for reelection, I filed paperwork to run for reelection as a Democrat. Now this is at a point when the war is still going, revolts starting, people talking of secession, all that. So I file the paperwork, even though I’ve been redistricted. Then, maybe two weeks later, not even, I find out I won’t be getting any backing from the, oh, Emily, what do you call it?”

	“The Democratic National Committee?”

	“Right.”

	“Or the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee. Both of those used to provide money to congressional candidates.”

	“Used to?” Anthony asked.

	“Well, they still try to, but they’re nearly bankrupt.”

	“Madam Speaker,” Anthony leaned forward toward her. “Are you telling me the Democratic party is out of money?”

	She gave a wane smile that quickly turned sour. “Last’s year’s inflation was tough on everyone. The Nationalists aren’t much better.”

	“I find that hard to believe.”

	“Really, in some ways they’re worse off,” Emily said. “The Nationalists are much more centralized than the Democrats or Republicans were, they don’t have individual state parties. Unfortunately for them all their big donors, especially the big energy and manufacturing conglomerates, are spending their money in Texas or individual southern states. The Nationalist party itself is almost entirely reliant on funding from the State Autocracy Project.”

	“What is that?” Mick asked in surprise.

	“It’s an evil lobbying organization most people have never heard of. Anyway though, sorry Lester, I interrupted you.”

	“No, that’s okay. So, yeah, obviously I didn’t get any funding from the party,” Lester gave a slashing gesture as he continued. “So that’s when I decided to imitate Mick, and run as a ‘Lib Owner.’ So part of that, as Mick told you, is running as an independent, or even as a Nationalist. I already had an official Nationalist challenger, so I filed to change my status, my party, to independent.”

	“I think I see where this is going,” Anthony said.

	Lester just smirked and flashed a knowing look around as he continued. “So, with all the chaos and confusion at the time, the state government was going bankrupt too, by the way, they get my paperwork, they add me to the ballots as an independent, but they forget to take me off as a Democrat. Nobody realizes the mistake until they’ve already printed up a bunch of paper ballots.”

	“They didn’t reprint them?” Emily asked.

	“There’s no money,” Lester held up his arms in a sort of frozen shrug. “There wasn’t really any money to print ballots the first time. And the governor, and the secretary of state, they’re following the whole Nationalists playbook of never admitting guilt or wrongdoing for anything. They just claimed everything was correct and went on printing ballots, and, well, you know the story, they insist everything is fine even when presented with irrefutable evidence, right there in black and white.”

	Anthony started to ask something else, then found himself laughing too hard to speak.

	“So then what happened?” This question was asked by a short, wide-grinning man who had taken the seat at the kitchen counter next to Emily. She glanced to him and found his face familiar, though she had no idea who he was. Like so many in the room he had been raptly listening to this story.

	Again Lester shrugged. “They sent out the ballots that way.”

	“So that’s how,” Anthony recovered enough to say, “that’s how you ended up in a run-off election against yourself?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Wait, what?” Emily asked.

	“In Louisiana, if nobody gets fifty-percent of the vote, then the top two candidates go on to a runoff election. My district was gerrymandered, so, you know the point of gerrymandering, you concentrate your opponent’s voters in a couple districts and leave the rest with enough of your own voters to ensure victory, but not too many, because then you’re just wasting votes. That works fine if there’s two candidates. In my case, all the Democrats voted for the Democrat, me. The conservative voters split the vote, some voting for my original Nationalist opponent, but most voted for, well, the Lib Owning, shit talking independent candidate. Also me. I came in first and second in the race.”

	There were some laughs and snickers around the room as he finished. “So which of you is going to win?” the man next to Emily asked.

	Once more Lester could only shrug. “Probably independent me. Democrat me ran out of money and stopped campaigning a long time ago.”

	“Did you actually run two different campaigns,” Anthony asked, “with two different fund raising pipelines and two different staffs?”

	“Not exactly. I ran as an independent, that’s where all the money and time and energy went. The Democratic campaign, like I said, no backing from the party. It wasn’t until the fall that I learned I was on the ballot twice, so it wasn’t like I planned to run two campaigns. Once that story broke, and the governor made himself look like an idiot trying to deny it, my campaign manager and I, we decided to take the money that was left over from the early campaign, when I was running as a Democrat, and we created a sort of bare bones campaign operation. Mostly just to troll the governor and his apologists. We hired a different campaign manager to run the thing.”

	“I hope you gave that guy a hefty bonus at the end of this.”

	“She, actually, is thinking about running herself in a couple years. As another Lib Owner.”

	This got Lester a skeptical look from Emily. “Even though she ran a campaign for a Democrat?”

	“I served as a Democrat for a term and still made it work.”

	“See, I tell you,” Mick said. “Facts don’t matter to these people. Tell them what they want to hear in a passionate enough voice and they’ll vote for you.”

	This got some more laughs around the room.

	“Well,” Emily said, “your voters may be clueless, but the Nationalist party isn’t. Or at least, Larry Elmo isn’t.”

	“Larry Elmo?” one of the representatives, sitting over on the front room couch, laughed at this name. “That name makes him sound like a muppet.” There was some chuckling from among the other representatives.

	“Larry is the chief lobbyist for the State Autocracy Project,” Emily said, “and one of the few people they have who is not a muppet. He seems to realize you will not be voting for his candidate for Speaker on Thursday.”

	“Now what makes you say that Emily?” Anthony asked.

	“Well, he and Senator Grace,” she paused, grimaced. “They ambushed me last night. They were pressing me to seat all the members from western states who were in the House last term but didn’t get reelected because their states didn’t hold real elections.”

	“That doesn’t mean he knows what we’re doing,” Mick said.

	“Yes, but Larry isn’t stupid. He can look up your voting record. And the fact that he wanted to seat the unelected members.” Emily grimaced again. “I don’t think they would try that if they thought they had a majority without those members.”

	“So these guys,” Anthony gestured around at the room again. “They’re the king makers? They decide who controls congress?”

	“Uh-huh. Partly. Without, um, you Lib Owners, Larry would need a few of the independents from Ohio to get a majority. I need both groups to maintain the Speakership.”

	“Are you going to get both?”

	“That’s why I’m making the rounds. I meet with you guys today and the independents tomorrow.”

	“What do you think your chances are?”

	“Good. The independents already said they would support me, at least in the vote for Speaker. I’m sure they’re getting pressure from the other side though, so I need to make sure none of them back out.” She turned and looked around the room again. “I also thought I would need to do the same over here.”

	“Well you don’t need to worry about us,” the representative from the couch spoke up again, standing up and coming over to the counter to get his drink refreshed. As Mick poured, the representative leaned in next to Emily. “We decided we’re not going to write any legislation ourselves, but we’ll back any libtard stuff you put up. Or, correction, we’ll vote for the libtard stuff. We’ll attack in relentlessly in the media.”

	“You have my support too,” the man sitting next to Emily said to her. “Except I won’t say anything bad about you. Except to your face, of course.” He smiled broadly.

	“Are you not part of this caucus?” Emily asked.

	“No, no, I’m part of it. I’m just not, part of it.”

	She stared at his big grin with increasing confusion. “I’m sorry, I’ve totally forgotten your name.”

	“Forgot it? Or never knew it?” The man’s grin just got even bigger, as if this were a particularly funny joke. “Hobbes. Representative Hobbes. I go by Calvin. Calvin Hobbes. That’s not my actual name, but wouldn’t that be great if it was? You’d never forget it. Am I right? Joel Hobbes, that’s forgettable, nobody remembers that. But everyone remembers a Calvin Hobbes.” His growing smile was becoming infectious even as everyone’s minds raced to follow what he was saying. “That’s not my name, it’s just Joel.”

	Emily just stared blankly at him. “Oh, wait, you know what, we did meet. You’re one of the New Ohio independents.”

	“That’s me,” Hobbes tossed his hands and slammed one down on the counter. “Not a politician at all, really. I was a school teacher. Kinda between gigs right now,” he added in a stage whisper tone. “But I’ve been running for office, on-again, off-again, for the last ten years. Ya know, I was running for office, but also was a running joke. Independent candidate, runs every cycle, never elected. Except this year,” he held out his arms as if in surprise. “There’s this new interstate compact thing that bans the major parties and limits campaign spending. All of a sudden I have name recognition and enough money to compete. So I show up for one live debate where I’m one of like, fifty people on stage, then blew the funds they gave me on some social stream ads, and that was it,” he tossed up his arms again. “Election day, I finish in the top seventeen candidates, so bam, I’m one of the seventeen representatives from Illinois.”

	“You say you’re not part of this group though?” Emily asked.

	“I’m an honorary member. I mean, I didn’t get elected by pretending to be stupid.” His giant grin turned toward Mick. “I mean, am I right? That’s how it went down, right?”

	“Oh, there’s no denying it,” Lester said from the opposite end of the counter.

	“No, so, I met these guys at that mixer, shindig thing they had around Christmas. I figure, you know, I’m an independent, officially. I like these guys, I like their style, I can hang out with them, why not.”

	“He’s not officially part of our caucus,” Mick said.

	“Not that there’s anything official about these caucuses anyway,” Anthony said.

	“Yeah, really I’m just, uh,” Hobbes shrugged a little with his arms. “A hanger on. I’m here for the free drinks.” He tapped on the bar, prompting Mick to smile as he poured Hobbes out another drink.

	Hobbes paused while the drink was scooted across to him, then slowly sipped and let the expensive bourbon dissolve in his mouth. “Ahh,” he said with another big, toothy smile. “So seriously, though. I don’t know anything about politics. I mean, okay, that’s not true, I read the news. I’m a GNI Online subscriber, myself. But okay, that doesn’t mean I’m some policy expert, right. Hey, even these guys,” he gestured around at the room. “They’re not all experts either, so you know I’m in over my head. So that’s why I’m here.”

	“You’re here for policy advise?” Emily asked.

	“I’m here to pool resources, pool knowledge,” Hobbes made a gesture as if he were gathering stuff toward him with his expansive arms. “I mean, I don’t know anything, I admit it, I don’t know about government, I don’t have a staff. I need advise. Who am I gonna trust? This bunch of clever shitheads?” He smiled again, looking around at the group and nodding. “Or the State Autocracy Project?”

	“You don’t have a staff?” Anthony asked.

	“They didn’t give us money for staff, and I can’t afford something like that.”

	“Doesn’t the government itself provide congressional staff money?”

	“Uh-uh,” Emily shook her head. “Not anymore. The Balanced Budget Amendment gave the president a line item veto, and he kept vetoing out money for congressional staff.”

	“Wow. How do you have staff then? And how did you ever pay me?”

	“Staff has to be paid from members own funds. I’m sure President Hanson did it to make everyone more beholden to his centralized Nationalist party. In your case, your budget was hidden in another line item.”

	“Ya see, clever,” Hobbes said with a nod. “That’s why I’m here.”

	“So you’re planning to vote with this, um, lib owner caucus?” Emily asked.

	“You know, maybe. I’ll listen to their arguments, hear them out, maybe they convince me, maybe sometimes I go my own way.”

	“But you’ll be backing me for the speakership?”

	“Oh now, hold your horses missy. I didn’t commit to anything yet.”

	“You said I had your support too, when you said you’d only insult me to my face.”

	“Oh right, I did say that.” Hobbes thumped a fist on the counter. “Damn it. I should have negotiated that better.” He turned back to Emily and held out a hand. “Is it too late to get some kind of kickback for this?”

	“Are you asking for a bribe?”

	“Are you offering one?” Hobbes held her stare for a second, but it was obvious the smile on his face was breaking toward laughter. “No, I’m just kidding. I’m voting for you. Who else would I vote for. That, um, that muppet guy? What’s his name?”

	Other representatives around the room were laughing at the mention of muppets again. “You mean Larry Elmo?” Emily asked.

	“Yeah, yeah, Elmo. Er, no, wait, not Elmo. Elmo is the puppeteer. How’s that for irony. Being puppeted, by a muppet! But no, seriously, the other guy, the, um, you know, the one who’s running against you.”

	“The minority leader, Ryan Knox.”

	“Yeah, Knox, that’s it. Yeah, I met with him. So, seriously, this is how that went. I was talking to him, and he would listen, and then, he had this Larry Elmo guy standing right next to him, right. And I would say something, and then Elmo would whisper in his ear, and he would repeat what Elmo said. Seriously.” He held out his hands, looking around at the chuckles and smiles this was eliciting throughout the room. “Seriously, this happened. I could hear what Elmo was whispering. This guy, this Knox guy, just repeated it, word for word. Even with mistakes, sometimes. So I pointed it out, and I asked about the guy pulling his strings, and they just ignored that and kept doing it.” By now the whole room was laughing. “Seriously. They just kept doing it.”

	“They’ve done the exact same thing with me,” Emily said. “Last time I met them, thankfully, Larry just sent his puppets to go play and I talked to him directly.”

	“So, right, those are my choices for speaker? You, who seem like an articulate, thoughtful woman. Or a bad ventriloquist act.” He paused, looking around the room for humourous effect. “Seriously, who am I gonna go with there?”

	Emily herself laughed at this. “Well, thank you, I do appreciate it.”

	“It’s not too late to get in on those kickbacks though, is it?” Hobbes laughed again. “Seriously though, I think, um, these guys do have a request.” He nodded toward Mick.

	Emily turned to face across the kitchen counter. “A request?”

	Mick paused, taking a long, slow drink while the attention of the room focused back on him.

	“Yeah, there is one request we would make for the new congress. We’d like you to take up the issue of a new constitutional convention.”

	The Speaker visibly deflated upon hearing this. “Mick, that’s,” she glanced around. “I should have known. That’s why you have Anthony here.”

	“Did you think I was invited for my looks?” Anthony smiled.

	“I thought maybe it had something to do with your investigation.”

	“Oh, that’s over and done with, and maybe doesn’t really matter anymore. You forget, before I served as your special prosecutor, I was a humble constitutional law scholar.”

	“So, Emily,” Lester said, leaning onto the countertop again. “Or, sorry, Madam Speaker. You sounded a little depressed by Mick’s request. Was this not something you supported?”

	“That’s,” she blew out her breath to create space before continuing. “Personally, I think it sounds good. Or at least, there’s potential. But guys, to be honest, of all the things you could have asked for, this might be the hardest to deliver.”

	“All the work is at the state level,” Mick said. “They call for the convention, and then Congress just initiates it.”

	“By one interpretation Congress has no choice,” Anthony said. “The constitution says Congress shall call a convention if two-thirds of the state legislature’s pass resolutions calling for one.”

	“Right,” Mick turned back to Emily. “You can’t get a majority to just perform a ceremonial function of Congress?”

	“It’s more than ceremonial, Mick. There was talk of constitutional conventions last year, and it threatened to send the country into a secession crisis.”

	“Aren’t we already in a secession crisis?”

	“Well,” she sighed. “Yes and no.”

	“We’re in an ‘everybody keeps eyeing the exits’ crisis.” Hobbes said, jerking his body and looking around like a frightened animal in demonstration.

	“Yes, that is a very good way to put it.”

	“Well either way,” Mick said, “Anthony is right. Congress has to call a convention if enough states ask for one.”

	“That’s only one interpretation,” Anthony said. “Congress could decline to call a convention even if enough states pass resolutions.”

	“So what you want from me is just a promise to actually call the convention?” Emily asked. “Or is it more than that? Congress would set the rules for who attends this convention and how it operates, right? Is that what you’re looking for? Me to stack things in your favor?”

	“No, we’re definitely not looking for that,” Anthony said. “Because it probably doesn’t matter. Even if Congress comes up with rules for a new convention, the convention could ignore them, just like it could ignore the official issues the convention was called to address and just start rewriting the constitution wholesale. That’s exactly what happened at the original constitutional convention in 1787. They originally met to amend the Articles of Confederation. Instead they threw out the articles, including the rules for how they were suppose to be amended, and just rewrote everything, including a new approval process for the new constitution.”

	“You make this sound like a pretty awful idea,” Emily said. “You’re describing a runaway convention where anything could happen.”

	“It’s going to happen regardless, though,” Mick said. “States are already seceding, already setting up their own independent governments. According to the Randall commission some states can’t even be counted as participating in American elections anymore. By that logic there are only twenty-nine remaining states, meaning only twenty are needed for the two-thirds to start a convention. We already have sixteen states that have passed resolutions this past year. Seventeen if the situation in Florida gets resolved.”

	“What’s the situation in Florida?” Emily asked.

	“You didn’t hear about this?” Anthony turned to her. “Oh my god, it’s another insane moment. You want to tell her Mick?”

	“Sure. So, the Florida legislature was closely divided, before and after the election. They met just before Christmas, in the lame duck session, to debate passing a resolution for a convention. The argument in the lower chamber got really heated, and then some of the Nationalists pulled out guns.”

	“They were armed in the capital building?” Emily asked.

	“Yeah. It was, the metal detectors and scanners at the Florida capital building had broken and they didn’t have the budget to fix them, so they just walked in armed.”

	“I had heard they got the guns from their security details,” Anthony said.

	Mick shrugged. “Either way. They were armed. They opened fire. It was total chaos. In the end some Democrat legislators got killed, a bunch of Nationalists got arrested, and a few others fled. There are still some at large, and the ones arrested are still awaiting trial.”

	“The whole thing rendered the legislature inquorate.” Anthony said.

	“Rendered it what?” Hobbes asked.

	“Without a quorum. Without the minimum number of members necessary to vote.”

	“So they can’t pass anything?”

	“No they cannot,” Anthony shook his head. “The legislature has not met since this incident. I have no idea how it’s all going to be sorted out.”

	“But the point is,” Mick said, “right when this took place, they were voting on this convention resolution. So now they’re debating whether or not it has officially passed. If it does then we just need three more states to pass resolutions.”

	Anthony gave a little laugh at this. “He makes it sound so simple.”

	Emily looked up at him with a critical stare. “So Anthony, are you in favor of this convention idea or not?”

	“I am. I admit, I’m deeply worried about what could come out of it. But I would argue that however much animosity there is, a convention is still a place where we talk about our differences and try to resolve them. A new constitutional convention may be our last chance at peaceful change. Otherwise . . .”

	“Otherwise it’s militias and terrorists driving the change,” Emily nodded, pausing for a long moment to look amongst her interlocutors. They were a ranging contrast, the short, stern looking Anthony; wiry and tall Mick; the broad-shouldered Lester. Slowly she turned in her seat, continuing around to face away from the kitchen, toward the other representatives gathered around the living room. They, however, were just watching on with wide, expectant looks.

	“Gentleman, this might be the easiest yet most depressing whip count I’ve ever participated in.” Emily turned back to Mick. “Can I make one request?”

	“What’s that?” Anthony asked.

	“A little more time. I don’t want to tackle this before the presidential election is resolved. And regardless of who wins, let’s let them have a chance to get their feet under them before we start talking about amending the constitution.”

	“I think we can do that.”

	Emily gave a wane smile, the blew out a long, slow breath. “Can I ask you something else?”

	“Of course?”

	“Assuming you get to this convention, and have some say in how it goes, what’s the plan from there? I mean, with all the different factions, all the animosity, what do you do with that? Do you have any plan for, I don’t know, some kind of compromise, something that doesn’t just dissolve the whole thing in acrimony?”

	“We have some ideas,” Mick said.

	“Oh, we have lots of ideas,” Lester spoke up from the far end of the counter. “Do you want to hear them?”

	She looked around the room, then nodded. “Okay. But if you’re gonna do that I think I need another drink before we start.”
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	The rain soaked day outside, punctuated by thunder claps, had at last given way to a brilliant sunset. On a far horizon beneath the cloud layer bright reds flared across the city, highlighting the tops of buildings and drenching the skyline of the arcology.

	As always Drake was at his usual table in the rooftop restaurant. Across, on the other side of the bar, in the dining area that overlooked the hydroponic greenhouses lining the top of the arcology, there was a light crowd. The bar area was almost empty though, and the big tropical fish tank behind the bar blocked the view and the low noise over there.

	Flanking Drake at his table were his lawyer, Sydney, and Justice Benton. As usual, Benton was accompanied by an interchangeable young female staffer. That was an additional person present, but Drake hardly felt she counted. This one was a buxom brunette who sat close to the Chief Justice and wore a big smile as he told her some story at a huddled whisper.

	Drake himself was distracted, staring out the window at the sunset but focusing his attention on the other conversation behind him.

	Sitting nearby at the bar were Senator Grace, Senator Sheffield, and a lobbyist Drake only vaguely recognized. The lobbyist was facing forward, staring into the fish tank, or into his drink, oblivious. The two senators had dopey smiles as they huddled around a tablet they had propped up on the bar. 

	As the senators started into a round of laughing, Grace reached over toward the lobbyist, then gestured toward the tablet. The other man did not even bother glancing at him, instead just giving Grace a wane smile and a slight nod.

	“What are you giggling about over there?” Drake asked.

	“I just sent it to you,” Grace said. “It’s already up on a bunch of social streams.”

	Drake sighed as he reached for his own mobile, left laying on the table. While he fidgeted with it Grace repositioned his tablet, right in between himself and Sheffield, and initiated a phone call. He set it to speaker, sending a loud ring tone through the bar.

	“Now what are you doing?” Drake asked.

	Grace just held up a hand for quiet. “Yes hello, this is Vice President Grace, returning the Speaker’s call. Yes, I’ll hold.”

	While they waited Drake turned back to his mobile, pulling up the latest social stream feed from the senator. Right away he spotted the giant, lurid picture that was now the top of the senator’s banner. Holding up his mobile Drake squinted and expanded the picture as big as he could for a better look.

	It was a picture of a restaurant booth of some kind. Emily Alexander sat in the booth. There were two other individuals with her, but whoever they were was not clear, because a crude photo doctoring job had replaced them with a pair of scantily clad women. Several other women, topless, were dancing on the table. Or at least, Drake thought that was what the picture was meant to portray. It was obvious from even a cursory glance that those women had not been there. Their images were inserted into the picture, again without any skill for photo manipulation. Some appeared to be floating in the air, or had objects that should have been in the foreground behind them, or were colliding and interfering with solid objects in physically impossible ways.

	Behind him a tinny, quiet voice echoed out from the tablet. Grace moved to increase the volume even as he responded.

	“Yes, hello Madam Speaker, good to hear from you, this is Vice President Grace returning your call.”

	When she spoke again everyone in the bar area could plainly hear the voice of Speaker Alexander coming out of Grace’s tablet. “Mr. Senator. You got my message.”

	“I did.”

	There was a slight pause, some static crackling on Emily’s end. “So?”

	“So what?”

	“Senator, please. Can you tell me what this is all about?”

	“What is what about?”

	“Why are news streams circulating a badly photoshopped picture of us from yesterday and claiming it’s authentic?”

	“A picture of us?”

	“I know you’ve seen this picture. I sent it with my message.”

	Manipulating his tablet Grace pulled up the picture again on screen. Next to him Sheffield covered his mouth to avoid laughing aloud. “I’m looking at it right now.”

	“That was obviously taken last night when I met you and Mr. Elmo at that club.”

	Grace was smiling even bigger and attempting to suppress a laugh in his voice as he continued. “Yeah, I remember running into you, but obviously I’m not in the picture. I assume this was taken later on in the evening.”

	“You very obviously are in the picture. I can see the pixelation around where you were cropped out. There’s this red headed woman, on the right, this picture that looks like it comes from some porn stream, she’s very obviously pasted in there, it looks like she’s sitting on nothing, she’s pasted in right on top of where you were.”

	This time Grace could not hold in the chuckle. Still he replied by saying, “I’m not seeing it.”

	There was another long pause on the other end. “You’re not seeing it?”

	“This pixelation. I’m not seeing it.”

	During the next pause Grace took the opportunity to mute his end of the line as he could not contain his laughter. His eyes squinted shut and he started to roll over, pinching his gut and grasping at his sides. Sheffield slumped on to the bar in hysterics as well, bumping into their lobbyist companion, who just shook his head, not even cracking a smile.

	At last Emily said, “Senator, what is this about?”

	Grace unmuted his tablet. “I am the vice president now, you know.”

	An audible sigh from Emily. “Frank. What the heck is this about?”

	“I don’t know, why are you asking me?”

	“This picture was posted on your campaign stream, supposedly taken by one of your people.”

	“I wasn’t aware of that. I’ll have to look into it.”

	“Frank, I find it hard to believe even you weren’t aware that your staff was doctoring pictures and posting them in your name.”

	“Why’s it gotta get personal? I tell you I’ve never seen this picture before. Looking at it now though I don’t see what’s so wrong with it.”

	“You don’t see what’s wrong with it?”

	“It’s you and a bunch of strippers, so what?”

	“It’s not me and a bunch of strippers Frank, and you know that. Those girls were added in with photo editing software.”

	“It looks real to me.”

	“Frank,” the edge in Emily’s voice led her to say this louder, the near shout causing the others in the bar area who had been ignoring this so far to look up. Emily took a moment for a deep breath. “Frank, why are trolling me?”

	“I’m not! Come on Emily, why are you getting all hysterical about this. It’s just a picture.”

	“It’s a fake picture that you are responsible for creating and disseminating.”

	“I didn’t create it,” Frank threw his hands in the air in mock exasperation. “I don’t know who took it or how it got online, but what does it matter? You’re from New York or whatever, are the people back home really going to think it’s a scandal if you were dancing with strippers.”

	“I wasn’t dancing with strippers!” Her shout reverberated from the tablet’s speakers and could be heard throughout the restaurant.

	“Or having them dance on you, getting a lap dance, whatever, who cares.”

	“Frank, that didn’t happen.”

	“The picture says otherwise.”

	“That picture is fake, that’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

	“I don’t see why anyone would believe it’s a fake job. The whole thing seems plausible.”

	“You think I regularly go out dancing with strippers?”

	“I don’t know, who were the one hanging out at that sex club.”

	“I was there for a meeting with Larry Elmo.”

	“If you say so. The picture still seems plausible.”

	The hard edge in Emily’s voice seemed like it might cut the wine glasses hanging above the bar. “What do you mean it seems ‘plausible’?”

	“Obviously I left before the party really got started, which is why I’m not in the picture, but I do remember at least one girl with you in the booth when I saw you.”

	“That was my aide.”

	“Whatever you want to call her.”

	“Oh my God. Frank, this is ridiculous.”

	“You’re telling me. Why are you calling me to rant about a scandalous picture of you?”

	“Ugh. Frank, just take the picture down from your campaign stream.”

	“If it’s on my campaign stream I’ll look into it.”

	“Would you commit to something less weasely sounding?”

	“I told you I’d look into it! Jeez.”

	“Good night, Frank.”

	Without another word Grace ended the call. The doctored photo remained up on his tablet. Once more both senators burst out laughing.

	“What was that all about?” the lobbyist next to them asked.

	Grace did not reply, instead still clenching his sides and doubling over in hysterics. He wiped tears from his eyes, started to say something, seemed to catch a glimpse of the picture, and set off in another round of laughing.

	Shaking his head the man turned away, back to staring at his drink and the fish tank.

	At last Grace calmed down, resettling himself on his barstool and closing down the tablet. 

	“Mr. Roy,” the senator said. “Do you have plans for the new administration?”

	At the mention of the name, Drake realized who this man was. Not a lobbyist, in fact, but a congressional staffer, one currently without a real job. Though his last name was Roy, he often got called that as if it were his whole name.

	“How do you mean?” Mr. Roy asked.

	“Has somebody hired you? Some other senator or some lobbying firm maybe?”

	“Nope,” Roy shook his head and took a drink. “I continue to be the sole person representing the state of Texas in this town. In any capacity, as far as I’m aware.”

	“Why didn’t you go with the congressional delegation when they left?” Sheffield asked. The elderly senator spoke with the harsh rasp of a smoker’s voice.

	It was Roy’s turn to pause. He shrugged. “I felt like somebody had to stay. Even if the Republic of Texas is gonna be a real thing from now on, they at least need an ambassador, right?”

	“Have you thought about taking another job?” Grace asked. “I could use some experienced people in the VP’s office.”

	“What are you offering, exactly?”

	“I don’t know. Chief of staff? Public relations chief? Chief Operating Officer?”

	“Hmm,” Roy stared away into the fish tank for a silent moment.

	“I understand you can be useful in other ways as well,” Sheffield said coyly.

	Roy gave them a sidelong glance. “What do you mean?”

	“I just heard you have certain connections, is all.”

	In reply Roy just turned to stare blankly at the two senators.

	“Let’s say, for example,” Grace said, “that I wanted to have some of the Democratic house members killed.”

	Grace had said this without lowering his voice at all. Roy’s eyes went wide. “What?”

	“Just, say I was interested in, you know, paying somebody to kill off a few Democrats?”

	“Dude,” Roy spoke through gritted teeth. “Why don’t you say that a little louder?”

	Grace rolled his eyes. “I didn’t say it that loud.”

	“The problem is you said it at all.”

	“What, you think I’m joking around?”

	“Dude,” Roy continued to stare at him. “What the fuck?”

	“No, absolutely not. After what happened in New York yesterday, the gloves have come off.”

	“Frank,” Roy resorted to first names. “Shut the fuck up.”

	“We’ll talk later, then,” Grace turned back to the bar. “About all your employment opportunities.”

	“Oh my God.”

	Over at his table Drake turned away. He closed down his own mobile and tossed it aside, then leaned back to again look out at the city, awash in the sunset reds and the sparkle of the recent rains.

	A few minutes later Sydney leaned over and touched his shoulder. She pointed across the room, to the entrance, where a group of people were just walking in and taking a moment to gawk at the place.

	With a nod from Drake, Sydney got up to escort the group over to their table. As she went the would-be president scooted his chair out and leaned back, studying these new arrivals.

	It was an odd collection at the entrance to his restaurant. Lead among them was Marcus Bernard, moving with his usual awkward gangliness, enhanced by his awkward clothing choices involving a tweed jacket. Those behind him looked ever more wretched. There was the man in the cheap pastel suit with long, salt and pepper goatee and greying hair that was thinning in front but pulled back in a ridiculous bun behind. There was a short and scrawny guy in some nondescript dress-blue uniform. There was a brown-skinned man with a suit but no tie, instead sporting a formidable mustache. Then at last, of course, there was the one girl. She had somehow found herself in a skirt suit done in a loud American flag pattern, and her hair was dyed in obnoxious colors, bright red on one side and dark blue on the other. 

	With unreserved contempt on this face, Drake stood up as they arrived, held out his arms, and said, “gentleman, welcome to Riverside Arcology.”

	“Secretary Drake, it’s good to finally meet you,” Marcus stepped up to the table and held forward a hand to shake, even though Drake did not extend his in return and in fact stepped aside slightly to avoid the outstretched offer.

	“It’s Mr. President,” Drake said in a cold tone.

	There was a loaded pause while Marcus glanced at the others now catching up around him. He took that moment to withdraw his extended hand.

	“Well,” Marcus said. “Win or lose, you’re still not president until the inauguration.”

	“I am the president of this nation,” Drake said, his voice rising a little and taking on a sharper edge. “The whole nation.”

	Into the ensuing silence Sydney took the opportunity to insert herself.

	“Mr. President,” she said, gesturing to Marcus. “This is Marcus Bernard, officially the Republican National Chairman.” She turned and gestured toward the grey haired man next to him, “this is Representative . . .”

	“I am the president of this country,” Drake said again, interrupting Sydney even as he stared down Marcus. 

	Drake’s intense, withering gaze continued even as Sydney went through introducing the representatives. He made no move to shake hands with any of them, and in turn they just waved slightly or nodded as Sydney announced their names.

	“Everyone, please, have a seat,” Sydney gestured to the table. “I believe some of you have already met Chief Justice Wayne Benton.”

	“Chief . . . oh!” the woman in the group, Amy, exclaimed, then reached out to shake his hand. He stood up slowly, taking a moment to extricate himself from his young companion, and returned her hand shake. “Of course, Judge Benton. Your Honor. I didn’t recognize you without the robe.”

	“Ah, I get that all the time.” Benton folded back up his spindly form as he sat back down. “Just call me Wayne. I don’t like being some stuffy old judge.”

	Although Benton’s comment was not much of a quip it got a giggle from his female companion, to whom he returned his full attention.

	The delegation sat down and took another moment to absorb their surroundings. Beside the long fish tank there was greenery visible growing around the edges of the dining area, giving it a tropical air. Looking out the window, depending on the angle, it was possible to get a view along the side of the arcology, at the nodules and columns stretching down and away into the distance.

	Then of course there was the view of the city. The delegation was treated to a final glimpse of the red sunset before it slipped away and cast a pall over the restaurant. Lighting behind the bar and in the dining area sprang to life, but the tables here near the main window were left in shadow.

	“So,” Marcus said, finally bringing his focus around to their host. “Thank you again, Mr. Drake, er, um, Mr. President, for this invite. This is definitely an honor.”

	“Well the whole town is talking about you,” Drake spoke in a slow, grating tone. “I wanted the chance to meet you all in person and find out what you’re doing.” He leaned back in his seat and took a drink from the glass that had just been dropped off in front of him.

	“You’re pretty big celebrities these days,” Senator Grace said. All of them turned, not until that moment realizing that a couple other men had joined them. Grace had slipped over to take a seat next to Justice Benton, while behind him Sheffield was hobbling on his cane to catch up. They all watched, hesitant, as he pulled up a seat beside Grace and slowly negotiated himself into this, leaning propped forward on his cane. Grace ignored him, instead looking among the representatives eagerly, as if they really were celebrities.

	“We have been getting a lot of that,” Marcus said with an awkward laugh.

	Drake watched them in silence, then took another slow drink. “So are you going to tell me?”

	They all paused, glancing at each other. “Tell you what?” Marcus asked.

	“What it is you’re doing. Your New Ohio Authority. Starting with you Marcus. How does the chairman of a defunct party end up as the leader of this caucus?”

	“The Republican party isn’t defunct, we still have a few members here and there in state legislatures.”

	“Pfff,” Drake scoffed as he turned to look at the window.

	“Um,” Marcus paused, unsure if he should continue, before barreling forward. “So, because the New Ohio compact forbid the two major parties from running candidates, a lot of third party and independent candidates won seats this year. I approached them about possibly forming a new, centrist caucus, and a lot of them were receptive.”

	“The parties were banned?” Drake said in a rising, agitated voice. 

	Everyone was given pause, not even sure if the would-be president had asked a question. Finally Marcus resettled himself in his seat and drew a slow breath.

	“So, yes, that is correct. The New Ohio Authority banned the major parties and party primaries.”

	“That’s un-American! Telling people who they can or can’t vote for.”

	“Any individual could still run, just not as part of one of the two major parties. I think it was meant to stop some of the partisan extremism.”

	“Extremism? The only extremists nowadays are the libtards! People want Nationalists in charge. You robbed us of some seats with this stunt!”

	“I, uh,” Marcus opened his mouth but hesitated to say anything at first. “It wasn’t my decision, Mr. President. I’m just working with the Congress that we have.”

	In response, Drake just stared. After a tense, silent moment, his breathing slowed.

	“Hey, we don’t like the liberals any more than you do,” the goateed representative said. “That’s why we’re Libertarians.” He gestured with his thumb between himself and the representative in uniform.

	“Both parties are completely full of bullshit,” the uniformed representative said. “I was a Republican back when I was in the Marines, but they got a lot of dumbasses over there these days.”

	“I’m still a registered Republican myself,” Amy tilted her head up as she spoke.

	“Oh yeah?” Drake, who had been staring unnervingly at Marcus, at last shifted his gaze to the others present. “What the fuck was your name?” he pointed to the goateed man.

	“Me? Uh, Mathews, Mark Mathews,” he said, a little confused at being introduced twice.

	“So you and the, what, the major over here . . .”

	“Corporal Terrence Page, sir.”

	“So you two belong to the Libertarian party?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“And you’re a Republican?” Drake pointed to Amy.

	“I am. Amy Arvis, from Michigan.”

	Even as she spoke Drake had shifted onward. “What about you ethnic guy, what’s your story?”

	“I, um, I’m just a straight up independent. Aziz Ravandi, but everyone calls me Rez.”

	“Shouldn’t you have an accent?”

	“That,” he paused, then smiled awkwardly. “I don’t know what to tell you.”

	“So you’re not all Republicans?” Grace asked, leaning forward to better join the conversation. “I thought that was why Mr. Bernard was here.”

	“I am still the Republican National Chairmen,” Marcus said. “For what that’s worth. But this is the Independent Caucus. We have some Republicans, some Libertarians, some true independents, some other small parties, but we’re all sort of working together as a centrist caucus.”

	“Which so far has four members?” Grace looked around among them.

	“Oh no, we have more than this. By the time we work everything out we may have close to thirty members, total.”

	Grace exchanged a glance with his boss. “So why,” Drake said, a new edge of menace in his voice, “do I have only four of you present this evening?”

	Marcus, with a seemingly permanent look of shock on his face now, glanced among the representatives. “We were the ones who wanted to come.”

	“What?”

	“I extended the invitation to everyone,” Marcus said. “The others declined.”

	“They declined!”

	“Well,” he smiled nervously. “It was kind of last notice.”

	“They snubbed the president?” Drake’s voice and body posture continued to rise. “A bunch of fucking hillbillies snubbed the president?”

	“Hey, I’m no hillbilly,” Mathews said. “I own several car dealerships.”

	“Well obviously,” Senator Sheffield started in his raspy voice, “you folks are here, so you must be clued in. Who are these fools that declined an invitation from our country’s greatest president?”

	“I, um, I’m sorry,” Marcus said, glancing between the accusatory glare of Sheffield and the seething anger coming from Drake. “I didn’t realize this was so official.”

	“Un-fucking-believable,” Drake said.

	From his other side, Sydney leaned in and touched his arm gently. “Mr. President.”

	“What?” he shouted without turning to her.

	“Mr. President. These members alone could be enough to swing the vote in the House.”

	“There are thirty of these independents up for grabs,” Drake spoke-shouted as he turned to his lawyer. “Why the fuck don’t I have all of them here?”

	“I don’t know, sir, but few people are truly independent. Most lean toward the Democrats or the Nationalists. The others might simply be more left of center.”

	“They all lean toward the fucking Democrats!” Drake turned back and tossed a hand toward the representatives.

	“No, no,” Marcus said, “now that’s not true at all.”

	“Then why have you all chosen to caucus with the Democrats?”

	“Hey man,” Mathews held up his hands defensively, “we’re not caucusing with anybody. We’ll make our own decisions.”

	“But you intend to vote for Emily Alexander for the speaker?”

	“Well, now, that, I don’t think any of us have decided. We met with both Ms. Alexander and, um, that Larry Elmo guy before the holidays and heard what they had to say. Now, personally, I thought Ms. Alexander came across as a little more organized and a little more willing to compromise, but I haven’t made my decision yet.”

	“Alexander had better tits, too,” Page added.

	“Certainly,” Mathews nodded slowly, “that is a consideration. No offense,” he added toward Amy.

	“Yeah, obviously I was just kidding,” Page leaned forward some and cracked a smile. “I knew a lot of tough female officers in the service, and Alexander reminds me of some of them.”

	Drake was silent for a moment, taking in these two with a heavy glare.

	“Honestly,” Amy said in a hesitant voice, “I’m leaning toward Ms. Alexander because she talked to us herself. The Nationalist, they sent Larry Elmo, who it sounds like is a lobbyist or something.”

	“Larry is the head of SAP,” Grace said. “They’ll be paying your bribes if you play ball.”

	“They’ll be what now?”

	“If you get in line and caucus with the Nationalists then SAP, the State Autocracy Project, will pay you bribes.”

	“Isn’t that illegal?”

	“Not when we do it,” Sheffield said. “If you run into problems the President will just pardon you.”

	Amy glanced at the others in confusion, fidgeting slightly with her hands as she did.

	“You have a problem with that?” Sheffield asked

	“Well, um, it still sounds like it’s illegal, and immoral. I, um . . .”

	“Do you not like money, Representative Arvis?”

	“I, uh,” she glance around as she trailed off.

	The others fell quiet as well, the Midwesterners all just staring into space. This elongated into an awkward silence. The soft sound of a renewed rainfall on the glass outside became an all-encompassing presence in the room, and it seemed like nobody dared speak, for the same reason nobody dared fire first in a Mexican standoff.

	“We should get something to eat?” Drake slapped a hand down on the table. “Have you eaten? We should get something, right now.”

	“We, uh . . .”

	“Get whatever you like. My treat. Everything on the menu here is great, and dinner is what I said when I invited you here.”

	Drake turned around, looking for the bartender or waiter. Instead his eye was caught by Sydney, who waved and pointed to her tablet.

	“Mr. President,” she said, her expression even more pale than usual. “You should look at this.”

	“Uhh,” Drake groaned. “What now?”

	“It’s an announcement from Hill,” Grace said, having pulled something up on his own mobile. “You should definitely watch.”

	“Announcement? About what?”

	“He’s announcing a mobilization and lock down in the city because of the whole terrorist take over in New York.”

	“Oh, yeah,” Drake turned away. “We knew that was coming, it leaked all over this afternoon.”

	“It’s a pretext though. To move against us. It’d be a coup.”

	“So what? He can’t do anything. The arcology is secure, we’ve got Liberty Guardsmen holding the place down. Which, by the way,” he held up a finger toward Grace, “by the way, that is why you should not be spending any more time over in the Green Zone. If anything goes down you’re exposed.”

	Drake turned back to see expectant stares from the Midwest delegation. “Speaking of that. If you guys don’t like your accommodations, I can get you set up in the hotel over here. Seriously, for real, it’s five star, massive suites. This whole place, this whole arcology, is amazing, one of those true monuments to what the free market does when government gets out of the way. It’s all state of the art, has everything you could ever want.”

	“Um, Mr. President,” Grace said.

	“What!” It was less a question than a shout.

	“Mr. President, I really think you need to watch this.”

	“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Frank.”

	“Actually, Mr. President,” Sydney said. This got Drake spinning all the way around in his chair to face her. “The end of President Hill’s address, he talks about you specifically. It’s probably something you should see.”

	She held out the tablet she was using. Drake leaned over to view it, then took it from her hand, then groaned and handed it back. “This . . . I can’t. Put it up on the television above the bar.”

	Right away Grace started doing just that.

	Drake got up from his seat, his lawyer right behind. Benton was now watching on his own mobile, his attention completely gone from his lady companion, who looked about with her own distracted gaze. The Midwesterners hesitated, then decided to get up and follow Drake.

	They moved down the bar to where a big screen television was mounted to a column in front of the tropical fish tank.

	After some moments connecting and loading, the news stream at last started playing a video clip. It was President Hill, sitting at his desk in the president’s office of the Federal Center. He looked beleaguered, like he had not slept, or perhaps like he had slept on a couch in the suit he was still wearing. His hair and his clothes and his face all seemed matted or rumpled or to just not fit right. Grace jumped it forward through Hill’s initial comments.

	“Start at about the eleven minute mark,” Sydney told him.

	Drake braced his arms against the bar and leaned forward as the video started playing with Hill in mid-sentence.

	“. . . make this accusation lightly or without evidence. The documents I have, which I am ordering to be declassified and released to the public immediately after this announcement, come from a branch of the former Global Security Agency. They detail how, at a facility in Ohio, American citizens, arrested under the Global Security Act and the War Assets Rationing Act, were used as involuntary subjects in the development of biological and chemical weapons. These people were arrested because of their political beliefs and held without charges while being used as . . . as human Guinea pigs in experiments to create weapons of mass destruction. During the time when Secretary Drake was ostensibly working as a consultant for the Department of Energy he was, in truth, overseeing this facility.

	Drake glanced around and found that Sydney, Grace, Mr. Roy, and the Midwestern delegation were all clustered around him, rapt attention on the screen.

	In the video Hill continued speaking. “The terms of the ceasefire that ended the Global War required this government to turn over all individuals involved in the creation, development, or deployment of any biological or chemical weapons employed during the war. They are to be handed over to the International Criminal Court in The Hague, to be prosecuted for crimes against humanity. That was the terms insisted upon by our adversaries in that war and terms that I agreed with, both as a politician and as a person. I believe these documents leave no doubt. Secretary Drake is guilty of committing war crimes.”

	He took a deep breath and let the pause linger. “I am aware that many of you voted for Secretary Drake and believe he should be our country’s next president. I respect your decision and your votes and I have no intention of subverting our democratic process or the rule of law. That is why I will not be ordering the immediate arrest of Secretary Drake. Instead I am offering him a chance to surrender peacefully. I am giving Secretary Drake one week to turn himself in to the US Marshals. I beseech you, Mr. Secretary, on behalf of your country, to do the right thing. For the good of the country, for the maintenance of peace, please, turn yourself in and do not force me to turn this into a spectacle. No person and no country can be above the law, not me, not Secretary Drake. I am certain the International Criminal Court will provide the same fair, open trial as it has for all the other accused.

	“I also want to emphasize, to all Americans, that this is not an attempt on my part to seize power or subvert last year’s election. The disputed electoral votes are to be resolved by the congress, as our constitution outlines. I fully intend to let that process work to its conclusion. If the electoral college count does not come down in my favor, then I will step aside as I have always promised, and it will be Secretary Drake’s running mate, Senator Frank Grace, that assumes the presidency. 

	“In these difficult times I think it is more important than ever that we maintain our democratic principles and the rule of law, and I encourage all Americans to keep an open mind, view the evidence for themselves, and let our democratic processes work as they have always done for us throughout our nation’s history.”

	The video had more, but right then the television turned off. Everyone now standing in the bar turned to see Drake had found its remote control. He stood there, remote in hand, still pointed at the television, staring at its now blank screen. Everyone paused, waiting for him to say something.

	“Motherfucker!” He hurled the controller to the ground, causing its back battery cover to break off and the batteries inside to go spraying out. Everyone jumped at this outburst, clearing an area around Drake. “God fucking damn it!” Spinning around Drake grabbed a chair from one of the empty tables. He hefted this up by one hand and hurled it onto the table itself. Silverware and napkin holders went clattering away as the table itself toppled, knocking over some other chairs nearby in the process.

	“Um,” Marcus started to speak, but Drake was still raging, grabbing random items off of tables and hurling them into the wall or onto the ground.

	Looking around, Marcus saw that the others around Drake were discreetly turning away. Grace had started speaking with Sheffield and Roy, Benton and his companion had moved to the far end of the bar, and Sydney had become focused on her mobile. They all angled themselves to look away as Drake continued to curse and randomly destroy things.

	Marcus turned back to the representatives, and with a shrug they all moved to claim seats at the bar.

	 

	



	


PENNSYLVANIA EXURBAN MARKET

	 

	JANUARY 2

	 

	In the outer suburbs of Philadelphia, beyond the ring of rolling blackout neighborhoods, there were the new market centers. They centered, in some cases, around train lines, though most were just designated pickup and drop off points for various autonomous vehicles. The people here were not commuters themselves, though the goods they bought and sold were. Many started as farmer’s markets, as pretentious, hipster places catering to gentrified food trends. None of the new markets were that anymore. Others grew around the abandoned carcases of warehouse superstores that once carried goods shipped in from across the country and the world. These new markets had none of those.

	The ambassador stepped out of the autonomous bus into the morning rush. He was twenty miles from the Philadelphia Green Zone and in a whole different world. It was not without precedent, he had visited similar such markets in the outskirts of Boston. There though the market centers seemed to have older buildings that gave them a sense of charm and permanence. Here the blocky shape of the superstore at the center of things made the whole thing seem tacky, though as he walked forward into the crowd he felt the place was not without its own certain charm. The cracked and torn up parking lot around the central building was filled with open air stalls, people selling stuff on blankets set up outside lean-tos, and shops set up inside abandoned semi-truck trailers.

	Wednesday was market day here, and it seemed the weather had cooperated, with the recent rains giving way to a clear, sunny winter day.

	Ambassador Wilder glanced at the street, but aside from the auto-bus now pulling away there was no traffic. This, he reflected, was not really true at all. There was traffic all along the street in the form of pedestrians and wagons. These were actual wagons pulled by actual draft animals. A few he spotted were rickshaw style, single axle, lugged along by a couple people on foot, or a goat, or an electric moped, or someone on a bicycle. Others were full size wagons, like some child’s toy become life-sized, drawn by a pair of horses, or a tandem bicycle, or a slow-moving electric moped looking far undersized for the job.

	All the wagons and rickshaws had rubber tires and bodies made of fiberglass or some more sophisticated space age composite, but they were still wagons, and the things pulling them were still animals. They all were converging on the open gate in a chain link fence that surrounded the former parking lot. A line had formed as men in state trooper uniforms checked each wagon at the entrance, one of them going around it with some hand held scanner while another scanned the papers or mobile of the driver. Wilder could not fathom what they might be looking for.

	He crossed the street and headed for the smaller entrance. There were a pair of state troopers here, but no scans. Wilder nodded to them as he passed, and one of the troopers nodded back. He took that as a good sign.

	Within the fence the whole parking lot was crowded. There was an aisle where the incoming wagons could make there way across to the loading docks of the main building, but otherwise the space was crammed with people and shops. The ambassador skirted over to the main aisle and fell in behind a pair of bicycles, each towing a bicycle trailer loaded with produce. Food, in fact, in the form of vegetables, carrots and peas and beans and broccoli and purple things and red bulb things, were the cargo of all the wagons.

	It was apparently a good winter crop. Wilder wondered if people had planted because of the mild winter the previous year, having apparently now forgotten the brutal, freezing storms that had hit the northeast during three of the previous four years before that. He wondered, as he walked forward, how much of what he saw here was motivated by ignorance, and how much by desperation. He also wondered if this was what everybody had in mind when they started voting for the Nationalists.

	He veered away from the line of wagons when he got to the central building. While they circled toward the unloading docks around back he went to the front entrance. Where there had once been automatic sliding glass doors there was now a facade of plywood supported by two-by-fours and an open walkway.

	Inside there was no overhead artificial lighting. Some holes had been punched in the roof and the side walls to allow in natural light. On a sunny day like this it created a dim, cavernous ambiance. Toward the back there would be old, giant freezers, without power but still with good insulation, that would store all the incoming produce until it was shipped out in bulk or sold locally. The rest of the interior was given over to larger shops selling non-perishable goods. Right in front of the entrance Wilder could see a homemade candle shop and a place that promised to repair small appliances. The shops themselves were enclosures with their own roofs, made from the superstore’s old shelving and mismatched pieces of wood and aluminum siding.

	Looking around the ambassador spotted his destination. This superstore had once had a fast food restaurant occupying one corner of its layout. That corner was still a restaurant, though it was anything but fast. In the back area former ovens had been converted into wood burning cook stoves, with duct work in place to vent out smoke. Broths were being cooked and bread baked behind a lunch counter, a trio of women moving at a languid pace as they alternated between cooking and taking orders. The space was illuminated with its own, single light, the exposed wiring running toward a back room where some sort of battery stack would be kept.

	At this hour the restaurant was not at all busy. Wilder entered and selected a table toward the back, his own back against the wall. He ordered a beer that was reportedly brewed on site, and sat back to watch the crowd and wait.

	Most of the people here were peasants. It felt condescending to refer to them that way, but he could think of no better word. They went about buying and trading with a certain bustle to their actions but a tired look in their eyes, and no indication that any of this was abnormal, that ten or even five years ago this superstore and their lives would have been radically different.

	From among this crowd he spotted his companion. Wilder waved, and the tall Hispanic figure approaching waved back. Manuel Velacruz was wearing stylish, thick-rimmed glasses that made him stand out from the crowd, and had on an overcoat that seemed too heavy for the fine weather outside. Wilder got up to shake his hand in greeting.

	“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me.”

	“I should thank you,” Wilder laughed. “I’ve been trying to meet with you for months. I’ve been trying to meet with your underlings for months.”

	Velacruz hesitated, measuring his words. “You do realize this meeting is unofficial.”

	“Yeah, I kind of pieced that together.”

	“Officially, I can’t speak to you at all.”

	“Can’t even acknowledge my existence?”

	Again the Secretary of State hesitated. He was by himself, Wilder noted, which was not surprising but also, in a way, very surprising.

	“I, uh,” Velacruz himself glanced around, but nobody seemed to be paying them any attention. “You are an official of a government whose existence we cannot acknowledge.”

	“Would you if you could?”

	“Come again?”

	“Acknowledge us.” Wilder leaned forward. “If you could. Politically.”

	“If it were up to me I would.”

	“Well I feel a little better than.” He leaned back in his seat again. “You’ve picked an awfully public place for a meeting you shouldn’t be having.”

	“Fortunately nobody out here recognizes the Secretary of State. Very few have mobiles to take pictures with, either.”

	“I’ve seen plenty of mobiles around, actually.”

	“Yes, but not as many as you would in the Green Zone.”

	The ambassador shrugged to concede the point. “How did you find out about this place anyway?”

	“I used to live out here. I still keep in touch with some of my old neighbors.”

	“That’s a pretty expensive commute.”

	“This was before,” Velacuz sighed. “When we were out of power and I was working for a think tank.”

	“Oh, got it.” Wilder took a sip of his beer. These days it never felt too earlier for a beer.

	“I still come out here from time to time, to see old friends, and . . .”

	“And to have clandestine meetings?”

	“As it were.”

	“It’s a rather interesting place. I never would have thought to be in a, what would you call this place?”

	“An open air market?” Velacruz smiled.

	“Yeah, but, more than that. It’s kind of out of a post-apocalyptic movie. Who would have thought the twenty-first century would see people doing this.”

	“Actually, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, if you went to the third world you’d find markets like this everywhere.”

	“Hmm, yeah. Good point.” Wilder paused to look around again. “Actually, not quite. A third world market wouldn’t have had so many walking dead.”

	“So many what?”

	“You must have noticed them. Every tenth person here looks like a zombie. They walk around with these vacant looks. They’re the dispossessed, I think. People that use to have high-paying jobs, or decent paying jobs anyway, jobs that made them important, jobs that defined them, that were part of their self worth. Guys in management or sales or marketing or software. Not the people who are the worst off, by far, but the people who have fallen the farthest. They never imagined,” Wilder paused, looked around, tossed a hand at their surroundings. “That Americans could be reduced to, to this, to menial labor in a third world farmer’s market. To subsistence, or worse.”

	“I believe those people are called the Nationalist party base.”

	“That is true,” Wilder smirked. “Like any zombies, they shuffle around listlessly most of the time, but there’s a certain bloodlust right beneath the surface ready to erupt.”

	Wilder took a sip of his beer and let the conversation lapse, observing the flow of people over the secretary’s shoulder. One of the bartender ladies brought a beer over to Velacruz, dropping it off without him ordering it or without a hint of recognition.

	“So here we are then,” Wilder said. “Having an unacknowledged meeting with a guy who doesn’t exist, out here in the new agricultural boondocks. I’m gonna guess you need something.”

	“I can acknowledge your existence, as a person.”

	“You really know how to make someone feel wanted.”

	Velacruz smiled and resettled his glasses. “I apologize, I did not mean that . . . I’m not sure what I meant. I’m serious that I would acknowledge the Commonwealth of New England and establish diplomatic relations, were it up to me.”

	“Except that would legalize secession, maybe send others scrambling for the exits.”

	He inclined his head in agreement. “Have you considered the other side of it though?”

	“How do you mean?”

	“If you could, would you come back? Bring the New England states back into the Union, that is. A dozen more Democratic senators would go along way to giving us a majority.”

	“Except it wouldn’t have been enough.”

	“It might have been enough to reelect President Hill.”

	“You see,” the ambassador now had his beer permanently gripped in his hand, gesticulating with it as he spoke. “You see, that kind of thinking is exactly why I would not want to be part of your whole mess again.”

	“You’re gonna have to explain that one.”

	“The Democrat versus Republican, or Nationalist, the zero-sum game. If we were still part of the Union that wouldn’t change. Honestly, if we hadn’t broken away, the south would have. Or else we’d be involved in some genocidal war for the soul of the country. The whole system is broken, the, the, you know, the stupid way the whole government is structured. The United States has the alpha build of modern democracy.”

	This got a smile from Velacruz. “Alpha build?”

	“It’s a software term.”

	“I know.”

	“Yeah, like the prototype. A prototype, when it first come out, it’s impressive, because there’s nothing else like it. But that was two-hundred and fifty plus years ago. Nobody wants the prototype anymore, they want the latest generation. They used to call them smart phones, you know, the mobiles people have. They evolved from cellular phones, but could do more than make calls, so they called them smart phones. Nobody even uses them as phones anymore, not the way phones used to be used. Would you want a first generation ‘smart phone’ now? You’d be worse off than even the poorest people nowadays.”

	“I take your point.”

	“The United States is going around with an antiquated government. It’s past time to trade in for a newer model. Have you at all paid attention to what we’re doing with our new system?”

	“I have not had the time, unfortunately.”

	“It’s great. We had an orderly election last year. There were no instances of people stuffing ballot boxes or selling votes, and every state we expected to vote did in fact vote and report numbers. We don’t have a senate that’s completely dysfunctional and impossible to change because of some weird eighteenth century idiosyncracy. We’ve got at least four viable political parties. People don’t have to vote strategically.”

	“Vote strategically?”

	“We use rank-choice voting. Multi-member districts. It makes third and forth parties viable.”

	“Is that a good thing? Seems like it’d be more fractious.”

	“More than the current country?” Wilder chuckled a little. “I mean, yeah, maybe it does, but we’re not at each other’s throats over it. These are the kinds of things that have been working in other countries for decades now, we Americans are just so self-obsessed that anything we import seems like it just got invented.”

	“Ain’t that the truth,” Velacruz chuckled as well.

	“You look around, there are plenty of other options. The southern states were selling the right to extra votes last year, which seems awful but it is something new. I understand Texas is getting ready for an election next year that’ll be held with sixteen candidates in a sports playoff bracket thing. The European Union is talking about filling its parliament with people chosen at random.”

	“That would be interesting.”

	“Sure, but would it be worse? I can’t imagine anything being worse than what America has right now. What we have in New England, in my opinion, is infinitely better.”

	“Yeah, okay, I get it,” Velacruz said. “It’s a new utopia.”

	“It’s a new mobile. It’s a new car, a new house. It’s not perfect, it’s got a lot of the same problems, but after putting up with the old one for so long and having it constantly break down on ya, you’ll wonder why you didn’t upgrade long ago.”

	“Yet another thing I would do if I could.”

	“So, yeah, you know all this,” Wilder set his beer down and leaned forward, lowering his voice. “So you can’t officially meet with me, I can’t get a meeting with anybody in this town, yet here we are. You need something.”

	“Information, to start.”

	“Okay. What about?”

	“The Army of the Free Court.”

	“Uh-huh. They are neither free nor a court nor an army. Actually they might be free, not sure about that one. What did you want to know?”

	“Their leadership.”

	“The former Supreme Court justices?”

	“As far as I know they are not former. President Hill’s policy is that they are still on the bench and he has not moved to appoint any replacements.”

	“But President Drake will if he takes office. Why are you asking me about them?”

	Velacruz glanced around and then leaned in a little himself. “Is your government harboring them?”

	Wilder paused, staring him down. “That’s a big ask.”

	“Can I take that as a yes.”

	“No, because we aren’t. As far as I know, anyway. I have no idea where they are. I assumed in New York.”

	“We have no idea where they are either. It makes negotiating with them difficult.”

	“You’re going to negotiate with them?”

	“Not if I can’t find them. You’re sure? Your government knows nothing?”

	Wilder took a deep breath. “Manny, you know I took this meeting because we’re friends, right? But if I’m gonna answer a bunch of sensitive questions I’m gonna need something in return.”

	“Like what?”

	“I want access.”

	“Access?”

	“Something more than I have now. I understand it can’t be official. But I’ve spent the last six months camped out at an airport hotel trying to get a meeting with anybody. This is the first one I’ve had, ya know. Ten years in the congress, ranking Democrat on several committees, and now I can’t get even get junior staffers to return my calls. Those weirdos from the New Ohio Authority won’t even talk to me.”

	“If you want a friend in this town you should get a dog.”

	“The hotel won’t allow dogs.” Wilder cracked a smile. “I’m not looking for a friend, I’m looking for access. If I can’t represent my government here than I can at least get them information. They’re talking about recalling me. Which would mean I would get to go home, except that . . .”

	“You’d have to go home a failure.”

	“Which bites. I didn’t need this, I came out of retirement to serve. I hate to think it was all just a waste.”

	“So what do you want to know then?”

	“First off I want a promise this won’t be our last meeting.”

	“I promise. The locations may get more interesting.”

	“I’m up for adventure.” As punctuation to this comment Wilder downed the rest of his beer and slammed the glass down on the table. “I’m actually going to be recalled, regardless. Temporarily. I’ll be heading back to Boston to hold up there until this whole election dispute gets sorted out, then they’ll decide if I should come back. So tell me, what the hell is going on? Is Drake going to end up as president or not?”

	“Would you believe me if I said I had no idea?”

	“Does nobody find the, the,” Wilder looked around as if the word he wanted might be out in the crowded market somewhere. “Does nobody find this unprecedented, this close to inauguration and you don’t know who will get sworn in?”

	“Well, I can’t speak for anybody else, but my capacity for shock has been greatly diminished.”

	“I hear that.”

	Wilder fell silent and looked up as one of the bartender ladies approached, asking to refill their beers. Velacruz had barely touched his and just now seemed to notice it. The Secretary of State took a long slow drink while Wilder ordered something else.

	“So,” Velacruz dropped his voice even lower as he continued, “after yesterday’s announcement, about the evidence of Drake being a wanted war criminal, we may have enough votes to carry the Senate.”

	“You’ll get control of the Senate?”

	“No, sorry, I just meant when it comes to certifying the electoral college vote. Some of the old school Republicans are likely to break ranks and vote to certify the Hill electors in Virginia and Wisconsin.”

	“Okay. How confident are you?”

	“Not as much as I’d like to be.”

	“And what happens if Drake does win?”

	Velacruz stared silently, then leaned back and took a long drink of beer. “To be honest, I have no idea. You know, we offered to start transition planning with them, in case Drake was declared the winner. But he’s failed to appoint anybody on his side. If he actually takes over it’s going to be chaos.”

	“Hold on, I know he’s picked out cabinet members, even if they aren’t officially appointed yet.”

	“He has, but none of them have hired much staff or done anything about a transition. Most aren’t even in Philadelphia, or even in Washington. His Secretary of Defense right now is amassing an army in Norfolk.”

	“Yeah, I heard that. Well, I read between the lines when the news streams said units coming home from overseas were all being ‘staged’ there.”

	“We’re pretty certain he intends to occupy Washington and Philadelphia and declare martial law nationwide. Probably arrest every Democrat in congress and set the stage for a total military dictatorship.”

	Wilder nodded slowly. “At which point he would carry out his campaign promise to reopen all those GSA prison camps.”

	“No, sorry, when I said ‘he’ I meant the Secretary of Defense, General Quinn.”

	“You think,” Wilder started to speak at full volume, then stopped himself and dropped to a hushed voice. “You think he’ll attempt a coup against Hill?”

	“Or against Drake. Either way.”

	“He would move against a President Drake?”

	“I think he might. It’s hard to tell. I went down to meet with him a few weeks ago, about this whole transition. The guy, he,” Velacruz sort of held out his hands as he tried to articulate what he had seen. “He talks with kind of a faked southern accent and dresses like a Civil War general.”

	“Oh, I’ve seen that guy on the news. I thought he was just some, I don’t know, some local Nationalist protest leader, like the ones that always use to dress in colonial garb.”

	Velacruz nodded. “Yeah. So you see. Whoever ends up getting inaugurated in a few weeks the country is lurching toward civil war. That’s why I wanted to ask you about the Free Court Army.”

	“You think we’re supplying them?”

	“To be honest I was kind of hoping you were.”

	This got a wry smile from Wilder. “You were hoping for a degree of control.”

	“We’ve known each other too long, my friend. Yes, if your government is bankrolling them I thought we could get them to hold back, or at least funnel them somewhere else, something to keep the situation from becoming even more volatile. Barring that I’d hoped to meet with the judges, start some kind of negotiation.”

	“Interesting the president chose the State Department to handle this.”

	“President Hill isn’t blind to the situation. I think, I suspect, his thinking has come around to my own. We would be better acknowledging you and other secessionist movements and negotiating from a position of,” Velacruz paused, looked around, sighed. “Balance, a position of equal sovereigns, rather than pretending you don’t exist and holding out hope to crush you later and restore the Union.”

	“I appreciate that. I wish I could help you. The honest answer is we aren’t funding them, but there is serious talk right now of doing so.”

	“Is that official?”

	Wilder shook his head vigorously. “No. It’s just, it has a lot of people in Boston worried. I can tell you this: when our General Assembly met for the first time, right after the election, our election, last year, one of the first things they did was authorize President Wilson to recruit a militia force. They’ve been deployed to all the major roads leading into New York state.”

	“You’re afraid of being invaded?”

	“We’re afraid of refugees. If Drake becomes president there will be plenty of people, with good reason, looking to escape before the mass arrests start up again. They could overwhelm us. It would be hard enough to contain or turn back some starving, desperate masses. If they’ve got an armed,” Wilder gestured as if to bring the word forth, “what is this Free Court, an army, terrorists, paramilitary? I don’t even know. Whatever you call them, they’ve got military grade hardware. Plus they’re crazy. Maybe more so than you’re civil war fake-southern defense secretary. Right now the thinking in Boston is we’d rather have a group like that pointed at you instead of us.”

	“You think they’d attack you? From what I could tell they’re more anti-Nationalist party than anything else. Seems like they would find common cause with your new commonwealth.”

	“Maybe. The reports I’ve read are contradictory. I’m not sure they have a unifying philosophy or ideology or anything. They’re anarchists, I think. In New York they massacred everybody they found working on Wall Street or in corporate offices. There’s still plenty of finance and corporate offices in Boston.”

	After pausing for a moment Velacruz at last leaned back in his seat again. He regarded his beer as the bartender at last arrived with a second one for Wilder. The Secretary of State held up the thick glass mug, prompting his friend to return the toast.

	“So you know nothing about where the judges are?” Velacruz asked.

	Wilder shook his head. “No, but I might have something that can help you.”

	“I’m listening?”

	“So, wherever the judges are, or if they’re even still alive, I don’t think it matters. This Free Court Army, from what I know, they’re taking their orders from some other commander. A woman, don’t even know her real name, they just call her The General.”

	“Okay. Do you know how I can get in touch with this general?”

	This got a wicked smile from Wilder. “I just happen to know exactly when and where you can meet her.”

	 

	



	


PHILADELPHIA TRANSITPORT DISTRICT

	 

	JANUARY 2

	 

	The Philadelphia International Airport was in rough shape. Cracks in runways made most of them unusable, and thus dangerous with how much use they got. The planes that took off were mostly small two-seaters or private jets. The big jets had flights departing just once a day each to Chicago and Atlanta, no flights on the weekend. Only one terminal was given over to commercial traffic. Another terminal was now a stop for the high-speed rail line that connected New York to Washington and Baltimore. It was built during a brief flare of civic renewal after the founding of the Infrastructure Bank, but now too had degraded like the runways. Service was more frequent, but rarely high-speed.

	Perhaps most demeaning though was how it had been rechristened a ‘transit port’ in open acknowledgment that it was not much used for air traffic any more. Most of the actual runway use was by the military, which had taken over the airport’s smaller terminals during the previous year’s chaos. Marine aviation flights to Reagan International were sporadic, done only when an armed convoy was not fast enough. It was big cargo planes and radar aircraft taking off from here. The jet aircraft remained grounded in the big hangars.

	The line of hotels near the airport was just as dead. A few were closed down derelicts. One was currently remaining open solely by letting itself be overrun by the New Ohio Authority. That made it really easy to find.

	“Do you want me to drop you off up front?” Bryan, Emily’s son, asked, even though the car was autonomous and already navigating its way to a parking spot.

	“Nah,” Emily said. “We’ll walk. It’s a nice day.”

	The tall hotel they were approaching reminded Emily of the Federal Center, in that it had a central tower with multiple, shorter wings and a covered drive out front that at one time had been meant for cars. Now though, as with the Federal Center, this covered area had been turned into a massive security checkpoint. Guards in military uniforms that Emily did not recognize stood by a makeshift entrance, giving her group dark stares as they entered.

	Within the covered-drive-turned-security-lobby were a set of x-rays and metal detectors and other scanners for people to pass through before entering the actual hotel lobby. More security guards in blue uniforms stood around. Before that, though, Emily would have to pass through a different sort of checkpoint, this one composed of political journalists.

	A clutch of reporters, waiting outside security, moved to pounce on Emily as she entered. All of them wore glasses with miniature cameras affixed to one temple. Constant feeds from these ubiquitous ‘first-person’ cameras were the sole content of some news streams.

	“God, how did they find us,” Emily muttered. Already the reporters were cramming in while Bryan and Luke, her Secret Service man, moved to form a cordon.

	“Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, just a few questions.”

	“I . . . okay, what, what?” Emily answered without stepping out from behind her guards.

	“Madam Speaker. Could you comment on the latest allegations?”

	“Allegations? What allegations?” Emily turned to her aide. Chloe had already pulled out a tablet and was furiously trying to pull up information.

	“Regarding the child sex ring.”

	“What?! I’ve never heard . . . what are you talking about?”

	More reporters were already joining in the fray, and a different one took the opportunity to jump in. “The photo released this morning, Ms. Alexander, linking you to a pedophilia ring.”

	Emily could do nothing but stand there, casting a confused look about at the people around here. At last her gaze got back over to her aide. Chloe held up her tablet and turned it toward Emily.

	On the screen was displayed the picture Senator Grace’s people had taken at the sex club on New Year’s Eve. It had the same poorly done alterations she had seen before, removing the senator and Larry Elmo and placing strippers on the table or floating in the air around her. Now though there were some new additions. There appeared to be a pair of very young, prepubescent girls, topless, dancing on the table as well, or more floating in front of it, as they were inserted into the image with as little skill as all the other girls. The underage girls had frightened looks on their faces, and as Emily recoiled she could not help but wonder where Grace had gotten such images.

	“Oh God,” she said. “This . . . this isn’t real. This is the same doctored image you were asking me about yesterday. I’m the only real person in that picture.”

	“So you have no comment?”

	This got a perplexed look from the Speaker of the House. “No, my comment is this image is fake. None of those women, or girls, were there with me, I’m not part of any sex ring or child sex ring or anything like that, these pictures were taken and doctored by Senator Grace and you should be asking him where he got the child pornography he inserted into this picture.”

	With that Emily stormed ahead, passed both the reporters and her own people. One of the reporters tried to follow, but Luke inserted himself to act as a screen. The others took out tablets and began making notes or posting video.

	As they arrived at security Emily noted the smirks of the on-looking guards. She ignored this as she passed through their metal detectors.

	Inside, the hotel felt like something that had been new and five-star quality in the previous century. Now it had some strange hodgepodge of decay and refurbishment, as if someone had started to remodel and given up. There was fresh paint on the walls of the lobby, but this gave way to peeling wallpaper in the side halls. The reception desk looked new, but the other furniture featured torn upholstery and various water stains, as did the carpet.

	Everywhere there was security. Armed men in blue uniforms and flak jackets with prominently displayed side arms stood at doorways and hallway corners and paced around the lobby. They eyed Emily and her people without saying anything.

	Chloe and Bryan approached the main lobby desk to see if they needed to check in and find what conference room they were bound for. Emily waited back a bit, her Secret Service man standing right next to her, sunglasses still on as he scanned the room.

	“Luke,” Emily turned to him as they waited. “What do you make of all the security around here?”

	“Ma’am?”

	“I mean, is this normal?”

	“I don’t really know what’s normal anymore, ma’am.”

	“You and me both. These security guys though, they’re not local police, are they?”

	“No.”

	“Are they private mercenaries or something.”

	“I believe they are New Ohio peacekeepers.”

	Emily paused to again look around at all the security. “And what is that, exactly?”

	“From what I understand, ma’am, they are the military arm of the New Ohio Authority.”

	“Where do they come from though?”

	“Ma’am?”

	“I mean, who are they? The New Ohio Authority didn’t even exist a year ago. How do they now control four states and have their own private army?”

	“With all due respect ma’am, I believe the second part of your question answers the first.”

	She smiled. While Luke never seemed to quite realize it, the stern military delivery he used whenever he talked made him quite good at dead-pan humor. “Yeah okay,” Emily said, “but how did they get their own private army?”

	“I don’t believe it’s private, ma’am. If this Authority is the government of the state of Ohio, or these four states, they are legitimate state police.”

	“That still doesn’t answer the question of where they came from. As in, the people themselves. Who were they before, and how did they end up joining this army that did not exist a year ago?”

	“I don’t know ma’am.”

	“Indulge me with a little speculation, Luke.”

	“Ma’am. I would guess they are a combination of things.”

	“Such as?”

	“Former military. Former cops or state troopers. Former private security. Maybe random volunteers.”

	“It sounds expensive.”

	“Yes ma’am, especially if what I hear is true that they pay very well.”

	“How does this New Ohio Authority afford all this when the state governments are going bankrupt?”

	“I don’t know ma’am.”

	“No ideas?”

	“Only rumors ma’am.”

	“Okay. Go ahead.”

	Luke paused, slowly swiveling his head as he scanned the room. “Confiscation of private wealth,” he managed to say even more flatly than normal.

	“Oh really. So communism.”

	“More like plunder, ma’am.”

	“Interesting.”

	Up at the front desk Chloe and Bryan both turned around, waving that they were ready. All of them followed behind a hotel staffer who lead them away into a series of truncated hallways.

	At last they entered a vast conference room, far bigger than it needed to be for what it contained. In the center a series of tables had been pushed together to form a rough circle. There was a large screen set up for video conferencing on one wall, an awkward distance from the tables. There were also a set of random chairs, folding chairs and office chairs and recliners, scattered around the edges of the room.

	As always Emily let none of this phase her, instead focusing on the people present. Scattered around the room, some at the central circle of tables, some in the further reaches, were a couple dozen representatives. Sitting with these independent House members were their various aides, assistants, and entourages, who did not total nearly as many as Emily had expected.

	The hotel employee escorting them had already disappeared. The representatives around the table spared her a couple of glances, but most were involved in their own conversations or on their mobiles and paid her no attention. Emily glanced around, wondering if she was somehow in the wrong place.

	“Oh, come in.” From the near corner of the room they were surprised by a sudden motion as Marcus Bernard popped up to his full height. It was enough to get Chloe to jump in surprise, while Luke regarded him with a skeptical stare. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you had arrived.”

	“Mr. Bernard,” Emily shook his hand. “It’s alright, we just barely got here.”

	“Please, have a seat.”

	He lead them around to an empty section in the circle of tables. As she sat down Emily surveyed those arrayed around her. Marcus had initially spoken of up to thirty members, but she had not met most of them and had no opportunity to go through all their profiles, to the extent that such things existed at all. This caucus was filled with non-politicians fresh off their first election win. Even more, many of them had won with public funds and a minimal campaign. It left her uncertain what to expect.

	Bryan and Chloe took seats flanking the Speaker, while Marcus took the next one down.

	“So,” Emily said, “Mr. Bernard. Are you, um, are you running things here?”

	“I am.” He glanced around with his own, slightly surprised expression. “Are your ready to get started?”

	“Whenever you are.”

	“Okay. Okay. Everyone,” Marcus raised his voice and his long arms. “Everyone, we’re ready to get started.”

	Side conversations died down. Around the room, Emily found people staring at her with looks of surprise or boredom. Most, thought, were not paying attention at all, still absorbed in whispered asides or in their electronic devices.

	Maintaining her poise, Emily took a deep breath and began. “Good morning, everyone.” She pivoted slightly to look around at the circle of people. “I think I’ve met most of you already. We should get a chance to speak one-in-one here today, afterwards, if anyone wants, but to start . . .”

	“Hey, yeah, I gotta question.” This came from an older, hunched over man who sat at a gap between two of the pushed-together tables. He was dressed in a shirt and tie and had a cane set in front of him that he rested both hands on.

	Recognizing him, Emily wondered how she had not picked him out before. She turned to him with a stern look. “Senator Sheffield, good morning. I didn’t realize you had joined the House Independent’s Caucus.”

	Sheffield ignored this open jab and avoided meeting her intense glare as he continued. “My question is: how can you show your face after the things you’ve done?” He leaned forward, almost resting his chin on the top of his cane, 

	Emily folded her hands neatly in front of herself and continued to maintain her stare. “What things are you referring to?”

	Sheffield briefly glanced over, making eye contact, then quickly turned away. “You know what I’m talking about. It’s all over the news streams.”

	Emily glanced at her aide, fighting to repress all the reactions she wanted to scream out. Instead she kept her voice calm. “If you’re referring to allegations of some kind of prostitution ring, all I can say is those are false. Now let me ask you a question, senator. Are you now part of the House Democratic caucus?”

	“No,” he scoffed.

	“So this meeting is for people in my caucus. Democrats or people who chose to work with us. If you’re not . . .”

	“I thought this was a meeting of congressmen.”

	“It is a meeting of the House Independent Caucus. If you’re not part of . . .”

	“I can’t stay here? It’s a free country, ya know.”

	Again Emily paused for a deep breath. She was spared having to formulate another even response by an interruption from the other side of the table circle. Emily recognized Representative Hobbes from the previous day, though he was now looking sharper in a suit and tie.

	“That image is fake,” Hobbes said. “You know that, right? It’s just a bunch of strippers and child porn pasted on top of a real picture. Here,”  Hobbes produced out his mobile. “Fox, FoxPrime, they even had something on how the photo was doctored. Here, we can look it up.”

	“That’s just liberal bias media bullshit.”

	“Fox? Fox is liberal media?”

	“You want to sit there and defend a pedophile, go ahead, but anybody with half a brain can see.”

	“Can see that image is fake? Yes, yes they can.”

	“You know, Sheffield,” another representative, sitting next to Hobbes cut in. He was a short, dark skinned man with a full mustache and a weird birthmark on his neck. Emily could only remember his name as ‘Rez’ something. “You weren’t invited here today.”

	“I can’t sit here? It’s a free country.”

	“And we reserved this conference room. Saying it’s a free country doesn’t mean you can walk in anyplace you want.”

	“You want me leave so you can bring out your sacrifices? Rape some children?”

	“What?” Hobbes looked around, incredulous.

	“Your leader, right there,” Sheffield nodded toward Emily. “She rapes children and then eats them, everybody knows.”

	“Even FoxPrime, right here, has a segment on how that photo was manipulated.”

	“Fake liberal news.”

	“You think FoxPrime is liberal news?”

	“What about the other evidence? What about all the child pornography stuff.”

	“It’s all fake,” Hobbes said.

	“They’re there, right? Little girls. That’s disturbing stuff.”

	“Yeah, but it’s not in the original picture. It’s all doctored.”

	“That’s you’re excuse every time. The picture was doctored and the witnesses were biased.”

	“They were! That’s absolutely true.”

	Before Sheffield could say more Rez inserted himself again in his calm tone. “If we’re gonna talk about this why not talk about the allegations against Drake? That guy’s a war criminal.”

	“Oh, forget that,” Sheffield waved dismissively. “More lamestream fake news.”

	“He admitted it,” Rez held up his arms in exasperation. “During the campaign, he admitted embezzling money and taking bribes at the Department of Energy.”

	“This is such bullshit,” Sheffield shook his head as he looked around at the other representatives. “Typical liberal biased media trying to put its hand on the scales.”

	“How exactly do you figure that, senator?” Rez asked him.

	“All that stuff from the Department of Energy, that was manufactured. It’s bullshit, the ‘irregularities’ are there because Hill’s people, when they took over last year, just made up all that to frame the people that came before them.”

	“So Drake admitting to all this during the campaign?” Rez asked.

	“That was a joke, when all this came out. Typical liberals, no sense of humor.”

	By this point everyone around the table was just giving him incredulous stares.

	“Well if that’s true,” Hobbes said, “it’ll come out at his trial, right?”

	“Not if it’s the kind of kangaroo court you liberals want.”

	“So, everyone,” Emily said, raising her voice to stamp out some side conversations that were starting around the room. “This has been fun, but I don’t really think we need to rehash these obviously false charges against me, or Secretary Drake’s well known corruption.”

	“Not to mention that he’s a war criminal,” Rez said.

	“Oh, we’re getting into this,” Sheffield scoffed again. “You want to hand over the president of the United States to some European court.”

	“No,” Emily said, “what we’re getting into is the business of the Democratic caucus. This is an internal meeting. Members who don’t want to caucus with us were not invited.”

	“He created GTV,” Rez said. “He created that war virus.”

	“War virus. Fake news.”

	“I got GTV,” Rez lurched up in his seat, leaning far over the table. He pointed to what Emily had thought was a weird birthmark on his neck. Looking closer now she could see it was an area of discolored skin filled with strange little dimples. “Right here. This is from Genetic Toxin Virus.”

	This got a out loud laugh from a grey goateed man sitting next to Sheffield. After a moment, Emily recalled him as Representative Mark Mathews, a Libertarian. “That’s all it does?” Mathews chuckled. “Give you a little skin mark thing?”

	“I was sick for weeks man. This is a permanent scar. I’ve got ‘em all over.” Rez started to take off his shirt.

	“Oh come on,” Sheffield turned away and held out a hand to shield his eyes. “Nobody wants to see that.”

	“Truth hurts, doesn’t it,” Rez said. “You don’t wanna look at what this virus did, what fucking Drake did to me.”

	“Did to you? You’re alive, and you look totally healthy. This virus is obviously more fake news.”

	“I was dying, I was in the fucking hospital man.”

	“Fake news. Another crisis actor.”

	“Just because not everyone dies doesn’t mean it’s fake, you fucking moron. I was in the fucking hospital, with fucking sores all over me. Look at this!” Standing up some and leaning over the table, Rez lifted up his shirt. Along his left flank there was another spot of discolored skin, looking pinker than the rest of him. From this spot a mass of hair was growing, short and coarse like the hair on his head.

	“Ah, geez,” Representative Mathews held up his hands and recoiled. “Don’t show us that.”

	“This is what it does. I got weird fucking hair growing from this spot now.”

	Sheffield too was holding up a hand to shield his view. “And of course you want big government to come in and fix it for you. That’s probably some pre-existing condition, some birth defect because your mom was on crack.”

	“What?”

	“That is what GTV does,” Hobbes said, pointing to Rez. “It gives you chicken pox kind of sores that stick around even when you recover.”

	“Hey, if this disease is such a big deal,” Mathews asked, turning back to Rez, who had lowered his shirt and sat back down. “How come you’re the only person I’ve ever met you has gotten it?”

	“Most people aren’t affected by it, at all, for some reason.”

	“So you’re complaining about a disease that doesn’t affect most people,” Sheffield said. “Pff. Liberal cry-babies.”

	“So, they’re saying,” Hobbes said, pointing to his mobile again, “on Fox, they’re saying GTV was suppose to be a war virus that only killed Asian people, but it didn’t work right, and that’s why it only randomly affects some people and not others, and why it does weird stuff to your skin.”

	“Oh, where did you hear that liberal propaganda bullshit?” Sheffield almost shouted.

	“Fox! FoxPrime!” Hobbes gesticulated toward his mobile, holding it forward again.

	“Okay, everyone,” Marcus at last stood up from where he sat next to Emily’s entourage. “We’re getting way off topic. This is suppose to be a meeting for those that want to caucus with the Democrats to hear Speaker Alexander’s pitch. If you’re not caucusing with the Democrats I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” He gave a pointed stare at Sheffield.

	“Fine, fine.” He lumbered up out of his seat. “Have your little hate-fest.” He leaned over to where Representative Mathews sat next to him and swatted him on the shoulder. “Later.”

	“Hey, later man,” Mathews said.

	They all watched as Sheffield, hobbling on his cane as if his back were stuck in a hunched over pose, made his way out of the conference room, a couple aides moving to follow.

	“Sorry about that,” Marcus said as he sat back down.

	“How did he even get in here?” Bryan asked.

	“I’m sorry,” Marcus said again. “He just walked in, I hadn’t noticed him.”

	“Do we have anybody else in here who doesn’t belong?” Bryan started looking around at the crowd.

	“Let’s get a roll call,” Emily said. “Where are my principles?” Around the room she got some confused looks. “Raise your hand if you’re actually a representative.”

	Scattered hands went up, and Bryan and Chloe began counting. “Twenty-nine,” Bryan concluded, and Chloe nodded in agreement.

	“Okay,” Emily sat up and scanned the room again. “Is there anyone here who does not want to be part of this caucus?”

	“Uh, if I may,” Marcus said to her. “Just so folks are clear, being part of this means agreeing to work together. We decide how we’re going to vote as a group.”

	“Yes, thank you, that’s a good point. If you’re not willing to stick together please speak up now. There’s no hard feelings if you want to go your own way.”

	“Does that mean voting for sex freak lady?” This question came from Representative Page, who sat next to Mathews, wearing a dress blue military uniform of indistinct rank.

	“It, um,” Marcus hesitated. “Well, yes it does. We agreed to caucus with the Democrats in exchange for a more moderate agenda.”

	“Well I’m not voting for her,” Page said with defiance.

	There was a stirring around the room and some fidgeting from Marcus. Emily, however, kept her composure, folding her arms on the table, leaning forward, and speaking in a calm tone. “Alright, Representative Page, was it? Why do you say that?”

	“Because Drake made me a better deal.”

	“He did?” Marcus had a pale, confused expression.

	“Yeah. A lot more money. Fucking, pedophile lady here, she hasn’t offer us any money.”

	“So, um,” Marcus fidgeted some more, glanced at Emily. “You’re saying that Drake offered you a bribe?”

	“It wasn’t Drake,” Mathews said, “it was that other guy, Elmo, the lobbyist guy, he made us the offer.”

	“And it’s not a bribe,” Page said. “He just said he’d make sure I got the committee spot I wanted and offered me a whole bunch of money if I voted how he wanted.”

	“That’s a bribe!” Rez burst in from his side of the room again. “Literally, what you just described is a bribe.”

	“It’s not a bribe,” Representative Mathews said. “All politicians get paid for their votes, it’s how the system works.”

	“If it is a bribe it’s no different than what anyone else does,” Page added.

	“We didn’t do it!” Rez gestured to himself, Hobbes, and Amy Arvis, then swept his arm around to encompass all the other representatives. “Nobody else here took money for our votes.”

	“Well you’re suckers than,” Page said. “Should have taken the deal.”

	“Yeah, we got some pretty good deals,” Mathews said. “We’re getting our own suites over in Riverside.” He leaned back toward Page, holding out a fist, prompting a return of the first bump and a big grin from Page himself.

	“You guys realize this is illegal, right?” Rez asked. “What you’re talking about?”

	“You’re just jealous you didn’t get onboard when you could,” Mathews said.

	“Wait,” Marcus held up a hand as he turned to Rez. “You were offered a bribe as well.”

	“Yes, several of us were,” Rez gestured around the room. “Myself, Hobbes, Arvis, Page, and Mathews. We met with Drake yesterday, and afterwards Larry Elmo approached us about taking money to join the Nationalists.”

	“And you turned him down?”

	The three representatives were nodding. “I thought we all agreed to turn him down,” Amy said. As usual her outfit was over the top, featuring fashionable, bug-eyed glasses and gigantic, oversized, dangling earrings consisting of stars with American flag patterns on them. They matched her red and white striped shirt and star-spangled jeans, and her hair done in bright red and blue dye. This loudness contrasted with a nervous twinge in her voice. “I thought we all decided that was illegal and to stick with Mr. Bernard.”

	“It’s not illegal,” Page said.

	“What?” Hobbes said, incredulous. “Of course it is.”

	“No it isn’t,” Mathews said. “Politicians take kickbacks for their votes all the time. You guys would take ‘em as well if sex-fiend lady was smart enough to give some out.”

	“That’s,” Rez was shaking his head. “No. I would absolutely not take a bribe, from anybody. That’s corruption.”

	“Not even for a billion dollars.”

	“No!”

	“Liar.”

	“Really, Mathews?” Hobbes said. “Is this the best you’ve got? To accuse us of being as immoral and corrupt as you are?”

	“Give me a break,” Page said. “If your president was here right now and offered us a million dollars to change our vote, you’d be telling us it was the deal of a lifetime.”

	“No, I wouldn’t!” Rez shouted. “God, are you people so lost you can’t even conceive of people NOT acting corruptly anymore?”

	“You talk big now, but if sex-cannibal here offered us a bribe you’d be all behind it.”

	“So you admit it was a bribe?” Hobbes asked.

	“No.”

	“You just said it was.”

	“You know,” Emily said, keeping her voice even but raising it above the growing shouts. “I have a name, and I’m sitting right here.”

	All of them paused, turning to face the front of the room.

	“For the record, I’m not offering to bribe anybody. Bribery is illegal, and we are going to have to report this.”

	“That’s, uh, that’s correct,” Marcus nodded.

	“Report it?” Mathews asked.

	“Right. To law enforcement.”

	“Are you threatening us,” Page sat up rigid in his seat and started to reach toward his hip, as if he might have a concealed sidearm tucked into the back of his pants.

	“No, no, not a threat,” Marcus held up his hand defensively. “I’m just informing you, if I have reason to suspect you committed a crime I’m legally required to report that.”

	“Then what happens?” Rez asked.

	“There will be an investigation,” Marcus said, “which might lead to a trial. Bribery convictions aren’t common, but they do usually involve jail time.”

	“So you’re threatening to put us in jail!” Page shot to his feat, his face flush.

	“It doesn’t matter,” Mathews said, leaning forward and reaching out toward his friend. “Even if they try to arrest us Drake will just pardon us.”

	“That depends on Drake winning,” Rez said.

	“Drake is gonna win,” Page said to him. “Who’s gonna vote for cannibal lady?”

	“Yeah, why are we even talking about these bribes?” Mathews said. “We should be talking about Alexander’s whole sex scandal.”

	“Guys,” Hobbes said, leaning forward on the table and reaching out to them. “Speaker Alexander is not running a sex ring. That news story is fake.”

	“You only think it’s fake because all you watch is liberal biased media that isn’t covering all the evidence . . .”

	“There is no evidence, it’s one faked picture.”

	“You don’t know about the evidence because all you watch are lame streams.”

	“All you guys watch is right-wing propaganda!” Hobbes’ voice started to rise. “You listen to Fox news streams telling you this scandal exist yet never producing evidence. The only evidence you have is this obviously fake picture, and when we ask what else you claim there’s more evidence but never provide anything.”

	“Fuck you,” Page said. “I make up my own mind and don’t follow any one news source. I also listen to friends all over the planet whose judgement I trust, who were trained as I was and are just as sharp in retirement as they were when they had clearances. I don’t care what Fox says. I don’t watch them.”

	“What are you talking about?” Hobbes asked him.

	“I don’t think he even knows,” Rez said. “He’s just throwing out nonsense because he knows he took a bribe and has no justification.”

	“I don’t have to justify myself to you,” Page said.

	“How do you justify it to yourself?” Rez asked.

	“I don’t answer to you. I don’t dine on crap. My protestations to your ramblings are proof enough of that.”

	“What? What does that have to do with your lack of honor and integrity. I thought Marines were supposed to be better than that.”

	“You’re accusing me of not having integrity?” Page lurched forward, restrained only by the table in his way.

	“You admitted to taking a bribe.” Rez said with a bit of a shrug.

	“I didn’t take a bribe, I just took money for a vote.”

	It was all Rez could do to restrain his voice. “That is a bribe. That’s the definition of a bribe.”

	“Okay, everyone, please,” Marcus held up his arms to intervene. He waited, calling for calm a couple more times while various side conversations died down.

	Everyone sat there staring at each other.

	“So I still don’t understand what you’re talking about,” Hobbes said to Page.

	“You don’t understand anything because you believe whatever your biased media bullshit tells you.”

	“So prove me wrong. Where’s your evidence I can look at?”

	“Oh, now we have to go find the evidence?” Mathews said.

	“You’re the ones making the accusations.”

	“You’re the ones out of touch with reality,” Page said. “Stop slinging shit and maybe, just maybe, your dispassionate example will be one of a growing number of thinking people who realize we are on the brink of real civil conflict in this country.”

	“Yeah, no kidding,” Hobbes said. “And you’re the reason for that.”

	“What the fuck is wrong with you two,” Page stood, arms braced on the table in front of him, his voice nearing a shout. “You sound more like bitter old men than I do.”

	“You’re saying you’re a bitter old man?”

	“I’m saying my views are far more balanced, analytical and rational than yours. You just sound like a couple spoiled college brats. That’s called an ad hominem argument, by the way. One ill turn deserves another.”

	Rez and Hobbes looked at each other. “That’s a Jesus quote, isn’t it?” Hobbes said sarcastically.

	“I didn’t go to college,” Rez said at the same time.

	Page responded with just a hard stare, and the rest of the room fell quiet.

	“Alright then,” Emily leaned forward and projected her voice as much as she could. “Representative Page. Representative Mathews.” She waited while they slowly turned to meet her gaze. “You’ve told us you’ve accepted money in exchange for your votes. We’ve informed you we will have to report this to law enforcement. What happens from there is out of our hands. But in the meantime, this is meant as a meeting of Mr. Bernard’s Independent Caucus. It is entirely within your rights to withdraw from this caucus, but if you’re choosing to do so I do have to ask you to leave.”

	The two intransigent representatives stared in a tense silence. Finally Page turned to his compatriot. “There’s no use talking to these guys. They’re not listening to reason.”

	“What reason have you offered?” Hobbes asked. “All you’ve done so far is admit to taking bribes that you claim aren’t despite fitting the literal definition.”

	“Typical liberal just ignores all the valid reasons we’ve said.”

	“You haven’t offered anything! What valid argument have you offered?”

	“What valid reasons have you offered?” Mathews said.

	“How about the fact that you guys are gonna get arrested and go to jail for taking bribes? Is that not a good reason to reconsider what you’re doing?”

	“You know, Hobbes,” Page leaned over the table and pointed toward the representative. “You elite fucking liberals think you know everything, coming in here telling us all what to do. If we were ever in a survival situation making life and death decisions, nobody could afford to spend time listening to your self-important bullshit. If we were in a survival situation the first thing I would do is take out my gun and shoot you in the head. Then the rest of us could start figuring out what really needed to be done.”

	As he mentioned his gun Page reached down to his hip again, as if to pull out a gun, but he had nothing there. His hand instead formed a fist, even as he continued to stare at Hobbes and Rez. Then at last he turned and headed toward the exit.

	“Yeah, you’re right,” Mathews said. “This is a waste of time.” He stood and headed after his friend.

	“Don’t let the door hit you on the way out,” Rez called after them. As he exited the room Page held a hand to flip-off them off without actually looking back.

	Once they were gone Emily folded her fingers together and leaned forward onto the table, looking around at those remained. “Okay. Now do we have just our people?”

	“I think so,” Marcus said, though Emily appeared to have directed the question to the room at large, and was scanning around the representatives, waiting for an answer.

	“We’re with you. Madam Speaker,” Rez said. He raised up one fist in a sort of salute.

	“Definitely,” Hobbes added. Others began voicing their ascent as well.

	“Okay, so, one at a time please,” Emily held up her hands for quiet. “I’m gonna need a positive affirmation from everyone here.”

	“Is that really necessary?” Marcus asked. Right away he was met with a critical look, and he deflated in his seat while Emily turned back to the audience.

	“First off, if anybody else wants to leave, for any reason, feel free to walk out now. If you’ve taken a bribe for your vote it’s probably best not to tell us. Just walk away, no questions asked.” Emily spoke in a precise, measured tone, always looking around and trying to make eye contact with her caucus members. Some of them stared back eagerly, others passively. None took her elongated pause at the end as a chance to interject. 

	“I’m not asking for a blank check,” she said. “I’m here today just to discuss a pair of very important votes coming up over the next few days. The first is for the speakership of the House, which takes place tomorrow, and the second is the certification of the Electoral College, which happens on Monday. Does everyone understand these votes?”

	Around the room there were blank looks and stares. “It’s okay if you don’t,” Emily said. “I know this can all be very arcane. Please, I am here to help you guys. If you have any questions, now is the time.”

	“So, um,” Amy Arvis looked up, then glanced around. Despite the boldness of her dress she seemed reticent, glancing around as if surprised to hear her own voice.

	“Yes?” Emily asked.

	“So I thought you were already the speaker.”

	“Good question. I did serve as the Speaker of the House for the previous Congress, which ended because we had a new election last year. When the new Congress starts tomorrow, with all the newly elected representatives,” Emily gestured around at the circle. “You all form a new Congress which elects a new Speaker. In this case I’m running for a second term, you could say. Does that make sense?”

	“Yeah, okay.”

	“So that’s what I’m looking for from each of you today. Either a commitment of your vote with the Democratic caucus, or if you’re still on the fence, I want to know what you’re concerns are. We can discuss any questions you have, any concerns about this, about the process, about any of it, but if in the end you can’t assure me of a yes vote I want to know now.” Again she looked around, making eye contact with as many representatives as she could.

	Next to her Chloe pulled up a list of representatives in this caucus. She held this out, and Emily leaned over at it for a look. “Oh,” she smiled. “You’re first, Representative Arvis.” Emily looked at her. “Amy?”

	Amy slid down some in her chair and glanced around, as if her name being called might refer to somebody else. “Yeah?”

	“Can I put you down as a yes vote?”

	“Yeah, uh-huh.”

	Emily stared at her for a moment. Chloe went to mark this off on the tablet, but stopped when the Speaker reached over and grabbed her arm.

	“Don’t just say yes because everyone else is,” Emily said, looking around the room. “Those goes for everybody. You can ask questions. In fact, do ask questions. If you have any concerns, at all, bring them up now. Doesn’t matter if it sounds stupid or not. Please, now is the time.”

	Everyone was now staring at Amy. She seemed to shrink a little bit under their glares, but then all of a sudden found herself. “Oh, um, okay, I do have another question. So, um, when you say yes, you’re asking us to vote for you, right?”

	“That’s right, in the vote for the speakership.”

	“Okay, that’s okay, but I thought, like, we were supposed to be voting for president, somehow?”

	This got her a warm smile from the speaker. “Okay, that’s a very good question. So there are two votes. Right now I’m just talking about the vote tomorrow, for Speaker of the House. On Monday we’re going to have a separate vote because of the disputed electoral college votes. Ultimately, that is a vote for president.”

	“But didn’t, you know, did everyone already vote for president?”

	“Well, it’s confusing, but when everybody voted last November, what was really happening was we were voting for electors. For people who get together later and actually vote for president. Most of the time this is just a formality, these electors vote for whoever won their state, and whoever gets the most votes becomes president. This time, though, because there were disputes with the voting, some states had multiple groups of people get together and claim to be the legitimate electors. Does that make sense?”

	“Not really,” Amy said. She paused, then added, “but I understood what you meant.”

	“Okay, good. So that’s the vote on Monday, we have to pick which of these electors are the real ones who should count and which aren’t.”

	“Do we, like, do we get to hear from these different elector people? I don’t know how I would decide which of them are legit.”

	“Well, we’ll talk about that in a moment, but if you don’t mind I wanted to finish discussing the speakership vote first. Is that okay?”

	Again Amy paused, but then smiled and nodded.

	“Alright, so you’re a yes vote tomorrow?”

	“Definitely.”

	The conversation went on like this for over an hour before Emily dragged satisfactory answers out of all of them. As always she let none of it phase her, focusing constantly on the representatives, answering their questions, and shaking hands with them all when they at last all filed out to their next meetings.

	Eventually everyone had left the cavernous conference room except for Marcus, Emily, and her staff.

	“So, um,” Marcus stood in front of them, dangling his long arms. “So the next thing on my calendar was a meeting with just yourself, Madam Speaker, but we’ve overrun on time here. Do you want to reschedule?”

	Emily shot a glance to Chloe, who was already pulling up her schedule. “What was this about?” Emily asked.

	“We were going to discuss the senate?”

	This got the Speaker’s full attention. “Do you really think you can peel away some Nationalist senators?”

	“There’s a half-dozen or so that were Republicans once before.”

	“I know, but they’ve been Nationalists for years now. What’s changed?

	“Drake,” Marcus said. He stared at her, then smiled. “The evidence President Hill presented yesterday, linking him to war crimes.”

	“Oh?”

	“Um, Ms. Alexander,” Chloe said.

	“Uh-huh?” Emily slowly turned toward her aide.

	“If this next meeting goes over like that last one we’re going to have to cancel some of your afternoon appointments.”

	“What do we have in the afternoon?” Even as Emily asked she took out her own mobile and started to look.

	“Do we have any other place we need to go after this?” Bryan asked, angling himself to look over Chloe’s shoulder at the tablet she held. “Or is it back to the Green Zone?”

	“Um, everything else was back at the office.”

	“Good, because I don’t think I have a city pass and I don’t want to get stuck outside after curfew.”

	“Oh, I have your pass, sir,” Chloe held up her tablet. “I have everyone’s electronically.”

	“That’s for Federal Center access though, right? I meant the city pass, the new thing they issued because of the lock down.”

	“I, um,” Chloe looked away from his gaze, absently moving through more screens on her tablet. “I don’t, I thought they were the same thing.”

	“Oh, maybe they are.”

	“Is this lock down in affect yet?” Marcus asked. “It was just announced yesterday.”

	“I thought the curfew went into effect tonight.” Chloe shuffled through screens on her tablet. “Ohh. I think we do need different passes. I’m sorry sir. I didn’t realize.”

	“Oh, it’s not your fault,” Bryan said, “this whole thing is chaos.”

	“I’ll check, maybe we can get electronic versions of them.”

	Bryan nodded to this. “We had them before, during the last lock down, remember?”

	“Weren’t those just keyed to our National ID cards?”

	“Oh, maybe they were.”

	“I’ll check on it, sir.”

	“Do you remember, mom. If we got separate city passes during the last lock down?”

	“Huh.” Emily barely looked up from her mobile. “Oh, no, I don’t know.”

	Her son stared at her, but she had gone back to watching her screen. Bryan just waited, and was about to lean over to see what she was looking out, when Emily let out an audible sigh.

	This was enough to get Chloe to perk up and look over at her boss. Even Luke, still standing a discrete distance away, casually turned his gaze toward them. They all waited through an extended pause of silence.

	“God,” Emily said. “Did you guys see this?”

	“If it’s what I think it was then yes, I did,” Bryan said. “It was posted while we were talking with the members earlier. I wasn’t going to tell you about it.”

	“You weren’t?”

	“Mom, it’s just making you more upset.”

	“Well of course!” She gesticulated with her mobile, shaking her head the whole while. “I mean, look at this!”

	She held up her mobile while Chloe and Marcus leaned over with curious looks. Her son lowered his head, not watching but listening as Emily turned up the audio volume.

	On her mobile a video clip played. It showed the Speaker from earlier, out in the hotel security lobby when they had just arrived, being confronted by reporters. “I’m the only real person in that picture,” the Emily in the video clip said.

	The video cut to show a pair of side by side photos. One was the one of the dancers edited into the original photo. It was a clip taken from the edited photo itself, blown up and thus showing all the pixelation and image fragments resulting from the photo doctoring. Next to this was a photo of a more clothed version of the same woman.

	“Earlier today Speaker Alexander made the claim to be the only real person in what she claims is a ‘doctored’ photo,” a deep voiceover said on the video. “However, we’ve identified at least one other woman from the photo that definitely exists.”

	The video cut now to the woman in question. She was sitting at a table in a dimly lit club, quite possible the same one where Emily had been. The dancer was facing an interviewer just off camera.

	“Yeah, that does look like me in the picture,” the woman said.

	“And do you recognize this woman?” the off-screen interviewer asked.

	“Uh . . . yeah. I think so. I think she was in here the other night.”

	The video cycled now to a talking head at a news desk. “So at least one of the dancers Speaker Alexander claims to be fake has proven to be a real person. This just drives another hole in the Speaker’s story about exactly what was going on . . .”

	The video ended as Bryan reached back and yanked the mobile out of Emily’s hand.

	“Hey!”

	“This is not helpful mom,” he said as he closed the video.

	“I need to respond to this.”

	“So respond, but don’t keep watching it. But really, what are you gonna say? That’s Fox Ultra.” He handed her mobile back to her. “They’re trash. Even if you get ‘em to stop this they’ll just make up something else.”

	Emily was now back on her mobile, hunched over it as she navigated to other news streams.

	“Do you want to put out a statement, Madam Speaker?” Chloe asked.

	This got a loud sigh. “Yes. I guess we have to. Just . . . do we actually have to explain this? The people in the photo are real. They were not really there dancing on the table. It’s a fake. It’s . . . ahhhh! It’s so obvious, look at it.” She had pulled up the video again and paused it on the side by side comparison shot. “You can see the pixelation where they cropped in her picture.”

	Chloe gave her a wide eyed look. “I, yeah, I see it.”

	“Mom.” Bryan said it as an order.

	Emily sighed again. “You know what, fuck it. Let’s put out a statement. Make it long and legalese. Yes, those women exist, but they were not present because the picture was modified after it was taken in a process involving computer software commonly used to manipulate images. This is incredible obvious so only people as dumb as Fox news stream hosts would think otherwise and have to have it all explained to them, and they still won’t,” she paused to look at Chloe. “Are you actually writing this down?”

	Her aide was typing frantically on her tablet, making notes of what Emily was saying. “I thought you said . . .”

	“No, no, don’t say any of that. Just, ugh. You know what, send it back to the office, I have a PR staff for a reason, let them work up a statement. Tell them to make sure though to point out that the underage girls in the picture are real, which means either Senator Grace or Fox Ultra or some other right-wing journalist got a hold of child pornography in order to insert it into the picture and that they need to be investigated.”

	Chloe finished writing, then looked up expectantly. After an awkward pause she asked, “is that all?”

	For a moment Emily considered. “Yes, I guess. Have ‘em run it past us before they send it out.”

	She was about to say something more when all of a sudden the lights in the conference room all went out. There was a ‘thunk’ sound, and red emergency lights turned on near the exits. Most of the room’s illumination, however, now came from their tablet and mobile screens.

	“Ugh,” Marcus let out a slow groan.

	“What happened?” Bryan asked.

	“Hotel lost power.”

	“Was this a scheduled brown out?”

	“No, no, hotel just loses power every few days. We’ve complained but they say it’s on the power company’s end.”

	“How long before it comes back on?”

	“It varies. Usually less than an hour. I guess we should reschedule, huh?”

	“Mmm,” Emily murmured. “I did want to have this meeting about the senate.”

	“I could go check with management?” Without waiting for an answer Marcus headed for the exit.

	Once he was gone Bryan turned to his mother. Emily was staring at him with a look of general disgust. Bryan took his mobile, turned on a flashlight feature, and held it up beneath his chin to illuminate his face from below. “We could tell ghost stories while we wait.”

	Emily smirked and shook her head. “This is going to be a long congressional term.”

	 

	



	


NORFOLK SHIPYARD

	 

	JANUARY 2

	 

	General Daniel E. Quinn did not always have the middle initial ‘E’. Nobody knew what it stood for; it was possible it did not stand for anything. He also did not always talk in a heavy southern accent. Nobody was quite sure when he started doing that, but it seemed certain nobody was going to question him on it again.

	“Guys! Guys please!” The man tied to a post kept shouting as a blindfold was slipped over his head. “Guys. Please! You can’t do this! This is America!”

	“Indeed suh, it is America,” General Quinn said as he stepped up behind the line of riflemen. Unlike everyone else around here, dressed in camouflage military fatigues or blue service uniforms, the general was dressed like a Civil War re-enactor. His uniform was in fact the same deep blue as the regular officers, but the double row of gold buttons, the gold shoulder epaulettes, the sash like belt, and especially the wide brimmed hat made the look unmistakable. For added emphasis he also had an impressive mustache that stretched beyond his lip to merge with a full set of sideburns. Hanging from his belt he had a modern holster and handgun on one hip, a sheathed saber on the other.

	“General!” the tied up man recognized his voice. “General, please. I’m sorry. Don’t do this.”

	“Suh, you are quite right this is America, and as such I cannot stand for any man to impugn her or the integrity and spirit of her officers.”

	“No, sir, please! It was a joke! Your accent doesn’t sound fake! I, er, um, who even cares about an accent. I don’t care how you talk! Please, sir . . .”

	“Are you gentlemen ready?” Quinn asked of the officer who had just returned from putting on the blindfold.

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Please then commander, proceed.”

	“Aye. sir.” He turned to the line of riflemen and called out, “company, ready!”

	“No!” the tied up man shouted. “No, general, please, stop this!”

	“Aim!”

	“General, this is America! We don’t kill people for stupid comments! Sir, please!”

	“Fire!”

	Automatic fire echoed through the little courtyard. The man on the post let out a scream as bullets tore threw him, then slumped down limp.

	“Thank you, commander.”

	“Of course, sir.” The officer saluted, and Quinn expertly returned the gesture before turning to walk away.

	The men manning the firing squad area cleared out the body and prepared to bring in the next criminal. A few of the general’s staff, some wearing modern suits, others in uniforms similar to Quinn’s, moved to exit as well. They fell in line behind Quinn as he exited the overspill levee being used as the firing squad area and walked out into the shipyard proper.

	The cargo yards here were filled with material arriving back from Europe. Tanks and drones sat on heavy palettes, scattered among the bulk cargo containers. There was a line of helicopters nearby with their rotors folded up, and a set of surveillance drone aircraft similarly stowed just behind them. Providing a backdrop for it all was the aircraft carrier USS Theodore Roosevelt.

	Some people seemed to think the naval yards, with their skyline of giant cranes and giant ships, were unsightly, but Quinn thought it looked elegant and modern. He stared at the aircraft carrier as he strode back toward his office. A lack of parts, manufactured in all the economic zones in the Midwest and so now in short supply, had ground the carrier’s refit to a halt. Another casualty of the weird liberal traitors taking over out there. Nevertheless Quinn had faith they would get the thing underway again, eventually.

	In the meantime they had cannibalized parts from the USS Enterprise, moored further down the sound, to keep the Roosevelt’s reactor operating. It was now the power plant for the whole city. Heavy transmission lines ran off of the flight deck, mingled in with mooring cables, to an impromptu substation. The substation itself was another mass of metal truss structures that blended in with the rest of the shipyard. More power lines emerged from its rat-nest interior to connect into the power grid.

	Quinn smiled, looking at it all. The sun was starting to set, and lights were coming on in nearby buildings and further afield, creating a low white glow on the horizon all around the shipyard. It was the simplest thing, yet profound. His city still had lights, in contrast to all those shithole cities the liberals had driven into the ground.

	Arriving back at the building that Quinn had requisitioned as his headquarters, he headed up to his office. In addition to the street lights outside there were lights inside here too, and an elevator that worked and that he rode up to the top floor.

	Entering his office he found his secretary had left for the day. Waiting there was another figure though, staring at his mobile, unaware of the dusk that had settled in around him. He jumped a little when Quinn turned on the outer office lights.

	“Mr. Havoc, Suh. It is quite late to be making a social call.”

	The portly, goateed man blinked, looked up, put away his mobile and pulled himself out of the office chair and to his feat. “Mr. Secretary. Why would you ever think I was making a social call?”

	“I assume your visit is purely personal,” Quinn crossed the room and unlocked the door to his inner office, “because otherwise you are being quite foolish to show up in my office without an appointment.”

	“Are you saying you’re busy?”

	“I am always busy, Mr. Havoc, but I trust you would not be here if the matter were not urgent.”

	“Dire, Mr. Secretary.”

	“Step in. Can I get you something to drink, perhaps?” Already Quinn was entering his office and heading over to a cabinet in one corner that was filled with hard alcohol.

	“I don’t drink.”

	“Ah, of course.” Quinn poured himself a glass of Scotch and gestured for his guest to sit down. There was a big desk in here, wooden and uncluttered by any computer monitors or electronics, making it look imposing and distinguished. Quinn went around it, placing his drink down as he gestured to the set of leather seats arrayed in front of the desk. He removed his belt and saber and firearm, depositing them on the desk as well.

	Havoc hesitated to sit down. “So I understand that Major Atkins was finally executed.”

	“Indeed, just now. News travels fast, Mr. Havoc, I wonder who your source of information is.”

	“You do these out in the open, where anybody walking by can see.” Havoc gave an exaggerated shrug. “Could have been anybody.”

	“Of course. Well, you are correct, Major Atkins is beyond my judgement and confronting that of a higher power now.”

	“You think that’ll be enough?”

	“Enough what, suh?”

	“Enough to cover it all up.”

	“I’m afraid I don’t get your meaning, suh.”

	Havoc rolled his head back in exasperation. “Come on, Dan, it’s just you and me here, and we both know you didn’t execute Atkins because he made fun of your accent.”

	“Of course I did not. I had him tried for the crime of insubordination and impugning the integrity of an officer.”

	“It’s a pretty slim pretext, don’t you think? If you were going to get rid of him we should have done it with the others.”

	“Suh, are you impugning my integrity as well?”

	“Come on. A firing squad, for saying your accent sounded fake? Nobody’s gonna believe that was the real reason.”

	“Suh, my accent is not fake. I’ll thank you not to disrespect my heritage by claiming . . .”

	“Dan, give it up. There are people here who knew you before you started talking like that. And Atkins was right, it’s all a bit much with the Civil War outfit and everything. Why even do that, um,” Havoc held out his hands and shrugged. “To what purpose?”

	“My accent, suh, is gen-u-ine, as opposed to the fake news you are filling your head with, and I am dressed this way because I am no longer an officer in the United States National Guard.”

	“It’s all fake, general. Are you even a general?”

	Right away Quinn was on his feet, hands slamming down into the desk. “I am indeed a general, suh. I was granted a battlefield promotions by our late great president.”

	“Battlefield promotions? You were never in Asia.”

	“Suh, have your wits escaped you? The entire country is a battlefield. We are fighting liberal insurrectionists in our very streets. I am no longer a general as I was honorably discharged from the service last year, but as the leader of the Department of Defense I am still a federal officer in command of these troops. Now I could choose to dress myself in a fancy suit like yourself and comport myself in the ways of your corrupt federal swamp, but as a real, true American I choose instead to wear the uniform of true Americans.”

	Havoc just stared across the desk at him for a second, then held up his hands. “Fine, general, Mr. Secretary. Dan. Fine, Atkins is dead, he deserved to die, he was a terrible person for insulting you. But level with me here. Is there anybody else that could testify to your ballot stuffing arrangement last year?”

	Quinn sat back down in his chair, adjusting his uniform back into place as he did. “Nobody can honestly testify to such a thing because such a thing never happened.”

	“Fuck, Dan, cut the bullshit.”

	“You take quite the familiar tone with me, Jonathan.”

	“Yeah, I don’t care, you can call me Jon or Jonathan, or Director Havoc, or Director Death like the liberal media does, if you want, just don’t bullshit me on this. Who else knows?”

	“Knows what, precisely, Mr. Jonathan?”

	“Knows about what happened last year!” Havoc leaned forward, bracing his fists on the desk. “About the election, about all the extra ballots you had submitted.”

	“Suh, those ballots were submitted in the names of the men and women who died or were captured fighting in the Eurasian theater. True Americans, and I dare say their voices deserved to be heard far more so than any liberal traitor or social justice rabble rouser.”

	“Yes, that’s what I’m talking about. We don’t disagree here, Dan. I just want to know how big of a mess this is going to be.”

	“Well I don’t imagine it’ll be any kind of mess.”

	“It will be if the legislature gets a hold of any kind of evidence or witnesses. Their investigating us, you realize. The state legislature.”

	“Well then it is quite fortunate I don’t fall under their jurisdiction, isn’t it?”

	“Ugh,” Havoc leaned his head back, looking at the ceiling. “Dan. Mr. Secretary, sir. This is a matter of a state run election. This is their jurisdiction.”

	“I think the liberals in Richmond will find otherwise, should they ever find the gumption to try anything.”

	With a sigh Havoc looked about, pulled up the leather seat Quinn had indicated earlier, and at last sat down. “You know, as long as you were stuffing ballots you might have filled out votes for the down-ballot Nationalists as well.”

	“Suh, you impugn my honor.”

	“What?”

	“Those ballots were cast in the name of men and women who died fighting for this great nation, and since they died I don’t rightly know how they might have voted in those other races. It would have been dishonest to fill them out in full.”

	“But you know how all of them would have voted in the presidential race?”

	“Of course I do. They would vote for the man who will fight to ensure their sacrifices are not in vain, and against the dem-o-crat sissy who wants to sell out our country to the Euro-peans. Turning over government officials to some international court. That’s treason, suh, and no member of this great nation’s armed forces would countenance it. Not at all, and if they did I’d have them court marshaled on the very spot. Act as the firing squad myself.”

	Havoc drew a deep sigh. “Alright then, but you’ve put us in a spot, with liberals controlling the state legislature.”

	“As I say, Mr. Havoc, they do not have jurisdiction here, and if they think they do they are in for quite the rude awakening when they show up with their warrants or writs or what have you. Likely be quite surprised when it’s them rather than myself being arrested.”

	“They still have a lot of power to make our lives difficult. If nothing else keep in mind that Richmond is where the coal diesel refineries are, and without those this army your building isn’t going anywhere.”

	“I am aware of the strategic situation, Mr. Havoc, which is why I intent to march on Richmond to depose the liberal traitors and instate martial law over this degenerate state.”

	“Under whose authority?”

	“My own, of course.”

	“Unfortunately the Secretary of Defense doesn’t have that authority. We’d need authorization from President Drake, assuming he manages to become president and isn’t ousted in some coup.”

	This got a sly smile out of the general. He leaned back in his chair, propped his feat up on the desk, and took a long drink of his Scotch. “Well we will either have our authorization from a legitimate president or we will be acting to stop the machinations of an illegitimate one.”

	“If you think we can do it.”

	“I know we can, and once we’ve dispensed with that problem we’ll move on to Langley and Arlington, retake our respective headquarters from the liberal usurpers.”

	Havoc shook his head. “The GSA headquarters has been pretty thoroughly sacked. I don’t think I’d have much use for it now.”

	“Suit yourself, Mr. Havoc. I hope I’ve done enough to allay your fears regarding this legislature investigation.”

	“Not entirely, but depending on how the congressional vote goes on Monday it may not matter.” Havoc looked away, at the pictures and Civil War memorabilia that lined the bookshelves around the office. He drew a deep breath. “There is one other issue I wanted to discuss with you.”

	“Please, by all means.”

	“You’re aware of the situation in New York?”

	“Riots? Of course. More Democrat sabotage of our great nation.”

	“This force behind them, the Free Court Army.” Havoc sat up and leaned forward, more intent now on what he was saying. “What do you know about them?”

	“Mr. Havoc, I have been under the impression that intelligence was your field of expertise.”

	“My resources aren’t what they once were. From a military standpoint. Do they pose a threat? What are they capable of?”

	“Suh, you jest.”

	“My job is to take any potential threat seriously.”

	“The key term there is potential, because they have none. I’ve seen the pictures online, suh. This self-proclaimed army is little more than a band of entitled children, dressing themselves in costumes and playing war. When a real force confronts them they’ll cry and run back to mama.”

	“Still, don’t you think it might be best to keep an eye on them?”

	This made the general pause, taking another drink in thought. “Of course, I don’t imagine it could hurt. In fact, I’ll do you one better. Why not simply ask for their surrender now, save everyone the trouble.”

	“You’re on the same page as the president. He’s called for their surrender and wants me to make sure it happens.”

	“You say the president, you of course are referring to Mr. Drake?”

	“Of course.”

	“Of course, I just wish to keep things straight, as there are currently two individuals claiming to be president.”

	“I’m referring to the real president.”

	“Indeed, and as you say, I am in agreement with him as well. So you come to me wondering how to go about this assignment.”

	“As I’ve said, my resources are a little thin right now.”

	Quinn swirled his drink absently and twisted his face some in thought. “I’ll tell you what, suh. Why don’t you take a company of infantry and head up there. Arrange a meeting with their leadership.”

	“How about a drone company?”

	“Were that I could, Mr. Havoc, but our drones are in short supply, as is the diesel to fuel them, as you rightly point out. Besides, a company of American infantry, real men armed with real weapon, oughtta be enough to put some group of hipster children in line.”

	Havoc sighed again, about to say more but then stopping and resettling himself. “Alright, I’ll do it. I’ll leave first thing tomorrow.”

	“So soon?”

	“I don’t know what you saw on the news streams, sir, but they’re making a big deal out of this. Cities going into lock down, National Guard on high alert. This is just the kind of pretext needed for a martial law declaration. I don’t want to let the problem fester.”

	Quinn nodded slowly. “I’ll see to it then. Was there anything else on your mind, Mr. Director?”

	“One other thing.”

	“Oh?”

	“You’re from South Carolina, right?”

	“North Carolina, born and raised.”

	“Okay, still. Why a Union general’s uniform?”

	Quinn looked down at himself, as if caught off guard.

	“Intelligence is my field, sir,” Havoc smiled. “That’s Union blue you’re wearing.”

	The general looked up at him with a steady stare. “Suh, the Civil War is over. I am wearing the uniform of a legitimate officer of the United States government, because that, suh, is what I am.”

	“Okay, okay. Have it your way.”

	After the director had left Quinn stared after him for a long moment. Then he picked up his Scotch again, drank the remainder in one swallow, deposited the glass back down and stared at it for another long moment.

	From a drawer in the desk he produced an electronic tablet. Here on the base the wireless signals were strong and it was quick to connect to the internet. He pulled up a news stream and navigated to a particular series of news clip, then let it play while he got up to refresh his drink.

	“Now for the latest on the unfolding Speaker Alexander sex scandal,” a female news anchor with achingly blonde hair, started. “Fox Ultra is reporting this hour, based on exclusive interviews, that another,” heavy emphasis on this word, “major Democratic donor has been linked to the sex ring with the Speaker of the House at its center. This time it’s the renewable energy magnate and former New York Giants owner Henry Paul Tinsley, the beneficiary of several renewable energy grants, funded by this Democratic congress, for construction of various wind turbine farms all along the east coast. For more on this we turn to senior political correspondent . . .”

	Quinn hit pause on the news clip. Absently he tapped one finger against the desktop while he stared at the screen, frozen on the face of the news anchor. He took a slow sip of his drink, pausing to savor it, letting the alcohol evaporate in his mouth. Then he set down his glass and resumed the video.

	 

	



	

PHILADELPHIA GREEN ZONE

	 

	JANUARY 3

	 

	When left on their own, U.S. senators had a tendency to form gangs. Whenever a group of senators got together to work out a bipartisan deal they inevitably got labeled a gang. Usually it was ‘Gang of X’ where ‘X’ was the number of senators involved in the gang.

	In the case of the election commission it was the Gang of Six. Two months earlier they had punted responsibility by suggesting a special report be put together. Now, with that report in hand, they had absconded from the Federal Center to a conference room in a rented office on the edge of the Green Zone. There they found themselves sitting around a big circular table and desperately wishing for another way to punt.

	A bid to make the committee bipartisan had it being chaired by the centrist Democrat from Florida and the independent from Tennessee who caucused with the Nationalists. The continued desire to abdicate responsibility had these two now going through the actual report, state by state.

	Senator Simon Johnson, tall, jowled, phlegmatic, had a paper copy of the report in front of him in a giant three-ring binder. The ancient senator slowly flipped pages through the ancient medium, reading out parts.

	“North Dakota,” he said in his droning tone. “The report states that there is a set of certified electors for North Dakota whose votes are recorded as having gone to Secretary Drake. There are no competing electors. The vote in North Dakota did include absentee ballots cast by refugees from recent dust storms. Significant irregularities were reported in the handling of these ballots, including the apparent deliberate destruction at multiple polling locations of all absentee ballots cast by people with female names or by others believed to be Democratic voters. The report notes that, while the total number of eligible absentee voters was very high, the actual number of absentee ballots received was a small percentage of the total votes cast, and the report does not believe these would have significantly affected the outcome in the presidential race.”

	Methodically Johnson looked up from the report, staring at the others over his reading glasses. “Does anyone object to accepting the Randall commission report’s recommendation for accepting the single set of certified electoral votes for North Dakota?”

	Around the table the other senators were languidly shaking their heads or grunting ‘no.’ Senator Gardner looked to be almost asleep, and Wilkerson, his Democratic compatriot, nudged him. “Yeah,” Gardner said. “We’re good, go on.”

	“Alright,” Johnson said as he flipped through pages of the report one at a time. “The next state is Ohio. Ohio is one of the states whose elections were organized by the interstate compact known as the New Ohio Authority. We have already agreed to discuss the situation with this interstate compact after our initial run through. Moving on.”

	“Do we really need to discuss it later?” Gardner asked, flopping one meaty hand onto the table.

	“We did agree to discuss it,” Jim Pickett, the centrist Floridian, said to his fellows. He wore a set of thick framed glasses and spoke with a slight squeak in his voice. “Why don’t we leave it for now.”

	“What is there to discuss?” Gardner said. The minority leader from New York had none of the accent but all of the stereotypical New York attitude. “There aren’t any other competing electoral votes.”

	“We’re discussing whether we count these fake votes at all,” said Senator Sheffield. The elderly Ohioan sat directly opposite Gardner, not quite staring across the table with a certain casual disgust.

	“Those votes were certified. Aren’t we just accepting votes that are certified and don’t have any competing claims?”

	“I’m sure you’re accepting that.”

	“This is why we’re discussing it later guys,” Pickett said.

	“If we’re doing that though,” Senator Wilkerson said. The Pennsylvania senator had a certain youthful buoyancy to him despite his greying hair, though he spoke with constant hesitation. “If we’re doing that shouldn’t we discuss all the states that just, you know, sold votes.”

	“You jealous?” Sheffield asked, “you didn’t think of doing that yourselves.”

	“No, I wouldn’t want any state to do that.”

	“It’s super unconstitutional,” Gardner said.

	“We can discuss those states too,” Pickett said, holding out a hand, palms down, toward each side, gesturing at everyone to lower the temperature. “We’ll discuss each of these issues after we finish going through the full report, okay?”

	“Yeah that’s fine,” Gardner said, nodding toward Wilkerson.

	“Whatever,” Sheffield said dismissively, turning to look toward some of the aides and staffers who sat in chairs around the perimeter of the room.

	“Alright them,” Johnson looked around at them, then flipped another paper page in his copy of the report. “Moving on past Ohio. The next state is Oklahoma.”

	All of them leaned back in their chairs again, and there was a general resettling of the staffers around the room. Johnson took a moment to resettle his reading glasses before continuing.

	“No electoral votes were ever certified or transmitted for the state of Oklahoma. The report notes that a federal election did take place in some parts of the state. Both major party presidential candidates were included on the ballot. Among the known ballots cast Secretary Drake appears to have received a majority of the votes, but no official election total was ever certified. The current whereabouts of both the governor and the secretary of state could not be ascertained. The Nationalist electors did not show up to cast their votes on the designated day for the electoral college to vote, and their current whereabouts are also unknown.”

	Johnson took a small drink of water as he flipped a page and continued. “Voting appears to have been marred by violence, including violent protests, attacks on voters and polling places by armed militias, and the occupation of some polling places and seizing of ballot boxes by paramilitary or armed militia forces. No polling places at all appear to have existed in the western nineteen counties.”

	Slowly Senator Johnson looked up and cast his gaze around at his fellows. “The Randall commission recommends that Oklahoma be discounted and its electoral votes not be counted toward the requirement needed to secure the presidency.” He paused, taking a slow breath. “Is there any objection?”

	“Oh you better believe there’s an objection,” Senator Sheffield said.

	“What?” Wilkerson responded with an incredulous laugh.

	“The votes were cast,” Sheffield held out a hand toward Senator Johnson. “They voted for Drake, their votes should count.”

	“Their votes weren’t cast though,” Gardner said. “The electors never met to cast their votes. We don’t even know where they are.”

	“The people voted. That’s what counts.”

	“Come on, man. If that’s the case we should just go by popular vote, in which case President Hill definitely won.”

	“Oh, there you go again, trying to push that popular vote idea and disenfranchise all the small states.”

	“That’s, dude, that’s not even how it works.”

	“Well look,” Sheffield slapped a hand down on the table. “I say we go with what the people wanted and accept Oklahoma’s votes.”

	“Accept what votes?” Jim Pickett asked. “None got submitted. They didn’t cast any. We have nothing to approve or reject.”

	“We approve the votes according to what the people want.”

	“We can’t do that Wade. Congress can’t do that. It’s unconstitutional. The Constitution gives Congress the power to count the electoral votes. We could chose to not count some, or which ones to count if there’s a dispute, but we can’t just count ones that don’t exist.”

	“They do exist, the people voted.”

	“But the electors didn’t, that’s what we’re counting.”

	“If we’re gonna do that,” Gardner said, “let’s also count New Mexico.”

	“New Mexico,” Sheffield started to interrupt, but Gardner continued.

	“Simon, go back,” he said to their chairman. “I want to go back, to New Mexico.”

	Senator Johnson exchanged a slow, stale glance with Pickett. Then, just as slowly, began flipping back through the pages of his report.

	“Why are we going back?” Sheffield asked. “We already decided, New Mexico doesn’t count.”

	“It didn’t before you decided to change the rules.”

	“I didn’t change any rules.”

	“Yes you did,” Gardner again turned back to the chairman. “What was New Mexico’s situation?”

	“New Mexico,” Johnson started scanning through this part of the report. “No electoral votes were ever certified or transmitted for the state of New Mexico, although the federal election did take place in some parts of the state. Both major party presidential candidates were included on the ballot. Among the known ballots cast President Hill received a majority of the vote, which was certified by the secretary of state, though this was done while in Colorado, where the Lieutenant Governor-elect has established a ‘state government in exile.’ The Governor-elect was assassinated shortly before the election. The Democratic electors met in Santa Fe on the established date to cast votes in the electoral college, but before this could happen the state capital was attacked by right-wing terrorists wielding assault rifles and improvised explosives. Over a hundred people, including all the electors, were killed. No new electors have been chosen and no electoral votes have been transmitted to the Congress.”

	“See,” Sheffield gestured again, “no electoral votes were transmitted.”

	“Right,” Gardner said, “just like with Oklahoma.”

	“No, this is nothing like with Oklahoma.”

	“If anything,” Pickett said evenly, “it sounds like New Mexico has the better claim. They’re election at least got certified. Randall couldn’t even find Oklahoma’s secretary of state.”

	“So now you’re saying New Mexico should count too!”

	“No, no,” Pickett held up his hands defensively. “I still agree with our original conclusion. Neither of these states transmitted votes so we should discount them both.”

	“Tell that to these guys,” Sheffield waved his hand toward the other two Democrats.

	“We agreed,” Gardner said. “Neither state cast votes. Oklahoma doesn’t count, New Mexico doesn’t count.”

	“No, Oklahoma should count.”

	“Why?” Gardner tossed his hands in the air. “What makes them different?”

	“Oklahoma should count because they voted Nationalist. New Mexico doesn’t count because they voted for the Democrat.”

	All of the other senators stared at him, their looks distorting through a whole spectrum of confusion, incredulousness, and nervous smirks. “Are you joking with us?” Gardner asked.

	“No,” Sheffield said emphatically. “We all know, Democratic votes are illegitimate.”

	They all continued to stare, the room falling into a brief, uncomfortable, loaded silence.

	“Wade,” Pickett said, again using the senator’s first name. “Come on. We can’t start with the premise that the other side is always illegitimate. We gotta have an even playing field and,” he held out his hands as if to run them over an even plain, “and, you know, and all play by the same rules.”

	“Democrats don’t play by the rules with us.”

	“Sometimes they don’t,” Pickett held up a hand. “Absolutely, sometimes they don’t, and we should call that out, I call them out when they’re not being fair too, that’s how this works. But for this,” he gestured to Senator Johnson and the massive report in front of him, “we have to have some standard that applies everywhere.”

	“I told you, the standard is, Nationalist votes count, Democrat ones don’t.”

	“That’s not a standard.”

	“Sure it is.”

	“It’s not a standard,” Gardner said, his voice rising some. “It’s total hypocrisy.”

	“No, it is not. It’s a consistent standard.”

	“It’s the definition of hypocrisy. You want one standard, where we invent electoral votes that don’t exist, to apply if a state voted for your side, but that same standard doesn’t apply for states that voted for President Hill.”

	“That’s not hypocrisy.”

	“Yes it is,” Gardner and Wilkerson said almost in unison.

	“No,” Sheffield shook his head. “Hypocrisy is when you Democrats try to have things both ways. That standard doesn’t apply to me.”

	All three Democrats were now staring at Sheffield with mouths slightly agape, unable at first to respond. Gardner and Wilkerson slowly glanced at each other. “Did you just commit meta-hypocrisy?” Wilkerson asked.

	“You know, I don’t need to be accused of this,” Sheffield scooted back and lumbered up out of his seat. “You Demon-crats are obviously not interested in good faith negotiation.”

	“What?” Both of them continued to stare in shock.

	“You’re the one negotiating in bad faith,” Gardner said. “We wanted a consistent standard.”

	“Which I gave you!”

	“No you didn’t!”

	“We could count them both,” Wilkerson said. “That would be fair too.”

	“Yeah, sure,” Gardner nodded. “We could decide these states that didn’t transmit votes do count.”

	“If that’s what you want, Wade,” Pickett said. “Let’s talk about it. Heck, I think you would come out ahead with that deal.”

	“Oh, we’re done with deals,” Sheffield was already hobbling on his cane toward the exit. “This committee is obviously a sham and I’m not going to sit here and be accused of hypocrisy just because I recognize that Nationalists and Democrats should be held to different standards.”

	“Did you plan this?” Gardner asked. He glanced around at the other senators as if one of them might answer. “Did you plan to storm out of this meeting in feigned outrage?”

	“See, see,” Sheffield wildly pointed toward his counterpart but directed his words toward Senator Johnson. “I told you the Demon-crats can’t be trusted. I’m outta here.”

	With that he turned and lumbered toward the door. Methodically his group of staffers stood up as well, gathering papers and laptops and scurrying after him.

	Once the whole entourage had stormed out the atmosphere in the room shifted. The other senators sat there in total silence, looking around at each other.

	“Well,” Senator Johnson said, taking off his reading glasses and slowly, gently, setting them down on the open report. “Do you gentleman wish to continue?”

	Gardner and Wilkerson were both staring with mouth’s agape. Gardner slowly shook his head, then shrugged.

	“I mean, I’m fine with it,” Wilkerson said.

	“What do you think Sal?” Pickett asked.

	All attention shifted to the gang’s sixth member. Senator Salazar was technically not a Nationalist but a mild-mannered Libertarian, though Sheffield had apparently talked him into being part of this negotiation. He had barely said a word since the meeting got underway a few hours earlier.

	Now the Arizona senator looked about and shook his head. “I mean, I’ll continue if you guys want.”

	“Should we keep going through the report state by state?” Pickett asked, pointing to the massive report again.

	“Pff,” Salazar leaned back in his chair and held up both hands, almost as if in surrender. “Hey, I’m fine with going ahead and just accepting all of General Randall’s recommendations, across the board.”

	They all stared at him. “You realize if we do that,” Pickett said, “then it’s over. That’s it. President Hill would carry the electoral college.”

	“I know. He’s not the guy I voted for, but,” Salazar shrugged as he stared off into the distance. “What else can we do? We’re not going to find a more neutral observer than General Randall.”

	“He’s a registered Nationalist, actually,” Wilkerson said.

	“Exactly,” Salazar nodded across the table. “So what else can we do? If we don’t accept his recommendations than we’re right back to where we started. Is there any other way we resolve this, besides, like, civil war?”

	All of the others exchanged some pointed glances.

	“I, for one,” Senator Johnson said, “am inclined to agree.” Working slowly he managed to get the giant binder containing the report closed up in front of him, then gathered some other loose papers and stacked these on top of it. They all watched him work, waiting to see if he would say more. At last he folded his arms and looked about at them again. “I have been involved in a lot of negotiations in which the Nationalists worked in bad faith, and even some where they engaged in these same theatrics,” he gestured toward the exit where Senator Sheffield had left. “I am, to be blunt, fucking sick of it.”

	Wry smiles cracked on the face of the three Democrats at hearing the old senator curse. Wilkerson had to cover his mouth to suppress a full burst of laughter.

	“I think I speak for my fellow moderate conservatives,” Johnson said, “and our Libertarian friends,” he gestured to Salazar, “when I say I have the utmost respect for General Randall and his commission, I am in agreement with the conclusions of this report, and I fully recommend accepting the report’s conclusions in their entirety.”

	Johnson looked about, then raised a hand in the air as if taking an official vote. “All those in favor?”

	The other senators all raised their hands and a few added ‘ayes’ in for good measure.

	“The motion passes. That will be the final recommendation of this working group,” Johnson slapped a hand down on the table, “and the conclusion of today’s meeting. Gentleman. Let’s go get lunch.”
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	It felt like the street where apocalypse met dystopia. One side was ruins, lots filled with scattered rubble, bulldozed piles of concrete fragments, partly collapsed buildings, and garbage. On the other side was a row of hauntingly identical duplex houses on identical lots. There were no street lights, nor any moon out, so only the high beams from the lead vehicle showed anything on the street.

	“This is it,” Rat lunged forward in the passenger seat, pointing.

	Wrench, already rolling slowly down this dark street, brought them to a stop. He leaned over and tried to make out anything in the darkness. “It is?”

	“That one, right there.”

	“How can you tell?”

	“It’s the different house.”

	“What?”

	She gave him an incredulous look he could not see in the dark. “The directions said it’s the different house at the end of this street.”

	Wrench leaned forward some more to look at this house. All of the houses along here, he thought, had different paint jobs, and that paint was peeling in different ways, and their front lawns were at different levels of unkept. Otherwise he could not tell what made this house different.

	“Did they not give an actual street address? An actual house number?”

	“I don’t think there are actual street addresses here.”

	“How can that be?” Wrench looked around at the rubble at the other side of the street.

	From behind them came a quick car horn honk. Wrench turned around, but could really only see the headlights of the other rover following them. “Alright,” he said. “I guess I’m taking your word for it.”

	Wrench pulled over, and behind him Duncan pulled the second vehicle into the empty driveway. As they all got out Duncan and Isabelle pulled out flashlights and cast their beams around the front of this house.

	“So is this it?” Wrench asked as he moved over to the other vehicle.

	“Shhh,” Duncan held up a finger to his lips.

	“Shh? You honked at me earlier.”

	“Let’s make sure they know we’re friendlies before we do anything else.”

	“Are we sure they’re friendlies?”

	Duncan ignored this question, instead advancing toward the front door. He held his flashlight out with his left hand while keeping his right hand on his holstered sidearm. Rat came up behind him carrying an assault rifle with a tac-light mounted atop.

	Seeing this Wrench shot a look over at Isabelle. She looked back, shrugged, and they both followed up to the front door.

	Already Duncan was knocking. He looked around but there did not seem to be a doorbell. “Hello,” he called as he knocked again. “Anybody home. We have a telegram from the Insane Clown Posse.”

	Pointing her gun down, Rat freed up a hand so she could reach out and slap Duncan’s shoulder. He looked at her and shrugged.

	They waited what felt like forever but was probably only fifteen seconds without anything happening. Duncan tried knocking again. “Hello. You have a jury summons to appear before the Free Court.” He paused, then knocked again. “You could make thousands a month from the comfort of your own couch, ask me how.”

	This time Rat just shook her head. Duncan flashed a smile back at the rest of them. When there was still no answer he knocked again. “Hello, we’d like to talk to you about the healing power of Jesus. We could also talk about the more effective healing power of Satan.”

	At last they heard bolts unlatching on the other side of the door. Duncan and Rat took a step back, bracing themselves but keeping their weapons down.

	The door cracked open and a hand stuck out, holding a flashlight that shown onto them. A woman’s voice said, “who are you?”

	It was Isabelle that stepped forward to answer with her hands raised. “We represent the Free Court Alliance.”

	There was a pause on the other side. “How many of you are there?”

	“Four of us. Two vehicles. We have supplies.” She hesitated. “I’m Fizzy Izzy.”

	“Your screen name is Fizzy Izzy?” Duncan laughed.

	“Shut up Duncan.”

	At the door the hand and flashlight retracted. Duncan held up his own light again, revealing just an ajar door. They waiting for a long few seconds while nothing happened.

	Somewhere deeper in the house a light turned on, the first sign any place here had electricity at all. The door swung quietly the rest of the way open. Backlit in the doorway stood a blond woman. Across the room behind her, also backlit by the light, a tall man leaned against an interior doorframe.

	“Come in,” the woman said.

	The Free Courters glanced at each other. Isabelle took the lead, walking in through the open doorway into a darkened front room. The light source came from the kitchen further back, accompanied by a loud, annoying buzzing sound. As their eyes adjusted everyone got a better look at this couple.

	The woman looked haggard. She had some kind of weird scarring on her forehead and below her right eye, and her hair seemed thin and patchy. As she looked at them filing into her house though her cracked lips cracked a slight smile.

	The man seemed healthier yet worse off. Although he struck a casual pose his look was haunted, staring through his guests rather than at them. He had dark skin and stood almost too tall to fit through the doorway.

	“So, uh, hi,” Rat slowly slung her rifle over her shoulder as she came forward next to Isabelle. “What are your names?”

	There was some hesitation between them. Then the woman said, “Clair. And this is Pick.”

	“Good to meet you.” Duncan, the next through the door, did not hesitate to step forward and offer his hand. His cavalier attitude seemed to break the ice. The woman shook his hand, and the man stepped forward to do the same. “Duncan Mexico,” he introduced them all. “Isabelle. Rat. This somber shadow behind me is Wrench, the guy who got us down here.”

	“We were, um,” Isabelle glanced around at the room. “We were told there were three of you?”

	As quickly as Duncan had unthawed things this sent a chill threw the room. “Um,” Clair said. “Chip didn’t make it.”

	“Oh,” Isabelle bowed her head, “but didn’t . . . I thought things were better down here after the ceasefire.”

	“They were. For a while.”

	“Chip caught something,” Pick said, in a quiet voice that seemed like it should belong to someone much smaller. “Don’t know what. He was okay for a while but it slowly got worse.”

	“I’m sorry,” Isabelle said.

	“Why don’t you all come in and have a seat,” Clair said. She moved to the front door and got it locked up again while everyone adjourned to the kitchen.

	The little dining table in here, like something out of some ancient diner, did not have enough space for them all, but Pick took a seat on the kitchen counter, and Duncan stood in a nearby doorway. Looking at this he surmised it was once a pantry, but some walls had been knocked out to turn what one once a duplex into a single, continuous house.

	In here they were able to get better looks at each other. As she went to take a seat Rat hesitated, looking over at Pick. “Do I know you from somewhere?”

	He held out his hands in a shrug.

	“Did you,” she hesitated. “Did you use to play in the NBA?”

	Pick looked away, folding his arms and letting his head droop a little. “That was . . . .”

	“That was a different lifetime?”

	This seemed to strike him in an unexpected way. He looked back up at her. “Yeah.”

	“I feel that.” Rat took her seat.

	“So, uh,” Duncan made a point of folding his arms and striking a casual pose leaning against the doorframe. “How are things now? In the city, I mean.”

	“Better,” Clair said. “Better than last summer.”

	“Well . . .” Pick said, interrupting himself with a scoff.

	“Yeah, um, we never knew, I mean, I don’t know if it was The General or the Judges or who that agreed to the ceasefire, or if you guys know how that came about, but whoever it was, that saved us. We were at best a week from starvation.”

	“Not that we ain’t still short on a lot of things,” Pick said.

	“Yeah, we brought supplies,” Isabelle said. “Weren’t really sure what you needed.”

	“Food and toilet paper?”

	“We got those, and water.”

	“We’re okay on water. Medicine, though. Pain killers and antibiotics.”

	Isabelle frowned at this. “Um, we brought some. We couldn’t get a lot.”

	“Don’t get us wrong,” Clair said. “We’re happy for anything.”

	“We’d have gotten here sooner,” Duncan said. “We were getting all set to slip through the cordon on New Year’s Day, but when we got to Baltimore we found out the National Guard was withdrawing. So we thought it would be safer to wait for them to go and just drive right in.”

	“The National Guard?” Pick said. “They withdrew months ago, right after the election.”

	“I think they mean the cordon around the city,” Clair said.

	“Oh. Ah, that was never anything, really, you would have gotten by just fine.”

	“So there’s no more National Guard anywhere in the city?” Wrench asked.

	Clair shook her head. “No more checkpoints, anywhere.”

	“So what happened? I thought, after the siege this summer, this was basically an occupied city.”

	“It was, yes, after the ceasefire. National Guard everywhere. Then after the election they pulled back, stopped manning the internal checkpoints, fell back to the Beltway cordon they had during the siege. Then after, well,” she looked up and about at them all. “After you guys, I guess, did what you did on New Year’s, they fell back to Baltimore or Philly or Alexandria.”

	“There are still patrols,” Pick said. “Around the outskirts, around the Beltway. But no checkpoints anymore.”

	“Well,” Wrench said. “I guess you guys didn’t need me at all.”

	“Oh, we still needed you,” Duncan said. “To unlock the manual driving mode in those cars, if nothing else.”

	“Any mechanic can handle that.”

	“Which is why we needed a mechanic,” Duncan spoke with a forced exasperation. “Besides, having cars with modified VIN numbers could still prove useful if we run into one of these patrols.”

	“Who, exactly, is running the city now?” Isabelle asked.

	“Technically there is still a martial law government,” Clair said, “but we haven’t heard anything from them since the election. I guess, officially, the old city government is in charge.”

	“Have you heard anything from them?”

	“Honestly, we’ve barely left this house,” Pick said.

	“Except to scavenge, or hit up a market when they temporarily open,” Clair forced a little smile. “Yeah, so we don’t know. Not first hand. We just pass along reports we get.”

	“So who, really, is running the city then?” Wrench asked.

	“The Army of Western Civilization. The Oath Keepers. Whoever those crazy people are that are running around on the Mall and partying in government buildings most days.”

	“They’re partying in government buildings?”

	“Yeah. They post videos of it. The actual government has abandoned the city at this point. All the federal agencies that use to be here are either over in Alexandria or up in Philly.”

	“More important question,” Duncan said. “How do we get invited to these parties?”

	Neither of their hosts laughed at this, despite Duncan’s wide smile. “No, for real, we want to get into one of these parties.” This got him a set of critical looks.

	“That, um,” Rat said, “he’s not totally joking there. That kind of is why we were sent down here.”

	“To get into a government building?” Clair furrowed her brow.

	“To infiltrate one of these right-wing militias.”

	Clair shot a glance over at Pick. “What for?” he asked.

	Now it was Rat’s turn to shoot glances around at the others.

	“Hey, I want to know as much as you guys,” Wrench said to their hosts. “They never told me what the exact mission was, besides getting down here and finding you.”

	Rat took a deep breath and turned to Duncan, but he in turn just stared back at the girls. All the ricocheting glances bounced around the room and ended up landing on Isabelle, who sat with her arms folded, staring down at the table. As the room fell silent she looked up and, in turn, made eye contact with each of them.

	“The General sent us here to kill the White Paladin.”

	“What?” Wrench said.

	“You’re fucking with us,” Pick said.

	“I’m afraid not.”

	“Here to kill who?” Wrench persisted, looking around in confusion.

	“We’re here to kill one of the leaders of the militias that have been overrunning the city,” Duncan said.

	“The White Paladin is a lot more than that,” Clair paused, looking around for a sign of realization. “You guys know who this is, right?”

	“Actually, no,” Duncan said. “We know the name and were told you guys would be able to provide details.”

	“Ah, fuck,” Pick said.

	“The White Paladin is Gina Denton,” Clair said in flat tone.

	This got a full throated laugh from Duncan. “You’re serious?” Clare just nodded at him.

	“Is this a name I should know?” Wrench asked.

	“Gina Denton?” Duncan laughed again. “She’s a tech billionaire. Like, the richest woman in the country? One of the richest. Big Nationalist party donor.”

	“She’s rich because she is a Nationalist party supporter,” Rat said. “She’s spent the last ten years openly bribing officials not to break up her monopoly or enact any kind of enforcement on it.”

	“What does she have a monopoly on?” Wrench asked.

	“Dude,” Duncan said, “have you been living under a rock?”

	“Under a rock at the bottom of a deep hole, yes, that’s where they kept us.”

	This got a roll of the eyes from Rat.

	“Her company makes Virtual Reality and Augmented Reality hardware,” Isabelle said. “She’s used her contacts in the Nationalist party to buy up or force out all the competing manufacturers.”

	“What is she doing here then?”

	“Who knows?” Pick said.

	“Apparently whipping up various right-wing mobs,” Claire said. “From what we’ve heard she’s leading and funding some of the groups that have taken control of the city.”

	“She’s the only source of their funding right now,” Isabelle said. “Without her the militias in this city would be starving. Or dispersing elsewhere.”

	“Apparently,” Rat said, “she’s also the funding source for something called the State Autocracy Project, which is the only thing left keeping the Nationalist party itself solvent.”

	“That’s probably all true, but, still, why Denton?” Clair looked around at her guests, her gaze ultimately coming back to Isabelle. “I’m sorry, but, I get she’s a leader of a militia, and a corrupt plutocrat and all that, but the militias themselves are pretty amorphous and decentralized, and they existed long before she came along. What does taking her out accomplish?”

	With a deep breath Isabelle resettled herself into her seat. “So, when we took New York earlier this week, we found, well, I should say, we captured some of Gina Denton’s lawyers and accountants.”

	All of them were now staring at her with rapt attention. “Okay,” Wrench said. “Go on.”

	“They, um, they told us stuff. They said that, apparently her finances are in a precarious spot.”

	“Isn’t she’s a multi-billionaire? How precarious could they be?”

	“More than any of us would have guessed.” Isabelle looked up and around at all of them. “So, her fortune is divided among a lot of locations, but a lot of the world is pretty fucked right now. Some of her overseas accounts are frozen, even some of the stuff like her Swiss bank accounts and Cayman Island accounts got frozen after the war. She has accounts in Boston that are frozen as well. Her assets out in Silicon Valley are, um, well, who knows at this point.”

	“In the middle of a shitstorm,” Duncan said.

	“Yeah. So, a lot of the rest of her money was in New York. Of course,” Isabelle smiled, “she no longer has access to that. So that leaves some miscellaneous other stuff she has, mostly some accounts in Delaware, where they’re talking about nationalizing the banks, and some other smaller accounts scattered around the rest of the country, plus whatever cash she has here with her in D.C., which could be substantial.”

	“It sounds like she’s already in a bind,” Clair said. “How does killing her change any of this?”

	“So, here’s the big rub. Gina Denton doesn’t have a will.”

	“A will?”

	“A will, like a last will and testament. Nothing at all, apparently, according to her lawyers, not even like designated beneficiaries. She insisted on not having them. Apparently she’s on some, I don’t know, homeopathic, alternative medicine something, I didn’t get the details, but she thinks, genuinely thinks, she cannot die, that she’s going to live forever.”

	“So what does that mean?”

	“It means if she does die her entire fortune ends up in a legal limbo. A lot of it will just be immediately seized. But with no beneficiaries, no will, the rest, it gets locked down until, I don’t know, sounded like until a bunch of lawyers and courts can sort the whole thing out maybe. Could take years, even during normal times. The point is, if she dies, the funding for the militias and the Nationalist party vanishes.”

	Clair started to say something, but instead paused and turned to Pick.

	“They’re getting food and fuel shipments in all the time,” he said. “Somebody gotta be paying for all that.”

	“The militias wouldn’t be defeated,” Clair said, more to herself, “but they probably couldn’t maintain control of the city.”

	“If there’s a next step after this, The General kept that to herself,” Isabelle said. “All I know is if we can kill her we can cripple the right-wing forces gathering down here.”

	“Are you sure she ain’t gotta will?” Pick asked. “Nothing in some secret hidden safe somewhere, hidden behind a painting or whatever?”

	“I mean, I guess I can’t be sure of that. All I know is what the lawyers told us.”

	“You were there?” Clair asked. “Personally?”

	Isabelle nodded. “I was with The General when we captured and interrogated them. For what it’s worth I don’t believe they were hiding any secret will. If there is one, these guys didn’t know about it.”

	“So now,” Duncan said, “all we need is to find out where she is and figure out a way to get close to her.”

	This had everyone giving him critical looks. “Oh, is that all,” Pick said.

	“Hey, I’m not expecting this delivered up on demand. Just point us to whoever we have monitoring her, or her mob or whatever.”

	Their hosts exchanged an apprehensive glance, which prompted the same among the Free Courters.

	“We were, um,” Isabelle reached a hand across the table toward Clair. “We were given the impression you guys were at the center of a, um . . .”

	“The center of a major information gathering network,” Rat said.

	“Oh, well,” Clair laughed. “I guess that’s true except for the ‘major’ part.”

	“So what does that mean? You guys do have contacts with other Free Courters in the city, right?”

	Their hosts both hesitated. “There are other Free Court forces in the city, right?” Wrench asked.

	“Oh, there definitely are some,” Clair said. “We, uh, we don’t have a lot of contacts among them. They’ve mostly been operating independently since the ceasefire.”

	“Could you point us to who’s in charge then?” Rat asked.

	Clair started to say something, but then dropped her gaze and shook her head.

	“Like I said, we barely leave this house,” Pick said. “I mean, I’m sorry guys, I don’t know what you were expecting, but all we got here is some equipment for pinging mobile networks and sending out data packets and shit. We pass along whatever information we get, to an account we assume was going to The General, or whoever’s in charge of things up with you guys.”

	“We rarely even get responses,” Clair said. “It had been a few months since we heard anything, until a couple days ago when we got a message saying you guys were coming.”

	“You pass on info you get though,” Isabelle said. “Where are you getting this info? Presumably you have some informants or something passing things to you.”

	“Oh yes, we can receive data packets as well. We get information from around the city.”

	“From who?”

	“Well, different people. We don’t really know most of them.”

	“You don’t know them?”

	“Not in person.”

	“How do you know the information is accurate?” Duncan asked.

	“We don’t. Usually we only pass on stuff that multiple sources corroborate. Or we say if we think something’s suspect.”

	“So, hold on,” Wrench said. “I’m a little confused. Why do you guys have to act as some, you know, information clearinghouse? I mean, we’re talking the internet, right? Could these people not just send messages to The General, of to whatever account you send reports to.”

	“The internet is not what you imagine it to be these days,” Duncan said.

	Clair nodded at this. “During the siege, the National Guard cut a lot of the telephone lines and wires and such leading out of the city. Since then some of the militias have been destroying cell phone towers because they think, I don’t know, they think they’re used for government mind control or something. Internet coverage is very spotty in the city these days. We could show . . .”

	She stood up, but was interrupted by Pick, who sprung forward to grab her arm as he let out a slight yelp. Clair turned to him with a surprised look.

	“Are you sure we want to do that?” he asked.

	She held his gaze for a long moment that drew on toward awkward. “Actually, yes,” Clair said. “If we’re not going to help these guys why are we still here? We could’ve just left back in September like we talked about.”

	Pick regarded her, then let got of her arm. “Okay.”

	Clair started to move out of the kitchen, but Pick jolted again to hold her back. “I’ll get it,” he said.

	“I can get it.”

	“I know, but I don’t want to watch you struggle.”

	“I don’t struggle,” she sounded indignant.

	Pick made his way over to the pantry-turned-hallway where Duncan stood. Slipping into this he stopped in front of a plain wall. Reaching up toward the ceiling Pick found a concealed latch. The segment of wall there started to drop toward him. He caught it, then hefted it aside.

	Beyond the false wall there was what at first appeared to be a small, dark closet. Then Duncan noticed that its floor was a pit leading into darkness. A ladder was set with its top rung just above the lip of the hole.

	As the others gathered around to see there were some smiles and appreciative nods.

	“I always have to jump to reach the latch,” Clair said.

	“So does this lead down into a basement?” Wrench asked.

	“Uh-huh,” Pick nodded as he grabbed a flashlight. “We bricked over the actual staircases and converted a hall closet into this.” He shown the flashlight down into the hole, then turned to start descending the ladder.

	“Why?” Isabelle asked.

	“We’ve been in this house a while. Back when, well,” Clair looked away, “back when the Global Security Agency was still a thing.”

	Following Pick the rest of them moved to descend the ladder. When Pick got to the bottom he started flicking on light switches. Bare bulbs illuminated concrete floors and exposed insulation on the walls. There was a washer and dryer down here, a hot water heater, a furnace. There were piles of boxes and tools and leftover roof tiles and bricks piled along the walls, and a doorway leading to a dark room that was presumably the basement for the other half of the duplex.

	Filling one corner in this room was an elaborate computer setup. A wooden workbench had a line of individual computers. Some looked like they had just been bought new from a store, others looked hacked together and sat exposed in open cases. A row of various sized monitors sat on an old, metal desk that appeared looted from some government building. There was a whole soldering iron kit and workstation on a nearby card table. A metal filing cabinet next to the workbench had various routers or modems or other such electronics boxes piled atop it or sitting in partly open drawers, along with discarded keyboards, odd mouse variants, virtual reality hand toggles, and other, more esoteric input devices.

	Throughout all this ran an unholy tangle of cabling, connecting computers, routers, other box-like devices with blinking lights, random input and output devices, and ultimately leading into a length of conduit that ran up one wall and disappeared into a crude hole cut in the ceiling.

	“The fuck is all this?” Duncan asked as he became the last to descend the ladder.

	Clair was heading back up the ladder, apparently to close up the false wall behind them, which seemed paranoid and unnecessary. Pick fell into one of several office chairs lined along the whole assemblage. “To be honest,” he said, “I have no fucking idea.”

	“What?”

	“Chip, he put all this together. When he got sick, we, um, we just didn’t really mess with most of it.”

	“You need all this just to check the internet?” Rat asked.

	“No. I don’t think so. A lot of these things he just left on and we never touched. Don’t know what they’re doing.”

	One by one all the Free Courters turned toward Isabelle. “Why you looking at me?”

	“You know more than the rest of us about this,” Rat said.

	“That don’t mean I know what some crazy guy was doing in his basement.” She looked around some more. “No offense, but this looks like the project of some mad man.”

	“Chip was always a little odd,” Clair said as she climbed back down the ladder, “but he knew what we was doing.”

	“So how do you do,” Duncan gesticulated at the electronic mass, “whatever, how do you get and pass on information.”

	“So from what we can figure, a lot of the stuff here is to spoof sign-ons or IP addresses.”

	“IP addresses?”

	“Hey man,” Pick said, “what can I say, Chip was a real hacker.”

	“You don’t need hardware to spoof sign-ons,” Isabelle said.

	“Hey, don’t ask me, that’s just my best guess. The thing is, there’s a few old cell phone towers around here that still work. Chip did something to them, I don’t know. Dude used to work for a service provider, right, did like maintenance and shit, so he knew what he was doing. He installed something there, combine that with what we’ve got, we can access them without getting logged or having to pay.”

	“Useful.”

	Pick inclined his head slightly in acknowledgment. “Thing is though, don’t always have access. Partly because the cell towers themselves don’t always have power nowadays. Partly because we’re hijacking on to their normal transmissions, we got really slow speeds, and if a lot of bandwidth is being used we can’t cram in, so we get nothing, can’t even get connected.”

	As he spoke Clair had come over and turned a few hard switches on a router box. This had a couple of the big screens flashing and blinking to life. “That’s about all I know to do,” she laughed. “I’m not super tech literate.”

	“Pick?” Rat asked as she took a step forward to look at the computer screens. “Did you learn all this about computers after you were an NBA star.”

	“Hey, I was never any kind of star,” he held up his hands defensively. “I’m just a dude in way over his head trying to figure shit out.”

	“I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” reflexively she reached out and touched his shoulder.

	“It’s okay,” he turned back to the screens.

	The computer Clair had turned on finished whirring and grinding through some kind of archaic start up sequence. On the screen there did not appear any kind of splash screen or home page. Instead it was black except for an ancient input symbol at the top of the screen, a command prompt, nothing more than an arrow and a blinking cursor.

	“You’re kidding me,” Isabelle said as she looked over Pick’s shoulder.

	Without reply he typed in a quick command. The screen flashed and then was filled with an email application.

	“So this is an email account Chip had with the service provider,” Pick said. “It’s pretty much the only way we access the internet.”

	The cursor now on the screen was controlled by a free-standing touch pad next to the keyboard. Pick manipulated this and clicked through some menus, only to be greeted with an error message.

	“And, we don’t have access,” he said. “That’s not unusual. No connection to the network. We can keep trying, but towers might be off tonight.”

	“Does this happen often?”

	“Yeah, it does. It’s all set up, so it’ll keep trying and . . .” he was interrupted by a ping sound from the computer. “Oh, and there we go, it got a connection.”

	One by one a half-dozen messages appeared on the screen. Everyone moved in closer to look over Pick’s shoulder.

	“So most of what we get are just automatic updates we have set up.” Pick went through and deleted some of the messages. “And spam. Doesn’t look like there’s anything tonight from anybody in the city.”

	“How often do you get those updates?” Rat asked.

	“From locals? It’s really variable.” As he spoke Pick closed out the email app. Typing in the command prompt brought up another window. An audio file started to play. A soothing, flat voice began introducing a news brief.

	“We download the daily updates from National Public Streaming,” Clair said. “It’s been our only source of real news outside the city for a while now. Honestly, getting to listen to this most days has helped a lot to keep me sane.”

	“In audio-only format,” Isabelle noted.

	“Yeah, it downloads quicker that way.”

	“Running on a highjacked feed really limits your bandwidth,” Pick said.

	Everyone fell quiet as the news stream continued.

	“In Philadelphia today new Congressional members were sworn in, and Emily Alexander was elected to a new term as Speaker of the House. In a very close vote the New York Democrat beat out her opponent, Representative Ryan Knox of Kansas, by just four votes. An unusually large number of third party representatives in the new Congress had complicated prognostications of which party would be in control. During the vote most of the third party representatives, including eight true independents who had thus far declined to caucus with either party, ultimately broke for Speaker Alexander. The Democrat also got unexpected help, with seventeen Nationalists voting for her speakership. These representatives, hailing predominately from the south, refer to themselves as the ‘Owning the Libs’ caucus. After the vote their leader, Representative Myron McDonald of Florida, held a combative press conference in which he declared the vote a fraud and said Emily Alexander would, quote, never be a leader of real Americans, unquote. He also accused the speaker of cannibalism and pedophilia and vowed to work tirelessly to prevent her, quote, mentally unstable sex deviant surrender monkey liberal agenda, unquote, from further destroying America.”

	“This is what keeps you sane?” Rat asked.

	Clair smiled a little, and shrugged. “You should hear the other news streams.”

	On the computer the audio file continued. “Also in Philadelphia, fallout continues from the revelation that presidential candidate Cornelius Drake had high level involvement in a bio-weapons program run covertly through the Department of Energy during the Global War. Secretary Drake has not released a statement or made any public appearances since the accusations were announced on New Year’s Day. Four Nationalist senators have joined Simon Johnson, the Constitution party senator from Tennessee, in issuing a statement calling for any future administration to continue to abide by the London armistice agreement. While not mentioning Drake by name the implication of this statement would be that the former undersecretary should be handed over to the International Criminal Court to be tried for war crimes.”

	By now the voice has lulled everyone into quiet, and they stood and stared off into various corners as they continued to listen. “In Iowa, the governor has declared a state of emergency after a second straight day of severe wind and dust storms. Parts of the state are reporting dust born wind accumulating against the sides of buildings and embankments, in some places creating dirt mounds ten feet or more in height. In a shocking statement, the National Weather Service said today that, due to funding cuts in recent years and the loss of weather satellite coverage during the war, they lack enough information about the current weather system to determine how long the current series of dust storms will last. State of emergency declarations in Iowa, Minnesota, Kansas, and Nebraska are all now said to be in effect indefinitely.

	“In Nashville, protests staged by the religious movement known as the Radiant Church continue for a second straight week. This movement, whose leadership remains unknown, claims that God has been driven away and abandoned humanity because of worldly decadence, leaving the Earth as a battleground between angels and demons, particularly fire demons of the ancient world who were once locked away in fossil fuel reserves and have been released by the burning of those fuels. While largely peaceful the protests have turned violent at times, resulting in attacks on gasoline driven cars and the destruction of nativity scenes set up around the city, which the members of the church believe to be decadent. The protestors are demanding that several high-ranking government officials, as well as prominent leaders in several churches and religious organizations, step down and submit to trial by an ecclesiastical court for consorting with demons.”

	During the subsequent pause between news stories Isabelle started to speak. “So, guys . . .” Before she could continue Pick and Clair both shushed her and leaned in to listen to the next bulletin.

	“Protests also continued today in Washington, D.C. A large crowd has been camped out on the National Mall for the last four days demanding the government do something about the weather. These protestors believe that the government has developed some kind of weather controlling device and has been using this to manipulate various human events. While largely peaceful, these protests are demanding the federal government use its weather control devices to end the tropical storms that have hit the gulf coast states and to stop the so-called ‘Farmageddon’ dust storms in the Midwest. Some leaders of the protests have threatened unspecified violent action if their demands are not met.”

	At last Pick hit pause on the audio file and turned around in his chair to face the others.

	“I guess that explains what these militia groups are doing in town,” Duncan said.

	“Not entirely,” Clair said. “These weather control conspiracists are just one part of it.”

	“Also,” Pick said, “largely peaceful is not, um . . .”

	“That ‘largely’ is doing a lot of extra work?” Isabelle asked.

	“Yes.”

	Isabelle stood with her arms folded, nodding slightly. “So guys, obviously you’re able to download stuff. What if you wanted to get in contact with the people who send you info?”

	“We can do that. We can send them messages. It’s all just regular ole’ email, just with an intermittent connection.”

	“Have you sent messages to any of these informants or scouts or whoever?”

	“Not often.”

	“I don’t think we have since the ceasefire,” Clair said.

	“If you wanted to meet with one of them, would they be willing?”

	The two looked at each other. “I don’t know,” Pick said.

	“I don’t think we’ve ever asked.”

	“Did you say you had met some of them before?” Rat asked.

	“Um, well. We have.” Clair scrunched up her nose in thought. “We think we have.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“It’s the internet,” Pick said. “We never know who’s really sending a message. We think it’s the people we know.”

	“These are people we met over the summer,” Clair said. “We met more in person then. To trade, or to . . .” she stopped abruptly and turned away. Pick spun around in his chair toward her. When Clair continued to stare off toward the wall he reached out and squeezed her forearm.

	“We got by,” he said.

	The moment might have become awkward, but Duncan did not hesitate to step forward into the silence. “Okay, so you guys have contacts. Is there anybody among them who might know something about these militia groups and would be willing to meet with us?”

	At first their hosts did not respond, Clair still staring into space, Pick still staring at her. Eventually he turned to Duncan and said, “we could ask.”

	“Ask who?”

	“Everybody. Anybody we thought might be willing to help.”

	“Mmm,” Isabelle murmured. “I don’t know we want to put out a blanket call like that.”

	“At least not until we’ve maybe tried something more subtle,” Rat said.

	“How about we start by contacting somebody who maybe knows the lay of the land better?” Isabelle said. “No offense guys, but you’ve admitted you don’t get out much. We need to find somebody who does, who maybe knows the different militia groups involved, in detail, what else they’re up to, maybe somebody who knows of any Free Court sympathizers still operating.”

	“Unless you guys by chance already know some of that?” Duncan asked. “From your scouts reporting in.”

	“Anything we know we already passed along,” Clair said, turning back toward them. “Guys, I’m really sorry, I wish we were of more help.”

	“Hey, if we can just have a place to maybe crash for a few days, that would be sweet.”

	“Yeah, we can figure out the rest, if we have to,” Isabelle said.

	They fell silent a moment further, then Pick turned to Clair. “You thinking maybe we try sending them to the Swamp?”

	“The Swamp?” Duncan asked.

	Clair paused, then turned to Pick. “I wasn’t thinking that, actually, but it’s a good idea.”

	“Who or what is the Swamp?”

	“You’ll like them,” Pick said. “Probably not the best informed or anything, but the most eager to help.”

	The Free Courters all looked at each other, nobody certain how to reply. “Okay,” Duncan said. “That’s why we came here. Into the swamp.”
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	It was another poignant irony that the president’s office in this building had one of the worst views, looking out on a row of nondescript skyscrapers. Two rows, technically, since it was a corner office. It was not oval, more a truncated hexagon, but some paneling had been installed in some of the corners to create curves and make the shape seem more oval. To President Hill all it did was emphasize what a cheap facsimile the whole thing was.

	The Resolute Desk, the president’s actual desk that normally sat in the actual Oval Office, was here now, with all its ancient sturdiness and impotent symbolism. Hill sat behind it, staring out at the night. It was a Friday, and most of the skyscrapers out there had powered down for the weekend. The resulting patches of light, accented by the sporadic, moving lights of some distant freeway, created a surreal scene, like some deep ocean tableau.

	Within the blunted hexagon office the lights were also turned low. A desk lamp and the faint city lights outside were the only illumination. Sitting in the dark, staring out into the dark, it was easy to feel surrounded by dark, to believe it was all that was left in the world.

	“Sir?” Angel said from the entryway. The president did not turn around, forcing his chief of staff to come circle around the desk to confirm his presence. “Sir, what are you still doing here at this hour?”

	“I live here, Angel. What are you doing here at this hour?”

	“You live in the penthouse,” Angel pointed upward, referring to the uppermost floors. “You work here.”

	“Well you live out in the boondocks,” Hill pointed vaguely off into the city. “Were you planning on going home tonight?”

	“Sir, I haven’t been home in four days.”

	“Really?”

	“With the lockdown, well, number one it wouldn’t be practical to make that kind of commute, but more important, number two, I don’t have the right city pass to move in and out of the lockdown area.”

	“What? What do you mean you don’t have the right city pass?”

	“I don’t have a city pass, sir. After we put the city into lockdown on New Year’s a city pass is required to get through all the internal checkpoints.”

	Hill turned in his chair and rested his arms on the desk, leaning forward. “That doesn’t make any sense. You have a pass to get into the Green Zone, right?”

	“That’s a different pass.”

	“So you can get into the Green Zone but not into the city itself.”

	“Correct, yes.”

	“What? How is that possible?”

	“That’s the system, sir.”

	“Who came up with this?”

	“I don’t know, presumably the GSA. It’s been in place since early in the war, since the insurrection started out west.”

	Angel was standing at the side of the desk as he spoke, his face cast halfway in shadow. Hill kept leaning further forward, trying to discern his expression, to figure out if this was some elaborate joke.

	“So moving through the city and Green Zone requires two completely different passes? Hill asked.

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Who issues these city passes?”

	“The mayor’s office. Whereas Secret Service handles access to the Green Zone.”

	The president stared, the leaned back and ran his hands down his face. “Fuck. Did we really think we were going to conquer the world with this government.”

	“Maybe not so much conquer the world as render it all equally discombobulated.”

	“Well, geez, Angel. You’re chief of staff to the president. You’re practically running the country. Let’s get you a city pass.”

	“Actually, sir, I could have gotten one, probably, but I didn’t.”

	“Why not?”

	“The mayor’s office issues a very limited number. If I’d taken one I would have been taking it from one of the younger staffers.”

	For a moment the two just stared at each other. “Damn,” Hill said. “Angel, that’s real leadership. Maybe you should be the one sitting here.”

	“Ohhh, no,” he stepped back and held up his hands. “I am not cut out for that.”

	“Trust me, nobody is. And anybody who thinks they are should not be given the job under any circumstances.” Hill turned part way around again, looking back out at the city. “Seriously though, Angel. My chief of staff should not be stuck in this building because we can’t get the paperwork straight. Who do I have to call to get you this city pass?”

	“Sir, okay,” Angel held up his hands again. “It’s not something to worry about. You have much bigger concerns.”

	“Not right now. I’m sitting here doing nothing but feeling the weight of the world. Let me do something productive.”

	“Sir, it’s almost midnight.”

	“I know. Trust me, people get calls from the president at midnight, they treat what he’s asking for very seriously.”

	“I am well aware of that, sir, but right now the best thing you can do for yourself, and the country, is get some sleep.”

	“I can’t sleep, I’m too wired.” Hill buried his face in his hands again. “Wait, Angel, if you haven’t gone home where have you been sleeping?”

	“I set myself up in one of the guest rooms a few floors down. To be honest they’re actually a lot nicer than my house.”

	“Hmph,” Hill gave a mirthless laugh. “So why aren’t you down there sleeping?”

	“I was working. There’s a lot to do when you’re the one who practically runs the country. What are you doing up late? Staring at the city?”

	“No, I was,” he paused, then turned to the computer on his desk. “Well, kind of. I was pulling up the video of Drake’s press conference earlier today. Did you see it?”

	“Ah, no. I got the gist of it from the coverage, but I didn’t watch the actual video.”

	Hill reached out to the laptop computer on his desk and pulled it toward him. As the screen came back awake it revealed he had it paused on a news stream segment. As Angel circled around the desk to see, Hill hit unpause.

	‘Latest in SSS: Speaker Sex Scandal.’ A banner and graphic featuring ominous music and giant, dark, underlit letters flashed across the screen. The video then switched to a blond anchorwoman and some nondescript news desk. “More breaking news this evening on the SSS story, it seems some of the underage girls seen in the sex club photo of Speaker Alexander have been linked to prison camps run by the GSA.”

	“Why the abbreviation?” Hill asked, waving a hand at the screen. “What does that, I mean, why? Does it really sound snappier or something?”

	“I thought this was Drake’s press conference,” Angel said.

	“Oh yeah, sorry, I went to pull that up and sort of fell down a news stream segment hole.”

	On the screen the anchorwoman had brought in some talking head guest in side by side shots to discuss the scandal.

	“This proves the non-existent, fake news death camps dreamed up by liberal news stream propaganda,” this nameless commentator said, “were actually being run by liberals.”

	“They, uh,” Hill let out what sounded like a dying gasp, then with a seeming last exertion of strength reached out and paused the video. “So the fake death camps, he says, that he claims never existed, were being run by Democrats, and that’s proven by a doctored photo.”

	“Sir?” Angel said. “The Drake video?”

	“Right, right, sorry. It’s been a long day.”

	The president flipped through different streams on the computer until he found the one with the video posted earlier that afternoon.

	Outside a light rain they had not noticed earlier started to pick up, leaving droplet streaks across the glass and creating a pattering noise on the window. Both men turned and glanced out at it for a second while the video loaded.

	Once the video started it showed Drake in the press briefing room he always used, located somewhere in the Riverside Arcology Hotel. It seemed like even more flags had been crammed into the background since Drake’s New Year’s Eve press conference. There was a double row of flags behind him, the front row staggered to get as many into view possible. Rows of flags spouted at an angle from either side of the podium. Another was draped along the front of the podium, and some seemed to be hung form the ceiling and dangled down into the very top of the camera view.

	Most of these were American flags, perhaps every other one. Among the rest there were flags of different states, of different branches of the military, and various historical American flags. Among the most easily seen on the sides of the podium were a red, white, and blue Gadsden flag, the symbol of the Nationalist part, a confederate battle flag, and a Nazi swastika.

	“Whoa!” Hill jumped some in his seat, his lethargy dispelled. “Does he have a Nazi flag there on his podium?”

	“Actually, it’s slightly different. Notice the color.” Now that Angel mentioned it, Hill saw the color scheme was rearranged, a white swastika in a blue circle on a red field. “That’s the flag of the so-called Army of Civilization.”

	“It’s a Nazi flag! A candidate for president of the United States is flying a Nazi flag in his press briefing.”

	“Except it’s red, white, and blue.”

	“So it’s American Nazis?”

	“The Army of Civilization is a militant, violent right-wing group.”

	“So they’re Nazis!”

	Angel stared at him for a moment. “Yes, they’re Nazis, but,” he gestured to the computer, “the press conference, maybe, let’s watch.”

	The president just shook his head, but fell silent as they both turned and focused on the actual video that was still running with Drake already speaking.

	“. . . of overseeing the operation of a facility that tested biological weapons on political prisoners. I am here to tell you today that all these charges are true!” He raised up a set of papers and file folders in one hand, then flung them down on the podium.

	“I did it and I would do it again. I have no regrets about dedicating my life to keeping America safe. The people in this prison, they weren’t political prisoners. They were liberal terrorists. And the work we did there developed the weapons that would have kept America safe if those same liberals hadn’t hamstrung everything we did. You want proof of that, of liberal treason? At this very moment the so-called Free Court Army, a terrorist organization that this administration has allowed to fester, has overrun New York City! This terrorist army is massacring men, women and children while the ineffectual and complicit Hill administration does nothing. These are the people we put in prison at Spiderhead. The people who are killing innocents right now, the people the Nationalists arrested and the Democrats let go. So ask yourselves America, who is the real criminal here?”

	He at last paused in his breathless stream of words, a defiant sneer sweeping out to the camera and the apparent crowd of reporters in front of him. There was some noise off camera as some of them started to shout questions over each other.

	“No, No, I’m not taking any fucking question!” The stream had been live and Hill had found the uncensored version posted somewhere, so his cursing came straight through.

	“I’m not taking questions from the liberal media who aided and abetted these terrorists. From now on I’m telling you how it is. This administration wants to turn me over to the International Criminal Court, an illegal court that they turned over the whole Hanson administration to, so the Europeans could try them for the crime of defending America. When I become president I’m going to put the real criminals on trial. President Hill, his administration, every member of congress who votes to certify this election for the treasonous Democrats, in fact every Democrat at every level of government will be arrested and tried as the traitors they are! They will be put on trial for Crimes Against America.”

	He said the words as if they were an actual, literal crime somewhere in the legal code. “And then I will reopen all these prison camps and I will throw all these Democratic traitors in them and throw away the key.”

	With that he scooped up his papers from the podium and started to walk away. The camera jerked sideways and panned out to catch his motion. There were reporters pressing forward with questions, and Drake’s own security seemed unprepared for his departure. As the reporters came up to them he shoved one hard, sending her toppling backward into several others.

	“No questions bitch!” Drake could be heard to yell despite no longer having a microphone. With that he was out the door, his own guards and aides scrambling to move with him.

	The camera shot lingered on the door where Drake has exited for a bit, as if everyone was wondering if more would happen. Then the video cut and a new clip started to load.

	Hill paused the stream, leaned back in his chair, ran his hands down his face again, and at last looked up at his chief of staff.

	“Well,” Angel said. “That was a thing.”

	“I had trouble finding this clip because apparently, since this press conference, the Drake campaign has started posting all kinds of new ads. Like, a whole bunch of them, hours worth of footage, just flooding any stream that will take them.”      

	“Those aren’t new ads. They’re his campaign ads from last year.”

	“Well, yeah. They’re the campaign ads, but reworked.” Immediately the president was jumping back to his computer to pull up one of the ads.

	“Sir,” Angel glanced over at the increasing downpour lashing against the window outside. “This really isn’t something we should be losing sleep over.”

	“Just look at this, Angel.”

	On the screen a video was already playing, though at first the screen was just black. Like so many campaign ads from the last few years it was trying desperately to look like a movie trailer.

	From the black screen the video faded in on old news footage of American drone tanks in Tehran, scenes from early on in the Global War when things were going so much better. The only sound was some low, building music. As a line of drones rolled toward an unsteady camera a deep voiceover began. “In a world on the brink.”

	With a slow fade the image switched to some rarer footage. It was video of President Hanson during some briefing on the war effort. He stood with the Joint Chiefs of Staff and other military brass and random advisors, whose age and stiff postures contrasted with the former president’s youthful looks. The footage was slowed down and rendered into black and white. President Hanson slowly turned in the general direction of the camera while his voice, taken from some speech, comes in on the voiceover.

	“This election, here and now, is a life and death struggle for the future of our country. You have my promise, right now, that the first to yield will not be the real America.”

	It cut to an image of the Nationalist party flag as the music picked up tempo, and from there launched into a series of quick clips. They showed Drake standing in front of massive rallies, or scenes of violence and rioting in Pacific coast cities. It showed a clip of an assembly line with Drake in voiceover saying, “America will never yield to liberal terrorism. We will never surrender.”

	It showed a clip of Hill on some news show. “Get rid of all guns, only the police would have guns.”

	It switched to a clip of aerial patrol drones, the kind used by law enforcement, racing above the streets of New York. The camera, mounted on one drone near the back of a line of them, creating an image like some superhero flying among the skyscrapers. Again in voiceover, Drake come on saying, “God has chosen this nation for greatness. We cannot turn away from our task now.”

	The next clip was footage from just after a press conference Hill had given that summer down in the Federal Center lobby, just in front of the big fountain. It would have been a Rose Garden speech, had Hill been in the White House. As Hill was walking away, toward the elevator lobby, the cameras had lingered on him. The president remembered the exact moment. He had been approached by his Attorney General, and had turned to say something innocuous that was not audible on the real video. Here in this ad though his voice was patched in on voiceover, in no way matching his lip movement. It was also patched together, a string of words said in incongruent, jarring tones, like a computer talking, a telltale indication that these were words he had said individually, but never together in this exact sentence. “We will . . . make . . . them pay. We will . . . make . . . their children . . . pay.”

	The video went to black for a second, and the words ‘This November’ appeared on screen. After that the music picked up again and the cuts became even quicker, now lacking any voiceover. It followed a pattern of showing Drake, at a rally or press conference; a scene of troops or military hardware; a shot of Hill, often looking beleaguered; footage of rioting or wreckage from a hurricane, nevermind that most of that had occurred during the Hanson administration.

	The quick cuts and music reached a sudden stop, ending on a clip of a cheering crowd. Again Drake came on in voiceover. “I ask all real Americans to stand with me in this, our darkest hour, to push back liberal terrorism and see the rebirth of our great nation under God.” The image cut to the Drake/Grace campaign logo.

	President Hill again paused the stream before it could progress to the next video. He ran his hand threw his hair, then rested his chin on his fist and turned to Angel. “We’re screwed, aren’t we?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“In the vote, on Monday, to certify the election. Drake’s gonna pull this out, isn’t he?”

	“Why do you think that?”

	Hill sort of shrugged and tossed a hand at the computer. “He puts out these ads, and, I don’t know, somehow people believe them. People literally believe I’m a Satanist who wants to take their guns and come for the children.”

	“I don’t think these ads are going to convince anybody.”

	“They convinced people before. During the campaign, they convinced voters to go with Drake.”

	“First off,” Angel folded his arms and leaned against the desk next to Hill. “They did not convince a majority of voters. Drake couldn’t even cheat his way to a majority in the popular vote. Second, the average voter is not who Drake needs to convince now. He needs to convince the former Republican senators who have genuine concerns about installing a war criminal as president. These hyperbolic, nonsense ads,” Angel gestured with a thumb at the computer, “aren’t convincing a bunch of septuagenarians that Drake is a safe choice.”

	Hill sat there, staring into space. “So you still think we have a good chance on Monday?”

	“I think Drake is desperate, and it shows. Just dumping a whole bunch of old campaign ads like this, on a Friday night? To convince senators to vote to certify your obviously fraudulent electoral votes? It reeks of someone who is losing and is falling back on the same failed tactics as before.”

	“They didn’t fail. They got him this far.”

	“They did get him this far. But everyone’s seen these ads before, it’s the same old stuff. Whatever impact they had is lost.”

	“They’re not quite the same.”

	“It looked the same to me.”

	“I watched the old ones,” Hill said. “The old version of this one. They changed it around a bit. The music’s the same, but they changed some of the clips, some of the lines are different. It’s a different faked line they have me saying to Sutherland.”

	“Yeah, that line, that one was obviously faked, but what about the one before that? About the guns? Did they use a voice generator for that, or is that real?”

	“That one is real, but taken entirely out of context.”

	“You looked really young in that clip.”

	Hill leaned back in his seat and shook his head. “God, that was over ten years ago. I had to look that one up as well. That was back in the days with Jules.”

	“With who?”

	“Jules Garner? The Republican rep? My old partner in crime.”

	When Hill saw this did not spark any recognition he sprung back forward toward his computer again.

	“Sir.”

	“You asked about Jules. Let me show you this, then we can turn in.”

	Going into some video archive had them directed first to an automatic advertisement. It began with a dark hallway and building orchestral music. It was real footage, but shot to make it look like a first-person shooter style video game, with an assault rifle positioned at the bottom of the screen and some kind of ammunition counter and health bar in the corner. The camera moved, again video game style, down a hallway lined with lockers, then pivoted toward a door. A leg appears from the bottom of the shot, again mimicking the video game look, as if the player had just kicked in the door. Beyond it the shot focused on a classroom, filled with small children who all turned toward the camera.

	The shot quickly cut to a clearer picture of the rifle itself, with bold letters swooping in above it. ‘Ares Defender presents'. The camera view cut back to the first-person style footage, now with a group of people running down a hallway with the first-person camera running after them, firing off bullets. A deep voice boomed in over the music to say ‘oh yeah!’

	The rifle splash screen reappeared, with the words ‘integrated targeting’ and ‘accepts smart ammo’ flashing quickly past. Then the footage was back to people running and the first-person gunner shooting. There was some quick shots of the gunner firing into a crowd of people in a nightclub dressed in rainbow shirts, of the gunner firing into a barber shop filled with dark skinned people, of the gunner firing into a line of brown-skinned people at a polling station, all as the music swelled.

	At last the splash screen returned with the bold letters declaring, ‘Ares Defender, MR-7 Mass-Acre.’ Below this was the tag line ‘putting the ‘mass’ back in mass shooting.’

	The advertisement ended and the actual video started to loud. “What the fuck was that?” Angel asked.

	“That? Oh, yeah, I’ve been sorting through Drake videos here, so its polluting my algorithm recommendations.”

	“Was that advertisement pro-mass shooting?”

	Hill glanced up at his chief of staff and shrugged. “Yes. It’s not the worst one I’ve seen.”

	“Holy shit, man,” Angel shook his head.

	On the laptop the video finished loading. It was a clip from an older style news show, with a host sitting at a long desk, his guest arrayed next to him, angled toward each other. In this case, as could be seen in the establishing shot, he had two guests. Hill sat further away from the host, looking kind of small next to his taller companion, who had a much more assertive bearing.

	“Welcome back,” the host started as the camera cut to a shot of just him. He was a goofy looking guy, his head a little too big or eyes too far apart or something else slightly off that was hard to identify. Nevertheless he proceeded in a jovial manner. “For my next segment I’m joined by two men who call themselves the ‘Grand Bargain’ caucus. Representative Jules Garner, of Colorado, a Republican.”

	As he spoke the camera cut to a view taking in all three men, and the host nodded to them each in turn. “And Representative Thomas Hill, of Pennsylvania, a Democrat.”

	“It’s good to be here,” Hill said. In the video even his voice seemed younger than the man slouched down watching at the Resolute Desk.

	“So, let me get right to it,” the host said. “First off, you two, you haven’t officially started an, an official caucus, am I correct?”

	“We will if we get more people on board,” Garner said in a baritone voice.

	“But not yet. It’s just you two, but, according to your press release, you are proposing, let me see, proposing a ‘radical rethinking of bipartisanship to move the country forward’.”

	“That’s correct.”

	“So tell me what exactly you mean by that.”

	Both of them hesitated, wondering if they should defer to the other. An unspoken agreement had Hill talking. “Let me give you an example, which is not necessarily something we’re proposing, but we want to get people thinking about what compromise, bipartisanship really looks like. Let’s say, one of the most contentious issues out there, abortion. Let’s say we put up a bill that does two things. First off, it bans abortion. Totally, everywhere, every state, at any time. No more abortion. Okay?”

	“I’m with you so far,” the host said.

	“Okay, that’s what you get, that’s what Jules gets.” Hill gestured to the two of them. “In exchange, this bill also bans guns. Get rid of all guns, only the police would have guns.”

	“That would be unconstitutional though.”

	“Well, I’m not talking about how this would come about. Say instead of a just a bill it was a constitutional amendment. An amendment that did these two things, simultaneously. No abortions. No guns. Is that a compromise you would be willing to take? Or for your viewers, I’d ask them to consider, if this was a compromise they would take.”

	“Giving up the right to bear arms is a lot.”

	“Would you take the deal?” Garner asked. “If it were on the table, right now, and you could make the call, would you?”

	“Huh,” the host said. “I don’t know if I could do that, if it were up to me.”

	“Would you be willing to go the other way,” Hill asked. “All abortions are legal, all guns are legal, no restrictions on either?”

	“I’m sure I have plenty of viewers, some probably leaving comments right now, calling for the execution of anybody allowing even a single abortion.”

	“Even if there were no more background checks or permits required for gun ownership?”

	The host hesitated at this. “This sounds awfully ambitious. I think you’d alienate a lot of people with these ideas.”

	“Well the point is not this specific idea,” Hill said. By now his hands were gesturing with each word, waving or pressing against the table, as he became more enthusiastic and animated. “The point is to get beyond maximalist thinking, get beyond the idea of fighting in some struggle to the death, winner take all, I get everything I want and you die in a ditch kind of mentality. That’s the kind of thinking that’s brought our country to this dysfunctional state and this economic crisis and this energy crisis.”

	Hill, becoming ever more excited, might have continued, but Garner interrupted by holding up his hand, and Hill yielded.

	“Let me ask you something else,” Garner said to the host. “This is a question I’ve been putting to a lot of my Republican colleagues, as of late, and never getting a good answer. I keep asking them, what is your end game?”

	“How do you mean?”

	“Well, let’s say I put that question to a liberal, to my friend Thomas here.”

	“I wouldn’t call myself a liberal,” Hill said.

	“Sure, left of center, right of center,” Garner gestured to each of them in turn. “But a Democrat, anybody on the left, you ask them this, you’ll probably start hearing about demographic destiny. About how the younger generations are much more liberal than older Americans, that the fastest growing groups, Hispanics and Asian-Americans, and urban centers, all of these lean toward the Democrats. So they’ll say, really, it’s just a matter of time, eventually the Democrats, or the liberal side, whatever form it takes, will have an unbeatable majority.”

	Garner paused here, but the host just stared back at him. “Okay. Sure, I’ve heard that.”

	“Of course. And maybe you agree, maybe you think it’s nonsense. I think we both have issues with that characterization,” Garner gestured between himself and Hill to indicate the ‘we’ he meant. “But that’s the standard liberal, Democratic response, that’s what they see as the end game. But on our side, among conservatives, what is our end game?”

	Again the host did not immediately respond when Garner paused. “It’s a good question. I can’t say I’ve thought about it a lot.”

	“We definitely have,” Hill said. “The first time we met, when we were both congressional freshman, at one of the orientation meetings, we started talking about this.”

	“About what exactly?” the host asked.

	“About where this all ends,” Garner said. “This partisan polarization, this bickering and hatred and mistrust that’s dividing our country. It can’t go on indefinitely, right?”

	Once more the host seemed caught off guard by a question directed at him. “No, I wouldn’t think so.”

	“That got us talking,” Hill said, “about what possible endings it could have. We came up with four, which I’ll let Jules explain.”

	“Obviously the first we just talked about, demographic breakthrough, one party or the other somehow just converts enough people to have an enduring majority. The Democratic end game, which neither of us think is really realistic. The next possibility would be some kind of gradual disarmament, a slow easing of tensions, turn down the temperature.”

	“You think your proposals can do that?” the host asked.

	“Well, let’s talk about the other options. What else could we do? There’s maybe the possibility of a split, a sort of amicable divorce.”

	“A velvet revolution,” Hill said.

	“Right,” Garner nodded. “We split up, maybe into two countries, maybe more.”

	“You’re actually proposing splitting up the United States?” the host asked in what seemed like mock shock.

	“No, no, not at all. But if we don’t end this polarization somehow, than where are we headed? Like Thomas said, we see four options. Demographic breakthrough, gradual de-escalation, a peaceful split, or a civil war. When I really press my Republican colleagues about this, get them to really think about this end game, that’s what it comes back to. They either say the Democrats will be proven right and eventually the liberals will just dominate the population, or they say we’re heading into a new civil war.”

	“The point is,” Hill seized upon Garner’s pause to jump in. “We don’t think that first option is realistic, the last two are atrocious to contemplate, so really we’re left with only one option. We have to learn to live together. We have to de-escalate, to find ways to compromise.”

	“The problem has gone on for so long,” Garner said, “and it just seems so intractable, we felt like something big was needed to shake things up, to change course. So we started talking about these grand compromises. We just started talking about the big issues and saying, you know, what’s your most important issue, what’s my most important issue, what if we just each got exactly what we wanted on our chosen issue.”

	“So that get’s us to some of the legislation you’ve actually proposed,” the host said.

	“We are co-sponsoring a set of bills, yes,” Garner said. “We’ve included language that links them. Neither goes into effect unless both pass.”

	“What we did,” Hill was leaning far forward over the news desk in his excitement. “Jules went to the most strident anti-immigration Republicans in the House, and he asked them to put together their dream immigration proposal. So we’re talking about ending chain migration, limiting birthright citizenship, limiting refugee amnesty, limiting virtually all kinds of green cards, ending sanctuary cities, as well as increased border security and employment verification, all of that is in there.”

	“Then Thomas,” Garner said in turn, “went to the most liberals Democrats and asked them for their most aggressive healthcare reform. Single payer, Universal Medicare, expanded benefits across the board.”

	“Then all we did,” Hill said with a broad grin, “is add the language linking these two to passage of the other, and put them out there.”

	“It’s a bold idea, for sure,” the host said. “I want to talk more about this joint bill, and about your other proposals, but we have to take a break first.” He turned to the camera and announced the show would be right back, in a prelude to the old style commercials that would have aired with the original episode.

	The stream switched to start loading the next clip, but Hill reached out and paused it. Through the viewing of this old show he had grown ever more morose, and was now sitting slumped deep in his chair. Slowly he turned to look up at Angel.

	“So I take it this grand compromise bill you were talking about never went anywhere.”

	Hill shook his head. “We tried various joint bills like that. We could never get any other co-sponsors, or any senators to sponsor a senate equivalent. Until I became Speaker I thought maybe that would be my whole legacy, a bunch of failed attempts at compromise.”

	“What happened to Jules?”

	“About six months after this aired he was gunned down in front of his house in D.C. A year after that the Nationalists won the first of their ‘wave’ elections, a bunch of Republican senators switched to the new party, and that was it. They started pushing their constitutional amendments, and a couple cycles later the Republicans were a forgotten third party.”

	“Jules was assassinated?” Angel was not about to let this detail pass.

	Without making eye contact Hill nodded slowly. “Uh-huh. By a group of men linked to a right-wing militia. They called him a RINO.”

	“A what?”

	“A Republican-in-name-only. It was the term they used back then, before the Nationalists really came along, to disparage conservatives they didn’t think were extreme enough.”

	“Did they ever catch the people who killed him?”

	“Huh,” this got a disgusted grunt from the president. “They didn’t even try to escape. It wasn’t some drive by shooting kind of thing. They waited in ambush in front of his house, then just came out and killed Jules, his wife, and his security detail, then hung around to desecrate the bodies. They put lipstick and makeup on him, put high-heels on his feet, then strung him up in his front doorway. When the cops arrived they were still there, taking pictures of themselves with his posed body.”

	“Oh wow.”

	“They pled guilty and got long prison sentences, but all of those were eventually communed. None of them served more than two years. The ring-leader, he was out after less than six months. These guys were constituents of Jules, from back in Colorado. This guy, he runs for Jules’ seat, as a Nationalist. Started his campaign while still in prison. Ends up winning.”

	“So . . .” Angel couldn’t say more, instead leaning against the desk again and folding his arms. “Wow. That would mean . . .”

	“Yip. I served in congress alongside the man who murdered my friend. The Nationalist leadership always assigned him to whatever committees I was on. I think they were taunting me.”

	Angel just looked away, out at the continuing rain, and shook his head. “Fuck.”

	“That guy,” Hill spoke even as he maintained a blank stare into eternity. “Jules. That guy was the next Lincoln.”

	“That’s pretty high praise.”

	“Hmm.” Hill shrugged. “Maybe not. I might just be seeing the past through rose colored glasses. But I thought so at the time. ‘Malice toward none, charity toward all.’ He liked to say that. I mean, he approached me, he befriended me, a Democrat. I think he really meant it.” Hill drew a deep, ragged sigh. “He talked about running for president, someday. I think he would have been great. Certainly better, more unifying than President Hanson. I told him if he wanted a Democrat as a unity ticket running mate I would join him.”

	“You think he would have run, eventually?”

	“Oh definitely. Maybe not won, I don’t know. We were pretty naive back then, thinking any kind of compromise was possible.”

	“Following an ideal doesn’t seem naive.”

	Hill smirked but shook his head. “It’s just, what we didn’t appreciate, the partisanship in this country is all negative now. People don’t love their own side, they hate the other side. They don’t care about accomplishing their own goals, just about destroying their opponents. Nobody would join our grand bargain ideas because all they could focus on was how it gave up something to the enemy. Didn’t matter how much we got, if they got anything it was an unforgivable betrayal. Jules, he,” Hill had to pause here as his composure started to slip. “He sponsored a bill that would have eliminated virtually every abortion clinic and every abortion doctor in the country, and it gets him accused of being a literal demon and executed by vigilantes.”

	“I’m surprised you would have sponsored a bill that did all that.”

	“I got my share of hate mail. But you know, abortions of that kind were on the way out anyway. It was all being done chemically, ninety-five plus percent of the time. Over the counter, uncontrolled chemicals. Well, they weren’t a controlled substance back then, anyway.”

	“Jules must have known that too.”

	“He did, just like he knew requiring every gun owner be an official member of a militia that had been officially registered with the state wouldn’t keep most people from buying whatever guns they wanted. We talked about the whole thing being a first step, getting everyone used to this idea of compromise. It was naive.”

	“Well as you said, what were the alternatives?”

	“That’s another thing we were naive about,” Hill looked up at him. “We never foresaw another way the partisanship could end. With a new political party that secured a majority breakthrough by using intimidation and violence to suppress voter turnout, then tried to make that majority permanent through genocide.”

	“That wasn’t a way for it to end,” Angel said. “All that did was delay the reckoning we’re having now. It comes down to the same four options you guys talked about.”

	Hill sighed again. “I think the first two options have been foreclosed. It’s only a question of the country finishing its dissolution gracefully, or with a whole lot more bloodshed.”
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	It had started as some kind of superstore, a giant concrete box sitting in the middle of a vast parking lagoon, in turn surrounded by similar stores and rows of suburban development right out of the previous century. After the energy crisis the superstore was closed and the building became an abandoned shell. It got a renewal on life when the National Guard forces imposing martial law turned it into a sector headquarters. Now, like any big structure, it had been claimed and repurposed by the latest conquering army.

	A floor to ceiling chainlink fence blocked off the bulk of the store from its front end. Behind the fencing the rows of shelves that had once held groceries or appliances or household goods or electronics now held ammunition and fuel and medical supplies. Further back, in the former store’s back storeroom, were stocks of guns and small patrol drones and literal tons of high-end battery packs.

	The front of the store still had a row of checkout counters. While recognizable as such, the electronic guts of these had been ripped out long ago, and they were left now as a disused portion of the facility. The former customer service center was now the nerve center for the Free Court Alliance.

	A giant table dominated the room, filled with random tablets, mobiles, and computers, some brand new, some old and cracked and barely held together. Mixed among these were a whole bunch of sticky notes and paper scraps. At the head of the table, surveying this mess, was The General.

	She had organized a lot of things before, dealt with a lot of logistics, but this pseudo-army was by far the most chaotic. At one time in her life it would have been a hopeless snarl that might have prompted her to give up, but nowadays she was in a more ‘embrace the chaos’ mind set.

	Her reverie was interrupted by a squad of people entering. Most were armed with guns taken from this depot but dressed like they were a roller-derby team, with bullet resistant padding and black face paint beneath their eyes. Lead among this group was a man who wore camouflage fatigues like The General but carried a heavy machine gun slung into a heavy brace that wrapped around his body.

	He locked eyes with The General, and they both stared for a moment.

	“Burns,” The General said to him. “Is Shamana with you?”

	The Burned Man paused, then unstrapped his gas mask, letting it dangle around his neck. It revealed a face not only covered in twisted and cracked skin, but a mouth with a long scar running from one edge up across his cheek. He spoke with a bit of a mumble. “She’s on her way over now.”

	“Perfect,” she nodded absently while staring at the cluttered table.

	“Everything alright here General?”

	“Hmph? Oh, yes, just,” she paused again, distractedly looking around some more. “They stockpiled ridiculous amounts of food and ammunition and medical supplies at these sector bases, but basically no fuel.”

	“Fuel is scarce.”

	“It is. More than I realized.”

	The Burned Man watched her continue to think, than took a step forward up to the table. “I wanted to let you know, ma’am,” he raised his voice a little, which only accentuated its slurred quality. “We just got the last ferry in for the day. All of our forces are out of Manhattan now.”

	“Good, good. Did you get a chance to meet with the civilian government?”

	“Olivia and Annina are meeting with them now.”

	“Is there gonna be any problems?”

	“Ma’am?”

	“I mean, are they going to be able to resume running the city.”

	“They’re going to, whether they’re able to or not.”

	“Do they have the personnel for it?”

	Burns paused, his face inscrutable as he considered his answer. “No.”

	“Don’t ever change, Burnsey. What’s the problem exactly?”

	“No police force. Limited emergency personnel. Limited administration too.”

	“Did they not recall the NYPD?”

	When Burns hesitated to answer this time one of his followers, a dark-skinned man with a giant, blue-dyed Mohawk hairdo, stepped forward.

	“Most of the former police officers left the city when the martial law government disbanded the NYPD,” Blue Mohawk said. “A lot of them are with us now, too. I don’t think it’s a problem though.”

	“Why not?”

	He glanced around, at Burns and at the cluttered tables. “The city’s deserted, General. Everyone’s fled.”

	“Everyone?”

	“Okay, not everyone. But there’s a huge number of refugees clogging the bridges the last few days.”

	“Is that not just people leaving the city for the weekend?”

	The Mohawk soldier shook his head. “They were packed up like they were leaving for good. We’ve got reports of a huge caravan of ‘em heading down to Philadelphia.”

	“Hmmm.” The General paused as she picked up a piece of paper.

	Before she could say anything more a new figure came rushing into the room. Burns and his soldiers parted to allow her to step up to the table.

	Despite her name, Shamana looked less like a shaman than a steampunk accountant. She wore a long, leather duster over a frilly shirt. Around her neck were a multitude of chain necklaces adorned with various medallions, emblems, and charms. Her hair, perhaps in acknowledgment of her chosen name, was a riot of colors. It seemed like she had been going for a rainbow pattern, with streaks of each color crossing her head from right to left. Somehow this had gotten smeared or grown out weird, however, leaving her with colors that bled together, had faded unevenly, or were showing her dark roots. She had unfashionable glasses with small, round lenses, though for each of these there was also an attached lense that could be lowered atop the primary one. These were both aesthetic and practical, in the sense that they allowed for vision of the many augmented reality displays in place around New York. To what extent they still had a function was unclear.

	Shamana came up to stand next to the table, a notepad in a leather case under one arm, a piece of paper in the other.

	“General,” she said. “You now have three envoys waiting to see you.”

	The General took the proffered slip of paper. “Three?”

	“A new group just arrived within the last hour. Tall man who says he’s the Secretary of State.”

	The General was staring at the paper slip, but this got a sidelong glance. “Well, is he?”

	“I don’t know. I don’t know what the Secretary of State looks like.”

	“Fair.” The General nodded to the computer devices strewn across the table. “Grab one of these and see if you can look it up.” She shuffled between the papers she held, then cracked a big smile. “We’ll meet with them all, but definitely this one first.” She held up her original scrap of paper.

	“Is that the, um,” Shamana leaned forward and adjusted her glasses.

	“The one Sarge is preparing something for, yes. Are they ready?”

	“Sarge is ready, yes.”

	“You need anything else from us, ma’am?” Burns asked.

	The General paused and considered this. “You want to be part of this?” she waved the piece of paper.

	Burns twisted his mouth in an expression that was unreadable on his wrecked face. “Couldn’t hurt.”

	“Then let’s get going.” The General pocketed the slips of paper. They exited the command room and headed for the main entrance. “It looks like tonight I am going to be visited by three spirits. Maybe they’ll convince me to mend the error of my ways.”

	“I doubt that,” Burns mumbled.

	“Three spirits?” Shamana asked as she fell in behind The General.

	Emerging outside into a winter twilight, The General paused and looked around. “Where were they again?”

	“Over at the,” Shamana trailed off as she pointed across the parking lot toward an abandoned restaurant. “Three spirits, General?”

	“The ghosts of Christmas past, present, and future.”

	As they resumed walking Shamana paused to consider this. “I can see that,” she said at last with a little smile. “More like envoys though. Envoys of America past, present, and yet to come.”

	At the far end of the parking lot they came to a building with a squad of drones parked around it. These were urban warfare drones, some of the biggest around. They were the size and shape of conventional automobiles, but with no cab and no turret, just thick armor plating, a giant metal wedge, like a construction vehicle, on the front end, and an array of guns pointing in different directions all around the otherwise flat top. They were the sort of thing commissioned by the Department of Defense for use fighting in Middle Eastern cities, then later sold as surplus to the martial law government, commandeered by rebels, and at last turned loose here.

	The General regarded these machines, which stood a silent, unmoving vigil around the former restaurant. Unlike most patrol drones, with their turrets constantly swiveling back and forth, these ones had no indication they were alive. She could not help but think this was by design.

	From behind one there emerged a group of figures. Sarge and James and their groups all still wore their uniforms, National Guard or police department or state troopers, though with emblems removed and, in most cases, replaced with the triangle bars of the Free Court.

	“You ready boss,” Sarge asked.

	“I’m ready, you ready?”

	She looked around to the others. “I’m always ready,” James said.

	“You sure you want to do it like this?” Sarge asked with a gesture to the heavy drones. “These things aren’t foolproof.”

	“At this point it’s all in the hands of God,” The General said. “Or equivalent. If this doesn’t work out, you’re in charge.”

	“That’s reassuring,” James said.

	Already though The General was moving around the urban warfare drones. “They all in there?” she gestured to the abandoned restaurant.

	“All of the official looking ones,” Sarge said. “A few suits, half-dozen armed men. They got a few dozen more with them, we made them wait back at the bridge.”

	The General nodded to this. “You got them taken care of too?”

	“Just give the word.”

	Sarge and a few others remained outside while The General led the rest of them into the building. It was a decrepit structure inside and out, with most of its distinctive markings stripped away. Inside all of the furniture was gone, and even the floorboards had been torn up, exposing bare concrete. A pile of trash had accumulated in a corner of the entrance alcove.

	Entering and turning left they came to a large room that was probably once an open dining area. Now it was just a big, blank room with expansive windows looking out on the parking lot. Some last rays of sunshine peaked between nearby buildings and came directly into the room, highlighting dust motes and accentuating those present in a red hued spotlight.

	With no place to sit the people in here had been standing and staring out the windows. Now they all turned and arrayed themselves in a line to face off with the Free Courters. At the lead of this entourage stood a man in a deep blue suit. He had a strong chin with a scraggily goatee, and a smug smile as he surveyed his counterparts. Behind him were a trio of aides in cheaper suits and with less assured smiles, and behind them were a half-dozen men in flak jackets with submachine guns. The jackets these men wore had the letters G-S-A emblazoned in yellow across their backs.

	In turn The General and Shamana stood at the front, with Burns and his roller-derby soldiers, along with James and some other former cops, arrayed behind them. All of the weapons in the room were held loose, pointed at the ground, but ready and on full display.

	“Sir,” Shamana said to the lead envoy as she stepped forward. “Thank you for waiting. Allow me to introduce The General of the Free Court Alliance.”

	She gestured as she turned back to her own leader. “General, this man claims to be the acting director of the Global Security Agency and an envoy from the president.”

	“The GSA,” the General said. “I thought that was disbanded.”

	“And I thought you were called the Free Court Army.”

	“We use to be, but we re-branded. Reflects our expanded cohort.”

	“Expanded cohort?”

	“Were those words to big for you? We’re a diverse alliance. Did your GSA not get disbanded or what?”

	“Ha,” his smile just got bigger. “Disbanded by the previous president. President Drake has asked me to reconstitute the organization.”

	“We don’t recognize the authority of this Drake individual.”

	“Nevertheless, he will be president. I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.”

	“We typically don’t have names here.”

	“Oh?”

	“Names are for people. Most of us are monsters.”

	“Monsters?”

	“Yes.”

	He stared at her, struggling to match her cold look. “So do I just call you ‘The General’?”

	“The ‘the’ is optional.”

	“Alright then General. My name is Jonathan Havoc, and as your, um, assistant alluded, I am the acting director of the Global Security Agency.” He held out a hand to shake.

	“Charmed.” The General kept her hands folded. “So tell me, what is that the ghost of America’s past has come to show me.”

	This got her an odd look as he slowly withdrew his hand. “Alright then, right to business. I’m here to speak to your leadership.”

	“That’s me.”

	“You?”

	“You were expecting someone else?”

	Havoc paused, tilting his head to study her in the waning sunlight. “I was expecting Judge Thornton at least, and possibly the other federal judges who went rogue and called upon the American people to turn against their government.”

	“Sorry, the Judges are dead. You’ll have to deal with me.”

	“Dead?”

	“Yip, all of them. I’m in charge now.”

	“You? Are in charge of this entire,” Havoc waved a hand out toward the window, “army?”

	“All of it.”

	“Okay then.” He drew a long breath. “In that case, as the leader of the so-called Free Court Army, or Alliance, I am here to inform you that the president sent me, on his behalf, to negotiate your surrender.”

	The General just stared at him. She moved her hands to hitch her fingers into her belt and continued to stare. Then she looked about at some of her own people.

	“I’m sure, of course,” Havoc continued, “that you don’t think you’re in a position where you need to surrender.”

	“Is your last name really Havoc?”

	His smile just got bigger. “It really is. Now, look . . .”

	“Why do you think, Mr. Havoc, that we should be considering surrender?”

	“Well, obviously nobody has stopped you so far, so perhaps you think you have free reign. But what you may not realize is that you owe your continued freedom to the ineptitude of the previous administration.”

	This got him a wide-eyed look.

	“You’ll find that President Drake is not so lax in the enforcement of law and order.”

	“So you’re going to arrest us?” The General ask in her ever dry tone.

	“It doesn’t need to come to that, at least not for your whole gang. That’s what we’re here to discuss.”

	“You think we’re a gang?”

	“Gang. Paramilitary force. Whatever you like to call yourselves.”

	“And you think you can arrest us?”

	“Not all of you,” Havoc shook his head.

	“Just the leadership?”

	“That’s what we need to discuss.”

	“It’ll be a quick discussion,” The General folder her arms. “The answer is we are not surrendering, and you’re not arresting anybody.”

	“As part of the leadership that’s what I would expect . . .”

	“So you can take our answer to Mr. Drake.”

	“Please, um, General. For your own sake and the sake of your people, I advise you to take this offer of negotiation seriously. Once President Drake has fully taken office he may decide to deal with the, uh, the situation you present more harshly.”

	“Him and what army?”

	Havoc’s smile turned into an actual chuckle. “You . . . you’re serious? General, you can’t actually believe you’re capable of taking on the United States Army.”

	“Mr. Havoc. While I’m sure you and your cohort have missed a great deal due to your own myopic stupidity, in cannot have escaped your notice that the United States Army no longer truly exists.”

	“Ha,” he made an exaggerated laugh. “I’m sure you’d like to believe that.”

	“Why are you so sure it does?”

	For a moment they just stared at each other, Havoc’s perplexed look meeting head on with The General’s cold glare. “What?” Havoc at last asked.

	In response The General just raised her eyebrows in a questioning look.

	“Okay, look, General, I didn’t come to play games.”

	“I think that’s exactly why you came.”

	“What? No, look . . .”

	“I think you’re here to insult us and taunt us. I think you’re a bully come to abuse those weaker than you, and you think we’re a weak target because you imagine you have an army to back up your empty threats.”

	“We do have an army, General. Believe me, the United States military would love nothing more than an opportunity to shoot up some hippy, liberal terrorists.”

	“You keep saying that as if the army still exists.”

	“Of course it still exists.”

	“Than how is it that the entire western half of the country is in open rebellion?”

	“That’ll be dealt with soon enough, don’t you doubt it.”

	“Except I do doubt it, Mr. Havoc,” the dry tone in which she delivered this made the comment that much more biting. “I doubt everything about you. At this point only an idiot would believe anything a Nationalist told them. It’s fortunate for you that idiots include a solid majority of the country.”

	“General, would you at least hear my offer before rejecting it.”

	“Since you apparently like to hear yourself talk, go ahead.”

	Havoc drew in a deep breath and glanced around at his aides and guards. “In exchange for handing over your leadership to face charges, and agreeing to disarm, President Drake is willing to drop all charges against anybody aiding, supporting, or actively working as a member of the Free Court Army or Free Court Alliance, or any of its derivative organizations.”

	“Derivative organizations?”

	“Whatever you people want to call yourselves.” He paused and stared. “If you’re so smart, you’d know that means anybody helping you, whether they call themselves Free Court or not.”

	At first the General said nothing more. The two sides just stared at each other as the sunlight disappeared from the room. Somewhere in the distant some street lights came on, though they did little to dispel the growing shadows.

	“Is that all?” the General asked.

	“I’m prepared to negotiate details, if you’re willing.”

	“And I’m to be arrested and charged with treason?”

	“Any leadership is. I had assumed that would be your renegade judges.”

	“In that case this doesn’t really sound like an offer to me, but to my people. You want to talk to them?”

	Without waiting for a reply The General stepped aside and gestured to the soldiers behind her. “Go ahead.”

	Mr. Havoc hesitated, looking between her and the soldiers. “You’re not going to get a better offer.” 

	Nobody on the Free Court side moved, and The General just kept staring at Havoc and his entourage.

	“You,” Havoc said with a sudden lurch. He jabbed a finger toward James, standing in his uniform at the front of the group of police officers. “You’re a cop?”

	James pointed at himself in confusion. “I was, yes. New York PD.”

	“Why are you helping these liberals then? They hate cops.”

	James did not respond, seeming taken aback by the question. 

	“I don’t think the Free Court are liberals,” another of the former cops said. This comment had The General turning to Havoc with a broad smile.

	“Of course they’re liberals,” Havoc said. “They’re trying to destroy America. This group was founded by liberal judges.”

	“So are you calling us liberals?” James asked.

	“What? No. I mean, not you. That’s why you shouldn’t be hanging out with these lowlifes.”

	“So now we’re lowlifes?”

	“No! No, not you . . .”

	“Just, our friends are lowlifes?”

	“They’re . . .”

	“Look,” James resettled his pose and his grip on his rifle in a way that silenced Havoc’s stammering. “I was a cop before the martial law government. I used to think the worst thing was how we always hauled people in, people who really shouldn’t have been on the street, just so we could file a bunch of paperwork and then cut them loose the next day. But after martial law, I realized it’s even worse to haul people in so we can delete a bunch of paperwork and wait until some unmarked van shows up late at night to take them away.”

	A stifling silence fell over the room when James stopped speaking. His gaze drifted away, out into the night, but then suddenly returned. “But I guess the worst part was when the people we were hauling in were families. When there are parents and children screaming as we shove the parents in one van and their children in another. It didn’t really matter if the families were black or if they were screaming in Spanish or some other language, that was the worst. I don’t know if that’s liberal or conservative, but whatever it is, I want to be on the opposite side from that.”

	Havoc did not have an immediate response. Into the silence the cop next to James spoke up again. “When the vans were first showing up they were unmarked. Then later they were labeled G.S.A.”

	Everyone in the room felt the temperature drop as night settled in around them.

	“The problem for you, Mr. Havoc,” The General stepped forward to say, “is nobody believes your promise.”

	“I can . . .”

	“And even if they did,” she raised her voice to talk right over him, “your offer does them no good.”

	“My offer is forgiveness for treason. That’s the charge you’ll all be facing.” He tried directing his words at those behind the General, at the cops and the weird people in roller derby outfits, but found himself only meeting cold stares.

	“Burns.” The General spoke without turning away from Havoc. “If this man were telling the truth, and you were forgiven all your crimes, what would you do?”

	The Burned Man lowered his gas mask. “What would I do?”

	“Would you go home?”

	“Ain’t got no home left.”

	“Family?”

	“Wife’s dead. Kids dead. Brother fled out west. No home to go to. Parents dead too.”

	“Would you tell Mr. Havoc how they died?”

	The Burned Man fixed his glassy stare on Havoc. “Starved. Or froze to death.”

	“Where did that happen?” The General asked.

	“GSA death camp. Same place I got this.” He pointed to his face. “In the Corps more than ten years, and this was the thanks I got when I tried to find out where my kids had gone.”

	Mr. Havoc held up his hands. “Look, if you’re gonna start blaming me for this liberal boogeyman of death camps . . .”

	“Is that really where you want to go with this, Mr. Havoc?” The General folded her arms as she moved to stand right in front of him. “You want to tell these people their missing families never existed? You want to tell Burns that his scars aren’t real?”

	Havoc hesitated, his eyes darting between The General and the teenage soldiers arrayed behind her.

	“Do you want to meet them?” The General asked.

	“Huh?”

	“These people you’re trying to convince to turn me over. Do you maybe want to meet them, find out just who you’re trying to talk to.”

	Without waiting for a reply The General stepped away, toward the Burned Man and the Free Courters standing around him. She scanned them briefly, then stepped over toward one of them. He was a tall, dark skinned teenager with a weird scar pattern along his one exposed arm. He wore body armor and a torn camouflage uniform and carried multiple melee weapons in a pouch strapped across his back.

	“This is Deryl,” The General pointed at him as she turned back to Havoc. “His father worked for some tech company in Silicon Valley. Well off family, never got in trouble. Had the misfortune of being a black kid hanging out in downtown San Francisco when martial law was declared. He got arrested, held without charges, shipped out here, to one of your bases, called Spiderhead. Has no idea now where his parents are now, if they’re still alive, if he still has any family left. Probably not.”

	With barely a breath The General walked a few paces forward. A pair of girls, looking like twins, stood near one of the big windows. Underneath their flak vests they wore plain knitted sweaters, and each carried a heavy rifle. “These are the Mora sisters. They’re also from California. They were part of . . . well, in terms you’ll understand, they were part of a hippy commune. Nature worship, healing crystals, clean living, that sort of thing.”

	The General paused, her full attention shifting to the sisters. An unspoken moment passed between them, then the two sisters both nodded.

	“It was one of those little communities that decide to live off the grid,” The General turned back to Havoc as she continued. “They built their own houses, grew their own food, generated electricity when they could, work odd jobs in the nearby town for extra cash. Just, you know, that’s what they were doing, living out in the country, minding their own business. Then the martial law government in California decided they were heathens and therefore terrorists. They deployed the hundred and first airborne division. Rolled in with these things,” She pointed out the nearby window to one of the urban warfare drones, “and even bigger tanks. Tanks! To knock over some wooden houses and vegetable gardens. Arrested everybody. The adults were sent to some camp in Nevada where they buried ‘undesirables’ in former strip mine pits. Kids, taken from their parents, sold, literally, to adoptive parents for the tax break, parents who could raise them to be God-fearing real Americans. Their real family is dead. They ran away from their abusive fake family. Now they’re here.”

	The General took a few steps forward the front, bringing her next to another soldier who was watching her intently. “Ethan. Can I tell your story?”

	Ethan was tall, almost equal height with The General, and built like the tank that loomed out the window behind him. He had a scruffy chin-strap beard and giant eyes, which lit up as he smiled and gave The General a nod.

	“Ethan is a transgender man. He had parents supporting him. They got him doctor treatments and hormones when he was young. Except they got these things on the black market. So we’re all fucking clear. They got medicine, to help their suicidal kid, on the black! Fucking! Market! Why? Because in Ohio, they passed a law that said getting your transgender kid hormone treatment was child abuse. Ethan’s parents were arrested when he was sixteen for helping him. Like all the parents in all these stories they’re probably dead. Or at least in jail at some undisclosed national security site. And why? What the fuck did that accomplish? They put Ethan in with some foster family who wouldn’t stop calling him ‘Emily’ and made him wear dresses.”

	As she spoke The General wandered back towards the front of her little group. Staring at Havoc, she thrust one arm back toward Ethan. “They made this guy wear dresses. But his real parents, who loved him, they were the child abusers. They had to be put away. And a good fucking thing too. Imagine how we would have turned out if he’d stayed with his birth parents! Fuck, they would have let him become a man!” Again she waved toward the bulky, bearded guy standing by the window. “Thank God his foster parents set him on a straight path, prevented him from doing something like, I don’t know, joining a psychotic vigilante army.”

	“Okay, fine,” Havoc held up his hands for her to stop. “Fine, enough. You’ve all suffered horribly and everyone needs to acknowledge your oppression. Except nobody cares about your pain, they care about your crimes. All of you.” He leaned sideways to speak to those behind The General. “Is this what you want? To go down with her, with the crazy people? Do you really want to die on some battlefield, or get captured and tried as terrorists and put to death, or do you want a chance to go home, live in peace and rebuild your lives.”

	“I don’t think you’ve listened to anything any of us have said.” The General took a step over to be in Havoc’s direct line of sight. She spread her feet apart, stood up straight, and put her hands behind her backs in a military style pose. “Mr. Havoc, let’s cut the bullshit right here and have a real discussion.”

	Before he could respond Havoc’s attention was drawn to movement outside. As he turned toward the window several of his soldiers started to react, bringing their weapons up.

	All of them were far too slow for the speed of the drones. Everyone in the room was suddenly deafened by a rifle crack as loud as an explosion. In a single instant windows on opposite sides of the room shattered, and one of the Liberty Guardsmen behind Havoc fell over, his body almost cut in two at the waist.

	A split second later there was another report, coming in so close it overlapped the first, and the head of another of the guardsmen exploded in a red spray.

	There were a series more after this, their sounds blurred together into a continuous bang that provided the base line for the symphony of exploding bodies within Havoc’s entourage.

	All of the Free Courters instinctively ducked, or even dove to the floor, except The General. She remained standing in the same pose. Havoc and those among his entourage not already dead ducked as well, but by the time any of them reacted it was already over.

	As the last gunshots echoed and faded only a single aide and Havoc himself were still standing. The General stared on with a blank look.

	“Holy shit!” Havoc said as he stood up straight and looked around at the carnage.

	“The reason, Mr. Havoc,” The General said in a flat tone, “that we don’t fear your threats, is because as much as you think you have an army, we have one too. Disorganized, undisciplined, unruly, dressed like a bunch of freaks, but armed. Armed to the teeth.” From her belt she unlatched a holster and drew out a heavy handgun.

	“You’re a monster!” Havoc said.

	“Yes, Mr. Havoc. Now you get it. We are monsters. You created us with your purges and death camps, and now the strongest and most broken among us have emerged. You made us,” she held up her handgun, “and you armed us.”

	Mr. Havoc started to stammer, but before he could say anything The General continued.

	“It might have been tough. Fighting the martial law forces. Overrunning this city. It might still be tough dealing with your vaunted Liberty Guard. Except,” she struck a false, opened mouth smile and pointed to her handgun. “Except you left all these guns lying around. It’s a good thing right, that everyone has guns. Everyone should have a gun, right?”

	The General stepped forward, pointing the handgun right into Havoc’s face. “It’s good everyone has a gun, right? Right?”

	For his part Havoc was still looking around, still struggling to react to the initial gunshots. His mouth hung open as he stammered. “I . . .”

	“Tell me how glad you are I have this gun.”

	“I . . .”

	“Tell me!”

	He blinked, staring down the barrel of her weapon, and managed to regain some composure. “I’m glad you have a gun.”

	“Good guys with a gun, right. That’s the secret. As long as you can find some good guys. I’m thinking we might be the bad guys, but I know for sure you’re not the good guys. What do we do if nobody’s a good guy. Who should have guns then, Mr. Havoc?”

	“I . . .”

	“You don’t have an answer?”

	He glanced around, looking at his surviving aide, who just watched with a horrified expression. As darkness had settled in it was becoming difficult even to see the line of Free Courters behind The General. “What do you want me to say?”

	“I want to know who should have a gun in a morally grey universe.”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Of course you do,” The General flashed another insincere smile. “The answer is everybody. Everybody should always have a gun. Right?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Sure you do. Say it. Everyone should have a gun!”

	“Everyone should have a gun.”

	“Say it like you mean it!”

	“Everyone should have a gun!”

	“Of course they should! The gun is good. The gun is power. Bow down before the gun, Mr. Havoc.”

	“What?”

	“The gun, Mr. Havoc. Bow before it!”

	She gestured toward the ground. Hesitantly Havoc got down on his knees. As he did The General kept her handgun shoved right in his face.

	“Yes. Yes,” The General said. “Give praise to the almighty gun. Nothing is more important that the precious, powerful symbol of virility. Give praise to the gun, Mr. Havoc.”

	“I . . .”

	“Do you not know how to pray, sir?”

	“I . . .”

	“Give thanks to the gun.”

	“I . . . thank you.”

	“Thank you for what?”

	“Thank you,” he looked past the gun barrel toward her dark expression. “For not shooting me.”

	“Surely you have more to thank your God for.”

	“I, um,” he stammered, struggling to meet her gaze. “Thank you for all my blessings?”

	“Yes, yes, praise the gun, the giver of power. Praise it!” The General spoke in a strange, lilting, almost song-like way.

	“Thank you . . . for . . . giving me . . . power. Oh . . . mighty gun.”

	“Yes, exactly. The gun gives all. Kiss it.”

	“What?”

	“The gun, moron. Kiss the gun.”

	Havoc hesitated. The General gestured with her handgun, moving it toward his mouth. He glanced up at her, then started to pucker his lips.

	“That’s right. Kiss it right on the tip.”

	With a little bob of the head Havoc leaned forward and gave the gun a peck, right on the end of the barrel.

	“Yeah, that’s right,” The General said. “Now suck it.”

	“What?”

	“You heard me bitch. Suck it. Perform fellatio on it. Give praise.”

	“I don’t . . .”

	“I’m not asking, Mr. Havoc! Open your mouth and suck the cock of your God!”

	Havoc hesitated again. Slowly he leaned forward, backed off, leaned forward again. He opened his mouth.

	The General seized the opportunity and shoved the barrel of the handgun into his mouth. “Yeah, there it is. Suck it hard.” Havoc just sort of sat there, gun in his mouth, and looked up at The General. “You can do better than that,” she said.

	Slowly, hesitantly, Havoc started to bob his head back and forth along the barrel of the gun. “Oh yeah,” the General’s smile widened. “Oh yeah, suck that God. Oh yeah. Faster, faster, faster,” her voice rose as she spoke. “Faster!”

	Havoc started going faster. The General closed her eyes and tightened her grip on the gun, allowing her finger to squeeze in on the trigger.

	The lone gunshot echoed through the room like a distant echo of the rifle shots earlier. The back of Havoc’s head sprayed out onto the ground, and then the rest of him collapsed.

	The General leaned down and wiped off the barrel of her handgun on Havoc’s suit jacket. Then she stood back up and turned to the one remaining member of Havoc’s entourage, a young man in a suit, staring on with a blank, wide-eyed expression.

	“I don’t suppose you got video of that?” The General asked him.

	He seemed to emerge from a daze. “What?”

	“That exchange. You weren’t recording it, were you?”

	He just stared dumbly, unable to respond.

	“Well, either way, this is the part where you run for your life and report back what you saw. Try to report it as accurately as possible.”

	“I . . .”

	“You really should run. You don’t want to hang around here with a bunch of psychopaths. When you do run though be careful of the drones. They have a tendency to just shoot everybody.”

	The aide just stared at her. Then his mind seemed to catch up with the situation. He turned and ran at a full sprint toward an exit.

	The General watched him go. He reached a nearby building and rounded its corner, disappearing from sight. The General replaced her gun in its holster and turned to Shamana.

	“Shamana, send a note to the judges. Inform them of the threat we received from the ghost of America’s past.”

	Shamana just nodded to this as she wrote something down on a pad of paper, trying to juggle it with a computer tablet whose screen she was trying to use for light.

	“General,” Ethan said, stepping forward next to Shamana. “Are we really gonna take on the U.S. Army? Or even what’s left of it?”

	“Pff. Not if we can help it.” She paused, considering this. “Or at least, not directly. We’ll see. Right now we need to get over to our next appointment. Did you ever find out if that guy really is the Secretary of State?”

	“I, um,” Shamana managed to finish writing something and switched to holding up the tablet. “I think so. I mean, he kind of looks like the picture I found online. Don’t you want to go to the other guy first, though? He got here long before the others.”

	“We have to visit the spirits in order,” The General said in an exasperated tone.

	“Well, um, okay. Follow me then.”

	With a nod The General had her soldiers following her out of the abandoned structure.

	“Is this second meeting gonna be like the first?” Burns asked.

	“I hope not.” The General turned to Shamana. “Were these guys armed?”

	“They, um, there were a couple of guys who I think are like Secret Service. Nothing like the platoon this Havoc guy showed up with.”

	“Good. Where’d you put them up?”

	“Fast food place over here.”

	Behind them Sarge and some of her people started doing something with the drones, maneuvering them from the haphazard parking job around the abandoned restaurant and back toward the headquarters. The General and her group crossed the vast parking lot out to a larger thoroughfare. Although traffic was non-existent tonight the streetlights here were less sporadic, and the traffic light at the main intersection still worked.

	At the corner of this intersection was a fast-food joint. Unlike the restaurant further back, closed since some previous economic slump, this place looked like it had been open recently, probably up until New Year’s. The inside was still lit up, and the damage behind the main counter was minimal.

	They entered to find a total of four men, standing as if they were waiting to order. Three of them wore suits that looked rumpled and stained. The other had on a denim button down shirt that looked incongruous for how clean it was. This one stepped forward now.

	“Which one of you,” The General looked among them, “is the ghost of America present?”

	This had the denim-shirted man stopping short and shooting confused looks around the Free Courters.

	“Um, General,” Shamana said. “This is the man who claims to be the Secretary of State.”

	“Uh, yes,” the denim-shirt man stepped forward with an outstretched hand. “Manuel Velacruz.”

	She shook his hand. “I am the General of the Free Court Alliance.”

	“I see. Shall I just call you General?”

	“Yes.”

	He hesitated, looking at her askance. “Do you not have a name then?”

	“I do not. Most of us don’t. We’re not fully human anymore. Please, sit down.” She gestured to a little plastic table nearby.

	The suited men positioned themselves a discrete distance behind Velacruz. Paralleling this the Free Courters stepped back as well, leaving The General and Shamana at the table.

	“Well, thank you for meeting with me General,” Velacruz started. “Sorry to disappoint you, but as you can see I am not a ghost, and I hope not to become one any time soon.”

	The General shot a glance over at Shamana, who kept her face stoic. “You are the envoy of America’s present, then.”

	“If you like. I had hoped perhaps to meet with your leadership. Judge Thornton or Judge Coleman.”

	“They’re dead.”

	“Oh?”

	“I’m afraid so.”

	“So are you in command then?”

	“In effect.”

	Velacruz considered her, sitting there in the harsh light. The General met his gaze straight, almost not blinking.

	“Well, I suppose I have come to the right place,” he said.

	“Don’t be too certain of that. The last federal officer who showed up tonight did not find the happy ending he expected.”

	“I take it this is the envoy of America’s past?”

	“He’s a literal ghost, now.”

	“I see.” Velacruz maintained a poker face even under The General’s stare. “So very much not a happy ending.”

	“Not for him, anyway.”

	 Velacruz shifted in his seat. “May I ask as to who this was?”

	“Said his name was Jonathan Havoc, claiming to be the head of the Global Security Agency.”

	“Hmph.”

	“Do you know him?”

	“I know of him. He was part of the GSA, before it was disbanded last year.”

	“He told me President Drake would be bringing it back.”

	“I’m sure he would,” Velacruz said. “I wonder if he was operating under orders from Drake.”

	“I don’t really know.”

	“But you decided to kill him?”

	“I did.”

	“Any particular reason?” Velacruz flashed a little smile. “I ask solely for my own personal benefit.”

	“Smart move. I shot him because he threatened me and demanded I surrender without having anything to back up his words.”

	“I fear I may have little to back up my own words, but I am not here to demand anything.”

	“Why are you here, Mr. Velacruz?”

	“I came in the hope of negotiating.”

	“Negotiating what?”

	“A ceasefire. An end to this . . .” He gestured around at their surrounding. “To the fighting you are engaged in.”

	“As of now we are not engaged in much fighting, per se.”

	Velacruz paused at this, intentionally allowing a few beats to pass with nothing said. “As of now?”

	“Correct. This past week was nothing compared to last summer.”

	“But you must realize this is not where it ends.”

	“Of course not.”

	“Do you not think a ceasefire would be mutually beneficial?”

	“Maybe, maybe not.”

	Again Velacruz deployed a practiced pause. “General, for what it’s worth, I represent the current administration, and you have my attention. What, exactly, is it that you want?

	The General leaned back and folded her arms. “To start, how about reparations?”

	“Reparations? For slavery?”

	The General shrugged a little. “Well?”

	“Unfortunately I’m not in a position to offer something like that.”

	“Would you if you could?”

	“If I could?”

	“If you had the power, Mr. Secretary, right now, would that be a point you’d be willing to negotiate?”

	The pause this time seemed to have Velacruz giving the matter some genuine thought. “It would require approval of the Congress. Even if the country had money the idea of just giving it to black people always seems to spark a huge backlash. Which is not to say I wouldn’t consider it, but it becomes a very big ask.”

	“Do reparations have to be money?”

	Velacruz looked at her askance. “What else did you have in mind?”

	“I think reparations should mean anybody descended from slaves should have their votes count for five-thirds as much.”

	Slowly a smile of comprehension spread across the diplomat’s face.

	“Not in perpetuity,” The General said. “For a set period. Maybe, four score and seven years.”

	“Hmph,” his smile just got wider. “I don’t think that would be any more popular, but I like it.” Velacruz sat up a little in his seat. “Is that what your army, your Free Court, wants, General? If I could somehow get you this would you set down your arms and go home?”

	“Look, Mr. Secretary,” The General leaned forward in her seat. “What we want is to live. President Hill called for a unilateral ceasefire prior to the election, and we acknowledged that, we observed that. I am open to negotiation with an administration that meets a basic minimum level of sanity. But under no condition will we sit by while Cornelius Drake becomes president.”

	“You would refuse to accept the outcome of a legitimate election?”

	“No, but we draw the line at Drake himself becoming president.”

	Velacruz paused, studying her tight expression. “You wouldn’t accept Drake as president under any circumstances?”

	“We would not. Because one of his campaign promises was to kill us.”

	Velacruz held her stare. “Do you think maybe that was just hyperbole?”

	“Oh, for fuck’s sake man,” her facade cracked and her voice rose. “We’ve been told that for years, and we all know it’s not true. It’s all rhetoric, take them seriously but not literally. Except they were being literal. President Hanson created the GSA and had them start actual extermination camps, and people were arrested without charges in the name of national security and taken to them and tortured or killed. They told us liberalism was a mental disease that had to be cured, and that’s what they were doing. I was tortured, I was injected with drugs and beaten and starved. I saw the piles of bodies being burned.”

	Without quite realizing it The General’s voice had risen to almost a shout. She caught herself here, resettling in her seat. “They have vowed to kill us, Mr. Secretary. I know Drake sometimes says these GSA prisons never existed, even as in his next breath he says he’s going to restart them. But we have to take the Nationalists seriously because this is something they’ve already done. It’s not just anybody issuing death threats, it’s a known serial killer. So, yeah, no, even if Drake won the vote fair and square, we would fight not to be under his regime, because what other option do we have?”

	Velacruz did not respond at first. Instead he looked away, over at the counter of this fast food place, at the backlit, brightly colored menu posted above the cash registers and the abandoned ovens and grills beyond. He drew a deep sigh.

	“General, I think you and I want the same thing.”

	“Okay. What would that be?”

	“I think we both want to avoid another Nationalist administration taking over the federal government.”

	“You’re right, we do both want the same thing.”

	“Okay, good. So why don’t we work together?”

	“What do you propose?”

	“Drake hasn’t won this election yet. The vote on certifying the electoral college is tomorrow.”

	“Right, but the Nationalists control the Senate.”

	“Not entirely.”  He leaned forward with just the hint of a smile. “The Nationalists only ever won control of the Senate when a bunch of Republicans chose to switch parties out of political expediency. Those guys are still around. I know them, a number of them, personally. They’re no fans of the war or of these whole anti-domestic terrorism campaigns and partisan sorting campaigns and whatever other excuses the GSA used to commit genocide.”

	“Yet they’re still Nationalists. How are they any different than the people holding the guns.”

	“They’re persuadable. They can see President Hanson drove the country into a ditch. They don’t want the war to resume. And they’ve been given an out. If the London armistice is going to hold, Drake has to be turned over to the International Criminal Court.”

	The General folded her arms and stuck a skeptical pose. “So you’re saying they would actually vote against Drake becoming president.”

	“President Hill and Senator Gardner have been working the votes. They think they have enough defectors to carry the day tomorrow.”

	“I find this hard to believe, Mr. Secretary. These are people who couldn’t stand up for basic principles prior to genocide. You think they’re gonna change now?”

	“Whatever else you think about these senators, they are not the detached from reality cultists of the Nationalist base. They’re aware of these death camps, they’ve seen the pictures and visited them even, they heard the reports General Randall gave about the camps, and they know and trust him, and they trust their own eyes. They can’t live in some state of denial about it anymore.”

	“You really believe that?” The General asked.

	“I believe we have enough Senators willing to do the right thing in spite of themselves. Even at a terrible political cost.”

	“Despite them showing no sign of having any principles whatsoever?”

	“General, if I may be blunt. If it were only the lives of yourself, your people, liberal Americans in general, if that was all that was on the line, then no, I don’t think there are enough votes in the senate to spare your lives.”

	“Not surprising. Shocking, but not surprising.”

	Velacruz held up a hand, anxious to continue his thought. “However, these Senators, they know now that a vote for Drake, a vote for the Nationalist ticket, is a vote to continue the war. They may have dismissed that as rhetoric before and just claimed Drake can’t do anything even if he wants, but now Drake himself is a war criminal. If we don’t hand him over the war continues, whether we take action or not.”

	“Uh-huh,” The General unfolded her arms and nodded.

	“And the Senators know that. They know the military situation. A vote for Drake means that, in a month or two months time, Chinese troops will be occupying Alaska. It means thousands of POWs in Manchuria are not coming home. It may mean none of our troops are getting home, at least not for a great while. They know this. This is a vote to end America.”

	“You sure it hasn’t already ended?”

	Velacruz nodded slightly in acknowledgment. “It will certainly never be the same. But none of these Senators want to be remembered for casting a vote that invited an invasion of American territory.”

	Now it was The General’s turn to pause. She sat there, staring across at Velacruz. The diplomat still managed to maintain his poker face, and The General leaned forward some, trying to read something in that flat gaze.

	“Okay,” she said. “Let’s say I believe you, that there’s a good chance Drake does not prevail, at least in this legal battle. What are you asking of me?”

	“A ceasefire. Publically acknowledged. The president’s campaign people think your ceasefire announcement on Labor Day greatly improved our performance in the election.”

	“And so what? You think an announcement now . . .”

	“Will seal the deal in the Senate,” Velacruz nodded and, at last, allowed himself to crack an actual smile.

	Again The General paused, this time looking past the secretary, into the indefinite distance. “Okay,” she said. “We’ll do it.”

	“You will?”

	“We’ll agree to a ceasefire, effective until this electoral college thing is resolved. We’ll announce it like we did last time.”

	“Honestly, something a little more official than some video posted online . . .”

	“We do things our way, Mr. Secretary.”

	“It’s just, it kind of resembled the propaganda videos Islamic terrorists like to release.”

	“Don’t worry. We’ve got some new studio space these days. It’ll be way more professional.”

	Velacruz hesitated. “Okay then. Can we work out exactly what this announcement will say?”

	“No. We’ll figure something out. You make your own announcement first, like before, we’ll follow that lead.”

	“Alright, we can live with that. Assuming Drake does not become president, would you also agree to more negotiations with the Hill administration?”

	“Yes, but if Drake does win, then all deals are off.” She reached forward, pressing a finger against the table as if to push in this point. “We’re going to be explicit about this. If Drake becomes president we expect to die regardless, so we intend to do so on a battlefield, taking as many of his supporters with us as we can.”

	“Mmm, could you maybe not be so . . .”

	“We have a deal, Mr. Secretary.” Already The General was on her feet, offering out a hand.

	He rose as well, taking her hand but speaking quickly at the same time. “I would at least like if . . .” 

	“We have a deal, Mr. Secretary. Don’t start lawyering it up. We already killed most of the lawyers around here. Take the deal and run.”

	“I, uh, I hope you don’t mean that literally.”

	“Which part? Killing the lawyers?”

	“Taking the deal and literally running?”

	The General smiled at this. “No, some of my people will escort you to the edge of the Martial Law sector.” As she said this she gave a nod to the Burned Man. Then she reached out and patted Velacruz jovially on a shoulder. “You’re alright Secretary. Way better than that ghost of America’s past.”

	“I, um,” he looked around at the Free Courters who were now surrounding the General. “I’m glad to hear that.”

	“I learned something new here,” The General turned to speak to Shamana and the soldiers. “About this senate vote, I mean. Did we learn anything from that last envoy?”

	There was a pause, The General looking around as if expecting an actual answer.

	“I think the only thing we learned there,” James said, “is how hard Nationalists suck.”

	This got some smiles among the Free Courters. “Alright, Mr. Secretary. I still have one more visitor this night.”

	With that The General was off, strolling out of the building with her entourage quickly following. Shamana rushed through the miniature crowd to catch up and walk alongside The General.

	“I am heading the right way, right?” The General asked as she came to the big intersection outside the fast food place. There was no traffic at all, and few vehicles even parked along this road, but everyone still paused to look before crossing.

	“Yeah, just past this building over here.” Shamana pointed to a construction site across the road and a little ways down. Like so much around here it was abandoned, leaving a half-built skeleton structure that was unlikely to ever be finished.

	“Wait, you put him actually at the construction site?”

	“He showed up in his own vehicle, we just had him park it there.”

	They crossed and continued down the sidewalk, past an old hotel that some of their forces were now using as a barracks. At the construction site itself there was a trailer set up in a parking lot. It was illuminated under a single working street light. Parked next to this trailer was a lone car, a black, compact two-door hatchback that seemed designed not to stand out.

	As they approached a man got out of the car, holding his hands in the air. “Hello,” called out Dave Wilder. His face was sprouting the beginnings of a goatee, and he was bundled up in a chunky sweater and thick overcoat. “Are you the one they call The General?”

	“I am. And you must be the ghost of America’s future.”

	This got a pause from Wilder. “I suppose I could be. Are you implying you have already met with the ghosts of America’s past and present?”

	“I have, and the experiences were quite different.”

	“How so?”

	“I made a deal with one and shot the other.”

	Again Wilder hesitated to answer, this time casting some meaningful glances at the soldiers accompanying The General. “Was, by chance, one of these ghosts the Secretary of State? Manuel Velacruz?”

	“If one was?” The General folded her arms as she replied.

	“He wasn’t the one you shot, was he?”

	“I can honestly say I did not shoot Secretary Velacruz.”

	“That was a disturbingly indirect answer.”

	The General stared at him a moment, then smiled. “The answer you’re looking for is no, the secretary is not dead, he’s headed home, unharmed.”

	“That’s good to hear. He’s a friend of mine. Was he the ghost of America’s present?”

	“Yes he was.”

	“Can I be so presumptuous as to ask if the ghost of America’s past was a man claiming to be the head of the Global Security Agency?”

	“You are quite well informed. Maybe you are from the future.” 

	“Oh no,” Dave smiled. “That’s too presumptuous. My name is Dave Wilder, but if we’re not in the habit of using regular names here I humbly request to be the ghost of America yet to come. Place the emphasis on representing one possible future, rather than The future.”

	The General turned at this point to stare at Shamana. The shorter woman at first did not seem to realize, then jumped a little when she found all attention was focused on her.

	“Did we manage to confirm this guy’s identity?” The General asked.

	“He’s, I mean,” she juggled the papers and computer tablet she still carried, trying to pull something up. “I looked him up. He’s a, um, or, he use to be a congressman.”

	“I use to be the sole representative of the state of Vermont,” Wilder said. “Now I’m the chief envoy of the Commonwealth of New England within the American capital.”

	“Why aren’t you in the capital then?” The General asked.

	“I have been temporarily recalled. Pending the outcome of the current . . . election.”

	The General smiled. “Pending the possibility of hostilities around the election outcome.”

	“That too.”

	“I was told you wanted to make some kind of deal.”

	“I do, yes.” Wilder started to turn toward his car, then hesitated. “Uh, can I get something out of the back?”

	The General gave a nod to James. He stepped forward and circled around to the back of the car, eyeing Wilder the whole while.

	“The briefcase, back there,” Wilder said.

	Opening the hatchback James stepped away as it swung upward. He hesitated, then stepped forward, shuffled around, and emerged out with a plain briefcase. He brought this around and set it on the hood of the car.

	“It’s locked,” James said. “Combination.”

	Wilder turned to The General, who now gave him a nod. He rolled the number dials on the briefcase until it clicked open.

	Inside there was a foam lining with cutouts that looked custom made for its contents. One side of the case was a folded up tablet computer. The other side has a series of keys, both ordinary physical keys and electronic key fobs in various shapes.

	As he stepped away James held a flashlight and shined the beam right on the briefcase. Wilder stepped aside so everyone could see.

	“So what is this?” The General asked.

	“Before I get into that, let me explain the whole situation.”

	There was a loaded pause before The General said, “okay.”

	“Eight months ago, a cargo ship set sail out of a dock in New Jersey, bound for Turkey. It was loaded with drones and related supplies. Before it could arrive, President Hanson was killed. Or killed himself, had a heart attack, went into hiding, was abducted by aliens, whatever rumor you believe. VP also goes missing, Hill becomes president, ceasefire agreed to. Turkish government falls in a coup. Cargo ship is in the Mediterranean at this point, doesn’t want to continue on to Istanbul, not enough fuel to turn around. They get permission to dock in Italy. Clear so far?”

	“Keep going.”

	Wilder nodded. “Okay, but then things over here start getting weird. You know, people claiming President Hanson isn’t dead, that he was deposed in a coup, Nationalist politicians, presidential candidates talking about continuing the war. Europeans start to get a little antsy about whether the peace is going to last. The Italians, they don’t want to be hosting a military supply ship if hostilities are going to continue. In all the chaos though the ship’s crew, they don’t know where to go, so they don’t want to leave. Italian authorities end up seizing the ship.”

	“Seizing the ship and its cargo,” The General emphasized.

	“Yes, effectively. After that the ship sits in limbo for several months. Hill administration is overwhelmed here with, well, you guys, among other things. Stuff out west and getting POWs back and all that. Pentagon is overwhelmed. Nobody knows or can deal with this cargo ship. Somebody tries to get the ship unloaded so it can be used to ship personnel back home, but the Italians refuse to take possession of a bunch of military hardware.”

	“Kind of seems like it would have been a good deal for them. Free combat drones.”

	“Seems that way to me too,” Wilder said. “I don’t know if they were maybe afraid the Americans still had some command override that could take control of the drones. Or maybe it was just the principle of it all. In some ways it’s like having a bunch of foreign troops, uninvited, hanging out in your territory. They wanted to get rid of the things, regardless, but nobody at the Pentagon or the State Department is answering. By the end of the Hanson administration there was almost nobody left working at State, that was where they put all the useless sycophants with fake, do-nothing jobs.”

	“Do I need to keep shining a flashlight on this case?” James asked.

	“Oh, sorry, no.” Wilder said to him. James gave him a sour look, unseen in the dark as he turned off his flashlight and lowered his arm.

	“Um, so, the ship is in limbo,” Wilder said, “nobody seems to want it. Then, just before the election, the Italians approach us.”

	“You?” The General raised an eyebrow to this.

	“The Commonwealth of New England. We have a, um, I believe the euphemism we use is cultural attache, stationed at the EU. The Italian councilor approached her, we agree to take possession of this ship and its cargo. By now the original crew has abandoned the ship and gone home some other way. We get our own people out there. Italians are just happy to get it off their hands.”

	“So where is this ship now?”

	“Where it all started, at a dock in New Jersey. Just up the shore.”

	The General cracked a wry smile. “Interesting.”

	“I thought so too. Anyway, the contents of this case, um . . .”

	With a sigh James turned his flashlight back on and held it up to illuminate the case.

	“So this,” Wilder said, “is everything you need to take full possession of the ship and its contents. Including several thousand rover drones of various types.”

	The General folded her arms and stared. “So what’s the catch?”

	Wilder shook his head as he reached over and closed the briefcase. “No catch. I just want to make sure these things get put to a good use.”

	“So there is a catch.”

	“Why isn’t your government just keeping these for yourselves?” James asked as he again turned off his flashlight.

	Wilder crossed his arms and leaned against the side of the car, looking away thoughtfully. “Officially, the Commonwealth of New England is simply an interstate compact. We, as a collection of states, have agreed to coordinate on an extensive range of issues, while maintaining a large degree of independence from Washington. Or Philadelphia, I should say, nowadays. All that aside, we are still, in a legal sense, part of the United States.”

	“You’re afraid seizing these drones would be seen as an act of rebellion,” The General said.

	“It would at least invite a lot of questions as to our status, which many would prefer remain ambiguous for the time being.”

	The General turned away in contemplation. “From what I’ve heard most of the troops and hardware returning from Europe have ended up in Norfolk, and the Nationalists there have not been shy about seizing it and building their own private army.”

	“Well, yes, certainly. We are trying to operate, to the extent possible, within the law. The Nationalists believe they are the law, and are not afraid to use force. Which is where these drones come in.”

	“You want us to fight your war for you.”

	“We want you to fight your war, General,” Wilder said. “The Commonwealth is willing to live with the status quo for now. Our concern is that a future Nationalist administration may not want to allow that status quo to continue.”

	“So, what,” The General said. “You want us to take these drones and . . .”

	“Ensure that there is no future Nationalist administration, yes. I believe our goals are aligned, in that sense.”

	“I don’t know,” Shamana said, standing next to her boss with her arms folded as well. “It seems suspicious you’re not just claiming these things for yourselves.”

	This got a slight smirk from Wilder. “Believe me, there are plenty of voices in Boston that were strongly opposed to what I’m doing here tonight. The thing about it is, keeping these drones is no more politically tenable for us than it was for the Italians. If we start arming ourselves we invite an arms race we cannot win. If we tried to just take them and keep them hidden we risk discovery and even worse repercussions. We can’t send them back. If we just send them on, turn them over to the Pentagon, they’ll end up like everything else, reenforcing the army General Quinn is building at Norfolk.”

	“So you’re really just willing to hand us this robotic army?” The General asked. “No strings attached?”

	“Don’t think these drones are some kind of ultimate weapon. Nationalist propaganda notwithstanding, I think the results of the Global War speak to how truly ‘invincible’ their robot army turned out to be. These things require diesel fuel, batteries, ammunition, spare parts. You’ll find a stockpile of all that in the cargo ship, but it’s not meant to last more than a month.”

	“You think they’re better with us,” The General said, “because they’re going to burn bright and then quickly burn out, just like the rest of the Free Court.”

	“I wouldn’t put it so starkly.”

	“Well you should. You should put it that starkly, I mean, because it’s true. I will accept your offer, ghost of America yet to come, and take possession of your drone army.”

	“While it is yours, regardless,” Wilder bowed his head a little as he continued. “I would be remiss not to mention one other thing.”

	“Yes?”

	“The powers that be, my bosses, wished for me to extract a promise. They wanted some kind of agreement that these drones were not going to be turned against us.”

	“You want something in writing?”

	“I don’t think that would be any more binding than your word. I’m not a diplomat, by training, General, I don’t have the patience to go through some word play kabuki to get some legalese neither of us would respect. Instead I just ask for an honest answer to one question.”

	“I can appreciate that.”

	“What are your intentions from here, General?” Wilder looked her straight in the eye. “It seems you have full control of the martial law sectors. What is next?”

	“Well, I can tell you, I’ve already made another promise, to agree to a ceasefire pending the resolution of the electoral college dispute.”

	“Oh really?”

	“As I understand, we’ll find out tomorrow. If Drake is defeated, than the next move is his. We’ll wait and see how far he’s willing to escalate.”

	“Okay, and if Drake prevails?”

	The General paused, then walked forward to Wilder’s car. She latched closed the briefcase and picked it up, letting its swing go a little wide in her arm. “I think we both know the answer to that.”
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	The swamp had its own freeway exit. From the off-ramp is was a right turn that led right into a guardhouse and a chainlink fence.

	The guardhouse itself looked like it had been hit by a hurricane. Given recent events this might literally have been the case. While most of the fence was in better condition, the gate part that must have once closed across this road was in a similar leveled state.

	After getting off the freeway the road led a short distance through this fence, passed a debris pile, and from there straight into standing water. Even before reaching the water the road was cracked and had grass sprouting through it. Beyond there seemed to be nothing but trees hung with moss and cattails sticking up out of shallow water or frozen mud.

	At the wheel of one of their rovers, Wrench slowed to an idle and let the vehicle roll forward while they took in the scene. As they got through the fence itself they saw that the debris pile was actually more coherent that it first appeared. All sorts of signs, perhaps having once had proper stands, were propped up by the chainlink wreckage.

	“Look at that,” Duncan, riding literal shotgun, pointed, and Wrench brought them to a full stop.

	A large sign, riddled with bullet holes to the point it was almost unreadable, declared ‘Potomac Riparian Sanctuary.’ Next to it a traffic Stop-sign had been repurposed with some hand drawn lettering to read ‘Vehicles Stop Here.’ There was an arrow pointing to where the road met the water.

	A little ways further was another series of signs, these once created by cutting letter shapes out from metal sheets. One said ‘visitors stay on the path.’ It had an arrow that pointed to what might be a trail that led deeper into the trees. Right below this sign the next one read ‘violators will be shot without warning’ and the bottom sign said ‘seriously, I like the animals more than you.’

	“I guess this is the place,” Isabelle said.

	They all sat there a moment, the engine still running, staring ahead at the swamp.

	“How do we want to play this then?” Isabelle asked.

	“I think we should approach by staying on the path,” Rat pointed.

	“Uh-huh, thanks smart ass. Do we all go? One of us goes? Armed? Unarmed? Do we wait and see if somebody comes to greet us? Try to contact them online again?”

	“I don’t think we’re getting any signal here,” Wrench said.

	“Let’s have Wrench stay and guard the vehicle,” Duncan said. “The rest of us will go in. On the path. Armed, but no weapons drawn. How about that?” He turned around to look at the girls in the back seat.

	“Okay,” Isabelle said. “Except Wrench comes with us, you stay with the car.”

	“Oh?”

	“Uh-huh. I trust Wrench more to keep his mouth shut, and I trust you more to shoot your way out of a jam alone.”

	“Hmph,” Duncan looked away into space. “I guess I can respect that.”

	Wrench just shrugged, and they got out of the vehicle.

	Duncan got himself situated in the driver’s seat while the others went around back, where they had loaded an array of weapons and supplies. All of them shouldered assault rifles from the cache, and Rat grabbed a helmet and set of tactical goggles.

	Down the path they quickly lost site of their rover and the road. The trees here had wide canopies that were bare of leaves yet still supported thick strands of moss. The stuff hung down in thick, greyish-green curtains that closed in around them, making the place feel like a hedge maze.

	“What is this stuff?” Isabelle asked as she, in the lead, brushed her way through some of the moss.

	“It’s Spanish moss,” Rat said. “Or its some variant of Spanish moss that’s migrated north.”

	“Hmph. Stupid fake climate change.”

	As they went the path trail quickly became imprecise. Despite the insular nature of their surroundings Isabelle struggled to guide them. Several times she stopped, leaving those behind her slowly sinking in semi-frozen mud while she tried to discern just which direction the path was.

	Deeper into the swamp the ground became soggier, the dry stretches shorter. Their path had them wading in brief stretches through freezing, ankle deep water.

	At last they emerged into a large clearing. Cattails grew all around its periphery, while at the center an ancient looking building stood on a slight mound. It was a two story brick structure, with odd shaped wings and partial three-story tall segments that all spoke of a long history of modifications and repurposing.

	Isabelle hesitated at the threshold of the clearing, looking around. One side of the structure had a fenced in pen that contained a generator, but it did not sound like it was running. A breeze stirred through the tall reeds, but otherwise the place was quiet and still.

	A look over her shoulder at the others just got Isabelle expectant stares. So she took a deep breath and started forward. Right away she realized there was no more sign of a path at all. However, a little ways to the left, almost hidden among the reeds, the road reemerged from the swamp, its cracked asphalt running up to a garage door in the structure.

	Before they could start moving toward the dry road a voice like a thunder crack echoed through the clearing.

	“Stay right there. Nobody move. I have a clear line of sight on you all.”

	The voice sounded like it was coming through a megaphone, but with an additional distortion, as if it also went through some kind of synthesizer first.

	All of them stopped in their tracks, looking around for the speaker.

	“Put your hands above your heads.”

	They all complied. “Um, hello,” Isabelle called out.

	“We’re not open to the public right now. Trespassers fertilize the cypress grove.”

	Again Isabelle glanced over her shoulder, but the other two just looked to her. “Um, hi,” she called out. “Yeah, we’re the, uh, the Free Courters. We talked to you online, I think.”

	This got no response. The pause drew out, until at last Isabelle called out again. “We’re here to talk to a Dr. D, or somebody who goes by that handle online.” She paused a second to see if there was a reply. “I’m Fizzy Izzy.”

	At last the voice said, “put your weapons down.”

	“Can we get onto dry land first?” Isabelle asked. “We’re sinking in the mud here.”

	“Get over to the road,” the voice said. “Keep your hands up. Then drop your weapons.”

	Slowly they resumed walking, making their way over to where the asphalt emerged from a pool of water. The land here was not dry, in fact there were some small snow drifts accumulated around the edges. Nevertheless the three of them stopped, setting their rifles on the ground in front of them.

	“Keep your hands where I can see them.”

	“Okay,” Isabelle said, setting her rifle down and slowly standing back up, arms outstretched. “We’re here to talk, we don’t want anything else.”

	“Stay there. Keep your hands up.”

	They waited for a moment while nothing happened. “We just want to speak to a Dr. D,” Isabelle called. “If this is the wrong place we’ll gladly leave peacefully.”

	“Stay right there and don’t move,” the voice said.

	“Ugh,” Wrench stretched out his arms while keeping them raised. “I don’t know how long I can stand with my arms up like this.”

	“Stay there! Keep your hands up.”

	“Okay, okay,” Isabelle said. “Be cool.”

	Again there was a long pause. Then they all jumped a little when they caught sight of motion on the roof. From a nondescript point where roof segments of uneven height met, there suddenly rose a figure. He was dressed in a heavy knitted sweater and hat, over which had been draped a tarp whose color was a good match for the grey of the building. The figure had a hunting rifle he kept pointed toward the group, even as he moved to rest its barrel on the higher roof segment. That uneven roof gave him good cover from anybody standing on the road, but now that he was standing up and had shed his tarp they had a full view of him. His baby face made him look like a little kid, though his size suggested more a young teenager.

	The boy kept the rifle balanced on the roof, pointing in the group’s general direction, his right hand still holding the trigger. With his other hand freed he produced out a mobile that he set on the lip next to his rifle barrel. He did something with the mobile, hitting buttons with furtive glances while also constantly looking back up at his guests.

	“We don’t mean any harm,” Isabelle said.

	“Quiet,” the boy said. He no longer had whatever system had been distorting and amplifying his voice, which now came through a lot higher and with a slight crack.

	From the mobile they heard the sound of a ring. It rang a couple times, then someone picked up. “Yes, dear.”

	“Mom. Some people are here saying they’re from the Free Court.”

	“If that’s Dr. D tell her it’s Fizzy Izzy.”

	“Quiet,” the boy shouted. Then, to his phone, he said, “one of them says her name is Fizzy Izzy.”

	“Oh, geez, right, that’s today. Hold on, I’ll be right over.”

	“What should I tell them?”

	“Tell them I’ll be right over. Don’t worry, they’re friends.”

	There was a click as the call disconnected. The boy slipped the mobile back into a pocket and got both hands back on his rifle. He kept both his weapon and his glare fixed on the group throughout.

	“You can put your hands down,” he said. “But stay there, and don’t make any sudden moves.”

	They watched as the boy got himself resettled, crouching down with the trap draped over him again and the rifle barely sticking out over the lip of the roof. Now that they had seen him he was easy to spot, though he blended it quite well.

	Wrench shot a questioning look over at Rat, but she just shrugged and shook her head.

	For another ten minutes they stood out there in the cold, nobody saying anything. Wrench kept checking his watch, still not used to having one this past week after so long without. Above the boy remained motionless.

	At last there was a stirring at a plain, unmarked doorway next to the garage door. Through this emerged a heavy-set woman dressed in a heavy coat and the same kind of plain knitted clothes as the boy. She looked around, then waved.

	“Hey there folks.”

	“Hello,” Isabelle waved back. “I’m Izzy. I think we spoke online.”

	“Yes we did. I’m Dr. Doomoore. Come on in,” she waved them forward.

	“Mom?” the boy up on the roof called down to her.

	“It’s okay Joey, these are the Resistance people I was talking about.”

	The Free Courters picked up their rifles and made their way to the front door, conscious that the boy had not moved from his perch.

	“Come on in,” Dr. D said. “We have power today so it’s nice and warm.”

	“Mom?” the boy again called in his apprehensive tone.

	“Come on down dear.”

	“What about the gate?”

	“We have power, we can watch from inside. Come on down, it’s time for lunch anyway.”

	At last the boy got up again as the rest of them followed Dr. D into the building.

	Despite her claim the place did not initially seem to be heated. They stood in a dark hallway lined with peeling paint and cracked tiles. A pedestal bird fountain left sitting right next to the door was filled with ice. Next to this was a doorway opening into a wider room that looked like it may have once been some kind of lobby. It had a sort of wrap around reception desk on the far wall and a big table in its middle. All of this was now piled with boxes and other random stuff. The storage was so overflowing that it spilled out some into the hallway, lining one side next to the disused bird fountain.

	Their host led them down past this doorway, toward the far end of the long hall. Here she pushed open a heavy door into a space that looked like an office break room. As they entered they were hit with a wall of stuffy heat.

	One side of the room had a kitchenette space with an inordinately new looking stove and a decaying, ancient looking fridge. The other side of the room had some tables pressed into service as computer desks. A series of monitors filled these, providing views from cameras situated around the building exterior, and perhaps elsewhere in the swamp.

	A pair of space heaters on opposite sides of the room circulated the hot air.

	Dr. D removed her coat and tossed it on a round table in the middle of the room. “So, I got the impression there would be four of you.”

	“Duncan is guarding the car.”

	“Oh, okay. We can get him to pull in.”

	Isabelle gave her a skeptical look. “You can?”

	The doctor had wandered over to the kitchenette. “We can. You guys came to the front entrance. That’s not the real entrance. Would any of you like tea?”

	“Yes, please.”

	“Plenty of tea to be had here. Haven’t seen coffee in more than a year, but lots of tea.”

	“So does that mean we used the wrong entrance?” Rat asked.

	“That’s the main entrance. We keep the other one hidden. Did you want tea as well?”

	“Yes.”

	“All around, thank you,” Wrench said. “We have some supplies with us, as well, if you’re in need of something.”

	“We’re doing alright out here.” She managed to balance four cups in her hands as she made her way over to the central table.

	At the same time the door crept open behind them. Peaking in first and then only hesitantly entering was Joey. Standing next to him the boy looked taller and did not seem quite as young. He glanced around at them, then without a word went over and took a seat in front of the bank of video monitors.

	The Free Courters all sat down at the central table with the doctor.

	“So, um,” Rat said, looking around them again. “What is this place, exactly?”

	“You mean the riparian preserve?”

	“The what?” Wrench asked.

	“If you mean this area of swampland,” the doctor said, “it’s the Potomac Riparian Preserve. It’s a nature preserve. I’m the preserve manager, Doctor Lisa Doomoore.”

	The Free Courters all properly introduced themselves. “Is Doomoore you’re real name?” Wrench asked. “Or is that an alias?”

	“Well it’s not my original name. I changed my name after the divorce, but I decided not to go back to my maiden name. Didn’t like my father any more than my ex.”

	“Why Doomoore than?” Rat asked.

	“Well, the original doctor who talks to animals is Dr. Doolittle. I’m the female version of him. Doomoore. For obvious reason.”

	She smirked, which got likewise responses from the others.

	“So does that mean you’re actually a doctor? Like, a vet?”

	“Yeah, I’m like a vet. I’m a doctor of zoology. I worked for the organization that lobbied the city to turn this land into a preserve. Now I’m the manager. Of course that means I’m also now on a bunch of terrorist watch lists.”

	“Really?” Wrench asked.

	“Well yeah. I think at this point anybody that worked for an environmental organization of any kind is on a watch list. Maybe even anybody who donated to one. I mean, that’s how they rounded up everybody for those death camps, right? Registered Democrats, mailing lists they seized from charities that were accused to funding terrorists, which was any liberal charity, all that. Right?”

	“I’d never really thought about it from that perspective.”

	“Were, um, were you, uh, rounded up as well?” Rat asked.

	“No. Never tried to arrest me. I don’t know why I got spared, seems like I would be high on their list. If I wasn’t taking care of this place I’d be joining the Resistance like you guys.”

	“Oh, um,” Isabelle said, “I don’t know if you got the wrong impression from our email exchange, but we’re part of the Free Court Alliance. Not the Resistance.”

	“Are those different? I thought it was all the Resistance.”

	“Well,” this had Isabelle stopping short to think. “I’m not sure.

	“I was under the impression the Resistance, capital R, was a distinct organization,” Wrench said. “Operating out west.”

	“Oh?” Dr. D took a slow drink of tea. “Maybe you’re right. I always just used the word for anybody fighting the fucking Nazis.”

	“Yeah, we could be wrong about this,” Rat said, “but I thought the Resistance was the people that have been fighting martial law in the Pacific Northwest for the past few years.”

	“Huh. I guess that makes sense. I just never really thought of any distinction between the two groups.”

	“So, wait, are you,” Isabelle glanced around as if there might be an unseen trap around here. “Are you not part of the Free Court? Cause that’s kind of why we’re here.”

	“I’m not an official member, I don’t think. I didn’t get a membership card or pay dues or subscribe to the newsletter or anything like that.”

	“The dues,” Rat said, “are kind of something that doesn’t get paid with money.”

	“Oh. That sounds ominous.”

	“Truthfully we’re not that discerning,” Isabelle said. “Any psychopath can join if they want. But, so then, you don’t have any connection to the Free Court people operating in this city?”

	“Oh, I have connections. I definitely know some of the local Free Court people.”

	“Are these people you can get us in touch with?”

	The doctor paused as she brought her cup of tea to her mouth, looking over it with a confused stare. “Wait, aren’t you guys part of the Free Court?

	“We, uh,” Isabelle glanced around. “We’re not a very centralized organization.”

	“What she means,” Rat said, “is that we have no idea what the Free Court people down here are doing.”

	“Does all this have something to do with the ceasefire?” Dr. D asked.

	“The ceasefire from last summer?”

	“No, the new one, that was just announced this morning.”

	“We, uh, we don’t know anything about that,” Isabelle said.

	“It was on the news, I thought. Some big announcement.

	There was an exchange of glances among the Free Court soldiers. “We haven’t heard anything about this announcement,” Rat said.

	“Mmm. Now you’re making me doubt myself.” The doctor got up from the table and circled around toward the bank of computers.

	“Don’t doubt yourself because of us,” Isabelle was quick to say. “As we said, there’s basically no contact between the Free Court in New York and the people operating in this town.”

	“And that includes us,” Wrench said.

	“Still, now I want to look.” She had come to stand behind her son at the bank of computers. “Joey, why don’t you take one of our guests out and get their car over to the garage?”

	Her son at first did not respond to this at all. Then he suddenly got out of his seat and retrieved his rifle from where he had set it by the door.

	“I’ll go with him,” Wrench got up from his seat. He grabbed his rifle as well as he followed the boy out the door.

	The girls, meanwhile, gathered behind the doctor at her computers. She had replaced the video feeds on the central screen with a news stream.

	The free news stream HeadLines had the story front and center in its iconic banner. “Says here,” the doctor read, “that the Free Court is handing control of New York back over to the civilian government and has agreed to cease hostilities while a final outcome to the presidential election is determined.”

	“I think we handed over control to the civilian government the moment we drove out the martial law forces,” Rat said.

	“Either way,” Isabelle nodded, “this is the first we’ve heard of this announcement.”

	“Oh, okay.” The doctor turned in her chair to face them. “Does this change your plans?”

	“Honestly, no, I don’t think so.”

	“We were kind of explicitly told to continue with our mission no matter what,” Rat said.

	“Also,” Isabelle nodded toward the computer. “If the ceasefire lasts only until they decide the next president, I mean, that’s today, right? They vote on that today?”

	“Yeah,” the doctor said, “that’s what it says here.”

	Rat chuckled at this. “At the rate we’re going this ceasefire will expire long before we’ve gotten anywhere.”

	“I’m sorry, did you say what this mission of yours is?”

	The two exchanged a glance. Isabelle shook her head. “We didn’t say.”

	“Are you sure you want to know?” Rat asked.

	“Probably not.” Dr. D stared at them, then turned away. She closed out of the news stream and took a drink of tea as the video feed resumed on the screen.

	The pause continued from there, all of them looking at the computer monitors or just off into space.

	“So are these cameras you set up?” Rat asked.

	“Yes. All around the preserve. Originally we put this in to monitor the wildlife. Nowadays it’s also for security.”

	“So you have a lot of security problems around here then?”

	“Oh yes. Ever since last spring when everything went to hell, we’ve had all kinds of people sneaking in.”

	“Why sneak into a swamp?” Isabelle asked.

	“That’s what I want to know. I use to think they were mostly people that came here to hide from somebody chasing them. Some of them though seemed to be out hunting, or just causing general mayhem. Last fall when the weather got colder we got people showing up hoping to collect fire wood.”

	“Do you, um,” Isabelle glanced back at the kitchenette, noting the ice chest on the floor next to the refrigerator and the rack filled with dry goods on the far wall. “Do you guys live here then?”

	“We do. I was still commuting at the beginning of the year. Last year. But as things got worse during the siege I decided I couldn’t guard both this place and my home. All my staff had left. The whole two other part time people I had working for me. Ha. Also, the commute between home and here was getting dangerous. So Joey and I packed up everything we cared about and started camping out over here.”

	She paused and glanced back at the monitors, taking another drink of tea. Absently the doctor shuffled around the feeds, bringing to the central screen one showing the main entrance from an elevated vantage. They saw their rover parked there, Duncan sitting in the driver’s seat, looking like he was playing a drum beat as he slapped his hands on the wheel.

	“In the fall,” Dr. D continued, turning back to the others, “school never resumed, so I just kept Joey here with me. Obviously he didn’t mind.”

	“Is it just you two then?”

	“Most of the time. My older son and his wife, they’re both nurses, working swing shifts downtown. Whenever they get a stretch of days off together they come out here and stay with us. Usually they bring some supplies along, help out with some maintenance.”

	“Nurses.” Isabelle chuckled a little. “I’m surprised to learn this city has operating hospitals.”

	“Life didn’t stop during the siege. It just got messy. Anyway, my son and daughter-in-law, they’re the real Free Court people. I guess they have a lot of friends with the, um, army, organization, whatever you guys have. They bring me the news I pass along to Pick and Chip.”

	“Are they the ones we need to talk to?”

	“Depends on what you want. I do know the main contact they have. The Caterpillar Queen and the Butterfly King. Never met them myself but my son says they run the Free Court operation in this town.”

	“You know where we can find them?”

	“I do. If this connection is stable enough I can even call my son and have him set up a meeting. Of course that depends on my son also having an internet connection today.”

	“We are not in a rush,” Isabelle said.

	“You’re welcome to hang out here for a while, if you want. You wouldn’t be the first Free Court people to use this place as a safehouse.”

	“We have a safehouse, but I appreciate the offer,” Isabelle said, then paused and looked around. “Actually, maybe we will stay, you’re place seems more secure. I don’t know, we’ll see what the guys think.”

	They all fell silent again. The doctor again turned back to the monitors and switched the display. This time the main screen showed a ground level view of a field. In the middle sat a three-story concrete box of a building that looked vaguely like a fire station. Beyond it was the shell of a longer, brick building that appeared to have only two walls still standing.

	“This is our garage,” Dr. D said. “Joey ’ll have the guys park your car there. It’s safer than out on the road.”

	“What’s the building behind it?” Isabelle asked.

	“That’s just a ruin.”

	“Why are there ruins in a nature preserve?”

	This got a slight laugh from the doctor. “This land used to be a military base and the Naval Research Lab. After Hurricane Dana those got rebuilt in Florida and the city donated this land.”

	“A hurricane made them decide to move to Florida?”

	“I’m sure Nationalist party donors had nothing to do with that decision. Anyway, I used to work for the organization that lobbied for a riparian preserve out here. After the hurricane the land was all flooded anyway, and it was sinking into the river, so the city agreed to abandon it and let us set up here, and that’s how I became the preserve manager.”

	“Wait, wasn’t that hurricane like, only a few years ago?”

	“Four years ago this past fall, yeah.”

	“Four years and the place already looks like this?”

	“Amazing isn’t it?” the doctor looked at her with a broad smile. “Nature overtakes land way faster than most people think.”

	“Hey, um, doc,” Rat spoke up for the first time in a while. “Are those some of the trespassers you were talking about earlier?”

	“Where?” she spun to the monitors, searching around among all the feeds.

	“Here,” Rat pointed it out, and quickly Dr. D shuffled that feed to the central screen.

	“Oh shit.”

	The grainy image showed what looked like a pair of figures in Halloween masks moving along a chain link fence. They reached a gap in it and looked like they were about to duck through, but then stopped and stood there, seeming to have a conversation. The doctor tried zooming in on them, but the image became so grainy as to be meaningless, and she adjusted it back out.

	“You know these guys?” Isabelle asked.

	“Yeah. Back in broad daylight even. Shit.” She stood up, but then just stood there, looking around the room. “I’m sorry, I’m gonna have to go deal with this.”

	“Do you want help?”

	Dr. D stopped and slowly turned toward the two of them, a whole different expression on her face. “You guys are armed.”

	“We are definitely armed,” Rat said.

	“I might need your help, if you don’t mind.”

	“You’re helping us. Just tell us what you need.”

	“Um,” the doctor looked around again. Then she moved over to the other side of the room, grabbing a small hunting rifle from where it was tucked behind the dry goods rack. “Okay, come with me, we need to get a better view of this. We’ll go to the garage and meet the others when they get there.”

	With that the doctor was suddenly moving at a surprising pace. The Free Courters rushed to grab their weapons as the doctor disappeared out the door.

	They followed her further down the hall to an exit at the opposite end from where they entered. From here the doctor took a hard left and bounded off into the swamp, moving at something close to a jog.

	After a five-minute trot through the swamp they arrived at another clearing. Ahead was the three-story building they had seen on the cameras. The near side had a regular door, and next to this a garage door, though no visible pavement lead up to either. The doctor rushed ahead to the entrance, then turned and stood there, waiting for the others to catch up.

	“Come on, we have a lookout point on the roof,” Dr. D said.

	Inside the building appeared to be a hallow shell. They found themselves in a room of bare concrete, lined with windows missing their glass. At the far end a compact, roofless, two-seat jeep sat parked. There were concrete columns throughout the wide room, and a wall to the side was lined with some blank doors.

	Through one of these they entered a stairwell and followed the doctor up to the roof. She made her way to the southeast corner, directly above the garage door. Set up here was a tent, dingy green in color, tied down to some leftover fixtures on the roof. Getting into this Dr. D produced a set of binoculars and then knelt down by the lip at the edge of the roof, looking toward the south.

	Isabelle knelt down next to her. “Do you see anything?” Isabelle asked.

	The doctor shook her head. “The gap in the fence they were at is right there.”

	Following her outstretched arm, Isabelle located a fence that marked the edge of the swamp, just visible through a row of trees. Beyond the fence was some kind of industrial site, with lines of circular tanks, open pools, a knot of giant pipes on one end, and a cluster of tall cylinders further in the distance.

	For a few moments they just sat there, scanning around. The morning sun was just starting to burn through a low cloud layer, dispelling a slight chill on the breeze. The nearby trees rustled in the wind, but nothing appeared to be happening over at the industrial site.

	“I can’t see anything,” Isabelle said.

	“Me neither,” Rat said. “You wanna try?”

	Glancing over, Isabelle saw Rat had put on her tactical goggles, which looked like a pair of robotic binoculars strapped awkwardly to her face. She removed these and handed them to Isabelle. Before she could make any sense of them though they were interrupted.

	“Over there,” the doctor pointed without looking at them.

	They followed her pointing arm again. A ways to the east, where the trees thinned out, they saw a field of solar panels. Parked under some of these was a van. Its back doors were open, and several figures were moving in and around the vehicle.

	Absently Isabelle went to set down the tactical goggles, and Rat grabbed them up again, holding them to her face.  “I see ‘em,” Rat said. “I’m counting three men. Guy in a wolf mask, guy in a football helmet. No wait, make it four. One in, um, what would you call that?”

	“A cyclops mask?” Isabelle suggested.

	“No, I mean, well yes, that one, but what about the other one?”

	“Oh. Um.”

	“That’s a Shoggoth mask,” Dr. D said.

	“A what?” Both of the others looked to her in unison.

	“It’s a, it’s a thing with these guys.”

	“Who are these guys?” Isabelle asked.

	“Jumpies. They keep coming around here.”

	“Jumpies?”

	“Hey, um,” Rat interrupted, leaning out some to point. “There’s a vehicle approaching.”

	Isabelle scrambled over around the tent to look off the east side of the building. “It’s the guys,” she said when she spotted their rover bouncing and twisting its way through the forest.

	As it got into the clearing Dr. D waved down to them. The rover pulled up and her son got out the passenger side to come open the manual garage door.

	“Joey,” she called down, then waved for him to come join them.

	While the guys got the rover into the garage, the girls resumed watching. “What are they doing over there?” Isabelle asked.

	“I can’t tell,” Rat said.

	“There’s a couple more of them over there,” Dr. D pointed.

	They all pivoted to see, moving around a low building toward the knot of pipes and heavy metal frames further west, were two more masked men.

	“Those are our original two, aren’t they?” Rat said. “That we saw on the camera? Frankenstein mask and gorilla mask?”

	“I think so.”

	“I notice they’re all wearing heavy body armor.”

	The doctor did not reply, and they fell silent again, watching. The two figures continued on, reaching the base of some metal truss structure. From this vantage it was difficult to get a line of sight on them through the trees. At the van, three others were still moving around with clear purpose.

	“You guys see where Alabama man went?” Rat asked.

	“Who?”

	“The guy in the Alabama football helmet.”

	“He’s over there,” Isabelle pointed. He had moved to a point among the circular tanks and was crouching down next to a box of some kind.

	Behind them there was a creak as the roof door was pushed open. Joey rushed through, quickly moving to his Mom’s side. “Jumpies?” he asked.

	“Uh-huh. A bunch of ‘em.”

	“What is that smell?” Duncan said. He had put on a combat helmet, along with a pair of sunglasses, and carried an assault rifle at the ready.

	“You didn’t notice that until now?” Wrench, right behind him, asked.

	“It is way worse over here.”

	“I noticed it when we first got out at the entrance,” Isabelle said.

	“It’s sewage,” the doctor told then. “That’s the city’s water treatment plant over there. I’m Doctor Doomoore, by the way.”

	“Duncan Mexico, a pleasure,” he shook her hand as he crouched down next to her. “I’m told you can probably help us.”

	“I hope so.”

	“We’re gonna help her first though,” Isabelle said.

	“Okay. How so?”

	“I’m not sure. I’m not sure what’s going on here, exactly.”

	“We need something better for reconnaissance,” Rat said. “Duncan, did we bring any extra binoculars with us?”

	“Oh yeah. Want me to go grab them?”

	“Please.”

	“We’ve got the AMR too, with that high-end scope I could grab.”

	“Sure,” Rat shrugged, and Duncan bounded back toward the stairs.

	Overhead the sun started breaking through the clouds, casting the whole world in a washed out sort of light and adding a ghost of warmth wherever it touched. Joey found another rifle in the tent and started watching through its scope. A minute later Duncan returned carrying a set of heavy duffel bags. From one of these he began fishing out binoculars that he distributed, while Rat began unpacking a long rifle and other assorted equipment from the other.

	“Okay,” Isabelle said as they all got crouched in a line at the edge of the roof, peering over at the water treatment plant and watching as the figures over there continued to move about. “Doc, could you explain what this is all about?”

	“First off,” Duncan said. “Who are the Jumpies?”

	“They’re a gang, a militia group, like the Proud Boys or the Army of Civilization, these groups that have been terrorizing the city.”

	“What are they doing out here?” Isabelle asked.

	“They’re trying to drain the swamp.”

	The doctor said this with a finality, and at first got no response beside the slight stirring of the breeze.

	“They’re, uh, they’re doing what?” Duncan asked.

	“Haven’t you heard that before?” The doctor asked. “Drain the swamp?”

	“It was a Nationalist party motto, back in the beginning,” Isabelle said.

	“Yeah,” Dr. D said. “So that’s what they’ve set out to do.”

	“To drain the swamp?”

	“Right.”

	“You mean, literally? The swamp?” Isabelle pointed toward the ground. “As in, this swamp? Your nature preserve?”

	“Right.”

	“I thought that motto referred to the swamp, as in, like the swamp was D.C. lobbyists or the whole corrupt political culture or something like that.”

	“That’s what I thought too.”

	“But they want to literally drain your swamp?”

	“That’s what they’ve said.”

	Isabelle shook her head and turned back toward the water treatment plant.

	“Okay,” Duncan said. “So you’re the manager of this nature preserve? And these guys want to ruin it?”

	“Yes.”

	“So we gotta stop ‘em. Okay. So, what are they doing over there at the water treatment place?”

	“I think they plan to blow it up. Or at least part of it.”

	“Why?”

	“To drain the swamp.”

	Duncan stopped staring through his binoculars and turned to her. “So, does the water treatment plant keep your swamp filled or something?”

	“It doesn’t do anything for the preserve. The land here is already sinking.”

	“So why would blowing up part of the water treatment plant drain this swamp?”

	“It won’t.”

	“What?”

	Again everyone now turned to the doctor instead of the view. She looked at them and shrugged. “That’s what they said. They were going to blow up the water treatment plant to drain the swamp and own the libs.”

	The Free Courters just kept staring. “Do they,” Isabelle started, glanced over at the plant, hesitated a bit longer. “Do they really think what they’re doing is going to drain your swamp?”

	“It sure seemed like they did.”

	“Like, literally, water will flow out of this land and it will all dry up if they blow something up over there?”

	“I don’t know what they truly believe, but that’s what they said.”

	“That can’t be,” Isabelle shook her head. “Nobody is that stupid.”

	Now everyone turned to stare at her. She looked at Duncan, started to say something, looked back out at the plant. “Okay, right, so they’re gonna blow up the water treatment plant to drain the swamp.”

	“So, I gotta ask,” Duncan said. “Do we care? I mean, they’re not going to hurt your swamp, right?”

	“Well, no, but I’d prefer they not ruin the city’s water supply.”

	“Good point,” Duncan put his binoculars to his face again.

	“Also,” Joey leaned forward to look over at them, “when destroying stuff over there doesn’t drain the swamp they’ll decide to do something else to us.”

	“Also a very good point.”

	All of them fell quiet, staring through scopes or binoculars as the masked men continued to go about whatever they were doing.

	“Are we sure they’re actually trying to blow the place up?” Isabelle asked. “I mean, how did you find all this out, doc?”

	“These guys have been coming around since last spring. Or guys in the same masks have been coming around, I don’t know if they were the same people.”

	“Did you talk to them at some point?”

	“A few times. When they first showed up they were snooping around the fence on our side, like they were earlier, trying to get into the plant. This was not too long before the National Guard siege started. I had the night-vision cameras set up back then to monitor the wildlife, and I saw them snooping around the fence one night. So I went out to confront them.”

	“That seems like a bold move,” Wrench said.

	“Yeah, probably not my smartest moment. I found them though, and called out, approached them. They didn’t run or anything. I asked them what they were doing and they told me, straight to my face, they intended to drain the swamp. It was just a couple guys. I told them they were trespassing and I would call the police if they didn’t leave.”

	“Were you armed?”

	“I was.” The doctor indicated the rifle her son was now holding. “I think they were too, but they left peacefully. I called the police the next day to report it, but I don’t think they ever followed up or anything. I saw them a few times after that, sneaking around here after dark or driving past in their van. One time they parked their van at our front entrance and left it there while they went over to the water treatment plant. I guess they assumed it was out of sight at the entrance to a nature preserve.”

	“What were they doing over there, exactly?” Isabelle asked.

	“I assume scouting around. This was the first time I’d seen them in daylight. I actually ended up looking up online some organizations that were, um, you know, that wanted to ‘drain the swamp’ in a non-literal way. Like, anti-corruption, anti-lobbyist, good government kind of places. Anyway, I printed out their info and took it out to the entrance, waited until these guys came back to their van and talked to them, gave them the info.”

	“Really?” There was genuine surprise in Isabelle’s reaction.

	“Yeah. They had said they wanted to drain the swamp, but I didn’t get the impression they were people who cared about riparian habitats one way or another. I thought they wanted to fight official corruption, which was good by me. Anyway, they took the stuff I printed out, but they went and blew up all those organizations.”

	“They blew them up!” Duncan’s voice rose to almost a shout.

	“I guess I can’t prove they blew them up, but a few days later there was a series of bombings at the offices of all the places I had found information on. This was all last spring, during all that chaos. So point being, I don’t actually know if those offices were still being used or if these organizations really existed anymore, but the news said pipe bombs and other improvised explosives had gone off at all their offices.”

	“Have you talked with them since then?” Isabelle asked.

	“No. After that they stopped coming around for a while. I didn’t see them throughout the siege last summer. Then at some point after the election, after the National Guard withdrew, they started showing up again. Same van, same masks, skulking around after dark. After everything that had happened last year I was too scared to try confronting them, even armed, but I kept all the recordings of them. I tried contacting the police again, but most days they don’t answer the phone. I tried calling 9-1-1 one night when I saw them but never got an answer.”

	“Were they just scouting the perimeter?”

	“They started sneaking into the plant itself at some point. They get into the preserve and sneak in through that gap in the fence.” The doctor pointed to the gap in the chainlink in front of them where they had first spotted the two masked figures on the camera.

	“Does this water treatment plant not have it’s own security?”

	“Or any employees at all?” Duncan asked. “I haven’t seen anybody over there other than these Jumpy guys.”

	“I actually don’t know,” Dr. D said. “When I stared seeing them again late last year and couldn’t get in touch with the police I tried going over there myself. The main sort of headquarters building is right over there.” She pointed to a tall structure to the east, beyond the parking lot with the solar panel covered parking. “There was nobody at the front desk in the lobby. I wondered around a bit through the building before finally finding some workers. I told them about it. They thanked me, but that was it.”

	“Kind of amazing the place is still running at all,” Isabelle said.

	“I think it’s only got a skeleton staff left, and I think they’re actually living on site.”

	“Wow, really?”

	“It looked like part of that headquarters office had been turned into a, sort of a hotel, community. Actually a lot like the setup Joey and I have over here.” The doctor paused and gave a slight laugh. “I hadn’t thought about it until now, but I bet there are some people over there like me. Dedicated enough to their job that they kept coming even after the paychecks stopped, and crazy enough to move into the office when the commute became too dangerous.”

	“I wonder where they’re getting food and supplies.”

	“Could be their family brings them stuff, like us,” Joey said.

	“Or they scrounge what they can,” the doctor shrugged.

	“So, I’m sorry,” Duncan turned from his binoculars to face the doctor. “I’m still stuck on this. You told them about some, whatever, organizations dedicated to fighting corruption, and they responded by blowing those places up?”

	“I can’t prove it was them, but all the places I gave them info for were bombed within a few days of that conversation.”

	“Okay, you know, Jesus, we’re fucking killing these people right now.”

	“You sure you don’t want to try some other tactic first?” Wrench asked.

	“What, negotiation? Dr. Doomoore tried that, it got some innocent bystanders blown up. These people are too fucking stupid to talk to. They’re too fucking stupid to intimidate.”

	“They outnumber us.”

	“Barely, and they don’t outgun us. What have we got on hand, Rat?”

	“I can kill them all from up here,” she said.

	They all turned to where she was positioned at the end of their line and for the first time took in what Rat had been unpacking. The long rifle she had first pulled out of the duffel bag was now fully assembled. Isabelle had failed to appreciate that it had not been fully assembled already. It was almost taller than her. Rat hefted the thing up, deploying a bipod beneath the barrel and resting this on the lip of the roof.

	“What in the world?” Isabelle said.

	“This really is a great scope, by the way,” Rat said to Duncan.

	“I told ya.”

	“What is that?” Isabelle asked.

	“It’s called an anti-material rifle.”

	“Why do we have it?”

	Rat looked at her with consternation. “In case we need to get rid of some material?”

	“I mean, why do we have it here?”

	“I grabbed it from the stockroom on Staten Island right before we left.”

	“Okay,” Isabelle rolled her eyes, “but why did you bring it here, today, to our peaceful meeting with an animal doctor.”

	“Pick said there was a lot of militia activity down here recently,” Rat said. “He said we should be prepared.”

	“So you packed that?”

	“Hey, I was gonna pack the fifty-cal, but Duncan said to grab this instead.”

	“Oh. Oh, now it all makes sense.” Isabelle said sarcastically. She paused, then spun around to Duncan. “This was your idea, wasn’t it?”

	“What?”

	“Bringing just one giant gun?”

	“I didn’t think we’d actually be in a gunfight,” he said. “I figured we bring standard carry firearms, and one massive gun for intimidation.”

	“It’ll work though,” Rat said as she peered through the heavy scope on the rifle. “I really can take them all out from here.”

	“With that thing?” Isabelle pointed at the anti-material rifle.

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“Am I sure?” Rat looked up with a furrowed brow. “This thing is meant to take out tanks.”

	“Right, so isn’t this overkill?”

	“Definitely, but we don’t have anything else that’ll punch through their body armor at this range.”

	“We don’t?” Isabelle sounded incredulous.

	“Well we do, but we left it back at the safehouse.”

	“Why did we,” Isabelle trailed off, bowing her head, clenching her eyes, and pinching the bridge of her nose. “Okay. Alright. You guys get down with your bad selves.”

	“That’s what we do best,” Duncan said.

	“So the ammunition gives us a few options,” Rat said.

	“You brought multiple types of ammo for it?” Isabelle asked of Duncan.

	“It was all in one case, we just grabbed the case.”

	“What are our options?” Wrench asked.

	Setting down the gun Rat turned to where she had a series of ammunition crates propped open. “So we have smart ammo.” From one she produced an intimidating bullet. It was an inch around, six inches long, and looked like it had some kind of vents in its back. “These things can lock onto a target and will partially guide themselves. They’re pretty much a sure thing if you’re not a crap shot. Problem is we don’t have a lot of this type. In fact, I don’t think we have enough to take out all these guys with it.”

	“Have you fired this before?” Isabelle asked.

	“The AMR? Yeah, I tried it out back in New York.”

	“No, this smart ammo?”

	“Oh. No, I haven’t. Not that type. I have fired this type.” She produced a similar looking bullet from a different crate. “These are also homing rounds, but they have to have triangulation to get a lock. So somebody,” she paused while she looked at the gear strewn around herself. From among it she pulled out something that looked like a cross between a short rifle and a telescope. “Somebody will need to take this and move off somewhere to act as a spotter.”

	“What is that?” Isabelle asked.

	“It’s a, uh, it’s a laser range finder. It networks with the gun and the ammo. We don’t have a lot of the homing ammo, but more than the self-guided stuff.”

	“Can you not hit these guys with just regular, dumb ammo?”

	“Can you?”

	Isabelle rolled her eyes. “You’re suppose to be the sniper.”

	“I’ve fired heavy rifles before, that doesn’t make me a sniper. It just makes me the best we have. I haven’t exactly had a lot of opportunities to practice.”

	“We don’t really have a lot of the dumb ammo either, it looks like,” Wrench had moved around and was looking over Rat’s shoulder at the various ammo bins.

	“We’ll use that triangulation stuff then,” Duncan said. “Here, I’ll take the range finder thing.” He circled around and grabbed the laser device. “How close do I need to get?”

	“It’s not so much close as get a good angle,” Rat sat up to look around. “Probably if you move off over in the brush somewhere over there. It depends on where these guys are exactly.”

	“They’re wandering all over the place. I’ve lost track of some of them,” Dr. D said.

	“Yeah, I can’t see ‘em all either,” Isabelle said as she turned back with her binoculars. “We kind of had a better view of this from your cameras, didn’t we?”

	“I’ve actually got cameras positioned specifically to watch the fence and the plant now,” the doctor said. “Usually I have Joey monitoring those for me while I go out.”

	“I’ll just go find some place,” Duncan nodded.

	“I’ll go with you,” Joey jumped to his feet and rushed forward.

	“Joey!” his mother said.

	“What?”

	“This is dangerous, I don’t want you going.”

	“Mom, we live in a war zone. Everything is dangerous.”

	The two stared at each other, nobody else daring to interrupt. Joey broke the stalemate by turning to head off.

	“Joey!”

	“Mom. I know the area better than these guys, I can find him a good spot to watch from.”

	Again the stand off ensued. This time Duncan broke it by moving over to their unpacked gear. From among it he grabbed an army helmet like the one he wore. He took this over and plopped it on Joey’s head. “Safety first,” he hold the boy, then turning to his mom, “I’ll watch out for him.”

	The doctor scowled but said nothing as they turned to leave.

	“Hold on,” Rat said, looking through their gear again. “We need to stay in contact.”

	“Did we bring the walkie-talkies?”

	“Yeah. Two sets. Here.” She grabbed a pair and handed one to Duncan. The other she handed to Wrench. “Wrench, you be my communication relay up here.”

	“Alright.”

	“You’ll need this too.” From among the gear Rat picked up a pair of items that looked like headphones. She put one on and handed the other to Wrench.

	“What are those?” Isabelle asked.

	“Hearing protection. This gun is not quiet.”

	“Okay,” Isabelle said. “You need anything from me?”

	“Do you really think you can spot these guys easier on those cameras?”

	“Worth a try,” Isabelle shrugged. “Give me one of the walkie talkies, I’ll head back to the, um, base center.”

	“You should go with her, doc,” Rat said.

	This got the doctor to break her almost constant vigil watching the plant to give Rat a quizzical look.

	“I’m serious. Or at least get away from here. I don’t have any more hearing protection.”

	“Okay.” She stashed the binoculars but kept her rifle as she headed off with Isabelle.

	Wrench got himself situated with both walkie-talkies set on an ammo crate next to him, crouching again behind the lip of the roof. He scanned around and found none of the Jumpies were at their van now, and he could only locate three among the plant buildings and tanks.

	Looking over he saw Rat now had an elaborate set up. She had replaced the scope on the anti-material rifle with an even larger version that had some kind of electronics cords coming out of it. One of these she plugged into the rifle itself. The other got plugged into a kind of case device that made Wrench think of a battery re-charger. Except, instead of holding a row batteries this thing held a row of the smart bullets. A light on the device blinked red. Rat hit a button, the light glowed solid red for a second, then switched to solid green. She withdrew a bullet and set about loading it.

	The process for just loading the bullet into gun itself seemed elaborate, with a couple different lever actions to open a slot in the side and another couple moves to chamber the round.

	“What is that?” Wrench pointed to the bullet case thing.

	“Base station for the range finder. It syncs the bullet’s electronics with Duncan’s range finder and a similar one in this scope.”

	“Is that thing just single shot then?”

	“Yes it is. That part of this rifle is just one step above jamming gunpowder down the barrel of a musket.”

	“How fast can you reload?”

	She looked up at him with a sardonic grin. “Fast reloading is one thing I am good at.”

	A moment later Rat had the anti-material rifle set back up on the lip of the roof, and talk was starting to crackle in on the walkie-talkies.

	“We’re back at base,” Isabelle reported. “We’ve got visual on all six guys and the van now. Over.”

	“Copy that Izz.” Wrench rapidly switched between the his two walkie-talkies, one in each hand. “Duncan, what’s your status?” He paused, then remembered to add, “over.”

	“We got a nice little foxhole over here near the property line. Waiting for you guys, over.”

	“Sounds like they’re ready,” Wrench turned to Rat.

	“Make sure we know where all these guys are. Get eyes on as many as we can.”

	Speaking to Isabelle over his other walkie-talkie, Wrench began relaying information to Rat and Duncan. “Shoggoth and cyclops headed around toward the back of the headquarters building, don’t know where they are. Wolf-man is over among those big tank things. Football guy is at the far east end, over by those grid-tower things. Don’t know about the other two.”

	“Alright, just hold,” Rat said. “Wait for our moment.”

	Wrench relayed this to the others, then turned to look at Rat. She remained poised with her eye pressed against the scope, the giant gun looking almost comical. The sun was directly on them now, making the winter breeze that stirred feel pleasant. Rat remained tense and almost motionless.

	“Where did you learn to shoot?” Wrench asked.

	“My dad,” she said in a deliberately flat tone.

	“He taught you?”

	“He taught all of us. A lot of things.”

	Wrench hesitated, peering through his binoculars. He could see the wolf mask guy moving between some of the tanks. It seemed like they must have been setting up a whole chain of explosives, maybe to go off all at once.

	“Where is he now? Your dad?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“No?”

	“Back home still, I guess.” Rat managed to speak to him while remaining motionless.

	“Sorry, I didn’t mean to break your concentration.”

	“It’s okay. My dad,” she paused and grew even more still, her breathing coming to a stop. “He didn’t approve of a lot of my choices.”

	Before Wrench could even decide if he should ask more there was a crackling on the walkie-talkie. “We got the other two,” Isabelle said. “Frankenstein and gorilla, just came around that close building, walking west, over.”

	“Copy. Rat, the other two . . .”

	“I see them.”

	“Looks like football guy is starting to climb something over there.” Through his binoculars Wrench had spotted the man in the football helmet starting to climb something that looked vaguely like a high-voltage electric tower.

	“Alright, go time,” Rat said. “Have Duncan target the wolf-man, and be ready to switch quickly.”

	Wrench relayed this through the walkie-talkie.

	“Yeah, we see the other two,” Duncan said. “Aiming at the wolf guy now, over.”

	“Rat says to just keep the switch pressed and keep pointing at him,” Wrench relayed.

	“Alright, I got him,” Rat said. She drew a deep, slow breath. “Okay, brace yourself.”

	Before Wrench could reply, Rat pulled the trigger.

	The sound was like falsetto thunder, a boom and crack with a strange piercing quality. Scanning back through his binoculars, Wrench could not see any sign of where the wolf-man mask guy had been.”

	“Go gorilla, go gorilla,” Rat shouted in a way that made Wrench realize his ears were ringing. Already Rat had worked the rifle action to open its breech. More than anything her quick motions were slowed only by having to press a button on the bullet station and wait for the light to cycle. She worked without ever turning away from the sight, grabbing the bullet the moment the light turned green and beginning the reloading process.

	“They had to have heard that,” Isabelle said. “We heard it over here, over.”

	Wrench had no chance to respond to her, instead shouting into the other walkie-talkie for Duncan to target the gorilla even as he scanned the area himself.

	The guys in the Frankenstein and gorilla masks were right next to a two-story concrete building that sat between the circular tanks and the scaffolding and piping framework. Both of them were pressed against the wall, looking around. It seemed they may have thought the gunshot they heard came from that building.

	“Football guy has climbed down,” Isabelle reported. “He disappeared behind that building, heading east, don’t have eyes on him.

	“Locking on gorilla, over,” Duncan said.

	Wrench turned to repeat this, but Rat interrupted him. “I got it,” she said as she drew in a slow breath. “Locking in, locking in. There it is.”

	Turning back to his binoculars, Wrench was just in time to see the results. In the same instant that the piercing boom hit him he saw the gorilla-mask guy vanish. He was replaced by a hole in the wall behind him, surrounded by a red smear. The twisted lower part of a leg stuck improbably at an upward angle on a chunk of rebar.

	“Go Frankenstein, Frankenstein,” Rat was shouting, and Wrench found himself repeating this into his walkie-talkie without full conscious thought. He continued to stare through his binoculars at the unfolding scene.

	The man in the Frankenstein mask also seemed to be stuck in shock. He stood there, staring at the hole in the wall and the blood for several seconds, by the end of which Rat was already reloaded. By the time he turned and took off at a run Duncan was already calling again that they had a lock.

	This time Wrench did not blink and miss it. The moment the sonic boom of the rifle tore through him he saw the Frankenstein mask man explode in half, his head and an arm flying up into the air, remains of legs lurching backwards in the opposite direction he had been running. Another hole, as if punched by a fist, appeared in the concrete, at an odd angle from the direction they were shooting from.

	“Find me another target,” Rat said as she started reloading.

	“Izzy, do you see any of the others, over.”

	“No. Wait, yes. Football guy looped around to where the wolf-man was earlier. I think he found the remains, he’s running, back toward the van, over.”

	“Duncan, the guy in the football helmet is heading toward the van, do you see him, over.”

	“I see all three of the others. They’re all headed toward their van, over.”

	“Go football guy, over. Rat, football guy . . .”

	“Got him” Rat said. She had pivoted around some to angle the rifle more to the left. Football helmet guy was out in the open, among the low circular tanks, running at top speed and waving his arms. Wrench looked and found the other two as well, moving amongst the solar panels of the covered parking, back toward their van.

	Wrench realized these guys had parked their van, and generally operated, as if they were dealing with security further in, further south, within the water treatment plant. It had left them completely exposed to somebody in the Free Courters position.

	“Locking on football guy,” Duncan said.

	“Locking in,” Rat said. “Run Alabama man.” She pulled the trigger.

	The football-helmet guy exploded right before he reached the parking lot, a red spray expanding in the opposite direction he had been running.

	For the first time since this battle began Rat moved her head away from the scope. “I would not have made that shot without homing ammo,” she said with a wicked grin.

	Wrench just stared at her as she reloaded. “Do we have the last two?” she asked.

	“Um,” Wrench scanned around for the others. “I’ve lost the other two,” he said into both walkie-talkies at once. “Anybody still see them, over.”

	“They made it to their van, over,” Isabelle said.

	“Tell Duncan to target the front of the van,” Rat said.

	“Duncan, lock onto the van itself. The front of the van. Over.”

	They watched as the van started to move, turning a bit at first to get pointed straight and then starting to accelerate across the parking lot, toward an open area out front of the headquarters building and the entrance gate beyond.

	“Duncan, do you . . .”

	“He’s got a lock,” Rat interrupted. Wrench could identify that tone of voice now. He held his breath as she pulled the trigger.

	As the gun report sounded it was as if the van was in a collision with another, invisible car. Its front side near the engine crumbled inward, bending part of the front left tire. The whole vehicle tilted, its left tires both leaving the ground, and then it fell over onto its side and skidded to a stop, wheels still spinning.

	“Oh, ho, ho,” Rat almost laughed as she again looked away from the scope. This time her motion as she reloaded was a little slower. “Um, Wrench, pass me that ammo box there.” She pointed to the ammo box he had been using to set the walkie-talkies on.

	Wrench walked this the couple feet over to within her reach. From within the box Rat produced another giant bullet, this one lacking the weird vent features in its back, replacing these with a series of red stripes.

	“What is that?” Wrench asked.

	“Explosive ammo,” she said as she loaded the round.

	“What do you want Duncan to target now?”

	“This isn’t smart ammo. No homing.” She chambered the round and unplugged the electronics cords connecting the gun and the smart ammo case. “Not needed, I can hit a stationary target by myself.”

	Wrench turned to look back through the binoculars. “I don’t see anybody, are you just shooting the van again?”

	“I have a clear line of sight on their fuel tank.”

	When Rat pulled the trigger this time the boom was lower, somehow meatier or heavier, A fireball erupted from the van, followed a second later by an even more massive explosion. Parts of the vehicle were launched high into the air, disappearing into the sun. Windows shattered in the water treatment headquarters building and some of the covered parking awnings blew over like trees in a hurricane. A split second later the blast wave hit Wrench, a sudden wave of heat that shook their own building.

	He looked over at Rat in surprise. She returned the stare with a wry grin.

	“I think they still had some explosives left in their van.”
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	The House Wing of the Federal Center had a long corridor on its second floor. One side was lined with windows overlooking the adjacent street. The other side had an alternating series of doors and statues. The statues depicted various founding fathers and great presidents, all of them life sized, standing at military attention atop high pedestals. They all looked awkward and unnatural in these poses as they loomed over the corridor.

	There was a mild crowd in the hallway, coming, going, mulling about, but President Hill stood apart from them at the window. The broad windows here, with their southern exposure and frequent sunlight, were the real appeal of this hallway, and Hill was soaking in some of that light now while trying to ignore what was behind him. The statues lining the opposite wall were creepy, made more so by the deep hues of the fading winter afternoon sunlight slanting in on them.

	Moreover, between a pair of those statues, was a set of double doors that opened onto the upper balcony of the House congressional chamber itself, and the votes taking place there now.

	Some motion Hill caught out of the corner of his eye had him turning away from the window. Beyond the security detail and clutch of aides that followed him around, there were a couple of figures approaching. They had their own security and staff members trailing them, but the clouds of administrators parted and merged and allowed the principles to stand together.

	Hill sighed as he leaned against the railing that ran in front of the windows. “Guys.”

	“Mister President.” Senator Jim Pickett drug out the title, emphasizing every syllable.

	“Shouldn’t you two be in the chamber?” Hill asked.

	“Why?” Seth Gardner, the New York senator, asked. “House is voting now.”

	“I meant your chamber”

	“We’re done,” Jim said. “Shouldn’t you be the one watching in the chamber.”

	“Yeah. I don’t think I’m emotionally able to handle it.”

	“It is wearing a little thin, I agree.”

	From behind the two senators there was a stirring. They parted as Marcus Bernard approached. The Republican National Chair appeared disheveled, the day having somehow made him even more ungainly, his suit and his mannerisms draped awkwardly on his lanky frame. He looked about at the gathering nervously. “Hey guys. Shouldn’t you two be in the chamber?”

	Both senators laughed. “That’s what the president just asked us,” Jim said.

	“Oh.” Marcus glanced at them, still looking anxious. “Wait, what?”

	“The Senate already voted, the House is still finishing debate.”

	“Isn’t this a joint session?”

	“Ugh,” Gardner heaved a deep sigh, even as Jim turned to calmly start explaining.

	“It’s a joint session where the electoral votes are counted,” Pickett said. “But if at least one House member and one senator object to a state’s votes, then the two houses have to split up, we all march over to the Senate Wing,” he made an exaggerated gesture and spoke with affected exhaustion, “and debate the whole thing.”

	“Oh. Okay,” Marcus nodded. “Sorry, I just barely got here.”

	Gardner held up his watch even as he gave Marcus a skeptical look. “When did you take off?”

	“This morning. Mid-morning. By the time I got to the checkpoint there was a huge crowd of protestors and a giant line.”

	“It took you all day to get through the checkpoint?”

	“It took several hours just to get to the checkpoint. The freeways are clogged too.”

	“With who?”

	“Refugees, I think. From your state.”

	“Really?” Gardner now actually looked at his watch, which was a smart device itself, and started to pull up news streams.

	“There’s been a huge influx since New Years,” Hill said, “but it really picked up over this last weekend.”

	“So, um,” Marcus glanced over at the chamber doors. “What exactly is happening now?”

	“So,” Pickett said, “this count is taking all day because the Nationalists have literally objected to every state that President Hill carried. The debates have been short for most of them, but it still drags everything out.”

	“No surprises, I take it.”

	“We didn’t quite get as many votes as we expected.”

	“Really?” Marcus’ jaw literally dropped. “Did we lose some of our people? My people, that is, Republicans?”

	“They’re former Republicans,” Gardner said, turning away from his watch to rejoin the conversation, “which is the real problem.”

	“How many?” Marcus asked.

	“Three. Not enough to change things.”

	“Who were they?”

	“Well here’s one now,” Gardner said. They followed his pointed finger to where James Carney, the heavy-set senator from Virginia, was moving down the hallway, trying to steer clear of their gathering.

	“James,” Marcus called to him, stepping to intercept. “James.” The senator started to dodge before realizing the futility and instead stopped to face Marcus. “What happened?”

	He paused, tried to hold us head up and failed, instead dropping his gaze to the floor. “I’m sorry Marcus.”

	“I thought we agreed on this.”

	“I, um,” he stammered, again failing to meet Marcus’ stare. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t take a vote like this, not now. I’m up again next cycle.”

	“Two years away,” Marcus said. “I thought . . .” he trailed off.

	“It’s just,” the senator looked up, past Marcus toward the senators and president behind him. “I’m sorry.” He turned and rushed off.

	A shaken Marcus lopped back over to rejoin the little group. He met their questioning stares with a solemn head shake.

	“His state is one of the ones in contention,” Pickett said. “Probably makes it especially hard.”

	“We’re still carrying the votes though, right?” Marcus asked.

	“Every time,” Gardner said. “Both houses are just voting to go with the Randall commission recommendation.”

	“Where we up to now?”

	“Wisconsin.”

	“Oh, so we’re close.”

	“Very close,” Pickett nodded. “The senate already voted to accept the governor’s certified results. House, I think just barely started voting.”

	“The only other one that’s been close was Virginia,” Gardner said.

	“What do you mean?” Hill asked. “They’ve all been close.”

	“I mean, the only other one where there was real debate.”

	“There’s real debate?”

	“No, it’s, I mean,” Gardner took a deep breath. “Virginia and Wisconsin are the only cases where the Nationalists have tried to make any real arguments.”

	“What did they do for the other ones?” Marcus asked.

	“Well, I don’t know about in the House, but in the Senate we just got to hear a couple southern senators prattle on about how all Democratic votes should be considered illegitimate.”

	“So then what did they argue for Virginia?”

	“It’s an arcane legal argument,” Pickett said, “about if the legislature or the governor should get primacy in determining the outcome of an election.”

	“Do they actually have a case?”

	“It’s a real stretch. Ultimately the Hill electors were the ones certified by both governors, and by the strict letter of the law Congress has to treat that as the tie-breaker.”

	“Of course it was a past congress that passed that law,” Hill said. “So it raises the question if a past congress can restrict the actions of a future one.”

	“None of it matters,” Gardner said. “The vote has been the exact same every time.”

	“Even for these two,” Marcus pointed to the chamber doors, “Virginia and Wisconsin?”

	“Uh-huh. The objections have lost every time, forty-four, thirty-four in the Senate, one-twenty-eight, one-twenty-four in the House.”

	Hill was shaking his head. “That is a lot of votes in favor.”

	“But not enough.”

	“It should be unanimous. These objections are ridiculous.”

	Pickett reached out and patted the president on the shoulder. “Take the win, sir.”

	“Yeah, these days, that’s good advise Jim.”

	“So after this,” Marcus said, “when the House finishes voting, we go back to joint session?”

	“Yeah,” Gardner said. “Last state is Wyoming, which doesn’t have any official votes.”

	“Have the Nationalists been making any noise about counting states like that anyway?”

	“They did,” Pickett nodded. “They tried to object when Alton declined to accept the votes from Idaho, which were never officially transmitted to the Senate, but Alton declined to accept that rejection. He pointed out that there were no votes transmitted so there was nothing to object to. After that they didn’t say anything for Oklahoma.”

	“Our side had to object to the votes from Montana,” Gardner said. “Because somebody managed to somehow deliver their votes to the Senate. Well, not really, they were super obviously faked.”

	“But faked by somebody back in Montana,” Pickett said. “That was a step up in sophistication.”

	“Yeah, and so that was another ordeal. Had to separate again, more debate, ended up throwing them out with the exact same vote.”

	“Is that gonna happen again with Wyoming?” Marcus asked.

	“I don’t think so. Unless something has changed, I don’t think there are any ‘official’ Wyoming votes, fake or not. Once we get back into joint session that should be the end of it.”

	“I hope so,” Hill said and turned back toward the window. “How much longer do you think they have in there?”

	Before they could respond they were interrupted as Angel came rushing up from the nearby cluster of aides. “Mr. President. Sir.” His chief of staff was pale white. “Sir, you better come see this.”

	Hill exchanged worried glances with the senators, then rushed off, all their aides and assistance scrambling out of the way. Angel rushed across to the big set of doors leading to the House chamber. He burst past these and continued right on through.

	The Federal Center had large, semicircular amphitheater chambers meant to emulate their counterparts in the capital building in DC. The upper balcony was packed with journalists and reporters. Angel rushed down the central aisle past all of them to reach the edge of the balcony.

	A few reporters saw that the president had entered and switched to filming him, but Hill took no note, following right behind his chief of staff. As he came up to the railing the president looked down on the so-called ‘well’ of the chamber. At the center was an elevated podium where the Speaker of the House sat. A giant American flag hung against the flat wall high above her. Just below this was an electronic screen, at the moment displaying the vote count.

	The senators came up alongside Hill and Angel, all of them staring down into the chamber. “What’s happening?” Hill asked in a low voice.

	“Sir,” Angel started, then swallowed hard before continuing. “Some of the representatives from Ohio voted for Drake.”

	“From Ohio?” Senator Gardner asked.

	“From the New Ohio Authority. They represent different states, officially.”

	“What does this mean?” Hill asked, dreading the answer.

	“We don’t have the votes, sir.”

	They fell silent, listening as names of representatives were called and they came up to input their vote. It was actually an archaic system. Hill could recall a time, back in Washington, when each representative had a device at their desk and they could all input votes simultaneously. That system had existed here as well, but it appeared it was broken or offline. Now each member had to come forward, one at a time, and punch their vote into a single electronic device at the front of the chamber, which in turn prompted the big board overhead to update the count.

	Hill glanced around, then leaned over to whisper with Angel. “This vote is for . . .”

	“Sustaining the objection to counting the Wisconsin electoral votes.”

	“The governor votes?”

	“Correct, the ones the governor certified.”

	“So we’re against.”

	“We are against the objection, yes, sir.”

	Down below there was a growing murmur among the representatives present. It was hard to discern it from the dry calling of names and tallying of numbers, but the ineffable buzz in the air told Hill what had happened. He watched as the ‘for’ tally ticked up to one-twenty-six and the noise of side conversations grew markedly louder, both below and around him in the balcony. He could hear the reporters already rushing to fire off headlines. Down in the well Emily continued to call out names, a few final Democrats cast now meaningless votes against.

	“By a total of one-hundred twenty-seven in favor to one-hundred twenty-five against,” Emily announced into a microphone that projected her voice throughout the cavernous space, “the House sustains the objection to counting the presented electoral votes for the state of Wisconsin.” She banged her gavel once, and then a second time, much weaker. From high above the president watched her take a deep breath, straighten up her posture, and then adjourn the session.

	Below chaos erupted, all kinds of people shouting after the speaker as she headed for the exit, or at each other, or at nobody in particular.

	“You gotta be fucking kidding me,” Pickett said

	“Huh,” Senator Gardner said at the same moment. “Ha. Ha,” he started into a slow, mirthless laugh.

	The president just continued to stare. Then he leaned over to his chief of staff. “So what happens now?” he asked in a low voice.

	“I don’t know. The senate already voted down the objection to these electors. Congress has split on the issue. This is a constitutional dead-end General Randall warned us about.”

	Hill turned fully to face him. “So there’s no way to resolve this?”      

	“The constitution doesn’t say what happens in this situation.” Angel held out his hands and shook his head. “Supposedly, in the event of a tie like this the votes certified by the state’s governor are suppose to be used.”

	“That would be decided for us then.”

	“Right, except that tie-breaker isn’t in the constitution, it comes from a nineteenth century law. No matter what Drake is going to sue.”

	“Which goes to the Supreme Court,” Hill spoke as he turned to look off into space, “where they side with the Nationalists no matter how bad their case.”

	“Or congress comes up with an alternate plan,” Angel said.

	“How would they do that?”

	“By passing a new law, for example. They could override that nineteenth century law.”

	“You serious? This congress passing a law?” Hill gestured at the chaos and shouting still going on down in the well. Looking around they saw Speaker Alexander had left, as had a large number of representatives.

	“It’s the only other way out that I know of,” Angel said.

	Hill took a deep breath and leaned over, bracing his arms on the balcony. Down below the chamber was emptying out rapidly, but there were still enough representatives left to be involved in a couple indistinct shouting matches. Many others were giving interviews to different reporters scattered around the hall.

	Some reporters up in the balcony tried to approach the president, but a shake of the head from Angel had the Secret Service turning them away. Hill continued to just stand there and stare. Angel leaned over, trying to read his boss’ expression, then gave up and turned away himself.

	Hill seemed to emerge from his reverie with a start. He looked around and saw the senators he had been speaking with earlier had left as well.

	“Come on.” He turned to head back out of the chamber.

	“Where are we going?” Angel asked.

	“To find out what happened.”

	Hill got out of the chamber and around to the elevators. He found these busy, waited for only a second, then moved to take the stairs.

	“Sir?” Angel asked.

	“Come on.”

	On the fourth floor they started toward the speaker’s office, only to find Emily rounding a corner moving in the opposite direction.

	“Madam Speaker,” Hill said in surprise.

	“Mr. President,” she nodded curtly and walked right past him.

	Hill moved to keep up. “What happened?” he asked as he walked alongside her.

	“That’s what I’m going to find out.”

	They rounded a couple more corners and burst into a large conference room. In here a haphazard collection of small conference tables had been pushed around and rearranged and brought together. They formed a rough semicircle for what looked to be a rough meeting.

	Standing at the front of the room was Marcus Bernard. He looked up and started to greet the new arrivals, but Emily gave him no opportunity. Walking right up to the front she held out her arms and, in a voice just barely contained from being a shout, asked, “what the fuck!?”

	“I . . .”

	“What the fuck just happened in there?”

	Marcus hesitated to respond. Emily cast her gaze about the room. She could see most of Marcus’ independent caucus was present. Some sat with chairs pulled up to the tables, facing the semicircle center with notebook computers and papers gathered in front of them. Others were in front of the tables, in chairs they had spun around to face the center, or else spun part way around to put feet up on the tables or otherwise sprawl out haphazardly. It was all fitting, since they were a haphazard bunch. Some wore their best suits, conservative dresses, sports coats and khakis. Some appeared in sweatshirts and hoodies.

	“You stabbed us in the back today,” Emily said to Marcus. 

	Marcus still just stood there, mouth agape, stammering.

	When he didn’t respond Emily turned to look around the room again, taking note of a few more members filing in. “So what happened?” she asked Marcus.

	“I don’t know,” he shook his head. “I just got here.”

	“Ah, here we are, it’s the Psycho Sex Speaker.” Turning around Emily saw Senator Sheffield hobbling into the room on his cane. He reached a chair and nodded a greeting to a couple other uninvited members, Mathews and Page, who were sitting nearby. Sheffield lowered himself down and sat there hunched forward, still leaning on his cane. “Come here to answer for what you’ve done?”

	Ignoring him, Emily noted that sitting just down from Sheffield were the three representatives who had switched their votes. Hobbes, Arvis, and Rez all sat next to each other, all looking alternatively nervous or dejected. She moved to stand in front of them. “Guys, what happened?”

	“Hey, don’t avoid the question,” Representative Mathews said. He sat leaning back in his chair with his arms folded tightly across his chest. He had cleaned himself up for this occasion, wearing a cheap suit and having trimmed his goatee into a sharp spike. “Are you going to answer for the things you’ve done?”

	“Are you?” Emily asked.

	“Hey, I’m not a criminal pedophile murderer.”

	“What?”

	“We wanna know,” Sheffield said, his voice rising above some side conversations, rocking in his seat and not quite making eye contact with Emily. “We wanna know how you live with yourself.”

	“What?” Emily stared for a second, then shook her head. “No, you know what? I don’t care, Sheffield. I don’t have time to deal with your childish tantrums right now, I’ve got serious things to deal with.”

	“And raping and eating children isn’t serious?” Sheffield said.

	“Seriously Wade?” This came from Senator Gardner. The New Yorker had just arrived and stepped forward next to Emily. “We’re not here to litigate your fake conspiracy stories.”

	“Well we wanna talk about your crimes,” Mathews, sitting next to Sheffield, said.

	“What is there to talk about?” Gardner asked. “What are we gonna discuss? That obviously fake photo?”

	“According to your extreme liberal bias.”

	“Okay, hold on.” Marcus stepped forward next to Emily, holding his arms up as he called for attention. “Everyone, remain calm. Let’s keep this civil. Speaker Alexander is right, we need to discuss what happened here today.”

	“What is there to discuss?” Mathews said in a sarcastic, whiney pitch. “Your obviously fake votes?”

	“What?” Gardner scrunched up his forehead in genuine confusion.

	“Okay, seriously,” Emily said, almost shouting to silence some of the side conversations breaking out. “This is a meeting of the Democratic caucus. Those who aren’t members need to leave.”

	“Hey, we’re here to demand accountability for your crimes,” Sheffield said.

	“This meeting isn’t about your conspiracy theories, you dipshit,” Gardner said, his rising voice and choice of language silencing the rest of the room. “This is about today’s vote. Unless you’re gonna switch parties and join the Democratic caucus, get the fuck out.”

	“Hey, it’s a free country, I can stay here.”

	“No, you can’t, dumbass.”

	“You’re not gonna change parties and yet you’re staying,” Sheffield chortled.

	“I’m part of this caucus, and you aren’t. What part of that is so hard to understand?”

	“Maybe if you listened to me you would change parties, set this country on the right path.”

	“Okay, guys, please,” Marcus said. “Civil. Let’s focus on the issue at hand.”

	“The issue at hand should be the new evidence against Speaker Alexander,” Mathews said.

	In response to this Marcus deflated a little, and Emily just folded her arms and stared at Mathews.

	Into the silence, President Hill chose the moment to step forward. “New evidence?” he asked.

	Nobody responded to this at first, instead just looking around at each other.

	“Do you actually have anything that can even be called evidence?” Emily asked.

	From behind her, Chloe, Emily’s aide, stepped forward and handed her a tablet. On it was the picture that kept haunting Emily. It still showed her sitting at the booth at the sex club, still surrounded by topless dancers that still hovered in the air or appeared in front of objects that should have been in the foreground. There was also still the two topless underage girls present. Now, however, one of them had been turned on her side. She still looked like she was standing and dancing, but the image had just been rotated ninety degrees. Her head now appearing in front of a dancer that she should have been behind, and she floated more in front of the table that atop it. A new bit of photo editing, even worse than everything done so far, had been applied, imposing something that looked like a bloody chunk taken out of her side. Instead of being graphic it was cartoonish in its use of pure red coloring and lack of detail, the bite itself having the exact shape of some giant mouth.

	The whole room fell silent again as Emily stared at the picture. She blinked a few times and shook her head, as if she were hallucinating and trying to clear her vision.

	“What is this now?” Hill stepped forward for a better look at the picture.

	“It was posted last night on several news streams,” Chloe said. “With a story about, um, about Speaker Alexander, alleging she is the center of a pedophile cannibal ring.”

	“Isn’t this that same photo they posted before, just edited more?”

	“Yes it is,” Angel told him, stepping forward as well to peer at the picture over Emily’s shoulder. “But now the implication is that the speaker gets underage girls for people who like to have sex with them and then eat them.”

	“I take it,” Emily said slowly, handing the tablet back to Chloe even as she directed her words toward the members, “that the only evidence offered is this super fake picture.”

	“Some of the stories don’t even bother including that,” Chloe said.

	Emily said nothing, though everyone watching her could see the slight tremor running through her body. Finally she let out a suppressed shout that came out almost as a groan. “Ugh!” Emily threw up her hands and turned around, seeming about to walk away. Instead she took a few paces toward one wall and leaned against it, her head down and her hair drooping down around her face.

	Hill stepped forward in her place, standing next to Chloe now for a closer look at the picture. With a gesture he got Chloe to hand it to him, holding the screen up close to his face and zooming in on parts. “This is an awful editing job,” he said, then looked up at the representatives. “You actually believed these allegations?”

	It was asked not in a rhetorical tone, sounding like a genuine question, which seemed to give everyone pause.

	“You can see the evidence,” Sheffield said.

	“This?” Hill pointed to the tablet with a bewildered look on his face.

	“There’s more than that, there’s eyewitnesses.”

	“That’s right,” Mathews said. “Larry Elmo said he saw it.”

	“A bunch of people witnessed it,” Sheffield added.

	“Do you think maybe those guys could be lying to you?” Hill asked.

	“Fake news,” Sheffield turned away from Hill as he spoke.

	All of them stared, waiting for more, but Sheffield just kept his eyes twisted to one side, staring off toward a blank wall.

	“Okay,” Emily said, moving to rejoin Marcus at the front of the room. “We need to get this meeting underway, which means those who are not part of our caucus need to leave.” She turned to look at the trio of interlopers. “Gentleman. Would you kindly step out before I’m forced to have you removed.”

	“Oh, here we go,” Mathews said with a chuckle. “Pissed off the lefties again.”

	“Can’t stand the heat, huh,” Page said. “Gotta bring in your thugs.”

	Instead of responding, Emily turned around to her entourage. “Luke? Luke, would you mind escorting these men out?”

	Her Secret Service agent stepped forward. He glanced over at some of the other agents who had accompanied Hill up here, and then several of them started moving toward Sheffield.

	“Alright, alright,” he said, tilting forward on his cane. It looked like he might collapse onto the floor, but he manage to instead lean into a crouched stand. He hobbled out, Mathews, Page, and a couple aides right behind him.

	Once they were gone the room fell silent. Amy Arvis squirmed in her seat, under the now focused glare of the rest of the gathering, while Rez and Hobbes just remained slumped down. Emily stood with her arms folded at the head of the room, the others gathered around her, not daring to say anything.

	“Do all your meetings go like this?” Angel asked of Marcus.

	In reply Marcus blew out a long breath and turned to look up at the ceiling.

	“Okay, guys,” Emily stepped over to stand in front of the trio. “The three of you. You joined this caucus, you agreed to vote for us. What happened out there?”

	“It wasn’t by choice,” Rez said.

	“What?” Marcus arched an eyebrow as he moved to stand next to Emily.

	“They threatened us,” Amy said.

	“It was way more than threaten,” Hobbes said. “They took my family hostage.”

	“What?” Marcus said again with even more emphasis.

	“His whole family was taken hostage late last night,” Rez said as Hobbes’ face drooped down and he slumped further in his seat. “They threatened to kill them all, wife and two kids, if he did not change his vote.”

	“Good God,” Gardner said, looking around again at the room. “Did they at least get released now?”

	“The hostage standoff is still ongoing.”

	“Wait, it’s a standoff, not a kidnaping?”

	“Yeah.” Hobbes said. “They’re being held at my house outside Chicago.”

	“What do the police say about this?”

	“It’s the local police who are holding them hostage,” Rez answered.

	Gardner just stared blankly ahead, sending the room into silence once more.

	“Is that the case for all of you?” Marcus asked. “Are your families being held hostage as well?”

	“I’m not married,” Rez said, “but I did get a threatening voice mail from Drake himself just this morning.”

	“From Drake himself?” Gardner asked.

	Rez fished his mobile out from a pocket and pulled something up. Then he held it forward while it played an audio message. A voice came on, sounding like Drake but raspier, as if he was intentionally talking low. “Rez. You libtard loser. This is,” there was a lengthy pause, “my name is Dronelius Cake, and you are a Demon-crat traitor. We’re coming for you fag. We’re coming for your family. You join with the traitors you get fucked by real Americans. I’m gonna rape your wife and eat your kids in front of you. I’m gonna fucking kill you. Kill you!” The message ended. Rez let his arm drop as he stared ahead, expressionless.

	After a length pause, Gardner said, “what the fuck was that?”

	“You know as much as I do.”

	“So Drake himself is leaving threatening voice mails now?”

	“Is anybody really surprised?” Hill asked.

	“Isn’t that illegal though?” Gardner asked. “Can’t we prosecute him for it?”

	Angel hung his head, then slowly shook it as he replied. “Drake is guilty of a lot of things. Prosecuting him is a different story.”

	“Fuck. Right.” Gardner turned to Amy Arvis. “Did you get something like this from Drake as well?”

	“No,” she said, her voice starting to blubber, barely holding together, “but they spray painted threatening messages outside my room last night.”

	“They did that to all of us,” Rez said.

	He held up his mobile again, this time facing forward to show them pictures he had taken personally. One showed a wall with a hotel doorway. Across it, smearing across the door, someone had spray painted ‘fuck traitors.’ Rez flipped to a different picture. This one was similar, except it appeared the writer had spray painted ‘fuck’ on the wall, started to add some second word, screwed this up, and then just left a sort of scribble.

	“I’ve been getting a lot of death threats over the past few days as well,” Rez said. “Random phone calls and emails. My parents have as well.”

	“So have I,” Amy nodded, sniffling and taking a moment to compose herself. “So have my son and daughter, back home.”

	“Is there anything I can possibly do?” Hill said, stepping forward. “Increased security of some kind?”

	“The thing is,” Rez said. “I think the Peacekeepers, who are supposed to be our security, are responsible for some of this. I think some of them may have spray painted the walls.” He held up his mobile again to indicate the pictures. “Several other representatives had these spray painted outside their doors. Including Mathews and Page.”

	“Mathews and Page?” Gardner asked, gesturing toward the exit. “The two guys who voted for Drake?”

	Rez just looked down and nodded.

	“The fuck?” Gardner said it as an exasperated statement as he turned away and shook his head.

	“Well we can bring you all into the Green Zone, if you want,” Hill said. “I can get you Secret Service details.”

	“That helps us, maybe,” Rez said. “What about our families?”

	Hill hesitated, glancing toward Angel, who returned his look with a helpless expression.

	“If they’re willing to come to Philadelphia,” Hill said. “Security is a big problem for everybody these days.”

	“Can we assume, then,” Emily asked, “that you all no longer intend to caucus with the Democrats?”

	“I, uh, I don’t know,” Rez said. “That’s certainly not what I want. But this isn’t worth dying over either.”

	“Can I ask something?” Angel said. “If you were getting these threats yesterday and this morning, why didn’t you vote to sustain the objection over Virginia?”

	“What?”

	“How’s that?” Marcus asked at the same time.

	“They voted with us a few hours ago when there was the objection to Virginia’s electoral votes. Why didn’t you guys back Drake then?”

	None of the representatives responded to this, instead looking at each other, everyone waiting for someone else to talk.

	“Um,” Amy started to say something, but then slouched in her seat and pulled in on herself even as all attention shifted her way. “I’m sorry. I got confused.”

	“You got confused?” Emily asked in an even tone.

	“I thought against meant against the Democrats.”

	“So you voted ‘against’ when you meant to vote ‘for’ sustaining the objection?”

	She nodded without looking up. “They do it alphabetically, and I was one of the first to vote, and, um . . .”

	“The rest of you saw how Amy voted and voted the same way?” Emily asked.

	“I, yeah,” Rez shrugged. “I was confused too, after I saw how Amy voted. I figured it was best to stick together. Then we all got multiple threatening phone calls right after that vote.”

	“I got threatened in person,” Amy said. “By one of the other congress people.”

	“So did I,” Hobbes said, his voice almost inaudible.

	“The other members threatened you?” Emily looked between them.

	“Uh-huh,” Amy nodded, tearing up again. “Right to my face. He came over and leaned down and said,” she stopped, sniffled, got it together again. “He said if I didn’t get in-line he’d deal with me personally, and then he showed me this knife he was carrying.” She held out her hands to indicate the length of the knife.

	“Jesus, fuck,” Gardner said. “How’d he get a knife that big in here?”

	Amy just shook her head.

	“Who was this, exactly?” Hill asked her, but she just continued to shake her head and look down at her hands in her lap.

	The president heaved a great sigh, and his senior allies all shifted position, turning away from the representatives to look to him.

	“So what happens next?” Hill asked.

	“Next?” Emily paused in thought. “Well the first thing that happens, when the joint session reconvenes in half an hour, is that Alton will open the other set of electors from Wisconsin, the ones the legislature unilaterally appointed after the election. We’ll object to them, the chambers will separate again and vote. Then we reconvene again. Assuming the vote is the same, Alton announces that the houses have split on deciding the electors, and so per stature he has to accept the ones certified by the governor.”

	“So ours.” Angel said. “We own the tie-breaker.”

	“Except that’s according to the most common interpretation. The law is really vague.”

	“So it could also be interpreted that Drake wins?” Hill asked.

	“No,” Angel said, “it could be interpreted not to give an answer at all.”

	“I’m guessing it’s the courts that get to decide which interpretation to go with.”

	“Got it in one.”

	“So, what does this look like,” Hill said, looking away in thought. “Alton accepts our electors. Drake sues. It goes to the Supreme Court, who automatically side with him. Then is Alton forced to declare the Drake electors the legitimate ones?”

	“It depends on the ruling, but most likely it would just invalidate the Wisconsin electors. The electoral college would not have a winner, and the vote would proceed to the House.”

	Hill looked around at his congressional allies, his eyes eventually resting on Gardner. “Well, first things first, we need to survive this next vote, right? Are we sure there aren’t any more senators about to back out on us?”

	“I would have said no this morning. Now,” the New York senator looked away, a restless shutter passing through his body.

	Slowly, all of them turned back toward their beleaguered, erstwhile allies. All three were staring at the floor, despondent, while Amy quietly wiped tears from her eyes.

	“Assuming we keep the senate,” Angel said, “we would just need two of the three votes to reclaim a majority.”

	“I’m not asking any of them to vote with us under these circumstances,” Emily said.

	The three representatives continued to sit there, gazes and expressions drooped, while some of the highest office holders in the country stared at them.

	At last Rez looked up. “I’m sorry,” he said, followed by a mirthless chuckle.

	“If it hadn’t been you they’d have threatened somebody else,” Angel said.

	“Why didn’t they threaten more members?” Hill asked.

	“Obviously they did. Just not as much, apparently.”

	“Or they threatened people who were already on their side.” Hill shook his head in consternation.

	“I think it’s because we took that meeting with Drake,” Rez said. “When we turned down his bribe he probably took it personally.”

	“You’re probably right,” Angel said. “That sounds like Drake.”

	“For your own sakes,” Hill said, “I kinda wish now you’d taken the bribes. You’d be better off, at least.”

	“Thank you for that, Mr. President,” Rez smiled wanly again.

	“They probably didn’t threaten more of them like this,” Emily said, “with actual hostage situations, because more of them opted for the bribes.”

	“You think there’s more of them on the take then just those two loud mouths?” Angel asked.

	“Definitely. I wouldn’t surprised if the whole Libertarian delegation is getting paid for their votes.”

	“I think you’re right, Madam Speaker,” Rez said. “This is the problem with banning political parties. It’s like with legislative term limits. You just get a bunch of randos like us running for Congress.”

	“That’s a bad thing?” Hobbes stirred and turned to ask.

	“Well what you get is people who don’t know what they’re doing, and with no support staff they have to rely on lobbyists for advise.”

	“You guys don’t have support staff?” Hill asked, incredulous.

	“They gave them no money for staff at all,” Marcus said. “I had to hire on some people to act as a general support staff for all our members.”

	Hobbes just shrugged. “We managed to figure it out.”

	“Right, but most people aren’t us,” Rez said, gesturing toward the door where the others had exited. “You get ordinary people who don’t know anything, listening to people like that Larry Elmo guy and thinking it’s okay to take bribes because that’s how everyone does it. So the result is government run by partisans and activists and corporate shills.”

	“Is that any different than it was before?”

	Rez paused at this, staring at his friend. “Yeah, okay, it’s not,” he tossed a hand in the air. “But the point is, it was supposed to be better.”
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	The aircraft carrier USS Enterprise, like all past ships of that name, was no longer functional. Although no official decommissioning had commenced, the unofficial picking over of its corpse was well underway even before the war ended, when parts needed for its retrofit started to become scarce and create never ending delays. It would never be seaworthy again.

	Now it had only one operating reactor. It could not move under its own power. Parts from its power and propulsion system had been scavenged to keep the Roosevelt in operation, and the rest of the ship was being kept around to cannibalize once other carriers returned home. The remaining reactor could still power the catapult system on the flight deck, allowing the ship to launch jet fighters, but the scarcity of jet fuel meant the only things flying off it now were the turboprop Hawkeye surveillance planes.

	Still, from the nearby docks and neighborhoods, it looked like an aircraft carrier. It was a giant, towering, rusting, imposing, immobile metal symbol. General Quinn had made it his headquarters.

	From the control tower, Quinn could look out on the surrounding shipyard and city. He spent long hours doing just that, especially at night, soaking in the sight of a lit up city. Now though it was a bright winter day, and he was standing by the central command display, a giant touch screen table. It displayed a map of the Virginia coastal area, up to Baltimore, filled in with tactical information gleaned from all the surveillance flights and air and ground scout drones Quinn had deployed.

	On a nearby wall behind the Defense Secretary was a video conference screen. At the moment a tech had a panel beneath this open and was struggling to get it working. Quinn himself stared at the map table, surrounded by officers, some dressed in conventional uniforms, others in Civil War outfits like himself. A single man in a civilian suit stood next to Quinn, trying not to look nervous.

	The Defense Secretary leaned in, scrolling and zooming the map in on Richmond. Everyone else watched him in stiff silence.

	The screen behind him flickered and came to life. The tech got the panel back into place as the image resolved on another conference room.

	“Sir. Video conference is working now, sir.”

	Quinn turned about slowly and acknowledge the tech with a nod, who glanced about, then made a quick escape.

	On the screen Drake was taking a seat at the head of a conference table and the center of the view. Quinn stood up straight and saluted.

	“Mr. President, suh. I am quite relieved to see you still on your feet, as it were.”

	Drake was paying attention to the people in the room with him and it took him a moment to come around to the video conference. “General. Likewise.” He gave a half-hearted return salute.

	“Have there been any further repercussions from yesterday’s vote?”

	“Nothing so far. They’re dragging out the debate, trying to stall,” Drake said as he at last settled back into his chair. “His vice-president lap dog switched the electoral votes for him, so now he thinks he can run out the clock to the inauguration before this gets thrown out in court.”

	“A risky gambit, to be certain.”

	“He’s planning something else. I’m still waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

	“Suh, I believe I may have that other item of footwear you mention here with me now.”

	“So I’m told. Why don’t we get to it then.”

	Quinn stepped aside, gesturing to the man in the suit next to him. “Suh, this is Shelby Plame, assistant to Director Havoc at the Global Security Agency. Son, tell the president what you told me.”

	“Yes, sir,” Shelby stepped up in front of the video conference screen. Although he looked nervous he kept his voice steady. “Mr. President. Last week, per your direction, Director Havoc took a small contingent, including myself and a company of the Liberty Guard, up to New York to meet with the leadership of the Free Court Army.”

	On the big conference screen Drake appeared magnified, allowing everyone to see every motion of his jaw as he ground his teeth. He glanced over at his lawyer, Sydney, who sat next to him, on the edge of the display. “Yes. Go on.”

	“Well, our convoy made it to Newark, where we were stopped by a, um, by a large group of armed individuals. Director Havoc explained who he was, who we represented, and asked for a meeting with their leadership. The, um, the individuals we encountered obliged us.”

	“So you met with the judges?”

	“No, sir. We never saw Judge Thornton or any other of the former federal judges we thought to be leading this movement. We were informed they were dead. The individual we met with, that told us that and claimed to be the leader, was a black woman I had never seen before. She gave her name only as ‘The General.’ She indicated they did not use names in her army.”

	“Bunch of fucking hipsters,” Drake shook his head. “Okay, so you got to talk to this general.”

	“Yes, sir, but only briefly. She . . .” He trailed off, swallowed hard, and collected himself. “She killed them, sir. Her and her people.”

	“She killed who?”

	“All of them. She talked with Director Havoc for a bit, and, I don’t know, it suddenly turned violent. She had drones at the ready, they cut down everyone with us, except me and Director Havoc. She shot him herself, then told me to go report back. When I got back to the convoy I found they’d killed the everybody else there and burned some of the vehicles. By that point I also started to hear gunfire nearby. I ran, or walked, through most of the night, finally got to a point where I was able to get mobile reception. I got an auto-cab in Newark and then made my way back here.”

	There was a pause on the other end while Drake scratched his chin. Sydney leaned in to the screen to speak. “You didn’t think to come here, to join us in Riverside?”

	“Ma’am? Director Havoc felt we should avoid Philadelphia. He was concerned, because of the lock down, the Hill administration may arrest anybody claiming to work for the Global Security Agency.”

	“Hmm. Good thinking, Mr. Plame.” She turned back to Drake.

	“Did you learn anything else about this Free Court while you were there?” Drake asked.

	“Not much, I’m afraid, Mr. President. They seem to have just taken over for the old martial law government. They were manning the checkpoints and I saw foot patrols all around.”

	“Who were these people, that you saw, exactly?” Sydney asked. “Are you certain they were part of this army?”

	“Not certain, no ma’am. Some of them were cops, or dressed like cops, or wore military uniforms, but a lot of them were dressed like it was some weird costume party. There was also a lot of signs of fighting.”

	“Like what?”

	“Burned out buildings. Destroyed cars and drones.”

	“It sounds to me, suh,” Quinn spoke right to Drake, “that this so-called free army are in truth nothing more than a band of armed hooligans.”

	“They’re worse than that,” Drake said. “They’re the true face of The Progressive, unmasked. They’re killing people indiscriminately. Anybody that doesn’t agree with them, in the name of what they call social justice. You were right general, this is the other shoe dropping.”

	“How so?” Sydney asked him.

	“How so? They assassinated my envoy. Hill has obviously been planning to move against me for some time.”

	“Sir? I’m not sure how that follows.”

	“Don’t be dense, Sydney. This Free Court is his excuse. He has them violently overthrow the lawful government in New York as a pretext to lock down Philadelphia. Now he’s working on another pretense for a national emergency that will let him cancel the election and remain as president.”

	“Sir,” Sydney said, her voice, as ever, a flat sheet of ice. “Even if President Hill is coordinating with these terrorists, I don’t see any evidence here they are planning a major move that would provide the pretext for an emergency declaration.”

	“They assassinated my envoy!”

	“Yes, Mr. President, but that is not something generally used as a pretext for such a declaration. In fact it is something few people know or care about.”

	“Of course they do. Just having them menacing people up there is enough. Whenever he needs he can have them act up, commit some new atrocity. As soon as he declares a state of emergency he’ll have the power to instate martial law. This war crime dossier of his gives him the excuse to go after me, martial law will let him bypass any due process before handing me over to the Europeans like he did with the last administration, and the Free Court Army provides the muscles he needs to prevent us or local authorities from resisting. Two weeks from now he’ll be declaring himself the winner of last year’s election and having himself inaugurated.”

	“Mr. President, suh,” Quinn said. “You have my assurance as a gentleman and a member of this country’s armed forces that we will not allow such a disgrace to transpire.”

	“If we’re going to avoid this trap they’re setting we’ll have to act now. Secretary Quinn.”

	Shelby stepped aside, allowing the general to take the center spot again.

	“General. Whether your forces are ready or not it’s time to put them into action.”

	“The First and Second Liberty Guard are at your service, Mr. President,” Quinn said. “They are mostly mechanized infantry with attached drone contingents and close air support. The Third Liberty Guard is an armored unit but they are only at half strength until repairs can be completed.”

	“Go with whatever you’ve got. I need your forces securing Washington and getting within easy striking distance of Philadelphia.”

	“Might it be best for you not to remain at your present location, suh?”

	“I have to stay here. Like it or not Philadelphia is the capital now in everything but name. I’ll stay in Riverside, it’s well fortified, we can hold out here if it comes to that. But I need your forces to get moving. I need to have a credible claim of support on the way, overwhelming firepower, in case Hill really moves against us with everything he has.”

	“We will start as soon as humanly possible, Mr. President.”

	“Where’s that aide from Havoc you have, Mr. Shelby?”

	“Shelby Plame, Mr. President.” Shelby stepped forward, back into view of the video conference camera.

	“Mr. Plame. I want you to take over as acting director of the GSA.”

	“Me, sir?”

	“Yes, who do you think I’m talking to when I say your name.”

	“I, sorry, sir, but I was just,” Plame shuffled nervously. “I’m just an aide to the director.”

	“Battlefield promotions, Mr. Plame. Unless Jonathan picked a deputy I’m not aware of.”

	“He barely had a staff set up, sir.”

	“Are you the only survivor?”

	“There are a few who were left here.”

	“Sounds like you’re in charge. I’m placing your agency temporarily under the military. You’ll report directly to Secretary Quinn. Support him in whatever way you can.”

	Shelby took a deep breath and settled himself. “Yes sir. I will sir.”

	Drake turned to look at someone off camera. They were speaking, but their voice was not picked up except as a low murmur. At last he turned back.

	“General, let me know when you get underway.”

	“Yes, suh, Mr. President.”

	With that the call was ended. Quinn spun around to face his staff and the map table again. Reaching out he began adjusting the screen, zooming in more on their local area.

	“Gentlemen,” he said. “You heard the president. Our mission is to occupy and secure against insurrectionist forces all the territory between here and Washington DC. I have already taken the liberty of outlining the broad dimensions of what such a plan will entail.” He hit some buttons, causing the map table to start displaying the symbols and arrows of troop movements. “Tomorrow we will begin Operation Mustang.”

	“Tomorrow?” The uniformed officers standing across the table sounded shocked. “Can we be ready by then?”

	“Are you saying you will not be ready, suh?”

	“I don’t know.” The officer wore a regular military uniform but had facial hair to match the Defense Secretary’s. “This is the first any of us are seeing this plan.” He looked around and got some nods of ascent from the other officers. “We’ll need time to evaluate. We don’t even know which units need to be prepped.”

	“Suh, what have we been doing here the past several months if not prepping for just such an operation?”

	“We’re doing the best we can, sir. We’re short on fuel and supplies and all our requisitions are very slow to be filled.”

	There was a long pause while the Defense Secretary just seemed to stare into space, scowling. “So you are saying you’re not ready to march tomorrow?”

	The officer looked about again at his fellows. “I’m sorry sir, but no.”

	“Very well. When precisely will you be ready?”

	“With all due respect, sir, I’d like to see the plan first before I commit to a hard deadline.”

	“I see. Well, as you can see here.” Quinn manipulated the controls again, causing the map image on the big table to rotate one-hundred eighty degrees, such that it was right-side-up to the officers. “Our first objective is Richmond. Since we lack proper long range air support I am proposing an opening salvo of cruise missiles launched from our destroyers in port. The primary target will be here.”

	He zoomed in again and pointed. “The James River Wind Farm. Once these wind turbines are destroyed it will knock out power to the rest of the city, which I suspect will make resistance scattered and ineffective.”

	“Um, Mr. Secretary.” Shelby Plame was still standing next to Quinn. “Sir, I apologize if I missed something, but, um, resistance from who? Who exactly is the enemy we’re fighting here?”

	“Resistance from whom, Mr. Plame,” Quinn corrected him. For a moment the two just stared at each other, both looking slightly confused.      “You disappoint me suh. I would have thought my chief of intelligence to be better informed.”

	“It, uh, it’s my first day.”

	This got a broad smile from both the secretary and the military officers around the table. “So it is, suh. The enemy we are concerned with here, in a broad sense, are supporters of the Thomas Hill administration, in particular those who will choose to resist us in the hopes of propping up his illegal government.”

	“And that includes most of Richmond?”

	“Do keep in mind, suh, that Richmond is the capital of this state and under the control of a liberal government.”

	“Is the state government prepared to offer armed resistance though?” Shelby looked about at the officers as if they might answer. “Wouldn’t a show of force, tanks and drones rolling into their streets, be enough?”

	“Suh, you of all people should know, having had first had experience with these liberal insurrectionists in the form of the Free Court Army. Do you think they would be cowed by an ostentatious display of military strength?”

	“The ones I saw would not, but they’re not anywhere close to Richmond.”

	“That, suh, is where your information fails you. The Free Court Army has operatives throughout the region, from Boston clear through to Charlotte, and perhaps even further afield.”

	“Really? How are we,” he stammered, looking around again for help. “I mean, where does that intelligence come from?”

	“If not operatives,” a uniformed officer said, “at least sympathizers. People prepared to take up arms against us, against people they perceive as backing the Nationalist party.”

	“Okay, yeah, that makes sense.”

	“However, Mr. Secretary,” the officer continued. “Do you think it’s wise to target the wind turbines like this?”

	“Suh, I would not have proposed it were it otherwise.”

	“I ask because the coal burning plant east of the city has been decommissioned, so this wind farm is the city’s primary source of power.”

	“I realize that. Taking out the city’s power is the point.” As he said this Quinn stood up straight, putting his hands behind his back and tilting his head slightly upward as he stared at the officers.

	“Yes, sir, but Richmond’s grid includes the coal-diesel refinery that is supplying us with vehicle fuel right now. Without that . . .”

	“I am aware of that, suh, which is why you will note in my plan that we will be seizing both the refinery and that coal plant you mention. Once it’s back online we will have power to the city restored and our own source of fuel secured.”

	“Sir, that’ll take time, and a disruption in our fuel supply . . .”

	“Suh, I begin to think you harbor some kind of sympathy for these wind turbines.”

	“I just want to keep my boys supplied.”

	“Well rest assured then, I would not let any of your men go without. These wind turbines though are the property of a so-called green energy conglomerate that is linked to the liberal deep state, with ties to the current Democratic leadership and their secret depravity cult. For the good of America it is vital we take out this target.”

	This had a few of the officers exchanging glances. They were all relieved when it was Shelby that spoke up.

	“Mr. Secretary, where did you hear that?”

	“Where did I hear what?”

	“I’m just, as your intelligence chief, I’m trying to keep track of where our information is coming from.”

	“Well then, I can vouchsafe that I heard it from a very reliable source.”

	“What source?”

	This got Plame a sidelong glance from Quinn.

	“I’m sorry to press,” Shelby said, “but I think it’s important we know. The only place I’ve heard about any kind of deep state cult is on the free news streams, and the only place I’ve heard about such a thing being linked to green energy conglomerates is on FoxUltra. Not even FoxPrime or SkyStream seem to be touching that one. I’m just . . . I’m wondering how we’re corroborating this information.”

	Quinn stood there, regarding his new intelligence chief with a cold stare. 

	“Can you,” looking around Shelby saw the officers avoiding his gaze. “Do you want to talk about it in a smaller meeting? I’m not saying you’re wrong, sir, I just want to know how we know this stuff, other than it being something that was on that, you know, what’s her name, that Deloris Blackwell or some other carnival barker had on their show.”

	At that Quinn spun on Shelby, stepping right up to stand face to face, a single finger held up between them. When he spoke it was in a low voice and without a trace of his southern accent. “Deloris Blackwell is a fine lady and an outstanding journalist, and I will not have you question her integrity!”

	Shelby looked around in stunned silence, only to find similar looks returned to him from all around the table.

	“Okay,” Shelby held up his hands. “Okay, I didn’t mean anything by it. I was just asking, trying, you know, trying to fully understand the situation.

	Quinn kept his gaze locked on the younger man for a few moments longer. Then he turned back to the table, straightening out and resettling his uniform. Once he had gathered himself he stood up straight again and resumed in his usual voice. “Alright then. If there are no further questions regarding the scope of this operation I recommend we begin to discus the timetable involved in its execution.”

	



	

FEDERAL CENTER-PRESIDENTIAL SUITE

	 

	JANUARY 8

	 

	Senator Gardner, the feisty New Yorker, came rushing into the not-quite oval office to find it was already crammed full.

	“Sorry I’m late,” Senator Gardner said. Looking around he spotted that the rest of his senate gang was already present, gathered around Angel, watching a video without sound on the chief of staff’s tablet. He barreled over to them. “What’s happened?”

	Around the room a host of cabinet members and congress allies all stared at him with forlorn looks. President Hill was behind his desk, staring out the window, and had not reacted at all to the senator’s arrival. When everyone hesitated though, Hill turned and gestured for his chief of staff to proceed.

	“The Supreme Court already issued their ruling on Drake’s lawsuit over the Electoral Count Act,” Angel said.

	“Have they even heard the case yet?”

	“The case hasn’t even been filed yet,” Sutherland said. He sat on a couch off to one side of the room, next to Marcus Bernard. “The court went ahead and issued a ruling anyway.”

	“On a case they haven’t heard and hasn’t been filed?”

	“That’s correct, sir. They ruled in Drake’s favor, with express caveats that this ruling only sets precedent in cases that help Nationalists and doesn’t apply to any identical case if it helps a Democrat.”

	“It actually says that?”

	“Yes it does,” Angel nodded. 

	“Wow,” Gardner ran a hand through his hair, then turned to the president.

	“Yeah, my feelings exactly,” Hill said to him. “Hence why I called this meeting. Anyway, sorry Angel, you were getting to the implications.”

	“So what this means,” Angel said, “is that there is no tie-breaker between the two sets of Wisconsin electors, so effectively Wisconsin submitted no electoral votes.”

	“Is that enough to give Drake a majority?” Gardner asked.

	“Well, okay,” Angel held up a hand. “Slow your roll. Drake doesn’t get these electoral votes either.”

	“So what does that mean?”

	“Nobody gets them.”

	From the far side of the room Speaker Alexander looked up from her mobile and stepped forward to join the conversation. “It means,” Emily said, “that President Hill just barely has enough votes to carry the Electoral College.”

	“That would mean President Hill has the most votes, yes,” Angel said. “But only if Wisconsin is treated like it did not submit Electoral College votes at all. Drake’s lawyers are now arguing that Wisconsin’s votes were, um, just disqualified without disqualifying the state.”

	“They’re making a very strained legal argument,” Sutherland said.

	“They’re making a strained argument that somehow hinges on throwing out votes versus disqualifying states, which are legal terms I think they just made up, but the result would be Wisconsin’s electoral votes still count when calculating the total needed for a majority.”

	“You’re losing me here,” Gardner said.

	“What it means is that, it would be as if Wisconsin had voted for a third party candidate. To win the electoral college someone needs not just the most votes but fifty-percent of the total votes cast, according to the twelfth amendment. If Drake’s lawyers can argue Wisconsin’s votes are part of the total that were cast, even though they were thrown out, that would mean neither candidate has a majority in the electoral college.”

	“So wait, is that a different court case then?”

	“It is,” Angel nodded. “The first court case they already ruled on just throws out the existing Wisconsin votes. This second one decides if those votes were needed for a majority.”

	“Ugh,” Gardner shook his head and drew a deep breath. “Has the Supreme Court already issued a ruling on this one as well?”

	“No, sir,” Sutherland said, “but they announced they’ll hear the case Monday at the latest.”

	“Has a case even been filed?”

	“No, sir.”

	“Ugh.”

	“So bottom line,” Hill said. “Wisconsin’s votes are thrown out but the threshold for a majority remains what it was.”

	“Yes,” Angel said.

	Hill turned back toward the window, looking out on a sunny midmorning, and drummed his fingers on his desk. Around the room some side conversations started to stir.

	“So do we still have any recourse left?” Hill asked. He let the question hang for a moment before turning back to the gathering.

	“Congress could pass a law,” Angel said, then quickly followed, “I know, impossible in the best of times, but hear me out. The rulings the Supreme Court has been issuing are based on a nineteenth century law and the vaguely worded Twelfth Amendment. If Congress passed a law clarifying all this it could forestall their rulings.”

	“Can we do that?” Hill asked.

	“Sir,” Angel said, “we’re well beyond that question. At this point it’s about what we can get away with.”

	“Can Congress actually pass anything, though?”

	“It would require our majority in the House back.”

	“We’re only out by two votes,” Emily said, “and there are multiple Nationalists that have admitted to accepting bribes or other illegal activity.”

	“You’re suggesting expelling them from the Congress?”

	“That’s a good point,” Angel said. “Why haven’t these guys been kicked out already?”

	“Unfortunately,” Emily said, “a vote to expel requires a two-thirds majority.”

	“Oh,” Angel said. “Nevermind.”

	“Also, the only way to expel a member is to get the House ethics committee involved, and by the time that happens the Nationalist may have forced a vote to replace me. They’ll be in charge of the committee.”

	“How come they haven’t done that already?”

	“Replacing the Speaker of the House has never been done before.”

	“Everything about this elections feels like it’s never been done before,” Gardner said.

	“The point is,” Hill said, “Larry Elmo probably needs to get his caucus organized before he can call a vote on the speaker. But Emily, it sounds like it’s impossible to kick these guys out regardless.”

	“I wasn’t suggesting expelling them,” she said. “But what they’ve done is illegal. If they were to be arrested . . .”

	“Arrest our political opponents?” Hill sat up some in his chair.

	“It’s exactly what Drake would do,” Angel said.

	“Which is exactly why I’m not going to do it.”

	“In that case,” Emily said, “the only way we have a majority is to get those members that fear for their lives to rejoin us.”

	“Even that might not help,” Sutherland, the Attorney General, said. “The death threats against Congress have gotten more intense the last couple days.”

	“More so than normal?” Hill asked.

	It was Senator Salazar, the affable Libertarian from the Gang of Six, who stepped forward to answer. “They’ve been targeting members in their offices and homes.” He held up his mobile and began cycling through pictures. Most showed office walls, often decorated with framed pictures, now defaced with graffiti featuring swastikas, iron cross symbols, and phrases like ‘die libtard’ or ‘fuck traters’ written illegibly across them. “Both senators from Montana and West Virginia had threatening graffiti painted in their offices last night.”

	“Wait, did you say both senators, from both states?” Gardner asked. “As in, four senators?”

	“Correct. Even the ones that have been voting with Drake all along.”

	“It’s the same in the House,” Marcus Bernard stood up from the couch where he sat. “My entire caucus and the whole Libertarian caucus had their offices spray painted like that last night.”

	“Wait, hold on kids,” Angel held up his hands. “This was in their offices, here in the Federal Center?”

	“It was, I saw it myself,” Salazar nodded.

	“Well Jesus, what did the Secret Service have to say about that?”

	“Secret Service isn’t responsible for the House and Senate Wings,” Emily said.

	“Right,” Gardner gestured around at Emily and the senators in the room, “some of the leadership gets personal Secret Service details, but the buildings themselves are the Green Zone precinct.”

	“Local police is responsible for security in the House and Senate Wings?” Angel asked incredulously. “Even though Secret Service handles the Executive Tower?”

	“That’s correct.”

	“Uhh boy,” he folded his arms and leaned against the president’s desk. “This is a smooth run operation, this government of ours.” He shook his head, then looked around.

	“So it sounds like we’re not getting our Congressional majority back,” Hill said.

	There was some general murmurs and shaking of heads around the room. “Even without all these threats,” Gardner said, “I don’t think I can break a filibuster to pass some Electoral count fix. I’m not even sure how many votes we need to break a filibuster, nowadays.”

	It was Senator Johnson, one of the senior-most senators and perhaps the tallest person in the room, who answered in his languid tone. “Three-fifths of seated senators are required. For us, forty-seven senators.”

	As he spoke, Gardner turned back to Hill, slowly shaking his head.

	“So Congressional action is out,” Hill said. “Without that it means the court ruling stands, the Electoral College has failed to decide the election, and we go to the state delegate vote in the House.” Hill looked around, then slumped a little in his chair. “Which we will lose.”

	“Maybe not,” Emily said, stepping forward. “There are enough Libertarians and, you know, whatever Mick’s Lib Owners caucus is, to deadlock some states. We could get a tie.”

	“What happens then?”

	Emily just shook her head. As Hill looked around he found others also turning away and shaking their heads.

	“We are deep into uncharted territory here,” Angel said.

	The whole room fell into silent contemplation once more, the president still looking around, hoping for some insight that was not coming.

	“In that situation wouldn’t Drake just sue?” Hill asked. “Then the Supreme Court just arbitrarily declares him the winner.”

	“They would be on very thin ice,” Sutherland said. “Okay, granted, they may not be above ruling by fiat, but there is no statute, or anything in the Constitution, that even gives the Supreme Court jurisdiction over this kind of question.”

	“So what happens?” Hill asked. “Assuming there is a limit to the partisanship of this court.”

	“The strictest letter of the law,” Sutherland said, “is that the office of president will become vacant when your term expires at noon on the twentieth. But keep in mind, while the House is trying to vote for the president, the Senate will be voting for a new vice-president, from amongst the VP candidates who received electoral votes.”

	“Ohh,” Angel nodded. “Right. So the Senate picks a vice-president, then when our term is up there is no new president, so the new VP takes over.”

	“Whether it’s Alton or Grace winning in the Senate, I can’t say, but that is how the letter of the law works.”

	“Assuming the Supreme Court doesn’t invent some new law to favor Drake,” Hill said. “Honestly, Alton taking over the presidency might be the best possible scenario.”

	“Mr. President,” Gardner said. “I’m gonna remind you right here, as Speaker Alexander said a moment ago, there are multiple members in the House with active criminal investigations. I know you just said you’re not going to start arresting our political opponents, but if they were removed from the picture our vote in this House election starts to look a lot better.”

	“So, yeah,” Sutherland said. “The problem with that, Senator, is that arresting someone does not remove them from congress, even if they’re tried and convicted.”

	“The point is not to permanently remove them,” Gardner said. “Just leave them indisposed for this vote.”

	“That would mean,” Angel said, “either timing the arrests to coincide with the vote.”

	“Which would violate clear Justice Department policy,” Sutherland said.

	“Or to arrest them and hold them for an extended period.”

	“Which is illegal. Once we start arresting these congressmen there will be Nationalist judges declaring them freed on bail before we can even file charges.”

	“Huh,” Gardner laughed. “That would be funny if it weren’t exactly true.”

	“So it comes down to timing the arrests,” Angel said. “Is that something that Justice would be willing to consider?”

	Sutherland grimaced a little at this. “You know, certain past presidents have just fired uncooperative Attorney Generals, and their subordinates, until they got to someone who would carry out their orders.”

	“I take that as a no.”

	“I’d prefer not to have to answer the question.”

	“Don’t worry,” Hill said to Sutherland. “I’m not going to go Saturday Night Massacre here. At least, not yet,” he flashed a wane smile.

	“There are Nationalists congressmen who have recorded admissions of taking bribes posted online,” Sutherland said. “The only thing that’s prevented us from indicting them is President Hill’s orders.”

	“So if President Hill ordered you . . .” Angel started to ask.

	“We would move to arrest them, but I can’t guarantee what the timing would be.”

	“The reason I gave that order,” Hill said, “was the risk of the riot that would ensue if we tried something like that.”

	“Sir,” Gardner said, “we are not winning this without at least playing a little constitutional hardball.”

	“If you were freed to start indicting these congressman,” Angel said to Sutherland, “how long before the actual arrests started.”

	“Probably two or three days.”

	“Is that business days?”

	“Don’t get cute with this Mr. Morales.”

	Angel smirked to himself as he turned away. After listening to this whole exchange, everyone else in the room slowly shifted their attention back to the president. Hill looked around the room, looked down at his desk, turned part way around to look out the window. Outside sunlight was interrupting a cloudy day, sending discrete beams of sunshine slanting through the skyscrapers and randomly highlighting parts of the arcology. He stared out at it through a long, awkward pause, feeling like that sunlight was somehow weighing him down.

	“I’m not ready to go that far just yet,” Hill said. “But maybe. How long do we have?”

	“The ruling the Supreme Court released today can’t be official until it actually hears the case,” Sutherland said. “The end of the week, at the earliest.”

	“I can hold off any votes until Monday,” Emily said.

	“Alright,” Hill nodded. “Let’s see what we can do this week. Assume the presidential election is going to the House and start whipping the vote for that.”

	“There are some Libertarians we have to convince,” Angel said. “Might as well start there. If we can’t get them there’s no point in arresting anybody.”

	“Good,” Hill nodded as he turned back toward the room. “Do that. Also, Angel, see if you can find any other options as well.”

	“I don’t know what those would be, sir.”

	“So find someone with better ideas. We should all reconvene on Friday or Saturday, see where we are.” The president paused, contorting his face in thought, then looked up again at his chief of staff. “One other thing Angel. Velacruz, he’s high up in the presidential succession line, right?”

	“Secretary of State is the highest cabinet officer. He’s after the Speaker and the Senate pro tempe.”

	“He’s scheduled to make another trip to the EU in a few weeks, right?”

	“There’s supposed to be another round of talks about handing over military bases in February. He pushed it out in case he’d been replaced by that point.”

	“Have him bump it up,” Hill said. “I want him headed out there this weekend.”

	“Sir?” Angel furrowed his brow at this. “I don’t think we can reschedule a conference this big so quickly.”

	“Have him head out there this weekend,” Hill said with a slowly enunciated emphasis. “I don’t care what he does, who he meets with. It can be a European junket for all I care. Just get him out of town, out of the country for the next couple weeks.”

	Angel took a moment to respond. “Sir?”

	“There’s a shitstorm coming, Angel. If all of us get killed or arrested I want at least one of our people to survive.”

	



	


D.C. DEMILITARIZED ZONE

	 

	JANUARY 9

	 

	As far as anyone knew, the once world-class D.C. metro system was no longer running, another casualty of budget cuts and quasi-anarchy. When the Free Courters arrived at an underground station though they found it guarded. Figures peered out from behind sandbags that had been piled up around the entrance.

	They had all initially approached and greeted the guards. Now Wrench and Isabelle were back in their rover. The day had turned windy and chill, gusts sometimes enough to shake their vehicle on its suspension. They ran the engine for stretches to keep warm, left it off for stretches to conserve scarce fuel, and waited.

	Wrench drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. The buildings around had suffered heavy damage at some point. A five story office tower on the far side of the street was now only half-standing, the other half of its lot reduced to rubble. Its perhaps once identical neighbors further down were burnt out husks that looked like they might topple in today’s winds. The buildings on this side of the street looked more gutted that razed, with broken windows along their whole height and trash collected into piles around their front entrances.

	There was nobody in sight now in the foxhole that was the subway entrance, nor for that matter was there anybody else present on the street. Despite looking like a significant thoroughfare it had been more than fifteen minutes since the last car drove past. The traffic light at the end of the street seemed the only activity.

	“We should have gone in there,” Wrench said.

	He made the statement to the air, without turning away from their view of the foxhole. At first Isabelle was not sure if she should respond, or if she wanted to.

	“We agreed someone had to stay with the car in this neighborhood,” she said.

	“I mean we should have gone in there instead of them.”

	Isabelle looked at him, studying his intense expression. At first Wrench continued to stare at the subway entrance before at last turning to meet her gaze.

	“Why?” Isabelle asked.

	“Well, okay, maybe not me, but you should have gone in.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	“Well, because,” he tossed a hand at the entrance. “Because those two are psychopaths.”

	“You think I’m not?” She paused, tilted her head forward, lowered her voice. “You think you’re not?”

	“Not like those two. Especially Rat.”

	“What makes you say that, Wrench?”

	He looked directly at her again. “Have you not noticed? It can’t be just me.”

	“Noticed what?”

	“How, I don’t know. How cavalier they are about all this? About how they’re reckless and, and, I don’t know, like they’re disconnected from themselves somehow. Like they’re psychopaths. I mean, in the swamp, Duncan didn’t hesitate to decide to kill those guys. And Rat seemed to enjoy it, like the way she enjoyed torturing those lawyers.”

	“We’ve done our share of gruesome deeds ourselves.”

	As she spoke Wrench shook his head in response. “Not like that.”

	“I threatened to torture a man to the pain.”

	“That’s the thing though, you didn’t. It was just a threat.”

	“Not entirely.”

	“Yeah, okay . . .”

	As he trailed off Isabelle responded by raising her eyebrows in an expectant stare.

	“Yeah, yeah,” Wrench said. “I’m sure that Franks guy thought you were a psychopath.”

	“Would it have been that much worse if I’d kept cutting him up?”

	“Well yes, it would. You didn’t leave him unable to function. I mean,” Wrench’s shoulders slumped. “Maybe he would say it couldn’t get worse. Fuck, he might have preferred you take his hands or his eyes.”

	“I bet he would. Which is why men are dumber than women.”

	“Oh, don’t tell me women don’t have an existential crisis about losing the ability to reproduce.”

	This gave Isabelle pause, and for a moment she just stared out at some trash blowing down the street in the wind. “Yeah, okay,” she said. “That is true. It’s not quite the same though, is it?”

	“It isn’t?”

	She shook her head. “Probably because woman know they’ll eventually lose that ability at some point regardless. Either way, I don’t think many women would ever consider trading their hands or eyes for their reproductive organs.”

	“Hmph. That’s kind of the point though. You didn’t take his ability to function. If Rat did a good enough job cauterizing the wound we might have recovered already, be back at work as if nothing had happened.”

	“Do you really think that?” Isabelle gave him that lowered, probing stare again. “Would you be able to go on as if nothing happened?”

	Wrench found he could not meet her gaze. He looked away and sighed. “I don’t know.”

	“For what it’s worth I agree, it shouldn’t affect him that profoundly. He could go on being a jerk who brags about how much money he makes all he wants. And if he misses the feel of ‘em we could always replace them with the set of brass ones he keeps in his desk.”

	“He had a set of brass balls in his desk?”

	“Of course he did. He sometimes brought them out as part of his close or you’re fired talk.”

	“You know, that’s my point,” Wrench pointed for emphasis. “You, I think, can close. I’m not sure Rat and Duncan can.”

	“Because they’re psychopaths?”

	“Or just plain crazy.”

	“And my point,” Isabelle said, “is that it’s not what you do that makes you a psychopath. It’s why you do it.”

	“You’re saying they have a reason for acting crazy?”

	“Wrench, have you paused to actually think about our mission here?”

	“You mean killing the White Paladin, a militia-funding tech billionaire? That also makes us seem crazy.”

	“It does. It’s a crazy mission. Even successful, it can’t have great survival odds.”

	Slowly Wrench turned, at last truly meeting her stare with his own. “You’re saying we’re on a suicide mission?”

	“I’m saying the actual assassins, the people getting close to Denton, might want to think they’re not returning from this mission, even if they succeed.”

	“And that’s Rat and Duncan?”

	“It sure as hell ain’t me.”

	“No?”

	“Of course.” She tilted her head and studied him again. “Wrench.” She got his full attention, then rolled up a sleeve and held her forearm up next to her face, a move that seemed to draw attention to her skin color. “The White Paladin is not called that because of a random color choice.”

	“So Rat and Duncan, they’re here to . . .”

	“To pull the trigger. To get close.”

	“And you’re along on this . . .”

	“To help make sure they get there. And, in a way, to be a witness afterwards.”

	“So why am I here?”

	“You know that, you’re here to drive the car.”

	“Hmph,” he slumped and shook his head.

	“Don’t underestimate the value of a good wheelman.”

	“Thank you. But, I mean, you’re saying . . .”

	“I’m saying we’re all crazy. Crazy enough to have volunteered for this. So cut those two some slack.”

	“Okay, okay, but if you’re here to help get them into place then, you know,” he gestured toward the subway entrance. “This seems like a place where your help could have been useful.”

	“Maybe, maybe not, but they wanted to be the ones going in, I wasn’t gonna question that. Anyway, I don’t think this place would have been our scene.”

	“Why not?”

	“Did you see what was at the bottom of the stairwell there?”

	Wrench turned back toward the subway, but from here could not even see the top of the stairwell concealed behind the sandbags. “I didn’t look.”

	“There was a beaded curtain.”

	He arched an eyebrow and turned to her. “A beaded curtain?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“So what does that mean?”

	“Trust me. It’s more their scene.”

	Wrench fixed her with a confused look.

	“Let’s run the engine for a little while, it’s cooled off in here again.”

	“Alright,” Wrench started up the car. Then he turned back to look toward the subway and drummed his hands on the steering wheel again.

	After a moment sitting in silence, Isabelle leaned toward the console. “Does this thing have a radio?”

	“I checked, couldn’t get a connection.”

	“No, I mean radio, as in real radio, broadcast over the air.” She manipulated the console interface, moving through different menus on its central screen.

	“Real radio? Is that still a thing?”

	“AM radio is. Yeah, look, there’s a scanning mode. Let’s see if it can find a station.”

	Wrench leaned in now too, enthralled as the console scanned for a broadcast. Spinning numbers on the screen indicated it was moving through a large part of the band without finding anything. Then, with a burst of static the car was suddenly filled with noise. Through a constant, low-level crackle a heavy voice was talking.

	“. . .with Radio Civilization. Still at the National Mall, still on the national ball. I’m still talking to you folks from the top floor of the National Wasted Tax-dollar Gallery, looking out on a windy day, and let me tell you, the weather has not slowed things down here one bit, all those real American volunteers out there keep loading up that freedom pile even higher. When the best president in America’s history Drake the Great takes office we are gonna have one hell of a libtard barbeque, let me tell you. All those America-hating terrorists and pedophiles are gonna find out what climate change really looks like, let me tell you.”

	“What is this?” Wrench asked.

	“I have no idea.”

	Isabelle pushed the button to continue scanning stations. It ran through a big chunk of the AM band before landing on a new broadcast, though after a second it was obvious this was the same broadcast they had just heard but with slightly more background static.

	“. . . and by then we’ll be ready for the Big Roast, the holy luau, we will be melting some snowflakes then, let me tell you. If you’re just joining us, this is Radio Civilization, what took you so long? Just kidding, we’re here for everyone that wants to defend America. It’s the darkest hour, ladies and gentleman, darkest hour for our nation yet, but we have a fix, let me tell you. We’re gonna light it up so bright there won’t be any liberals that can’t see the power God has placed in America. Course nobody can see much when their eyes have been burned out in God’s fiery pit, let me tell you. The big dance is coming, just eleven more days and counting. The White Paladin hasn’t led us astray, real Americans. We’re in the red zone, time ticking down in the fourth, and a field goal ain’t gonna do it. We need that touchdown, let me tell you, and there’s nobody I’d rather have taking the shot then our White Paladin, but he can’t do it alone, we need everybody up on that line blocking, let me tell you. We’re getting all set up here, and there’s plenty of beer and blackberry beaters and fat-stickers to go around, but the shot clock is running down, let me tell you, so it’s full court press. There are already two outs, two strikes, and I know a whole lot of penalties have gone against us, but we still got a shot, and the pressure is intense, let me tell you, but we can hit this out of the park if we have enough people up on the line to block for our White Paladin. Saviors of America, let me tell you, they are gonna deliver . . .”

	“What is he talking about?” Wrench gave up on waiting for a pause in the stream of words coming from the radio.

	Again Isabelle just shook her head and stared.

	“I understand the individual words.”

	“Yeah,” Isabelle said. “It sounded like they were going to hold some mass gathering, but he really lost me when he started mixing sports analogies.”

	Wrench did not respond, and so the gap in conversation was filled with more radio chatter, though it was just more of the same, strange stream of words.

	“That’s the second time this guy has referred to the White Paladin as a ‘he’,” Wrench said. “I thought the White Paladin was that woman tech billionaire lady.”

	“Yeah. I don’t know.”

	They paused again, the torrent continuing.

	“What is a blackberry beater? Some kind of drink?”

	“It’s a stick to beat black people with,” Isabelle answered in a calm voice.

	“Really?”

	“Blackberries, black fruit, strange fruit, the strange fruit growing from southern trees, i.e. black people who have been lynched.”

	“Oh.” Wrench looked away. “Wait, do blackberries grow on trees?”

	“I don’t think so,” she said in a weary tone.

	“Do I dare ask what a fat-sticker is?”

	“I don’t know. Presumably something equally bigoted and stupid.” She reached forward and turned off the radio. “I’ve warmed up if you want to turn off the engine.”

	Wrench did so, casting the world into a quiet punctuated only by the gusting wind.

	“Sorry,” he said.

	“It’s not your fault. I wanted to listen to the radio.” She paused, then sighed. “Doesn’t matter what side you start on. Listen to enough of that anybody will become a psychopath.”

	Wrench gave a wane half-smirk and turned back to look at the subway entrance. Nothing had changed out there. “I wonder what those two are getting up to.”

	At that particular moment, less than fifty feet away, Rat and Duncan were also stuck waiting. At the bottom of the Metro station stairs and through the beaded curtain they had found themselves in a corridor. It was filled mostly with the accouterments of its past life, with maps and train schedules and vending machines to dispense tickets shoved in an alcove, benches on one wall, and turnstiles at the far end. A tarp was draped over the turnstiles, blocking from view anything beyond. There was power here, and harsh fluorescent lighting along the corridor. The ticket machines even still seemed to function.

	Initially they had stood and waited, then eventually were sitting and waiting. The guard that had brought them down here had told them to wait, disappeared behind the tarp, and been gone quite awhile. When he came back he told them to keep waiting, then headed back up to his post. Nobody else came through in either direction, and it became possible to think they had been forgotten.

	They sat in silence. A low hum of machinery came from further down the corridor, the wind sometimes howled from above, and the overhead lights buzzed quietly.

	At last the tarp at the far end parted and a different man stepped through. Unlike the guards up on the street, who were dressed all in black, this figure had a flamboyant look like many of their fellow New York Free Courters. He wore a black suit with a pastel cravat, fluorescent neon cufflinks, and rain boots with a paisley print. He had on a tiny pair of glasses and a top hat, and walked with a cane and a heavy limp.

	The two sat up a little, but otherwise did not react. The man came to stand in front of him. “You are the New Yorkers?” he asked in a whistle of a voice.

	They exchanged a glance. “Yes.”

	The man bowed a little and gestured toward the far end of the corridor. “Their majesty will see you now.”

	After another suspicious glance Rat and Duncan stood up. They followed the man down past the turnstiles and into the main platform of the Metro station.

	The area had been converted into some kind of compound or underground village. Aluminum siding sheds and large canvas tents were set up all over, creating a main street down the middle of the platform. Either side of the platform had rail lines along it. One side featured a parked train that had been incorporated into this compound. Tents and lean-tos were set up against the train, and curtains or decorations hung in its windows. Down a sort of side street between sheds they even saw another beaded curtain in the train’s doorway.

	The other side of the platform had no train. More sandbags had been piled up along the platform edge there, interrupted only by the beginnings of a more permanent wall made of cinder blocks. Guards sat at posts at either end.

	There was lighting in this large space, though it seemed like only half of what was originally present. The dimness was partly dispelled by a kind of ‘streetlight’ along the ‘main street,’ consisting of what looked like movie-production style lighting stands with bright spotlights shining across the makeshift buildings. Electrical cords from these lights snaked off to disappear among the tents and sheds. These lights also gave off a lot of heat, but they could not have been the only source, because the whole space was preternaturally warm.

	Despite walking with a limp the man escorting them started to pull ahead as Rat and Duncan absorbed what they were seeing. When they realized they sped forward to catch up.

	Upon first entering, this compound had seemed almost deserted, but as they went they started to see more people moving about. They were dressed in the same eclectic collection of camouflage fatigues, police uniforms, suits, and sports gear that Rat and Duncan had gotten use to with the Free Court.

	Their escort let them all the way to the far corner of the platform. Here they found a large tent that looked to be made mostly of waterproof camping tents stitched together to create a large span of material. It was stretched between the top of the parked train and a pair of columns, and tied down in the bottom corners. The entrance had a zipper, but this was left flapping open.

	The suited man stopped right in front of the entrance and gestured toward it. Rat and Duncan hesitated, then stepped through.

	Inside they found themselves in a room covered in blankets, pillows, couches, and old mattresses. Like the clothing and the building material around here they were eclectic, looking as though they had been looted from various stores and houses. Which, the two Free Couters were certain, was the actual case.

	At the far end of the room, the wall formed by the subway car was covered in posters for various musical bands, some for ancient heavy metal bands, some for more modern echo wave bands, all of them with distinct surrealistic, distorted, oddly-colored, or early computer polygon art styles.

	Sitting in front of these posters on a chaise lounge was the presumed leader of this place. She was a heavy set woman dressed in nothing but a bikini. The top was covered in blue sequins that sent sparkles, provided by a nearby lava lamp, dancing across the tent draping. Her bikini shorts, however, had such a gratuitously prominent bulge that it was obvious she either had male genitalia or had stuffed her shorts to create the illusion of such.

	Right in front of her was a coffee table, and on this sat a hookah. Pale smoke with a hint of blue to it wafted out of this, and out of the leader as she drew a long take on one of the hoses.

	Rat and Duncan stood and stared. The woman held out a hand, gesturing to a set of beanbags arrayed in front of the coffee table. “Please, come in,” she said in a throaty voice.

	The two came forward, picking their way around the cluttered furniture, to take a seat.

	“Hello, and welcome. I’m told you came all the way from New York to see me.”

	“Um, yes, you could say that,” Rat said, then introduced herself and Duncan.

	“Please,” the woman said, gesturing to the hookah.

	They exchanged glances again. Then Duncan shrugged, grabbed the hose on their side, and took a long draw.

	“So, um, thank you for meeting with us, first off,” Rat said. “Forgive me not knowing, you are the, um, the Caterpillar Queen?”

	“I am.”

	“Phew,” Duncan said. “That’s got a strong taste.”

	He passed the hose over to Rat. She took it but held it a moment, still speaking. “So, we were told we would also meet a Butterfly King as well.”

	“That is also me.”

	Both of them paused to take this in. “Oh,” Rat said. “Ohhhh.”

	“Ahh,” Duncan said a moment later, turning to Rat. “So when everyone was saying ‘they’. . .”

	“Right,” Rat said.

	“It wasn’t plural.”

	“Right.”

	“Gender-neutral singular.”

	The Caterpillar Queen smiled and took another draw on the hookah. Rat took the opportunity to do the same. She found whatever was in this had a strong hint of cinnamon.

	“To expedite our discussion though, you may call me the Queen-King. Or the King-Queen, it is all the same.”

	“Okay.”

	“So what is it,” the Queen-King said, “that New York needs from me.”

	“We’re here on a special mission directly from The General,” Duncan said.

	“The General?”

	“The leader of the Free Court Alliance.”

	“I’m afraid I don’t recognize any such leader.”

	As usual the two found themselves exchanging an apprehensive glance.

	“We’re not here to cause conflict,” Rat said. “Call her the leader of the Free Court Alliance, New York chapter.”

	“And this would make me the leader of the D.C. chapter?”

	“Well, we hope so.”

	“That’s what we were told,” Duncan said. Reaching over he took the hookah hose back from Rat and took another hit.

	“If there’s somebody else,” Rat said, “some other leadership we should be talking to . . .”

	“That depends on the parameters of your desire,” the Queen-King said. “I presume this general of which you speak is the fomenter and architect of the contemporary uprising against your martial law government.”

	“Yes.”

	“So now you wish to export your rebellion? Come the revolution we must all now congregate to this cynosure of our illustrious new polity.”

	“Um,” Duncan said, “well, no, nothing that grand. Or, um, complicated.”

	“Oh? Then perhaps our present colloquy does have merit.”

	They paused for a second. “Wait, do you not, like, want a revolution?” Rat asked.

	“I want it all, of course, but I subjugate my hierarchy of desire to both the expanded desideratum of my own partisans and to the exigency of our prevailing circumstances.”

	Again they both just stared as their brains untangled meaning from the words. Without looking Duncan passed the hookah hose over to Rat, who took another hit. The Queen-King watched her inhale, holding her breath in and staring off into space, then letting out a slow stream of blue tinted smoke.

	When the two did not speak again immediately the Queen-King drew in a hookah breath themself, blowing it out as a series of smoke rings that wafted over the coffee table.

	“So you say you don’t want a revolution,” they said.

	“Ga,” Duncan responded. Then he paused, looked away, blinked a few times as if to clear something from his eyes.

	“Wait, why are you opposed to a revolution again?” Rat asked.

	In reply they just took another hookah hit and blew out another smoke ring. “Perhaps we could expedite your inquiry if you just revealed your candid aspirations of myself.”

	“Why do you talk like that?”

	To this the Queen-King just arched a single eyebrow.

	“We were senokee,” Duncan slurred some words. Again he paused, blinked, started over. “We were sentokee, senttokee, senttookeel . . .”

	“Are you okay?” Rat asked him.

	He closed his eyes, shook his head, took a deep breath. “Weguh,” he said.

	“You were sent to do something,” the Queen-King said.

	“To kill the White Paladin?” Rat said, finding her voice rising in question without quite intending to.

	This got her another arched eyebrow from their host.

	“I mean, was that a question?”

	“You’ve confounded me.”

	Like Duncan, Rat found herself staring off into space. Suddenly she looked up and pointed at the hookah. “What is in this?”

	In reply all she got was a broad smile.

	“This isn’t marijuana, is it?”

	“I assure you it is not.”

	“Is this that stuff?”

	“Stuff?”

	“Gwagah!” Duncan said, nodding his head and pointing.

	Rat was nodding to, as if agreeing with his nonsense word. She looked back at the Queen-King. “Is this that drug that makes you talk only in questions?”

	The Queen-King chuckled slightly and took another pull from her hookah pipe. “It is one of many psychotropic substances fashioned by our erstwhile fasciod overlords, experimenting on those regarded as subjacent, its formula ultimately delivered to myself by dissentient workers who sabotaged the facility and escaped.”

	The two of them just stared while the Queen-King interrupted themself with another hit. “It profoundly impinges on the linguistic centers of cognition, but is not so axiomatic in application as you presuppose. Some do indeed find themselves unable to verbalize except in the interrogative. Others become greatly loquacious, impotent to refrain from expatiating even the most elementary of theses.”

	All this got in reply was more staring. “Mmm, scabadah,” said Duncan.

	“Others surrender altogether any capability of locution. As always, those with a pretense of science who were once employed by the pseudo-Nazi party prove capable of little more than creating a drug that simulates the effects of a stroke.”

	“Why would they want to simulate that?” Rat asked.

	“Oh dear, that is not what they wanted, I am certain. It is what they did. The authoritarian simpletons who once pretended to democratic rule were always more capable of corruption and incompetence than the majority they hypocritically derided.”

	“So, why did you give us this?” Rat gestured to the hookah.

	“I enjoy lavishing on my guests, and I find it provocates conversation.”

	“How does it help conversation if Duncan can’t talk?”

	The Queen-King smiled and shrugged. “Who knows? Would his contribution, were his utterances sensible, have enhanced our interchange?”

	“Maybe?”

	“Cagacamgee,” said Duncan.

	They both stared at him. He paused, looked between them, then shrugged and took another hit of the hookah.

	“Is he gonna be alright?”

	“Indubitably. A pronounced benefit of all such consonant psychotropic substances is their ephemeralness. Your limbic system will metabolize the substance within hours and you will find your more typical cognition restored.”

	As usual Rat felt as though she had a response, but was unable to articulate it even in her head. She ended up just staring again. Duncan passed the hookah pipe over. She sighed and took a hit.

	“You were saying,” the Queen-King said, “that you are here to kill the White Paladin.”

	“Scadoosh moosh,” said Duncan.

	“Can you help us?” asked Rat.

	“Can, might, should? What benefit do I ascertain from this proposed venture?”

	“Do you not also want to kill the White Paladin?”

	“As I have expressed, I want it all, but why do you presuppose this particular charge would rank so acutely among my priorities?”

	“So you won’t help us?”

	“Again, I assert, of what profit do I acquire by this malicious accord?”

	“Isn’t she your enemy?”

	This had the Queen-King pausing. They looked thoughtful, staring away into space before taking another hit and blowing another smoke ring.

	“You’re the leader of the Free Court, right?” Rat said. “The D.C. Free Court?”

	“Comprehend, my dear, that whatever efficacies your New York brethren have effectuated this past year, that those of us operating in this besieged and ransacked city, while under the ostensible banner and the de nombre of ‘Free Court Army,’ have been pursuing far different objectives.”

	“So you’re, like, not fighting the militias here?”

	“Oh, we most definitely are, insomuch as we shoot them when their meanderings bring them this far from their locus at the National Mall. But over the course of the siege of yesteryear our operations graduated from ideological warfare to also incorporate a more entrepreneurial character.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“We are smugglers, my dear. We run the black market. We ensure goods both luxurious and basic get into the city and are delivered to those in want, and in recompense receive a nominal profit.”

	Rat paused and glanced at Duncan, but his stare was fixed on their host. “So you won’t help us because there’s no money to be made?” Rat asked.

	“Oh, no, no, no, that is not my meaning at all. I only endeavor to impress the need for proper analysis of the expenses and the benefits to be enjoined from our hypothetical partnership.”

	“Is there any way you could just talk more plainly?”

	“With an expatiated effort, my dear, just as you will find that sufficient force of will may allow your own sentences to be forms other than the interrogative. Why don’t we start with your end? What, in direct or material terms, would be the benefit I would incur from this partnership?”

	“So you’re really just in this for the money?” Rat asked. “Aren’t there any ideals the Free Court stands for?”

	“Material does not eventuate solely money, and the direct does not necessitate the material. I ask not for some purely transactional recompense, but rather to know the ledger of all things I value will not be found in arrears when this is all concluded.”

	“Um . . .”

	“Wubaga,” Duncan said in an excited tone. “Wumma.” They looked at him as he seemed to struggle for the words. He held up a finger, looked about, felt at his pockets, and at last held up a hand in front of his face and pantomimed writing on it with the other.

	“There are writing implements on the Ottoman to your right, my dear,” the Queen-King pointed. “But don’t give in to over exuberant expectations. This psychotrope can also intervene in capabilities related to reading and writing.”

	Duncan scrambled over and found a pen and notepad.

	“Why is it you can speak so, like, profoundly,” Rat asked, “and we can barely form words?”

	“It is the vagaries of the human mind. Everyone experiences psychotropic effects differently.”

	“Do you not speak with all the big words when you’re not on this drug?”

	“Not unintentionally.”

	“Wait, so, you don’t want to talk like this?”

	“I cannot rectify my diction under psychotropic influence any more than you can.”

	“So does this drug, like, I don’t know, does it, like, give you big words to use?”

	This got the Queen-King to laugh. As she shifted position her bikini sequins sent their sparkling reflections dancing across Rat and Duncan.

	“No, my dear,” they said. “My vocabulary does not go through some transubstantiation and enable me to utilize words I have never heard before. I do though find, under the influence, my memory of words seems enhanced, almost to preternatural levels. My recall of words and their meanings is far more precise and expeditious.”

	“But you know all these big words to begin with?”

	“They all dwell in some recess of my mind. This particular compound,” the Queen-King gestured to the hookah, “seems to enhance linguistic mnemonics in general. You may find, as I do, your later recall of our conversation to be sharp in a way that may surprise you.”

	“Mmm, mmm,” Duncan had been very slow in writing, but now he had something and was thrusting the notepad toward Rat.

	She took it, help it up, adjusted its distance from her face.

	“What does this say?”

	Duncan held out his arms in an exasperated shrug. “Catabagah!”

	Rat made a second attempt at reading, but then shook her head. “Why can’t I read this?”

	“As I say, the compound can interfere in written as well as auditory language.”

	Leaning forward Rat offered her the notepad. “Can you read it?”

	Without hesitation the Queen-King took the notepad. They held it up to their face, then adjusted its distance much as Rat had done. Duncan tossed his arms in anticipation of defeat, but the Queen-King adjusted themself, sitting up and leaning some over the notepad.

	Duncan and Rat both watched with anticipation. “What does it say?”

	They looked up with a smile. “It says, ‘helping us is the wright thing to do.” The Queen-King read out the words slowly, enunciating each one. “In this instance, your friend has opted to spell the word ‘right’ with a ‘w.’ W-R-I-G-H-T.”

	Rat shot a perturbed look his way. Duncan held out his arms emphatically toward her. “Gwamal gwa.”

	“One wonders,” the Queen-King said, “if this was not a subliminal alteration, brought on perhaps by Duncan’s altered state of conscious.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Wright, the word spelled this way, is defined as a person who builds or makes something. A shipwright, a millwright, a playwright.”

	This just got the Queen-King confused looks. They continued. “Is helping your quest the ‘wright’ thing to do? Is it that which a builder would do?”

	“Is it?” Rat asked.

	“Scammascamaluh!” Duncan said.

	It appeared though the Queen-King was not listening, instead musing aloud to the smoke filled air above them. “A builder must create. To create a new world, do we not need a worldwright?”

	“Uhhh,” Rat mumbled, uncertain if she should speak and still struggling to say anything in general.

	“Is that not, in the final calculus, what the Free Court signifies? A new world? Justice free of Nationalist tyranny?”

	“Mmmm,” Duncan nodded his head vigorously.

	“The future will not be built by nihilists. Nor will creation occur while the agents of destruction run loose. I think, Mr. Duncan, that your ‘wright thing to do’ is a far bigger concept than the ‘right thing to do’ you may have meant.”

	“Sculadoh,” he continued to nod.

	The Queen-King looked down, their expression changing as they seemed to exit some otherworldly reverie. “Your proposition is lacking in both materiality and directness, yet it contains an irrefutable appeal. My corresponding aid may not take a concrete form, but abstraction for abstraction seems apropos. Would information on your quarry suffice?”

	Already Duncan was nodding. Rat nodded as well as she glanced at him. “Would it? Er, I mean,” she clenched her eyes shut, still nodding. “Yes, it would.”

	“Mmm. Scoom.” Duncan gave a thumbs up.

	The Queen-King reached forward to set down both the notepad and their hookah pipe on the coffee table. Then they reached behind the chaise lounge to produce a bright red silk robe. They sat up as they put this on.

	As the two watched the King-Queen’s expression again changed, their eyes seeming to get bigger, to stare harder. Duncan took another hit of the hookah.

	“You will find,” the King-Queen began, “that the entirety of the National Mall and the surrounding blocks our overrun by militia forces loyal to the Paladin, most notably the so-called Army of Western Civilization, or just the Army of Civilization. They are, in effect, the police in that area, and they patrol vigorously for anyone not their own.”

	“Aren’t there government buildings down there?”

	The King-Queen shook their head. “All the government offices in the militia zone were moved to Philadelphia, either long ago after the President’s Day terrorist attack, or in advance of the sacking of the city last spring, an event in which I got my own start, incidently. I digress. The city police leave the area to the militias.”

	“Do the police ever leave their precinct buildings?” Rat asked.

	“You’ve been in town long enough to learn something, I see. No. They are no friends of the Army of Civilization. Those with right-wing sympathies left long ago to join the militias. Those that remain are out-manned, under-supplied, scarred, and sometimes corrupt. They answer calls only if paid to do so. Again though, a digression. The core of the city is where the White Paladin holds court, often we believe on Capital Hill.”

	“Is there a way to get in?”

	“There are of course ways, but are there means. You might sneak in through the subway tunnels, but we believe the militia have collapsed most entrances to their micro-kingdom, and guard the rest. That of course would only get you into the militia controlled zone, not the capital. For that the most efficacious course might be to pass as militia members yourselves.”

	To this Duncan nodded some more, glancing at Rat and prompting her to do the same, somewhat reluctantly. “How do we do that?”

	“I have no easy methodology, so that must pass as an exercise for the reader. To expedite your research process though, I can say there are two types of interface the militia maintain with the outside world. The first, most naturally, being the former National Guard checkpoints that incarnate a perimeter around the city core. The other is a series of fortified buildings elsewhere in the city that serve as transfer points for goods entering the zone.”

	“What are these, now?”

	“They are buildings the militia seized and fortified. Their use seems a holdover from the days of the National Guard cordon. Supplies are brought in and amassed at fortified points, then later transferred by heavily armored vehicles into the core militia zone. If you do not wish to take a direct approach to a front gate then they are your means of egress.”

	The King-Queen paused, then reached forward, grabbed their hookah pipe, and slouched back down on the chaise lounge. They took a long hit while Rat and Duncan exchanged a look.

	“What do you think?” Rat asked.

	Duncan scrunched up his mouth, looked away, then shrugged. When Rat just kept staring at him he offered a smile and a thumbs-up.

	“You think this is enough to get us into this militia controlled area?”

	Again he looked away in thought. He looked back at her, waved his hand in a ‘so-so’ gesture, then offered her the hookah pipe he was still holding. Rat stared at it, then slumped her shoulders, reached out, and took a hit.

	“We can impart you with maps of the Metro system, known collapses and Army of Civilization posts,” the Queen-King said, “and known locations of their supply depots. Should you accept that particular recourse there is one in particular I propose, recommended by its isolated location yet regular frequency of supply runs.”

	They paused while the Queen-King took another hookah hit.

	“Will that be enough?” Rat asked. Then immediately she clenched her eyes shut, gritting her teeth. “I mean, that will be enough.”

	Their host just smiled a giant grin.

	“Hmph?” Duncan managed a questioning grunt for Rat.

	She met his gaze. “It’ll have to do right?”

	Duncan worked his jaw as if literally chewing over the idea. Then he seemed to come to a conclusion, giving a half-shrug, half-nod gesture. “Pfscah,” he said.
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	Princeton was burning. The initial plan had been to burn the Princeton Law School, yet like the literal wall of Wall Street this was something that just did not exist. Frustration at being unable to locate the place led to the whole campus, perhaps the whole city, now on fire. The few firefighters and police who had not fled the opening artillery bombardment or been killed in the initial drone wave had thrown in with the Free Court, whose ranks had net grown since taking the city.

	The burning created a sort of halo along the horizon, a red glow beyond the buildings and trees that mirrored that of the setting sun. The General gazed out at it absently as they wound their way along a single lane road lined with bare foliage.

	It was James driving this shiny new jeep, roofless, door-less, padded roll cage and crash harness seating, lift kit and analog console, manual transmission and military-grade honeycomb tires. It had gotten dark enough that James needed to turn on the headlights, which he belatedly realized was not going to happen automatically.

	“You’re lost aren’t you?” Annina said from the back, where she bounced around in the cargo bed with a heavy machine gun. As always, over her old state trooper uniform, she wore a medieval style tabard depicting an ornate cross, its gold inlay sending off occasional sparkles in the fading light.

	“I’ll get us there,” James said.

	“Should have let me drive.”

	In response both to her and the darkening night James reached down and turned on the vehicle’s heat. Hot air blew from vents and washed over them, whisked away by the night breeze.

	Peering off to their right, James suddenly spotted something. He swerved, taking them fully off-road. They crashed through some underbrush before emerging in a snowy field.

	A short distance ahead there was a parking lot surrounding a gleaming, expansive building. It sat surrounded in turn by snow-covered fields and light woodland in all directions. In closer proximity it also sat surrounded by drones. Heavy urban warfare drones sat intermixed among compact tanks and a few taller crowd control drones that looked like something from a cheesy low-budget science fiction movie.

	James brought them to a stop just beyond the drone perimeter. “Where did you find this thing?” The General asked him as they disembarked the jeep.

	“It was just sitting there, on the street, abandoned.”

	“With the keys in it?”

	“No,” Annina said, swinging down and hauling out her giant chain gun. “I hot-wired it. Because I know about cars.”

	“Hey, did I ever stall it?” James asked. “Huh?”

	“I also know directions.”

	Before they could continue they were approached by a group of Free Courters dressed in everyday clothes, topped with flak jackets and flare. Lead among this group were Mordenkainen and Graxal the Merciless. Both wore army fatigues that did not seem to fit quite right. The former added to this black and white face paint depicting a spray of stars around his eyes. The latter, whose name was often shortened to ‘Less,’ was a bulky man with skin that looked twisted and cratered, as if he were made of wood, and whose hair grew only in thin patches. He carried a fifty-caliber sniper rifle leaned against one shoulder.

	“Gentlemen,” The General said to these two. “What have we got?”

	“Two things General.”

	“I’ll take the bad news first.”

	They looked at each other. “They’re not good or bad,” Less said in a high, lilting voice. “First off, we found this guy who says he wants to join us.”

	From among the Free Couters stepped a man who looked underdressed. His jeans and shirt were worn through in places and there was mud caked in his hair, but otherwise he had no outlandish features. He hid an apprehensive look behind thick, stylish glasses.

	“So you brought him to me?” The General asked.

	“He says he can help with our little situation,” Mordenkainen nodded toward the drone-surrounded building across the parking lot.

	“Oh?” The General folder her arms and leaned against the back of the jeep, regarding this new guy. “Do you know who we are?”

	“You’re the Army of the Free Court. I saw your banner.” He referred to the black flags showing the red, blue, white barred triangle that flew from some of their vehicles.

	“We’re the Free Court Alliance,” Less said to him.

	“I, um, I guess I don’t know the difference.”

	“It’s a semantic difference,” The General said. “More important is what we are,” she gestured among herself and the other Free Courters. “You realize most of us got started here after we were liberated from Nationalist death camps, right? Either that or we’ve got military defectors. People with no place else to go. Are you either of those things?”

	He looked at the eclectic bunch around him, Mordenkainen and Less and James and The General, each in their own unique sort of uniform. “No, not exactly.”

	“Not exactly?”

	“They arrested me. I thought I was going to be disappeared like all those other people. But then they let me go on bail. My court date is still pending, I think.”

	“What did they arrest you for?”

	“For trying to vote for Democrats. After they eliminated secret ballots nationwide. I got an early ballot and tried to drop it off and got intercepted by some people. I don’t think they were real cops, but they were hanging out at the polling place. They beat me up, shoved me in a van with some others, and drove me to the police station.”

	“This was during the election last year?”

	“No, the midterms, two years before.”

	“I see. So what happened then?”

	He glanced around again, struggling to judge the flat expressions all around him, made even harder to read in the deepening dusk. “My girlfriend bailed me out. I’ve been out on bail ever since.”

	“What happened to your girlfriend?”

	“I don’t know. She fled, was heading out west, to join the Resistance. Since I was on bail I didn’t dare leave the state.”

	“So here you are.” The General turned away, noticing that heavy spot lights on some of the drones had been turned on to illuminate the building they surrounded. “What happened to the other people that were arrested with you?”

	“I don’t know. I never saw them again.”

	“But they let you go?”

	“After I posted bail.”

	“You were the only one that got out then?”

	“As far as I know.”

	“You realize that’s because you’re white, right?”

	He swallowed hard, hesitating before he continued. “Some of the other guys arrested with me were white.”

	“White and male and privileged. Enough to have some money to afford bail.”

	“I guess so. When they let me go I wasn’t about to argue with it.”

	“That a good call,” The General nodded. “What did you say your name was?”

	“I, I didn’t,” he said with a stammer. “But it’s Liam.”

	“Liam. What did you do for a living Liam?”

	He paused, turning to glance over at the now lit-up building that The General kept eyeing. “Well, I’ve been unemployed since I was arrested. But before that I was an adjunct professor.”

	“You were a professor at Princeton?” Less incredulously asked.

	“At some different schools. I only ever worked adjunct.”

	“I don’t have a lot of experience with higher education myself,” The General said. “Can you clue me in to what adjunct professor really means?”

	It was Mordenkainen that answered. “It means he’s a mercenary. They take on teaching whatever classes the university needs that semester, get paid per class. Isn’t that right?”

	“That,” Liam nodded, “that is exactly it.”

	The General unfolded her arms, bracing them instead against the bumper of the jeep. “It’s gig work? They made college professors gig workers?”

	Liam shrugged. “They’ve had adjunct professors as long as I’ve known.”

	“You were part of the precariat though.”

	“They what?”

	“The precariat, the precarious proletariat. Get paid one job at a time, no promise of future work, no benefits, no time off.”

	“That’s what it was, yeah. Like I said, I’ve been unemployed for a while.”

	The General smirked. “Well you might be what we’re looking for, Liam.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“Yeah. What I’m looking for is desperate people. People with nothing to lose. People who are broken. Monsters. That sound like you?”

	He stammered again as he answered, “I, I’m, I am pretty desperate.”

	“You’ve got nowhere else to go?”

	“Not unless I head west. Everybody I know has either disappeared or headed to California. I don’t have any money left.”

	“We could give you money. It’s mostly worthless nowadays, so you can have some. We keep collecting it.”

	“I, uh . . .”

	“Would you rather have a briefcase of money? Might be better than signing up with a bunch of psychopaths to kill and plunder.”

	“Will you be killing and plundering the people who arrested me?”

	This got a real smile from The General. “I like you, Liam. We can take you, but you haven’t been through what most of us have. A right of passage. So we’re gonna need something.” She paused, scrunching her mouth in thought. “So I think, if you wanna join, we’re gonna have to cut your balls off.”

	“I . . . what?”

	“Your testicles. We’ll cut ‘em off, and then you can join.”

	“Uh,” Liam was unable to overcome his stammer this time, looking around again at the blank expressions.

	“You don’t want us to?” The General asked.

	“I’d prefer not.”

	“I thought you were desperate.”

	“I’m not that desperate.”

	“You are desperate or you aren’t. Would it make a difference if it was a pinky finger?”

	“My pinky finger?”

	“Or any other finger. Would you have a preference?”

	“I’m, uh, I’m kinda attached to all these things.”

	“Hmm,” The General smiled again. “Well, I do like a good pun, Liam, but I’m afraid I still want to go with cutting off the balls.”

	All he could do was stare and stammer.

	“Are they really that important to you? A key part of your identity?”

	“Part of it, yes. I mean . . .”

	“You’re letting your balls define you?”

	Liam paused to collect himself, forcing a smile to match The General’s. “They’ve kind of had a significant impact on my life, for better or worse.”

	“Would you feel inadequate without them? Less than a man?”

	“I don’t know how I would feel. Would you feel inadequate if you couldn’t have children anymore?”

	“I already had kids, I already lost the ability to have more, but I like your point. Were you planning on having kids?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe someday.”

	“That’s a bad plan. It’s a drain of resources when there isn’t enough for everybody already. Plus, really, are you so great that the world needs a clone of you?”

	“I guess not.”

	“So what’s the problem with the ball cutting off plan?”

	“I, just,” Liam looked around again, as if this might be a joke, but finding no friendly looking faces. “It sounds like it’ll hurt.”

	“Not at all. We’ve done it before. It’s way less painful than some of what we’ve gone through, and what you’ll likely go through with us.”

	“How would you know how painful it is?”

	For the second time he got a broad smile from The General. “That’s a good point. So I take it we’re set against cutting off your balls.”

	“What happens if I say that I am set against it.”

	“Than that’ll be too bad, but we’ll let you go. You’d wanna get out of town quick though, we’re kind of in the process of sacking this place. Granted, I ask my troops to focus on property damage and avoid too much bloodshed, but let’s be honest, we’re an undisciplined bunch, so anything is possible. Regardless, you’ll want to get as far away as quick as you can.”

	Liam swallowed hard and looked around. Those watching him had either placid looks on their faces or big grins. He could not tell if the smiles were in jest or those of mad predators. “I, uh, I guess I should start running right now.”

	“You’re really gonna risk your life rather than lose your balls?”

	He hesitated, but then pulled himself up straight. “I guess I am.”

	“Well, alright then. I suppose we’ll have to let you join anyway.” The General smiled and started walking forward

	“We have to let him join,” Less said, with a nod toward the surrounded building nearby. “He has info about this bunker.”

	“He does?” The General stopped. “You let me go through the whole ball-cutting bit when he had info we need?”

	“We told you up front.”

	“Oh. Oh yeah, I guess you did. I should pay more attention.”

	“Hey,” James said, “we all wanted to see the hazing, and it’s been so long since we got to see it done by the master.”

	“So was, uh,” Liam forced a laugh. “Was this a test?”

	“It was a test to see if you’d let us cut your balls off,” The General said as she walked up and shook his hand.

	 “What would you have done if I’d agreed?”

	“I’d have been damn impressed,” The General said. “Then I’d have called in Harlequin or Mordenkainen to do it.”

	“Oh?”

	“I still recommend you consider having it done, I find it’s a vast improvement for most men.”

	“Do you, um,” Liam glanced around. “Do a lot of people agree to this?”

	“Not many, but more than you’d expect. Ask Mordy.” She nodded to Mordenkainen, who responded with a slight nod and a wink.

	Liam stammered again as he tried to reply.

	“Come on,” The General started walking toward the perimeter of drones, and everyone else fell in line with her. “So you have information about this place?” she asked Liam.

	“I, um, oh, yeah, I do. I heard you guys were looking for a doomsday bunker around here.”

	“We were.”

	“Yeah, this is where it is.”

	“We figured that much out. Can you tell us anything else?”

	“I’ve been inside it.”

	This got The General to stop walking. “No kidding. How does gig work professor get to go inside a billionaire’s personal end of the world bunker?”

	“One of the professors I was working for got a tour, and he took some of us along. I guess he was pals with the Wall Street guys that had it built. He might have been on the invite list, if, ya know, it ever got used.”

	“I can guarantee,” Annina said, “nobody on the invite list was ever going to end up being the ones to use this place.”

	The General smirked at this. “What were you an adjunct professor of, Mr. Liam?”

	“It’s just Liam. And economics.”

	“Liam Economics?”

	“I mean, I taught economics, and my name is Liam.”

	“Of course you taught economics. However, you’re name probably shouldn’t be Liam anymore. Pick a new one.’

	“A new name?”

	“That’s what we all did. You think I was born The General?”

	“I thought it was a title.”

	“Hmph,” Less said. “My mother named me Graxal the Merciless after the first seventy-two hours of labor.” He laughed a weird, rumbling laugh.

	Before Liam could say more they came upon the command of this operation. Crouched behind some urban warfare drones were Tall Tia, Shamana, and Cowboy. The two women stood a little apart, peering over the drones at the building beyond. Cowboy had a mobile sitting on the rear armor of the drone and was carrying on a halting conversation. As everyone else approached they arrayed themselves out among other troops crouched behind nearby drones, all watching the building intently.

	“So Liam,” The General said. “This place looks like some kind of country club to me.”

	“It is, yeah. Really exclusive.”

	“So is the bunker built under this building?”

	“That’s the clubhouse. The bunker is under it and stretches all around, under the golf course over there as well.” He gestured to the far side of the building. “It’s big.”

	“Do you know where the entrances are? Aside from in this clubhouse.”

	“There is another entrance, kind of a backdoor, out beyond the ninth hole.”

	“Interesting.”

	“Is this the guy that might know something?” Tia asking, sliding over to join them and speaking in a low voice.

	“He’s been inside this bunker,” The General said. “Says there’s a backdoor somewhere.”

	Tia glanced at Liam, then looked out at the clubhouse again. “Not sure that helps. It sounds like these guys are pretty heavily fortified in there. I would guess they already know about any backdoors.”

	“Do you know exactly what we’re dealing with?” The General asked her.

	“We’ve been talking to them. They’re,” Tia scowled, glanced away. “Come listen for yourself.”

	They moved over to where Cowboy was talking on a mobile. “Dude,” he said in his deep voice. “For the thousandth time, we don’t care about the hostages. You can walk out, take the hostages, take the guns, all we care about is the fuel.”

	The General leaned over to whisper with Tia. “There are hostages?”

	“Seems like some of the people who originally owned this bunker showed up to try to use it right before we arrived.”

	“Then who are the hostage takers?”

	“That part we’re not sure about.” Tia nodded toward Cowboy.

	The General glanced around at Tia and Shamana. “Why is Cowboy talking to them?”

	“We didn’t think he was responding well to a female voice.”

	Again they turned to Cowboy. He had lost his feather boa but still wore garish makeup, a pink cowboy hat, and tight leather pants.

	“So you went with Cowboy?” The General asked.

	“He has the deepest voice we’ve got.”

	The General looked around, then poked her head up over the drone to stare at the clubhouse again. “Can they see us?”

	“They used a bunch of racists slurs when I was talking to them,” Shamana said in a nonchalant tone.

	“They assumed you were black?”

	“They assumed I was Asian.”

	The General shot her a confused look, then turned back to the clubhouse. “So I take it they can’t see us?”

	“I wouldn’t be sure of anything at this point,” Tia said, nodding back to Cowboy again. They turned to listen to the ongoing conversation.

	“. . . we all know how this is going to end,” a raspy voice came in over the mobile. “You’re not gonna stop until you get the chance to suck the dicks of your lizard overlords.”

	“No, no,” Cowboy said. “I’m telling you, we don’t care about the hostages . . .”

	“Maybe you think we’re bluffing? Maybe you need to hear one of them?”

	“Dude, no, that’s not necessary.” Cowboy stopped as he realized he was talking to nobody. Some banging and scraping sounds emanated from his mobile, and a series of unintelligible shouts.

	There was a scream, and then the voice of a little girl came over the mobile. “Please, mister. Please, they say they want to kill us.”

	Cowboy hung his head and shook it slowly.

	“How’s that?” the raspy voice returned. “You believe me now?”

	“I never disbelieved that you had hostages,” Cowboy said. “This is the third one you’ve put on. I get it, you’ve even got children among them.”

	“Maybe now we can start talking then.”

	“Dude, we still don’t care about the hostages. Even if they are lizard people. In fact, especially if they’re lizard people. You know, in fact, if they are lizard people, and you turn them over to us, we’d kill them ourselves.”

	“You expect me to believe that line?”

	Cowboy clenched his eyes, then rubbed them, smearing some of his makeup.

	“Are you lizard cock-suckers ready to listen to our demands now?”

	“Have they changed since the last time?” Cowboy asked.

	“If you fucks don’t start taking this seriously your masters are all gonna have their brains splattered on a wall in a couple seconds.”

	Cowboy started to say something, then hesitated. He turned to look at those listening in on the conversation, then thought of something and turned back to the mobile. “Listen, dude. I’ve got the Free Court General standing here with me now. Did you get that? Our General is listening in. This is the top commander of all our forces. So go ahead and give me your demands again, the whole list. The General, actually, I think our whole command staff, they’re standing right here listening, so go ahead, they are ready to hear all your demands.”

	“You fucking with me there boy?”

	“I swear to God man, our command staff is right here, listening.” He turned to stare at The General, as did everyone else.

	She stood there, arms folded, then seemed to realize they were looking to her. She glanced around, spotted James watching nearby. She nodded to him, then nodded toward Cowboy and the mobile.

	James caught her meaning after the briefest hesitation. “Uh, yeah. Hello. We’re all here, sir, except for our sergeant-at-arms, but the rest of us are here and we’re ready to listen to your demands.”

	The General gave him an approving nod. Then, responding to a stare from Annina, she whispered, “stick to male voices on the line.”

	On the mobile there was a long pause. At last the raspy voice resumed. “You expect me to fall for that?”

	“I, uh, fall for what, sir?” Cowboy asked.

	“That wasn’t your leader. I could barely hear him.”

	“He’s just standing a little ways off.”

	“Sure he is. Come on, boy, don’t try this game again. We all know you’re lizard leaders can’t sound like regular people. I heard that faint, hollow voice you tried to pass off as human.”

	“No, dude, seriously, he’s just standing a little ways away.” Cowboy started waving, prompting James, after recovering from some initial confusion, to scramble over toward the mobile. “Here I’ll have him stand closer . . .”

	“Oh no you don’t. I’m not letting you try any kind of mind tricks on us again.”

	“It’s not a mind trick, see, he’s standing right next to me now, he’ll sound normal.”

	Cowboy scooted away from the mobile and waved to James again. The former cop knelt down next to Cowboy behind the same drone. “Um, hello sir, it’s me . . .”

	“Ahh, no, they’re trying a psychic wave attack again,” the raspy voice on the mobile sounded like it was screaming to someone else in the room. “Everyone get down, get down. Cover drill, cover drill.”

	Cowboy held up a hand toward James, getting him to step back. Once more Cowboy crouched over the mobile. “Sir, sir. Are you okay?” There was a long pause. “Sir. We’re not trying any attack, I swear. Everyone’s cool out here.”

	As everyone listened in on this conversation the whole world seemed to fall silent. The red of dusk disappeared from the horizon, though above the trees behind them there was still a red glow of fire. More drone headlights were switched on around the perimeter.

	“Sir,” Cowboy said. “Are you still there? Is everyone alright?”

	“Hmph,” a different voice said. “Looks like your gambit failed, lizard-licker.”

	“Uh, hi, this is the Cowboy. Who am I speaking to now?”

	“The Cowboy?”

	“Sharpest looking cowboy around. Is everyone okay over there?”

	“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

	Cowboy started to respond, then glanced over at The General. Some people had turned on flashlights, providing off-hand illumination through their ranks, enough that they could see the bewildered look on their leader’s face.

	“I, um, I was talking to another gentleman earlier,” Cowboy said. “I think I might not have been clear. What we want is the fuel supply you guys are sitting on. Nothing else. We’re willing to negotiate for the fuel supply.”

	“I heard you talking to Ed before.”

	From the mobile the original raspy voice, much quieter now, interrupted. “Don’t tell them my name!”

	“They already know your name, dumbass,” the new voice said. “They know everything about us, they’re with the Illuminati. Isn’t that right Cowboy?”

	“Well, no sir. We’re not with the Illuminati, I don’t know your name, I just found out you have someone named Ed, I have no idea what you guys look like. All we’re interested in is the fuel.”

	“You’d sure like us to believe that, wouldn’t you?”

	“I, yes, honestly, it’s true and I desperately wish you believed me.”

	“Well too bad, hombre, we ain’t here to cut deals with you lizard cock-suckers or your alien-pedophile masters. The big dance is starting and you’re all about to burn to the trumpets.”

	With a sigh Cowboy leaned forward, bracing himself against the drone. He pushed his hat back as he rubbed his head and looked like he might vomit right there. “Sir,” he said into the mobile, “if all that’s true, would it matter if you let us take the fuel and then went on our way. You can keep the people, or the lizard people, or whoever you have as hostages as collateral, we just . . .”

	“Sorry muchacho, no deal. You’ll have to take your lizard lords from our cold dead hands.”

	“We don’t want your lizard lords, or any other lord, person, lizard, or entity you might have, including yourselves. We just want the diesel fuel in the tanks downstairs.”

	“I’ve had enough of your liberal lies. I’m done for the day.”

	“No, sir . . .”

	There was a beep from the mobile, letting them know the call had been disconnected. Cowboy hung his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. By now there were several flashlights shining on him, creating a dance of sparkles from the rhinestones in his belt. He stood up and turned to The General.

	“I don’t know what to say,” he held out his hands in a shrug.

	All The General could do was return his stare. “What the fuck was that?”

	“It’s what we’re dealing with,” Shamana, standing next to their leader, said in a flat tone.

	“They’re done for the day?”

	“That’s like the fourth time he’s said that,” Shamana shook her head in resignation.

	“That particular guy? Have you talked to him before?”

	“As far as we can figure there are three of them alternating off. This was the first time we heard any of their names.”

	“Do you want me to call back?” Cowboy asked.

	“Will they answer?” The General asked.

	“Eventually,” Shamana said. “They have so far, anyway.”

	“How did you get this number?”

	“It’s the number for the clubhouse itself. A land line, we think.”

	The General drew a deep breath. “Alright, call him back. This time though, let’s let James do the talking.”

	“Me?” James had backed up from his first abortive negotiation attempt to stand again with The General and her ‘command staff.’

	“You were a cop, right? They trained you in hostage situations?”

	“Our training was: keep ‘em talking until the specialists arrive.”

	“That’s more training than I’ve had.”

	“You think they’ll listen to me?” James asked. “After whatever the fuck just happened?”

	“Every time we call it feels like starting the same conversation over,” Cowboy said. “They act like they’ve never heard from us before.”

	“What?” James looked around.

	“We’re as confused as you,” Shamana told him.

	“Just give it a try,” The General said.

	James shrugged and stepped over to where Cowboy stood. “Don’t move around too much,” Cowboy handed him the mobile, “reception has been spotty.”

	“Oh boy,” James sighed and crouched down behind the drone while Cowboy stepped out of his way. By now they could all hear the low buzzing sound from the mobile as the people on the other end of the call allowed their phone to continue ringing. When it clicked over and started to go to voice mail James looked around. “Do I leave a message?”

	“Just hang up and hit redial,” Cowboy said. “Keep trying, they’ll eventually pick up.”

	As James set himself to this task, Cowboy stepped over and joined in a little circle around The General. Flashlights held among them created a little camp fire ambiance without the actual warmth.

	“So do we have any idea who we’re dealing with?” The General asked.

	“They’re obviously some conspiracy theorists,” Shamana said. “We know they’re armed, they fired off a few rounds at the drones earlier. Beyond that,” she sighed, “well, you heard what talking with them is like.”

	“Any idea of their numbers, armaments, anything like that?”

	Shamana just shook her head. “We’ve heard from three different people on the line, but there’s gotta be more. They’ve put on three different hostages to talk, but I think they might have more there as well.”

	“These sound like the kind of people that have a lot of firepower,” Annina said.

	“They shot some at us when we first arrived,” Cowboy said. “Small arms fire only.”

	“So probably not anything that can do real damage to the war drones.”

	“They could have explosives,” Less said.

	“Yes, but they would be thrown or fired, they haven’t had a chance to set up traps.”

	“Shamana,” the General said, turning to her top aide. “Do we know anything else about these people? Where they’re from? How they knew about this location? Anything like that?”

	“We found them entrenched when we got here,” Shamana said. “All we know is what they’ve told us, which is next to nothing.”

	The General sighed and turned to again look at the clubhouse, lit all around by headlights from war drones.

	“One other thing General,” Shamana said. “The news today. Supreme Court issued an official ruling on the Electoral College dispute.”

	“Yeah? What happened?”

	“Same as always. Nationalists prevailed.”

	“Does that change our situation any?”

	Shamana shook her head slowly. “Not at all. House is suppose to vote on Monday, but no reason to think they won’t install Drake as president.”

	“Then assuming he doesn’t move preemptively he gets inaugurated a week later,” the General nodded. “So we have ten days, at most, to get to the capital.” She turned back to their target. “Time is not on our side, unfortunately. What’s everyone’s assessment of storming this place?”

	“We could pulverize the above ground part of the building, easily,” Tia said.

	Everyone turned to her, expecting her to say more, but Tia just stared off at the clubhouse.

	“Are you proposing we do that?” The General asked. “Then what? Dig out the fuel tanks from the wreckage?”

	Tia turned to face straight toward The General. “I’m proposing we kill them all and let God sort them out.”

	The General smirked at this. “Is there a chance they could retreat below into this bunker and survive our assault?”

	“Depends on how sealed up the bunker is,” Annina answered this question, “whether it can resist a fire in the building above.”

	Looking around The General spotted where Liam stood in between Less and Mordenkainen. “Hey, new guy, professor.” She gestured for him to step forward. “You’ve been in this place. Was there some kind of blast door or heavy hatch when you were going down into the bunker?”

	“Definitely,” he nodded. “It was like a big vault door at the bottom of a wide set of stairs.”

	“Yeah, I was afraid of that.” She turned away, looking toward the country club/compound building. “The drones aren’t going to be able to uproot these guys. If we fight our way in we’re doing it room by room.”

	“Do we have any other options?” Tia asked. Although spoken to The General her question seemed directed to everyone, and they all fell quiet.

	“Can we not just bypass this place?” Cowboy asked. “Leave a few drones and people to keep guard and the rest of us press on.”

	“Not all of us,” The General said. “The artillery and anti-aircraft guns are stuck outside town, and our heavy tanks are back in Newark, and none of them are going anywhere further without that diesel fuel in there.”

	“Right, but can we work without the heavy stuff?”

	Several of them were shaking their heads to this. “They have heavy drone bombers,” Annina said. “If we advance on the capital they’ll cut us to ribbons.”

	“Even if we survived their bombing,” Shamana said, “once we reach the city we’d have to deal with the Marine regiments there. Without the heavy drone tanks we’d be totally outgunned.”

	Cowboy looked around among the Free Court leadership. “How did y’all ever take D.C.?”

	“It wasn’t us specifically taking D.C.,” Shamana said.

	“Also,” Annina said, “the people who sacked the city last year had freshly defected National Guard units, with all their supplies and equipment.”

	“While we have leftovers and hand-me-downs,” Cowboy said. “Got it.”

	“What I wanna know,” Mordenkainen stepped forward to be more part of the conversation, “is why they aren’t bombing us already. We’re easily within range of heavy bombers, right?”

	“We’re also spread out among civilian buildings,” Shamana said. “They also might not yet realize how heavily armed we are and what are target is.”

	“They’ll have figured it out by the time Drake takes office though,” The General said, “and I have no doubt Drake would order a bombing regardless of collateral damage. Which is why the clock is ticking.”

	“Is there any other fuel we can scavenge?” Cowboy asked. “Any other National Guard depots or civilian gas stations or anything?”

	It was Shamana who answered this. “We’ve gotten everything we can. We topped off the war drones we have here from the civilian stations, but that was about it. There aren’t really any big National Guard supply dumps outside the old martial law sectors.”

	“Until we get to Philadelphia,” Mordenkainen said.

	“Except we need to arrive at Philly,” Annina said, “with enough fuel already to take those supply depots.”

	“How much support will we have once we get to the city?”

	“Not enough to count on.”

	There were some more grimaces and head shaking around the circle.

	“It’s like I’ve been telling you guys,” The General said. “Our moment of victory was New Year’s. We’re back to living day-to-day.” Their leader turned slowly, meeting the gaze of each of the people listening around her. “So here we are. We can’t bypass this supply. Taking the place by force looks messy. We’re back to negotiating.”

	“I don’t think we have any chance of dealing with them,” Tia said.

	Annina scowled at this. “We had this argument about the situation in D.C.”

	“And I was right, wasn’t I?”

	“I let you convince me then, but we don’t know these people are associated with any of those militia groups.”

	“They might as well be, right?”

	“Would it make a difference if they weren’t?” Shamana asked.

	Nobody responded, instead shooting glances over at the clubhouse building or the darkened field around them.

	“Speaking of that,” The General said. “Have we got any news from our people in D.C.?”

	“Yes.” Shamana paused, turning away for a second as if reticent to continue. “Izzy reported in earlier today. They met up with the leadership down there. She says they’re staking out an entrance to the fortified militia zone in the center of the city.”

	“Alright, anything else?”

	“Well, um, she also reports a lot of refugees have been arriving in the city.”

	“Yeah? From where?”

	“Izzy didn’t know, but I’d guess they’re the people fleeing from us. Izzy seemed to think some of them are being let into the fortified militia zone, she thought that might be a possible way in.”

	“Huh,” The General looked away, considering this. “Huh.”

	“General?”

	“Sorry. That just gave me a thought. So, um, I guess no help any time soon down there.”

	“Even if, if,” Shamana stumbled on her words slightly, then took a breath to compose herself. “Even if they had accomplished their mission already, how would that help us here?”

	“Maybe it wouldn’t, but it might. It might change the dynamics of this negotiation, especially if these guys are associated with the militias in D.C.”

	“Nothing is gonna change the dynamics here,” Tia said. “These people are impervious to any external reality.”

	“There’s gotta be something else we can try,” The General said.

	In exasperation Tia tossed both hands in the air. “We’ve been trying for hours. Ask Cowboy. They’re not rational beings. Anything we say to them could result in any reaction. They’re completely arbitrary when it comes to what statements from us they will or won’t believe. They panic or turn abruptly hostile at innocuous comments. They level accusations at random. We would have more success negotiating with wild animals.”

	The General stared at her, mulling this statement. Without a word she then turned to Cowboy, and all attention focused on him.

	“It’s true,” he said. “I got nothing out of that conversation other than weird, random conspiracy theory mad-lib comments. I feel like I know less about them then when I started.”

	Again The General just stared in his direction before turning to the rest of the group. “Anybody what to offer a contrary opinion?”

	“I can’t defend their crazy conspiracy stuff,” Annina said, “but that doesn’t mean they deserve to die.”

	“Does taking hostages up their culpability though?”

	Annina just scowled at this and turned away.

	“I think Tia is right,” Mordenkainen said. “They’re wild animals. Maybe don’t deserve to be put down, but at least tranquilize them and get them to a zoo, or release them in their native habitat.”

	“Where would that be?” The General asked.

	“Texas?”

	There were some chuckles around the circle. “Seriously though,” Mordenkainen said, “I just heard a little bit of when Cowboy was talking with them just now, but I know I wouldn’t have done any better.”

	The General continued scanning around the circle, her eyes at last coming to Shamana on her right-hand side. “Is that your opinion as well?”

	The shorter, tight faced woman remained silent, then turned to face The General. “From falsehood, anything follows,” she said. “With people this fundamentally detached from reality, what hope does anyone have of reasoning with them? Any premise can be accepted or dismissed, anything can be true or false or both. My attempts at talking to them went worse that Cowboy’s.”

	“That sounds like an admission that we’ve made progress.” The General smirked at her own comment, but got no similar reaction from anyone else.

	“We can keep trying,” Shamana said, “if you want.”

	“Please do,” The General started walking forward, breaking up the little meeting circle. “We’ll give negotiations the rest of the night. If we haven’t gotten anywhere by dawn we attack, level the above-ground compound and evaluate our situation from there.”

	“And if it comes to storming this underground bunker?” Tia asked.

	“We evaluate from there,” The General said, leaning against the back of a drone and keeping her gaze fixed on the besieged compound. “I also might have a Plan B in mind.”

	“Oh yeah?” Annina asked.

	“Hmph? Oh, let me think on it. Let’s keep with negotiating for now, if we can.”

	Their leader fell silent after that. Shamana and Cowboy moved back over to where James was monitoring the still ringing mobile. Everyone else spread out among the drones, taking positions behind squat tanks or tall crowd control drones. Liam moved over to an urban warfare drone, crouching some behind it and looking again at the clubhouse building.

	“Hey, Professor Egghead,” Less came up alongside Liam. “Are you armed?”

	“Huh? Uh, no, I’m not.”

	“Here,” he thrust a rifle into the professor’s chest, forcing him to take hold of it.

	“I, um,” Liam examined the weapon. “I don’t really know how to use one.”

	Less reached in to grab Liam’s arms one at a time, adjusting his grip to get a proper firing stance. “Trigger,” Less pointed. “This is the end you point at what you want to die.” From over his shoulder Less produced another rifle, bracing this on a nearby drone and looking out toward the compound.

	“You use these a lot?” Liam asked.

	“What did you think you were signing up for when you joined us?”

	“I meant, you personally? You an expert?”

	“Of course I am.”

	“Don’t let ‘em hassle you,” Mordenkainen took up a firing position on the other side of Liam, braced behind the next drone in line. “Two years ago he’d never even picked up a gun.”

	“Two years ago I was a political prisoner.”

	“You were a political prisoner?” Liam asked.

	Less shot him a sidelong glance. “You don’t believe that’s a real thing in sweet, freedom America?”

	“No, of course I think it’s real, I just . . .”

	“Just what?”

	“I was wondering . . .”

	“Wondering if that was why I look like roadkill?”

	Liam turned away self-consciously. “Sorry.”

	“Don’t be. It’s who I am.”

	“I meant, sorry for prying.”

	“We’re in this together now, should probably at least ask.”

	“You don’t mind?”

	Less shot him a perturbed glance. “I mind worse you beating around the bush about it.”

	“So, you’re skin. What exactly did they do to you?”

	“I was a prisoner at Spiderhead. One of the places they researched bio-weapons. I was a human Guinea pig.”

	“Oh?”

	“I’m lucky I survived. The scars are what they are.”

	“Do they hurt?”

	“Nah. They just make me look like raw ground beef.”

	“Don’t sell yourself short, Less,” Mordenkainen said. “You at least look like cooked ground beef.”

	Less grinned at this. “That was their problem. Tried to microwave me. Really, you gotta at least smoke meat like this.”

	Both of them chuckled. Liam smiled and glanced between them. “So, did I hear them call you Graxal the Merciless?”

	“Yeah. Or just Less.”

	“Where does that name come from?”

	Less eyed him again. “That is another story, for a quieter moment.”

	“Sorry.”

	“Nothing to be sorry about.”

	“It was an initiation thing,” Mordenkainen said. “But I’ll let Less tell that whole story.”

	“If you want to know about initiations,” Less said, “ask Mordy about his.”

	Liam turned the other way to face Mordenkainen. “What was your initiation?”

	“Same one you almost got.”

	“Really?”

	“Don’t act so surprised.”

	At first Liam had no response. He stared away at the compound, sighting down his rifle.

	“He’s dying to ask,” Less said.

	“He should ask then,” Mordenkainen said.

	Liam glanced between them, then turned to Mordenkainen again. “Did you really let them cut off your testicles?”

	“Let them? I did it myself.”

	“Really? Why?”

	“Because I’m more of a man than you’ll ever be.” Mordenkainen looked at him with a wide eyed stare.

	“So, you . . .”

	“Yeah, you heard me. I saw you back there, when you thought The General might follow through. You were squirming like a frightened child. You think your fucking balls define you, that determines who you are?” He spoke in a whiney, sarcastic tone, “oh no, how will I know if I’m a real man if I don’t have a weird-looking prune appendage in my pants.” Mordenkainen looked at Liam again and shook his head. “Fucking pathetic.”

	Liam just stared at him, almost matching his wide-eyed look. “Wow. And you did it yourself?”

	“Yes! Yes, I did!”

	“I just . . .”

	“What? You’re surprised? You’re mortified?”

	“I’m confused.”

	“And you always will be. You don’t fucking get it. I am a real man. I’m rational, because I only think with my real brain. I have endured pain to better myself. I have suffered to advance a greater good. I am brave in a way that would make most so-called men wince and cower. But most of all, I am free, in a way you cannot understand. Not just free from hormones that make men pointlessly hurl themselves into brick walls, but free from fear. From the fear of being called names, from being called a pussy, or a wimp, or having my ‘manhood’ questioned. I am free from ever having to do something stupid and counterproductive because I’m worried that somebody might, for the tiniest fraction of a second, wonder if I’m not a ‘real man.’ I am more a real man that an army of all you addled, strutting pretenders.”

	Both Liam and Less just stared at this tirade. Mordenkainen resettled his grip on his rifle and turned back toward the compound. “If you can’t understand that, then I pity you.”

	“I’m sorry,” Liam said. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

	“It’s alright,” Mordenkainen said in a sudden, calm tone. “Few people understand.”

	“Can I ask you one other thing?”

	“Sure.”

	“Why are there stars painted on your face?”

	Mordenkainen looked back with that wild smile again. “Because I am also a mother-fucking sorcerer.”

	Before Liam could say more there was a sudden commotion a couple drones over. Everyone turned to realize the raspy voice had reappeared on the mobile line.

	“What?”

	“Oh, hello,” James seemed to emerge from a daze. “Hello, am I speaking to Ed?”

	“How do you know my name?”

	“You told it to me, or your friend told it to us, last time.”

	“Ah shit, that’s right. Well you know who I am, so who the fuck are you?”

	“I don’t know who you are, I just know your first name,” James shifted position, standing up some to remain behind the drone but lean forward over where the mobile sat. “Which is fine. My name is James, I’m, uh,” he gave a purposeful glance over at The General, who now stood with the others in a circle around him, listening. “I’m the commander of the Free Court Alliance.”

	“So you’re in charge?”

	“I am in charge of the forces surrounding you right now, and those operating in this city. I don’t have much power beyond that, but I’ll do what I can.”

	There was a pause on the other end. James touched the mobile to activate its screen, making sure the call had not been ended. At last Ed spoke again. “Does that mean you’re ready to hear our demands.”

	“I am ready, absolutely, go ahead.”

	“Okay then. First off, and this is absolutely non-negotiable, at all, we will gladly die rather then accept any answer other than yes, okay? First, all the children being held for Satanic sacrifice and cannibalism must be released.”

	Again there was a pause. James glanced over at The General again. “Okay,” he said.

	“Okay?”

	“I mean, I agree.”

	“So you’ll release the children.”

	“Um,” James slumped down his head, taking a moment to gather himself. “Here’s the thing, sir. We don’t have any children with us, at all. We’re not the ones who have been abducting them for Satanic practices.”

	“For the last fucking time, if you fuckers aren’t gonna take this seriously we are done here.”

	“Okay, okay,” James held up his hands for calm, as if that might help. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have interrupted you. You were telling us your demands, and, uh, we’re writing them down.” Frantically he gestured toward the others, pantomiming writing something. Shamana scrambled over, pulling out a small paper notepad and squatting next to James. She nodded to him, and he continued. “The first one is the release of all the children being held for Satanic rituals.” He watched as Shamana finished writing this down. “What’s next?”

	“Alright. Second. The government is to cease all chem trail dispersion, psychotropic scanning, and nano-injection tracking and control operations immediately.”

	“Okay,” James turned to Shamana. She was giving him a stunned, wide-eyed look. He gestured toward the paper, prompting her to actually start writing again. “Okay, no more chem trails, psycho, um . . .”

	“Psychotropic scanning, God, do you fucking people know anything?”

	“Sorry, right, we got it. We got it.” He watched, hesitating until Shamana looked up and nodded. “Okay. What else?”

	“Number three. The plans, and any working prototypes, for the zero-point energy sources are to be made public immediately.”

	“Okay. Got it.” Again James watched until he got the nod from Shamana. “Alright. Anything else?”

	“One more thing, and this is the most important.”

	“Go for it.”

	“All of the lizard people working in the deep state, at every level of government, are to step down from their positions and turn themselves in to trustworthy, Nationalist approved authorities, effective immediately.”

	For a moment James chewed his lip while staring off into space. When he turned to Shamana he found she was giving him an incredulous look. He again gestured to the paper. She held out her arms and furrowed her brow in further disbelief. He gestured more frantically at the note pad. Finally Shamana started writing again.

	“Okay, removal of all lizard people from their positions in the deep state. Got it.”

	On the other end of the call there was a long pause. “You got all that?” Ed at last said.

	James gestured for Shamana to hand him the note pad. “Let’s see. Release of children for Satanic rituals; stop chem trail, psycho, nano; zero-point energy plans; lizard people leave deep state. That sound right?”

	There was another long pause on the other end. Everyone stared at the mobile, waiting in anticipation and again wondering if the call had been disconnected.

	“Yeah, that’s right,” Ed said.

	“Great,” James handed the note pad back to Shamana. “So here’s the thing, Ed. You don’t need to demand these things of us. We agree with you. We want all these things as well.”

	“Are you fucking with me again?”

	“Not at all, not at all. I’m totally serious. Ed, we are not your enemy. The Free Court, we want the same things as you. We were on Wall Street man. I was there, less than two weeks ago. We took those executives, all those people responsible for all these things you’re talking about, we lined them up against the wall of Wall Street and we shot them all dead. That’s who we are, Ed. We killed the lizard people and illuminati and all their toadies on Wall Street, and now we’re trying to get to the capital to do the same there.”

	“Are you fucking retarded man? There aren’t any lizard people on Wall Street. Those are just Jews and their puppets.”

	James paused and shot a glance over at The General. She nodded excitedly and gestured for him to continue.

	“That would explain why we didn’t find any lizard people there,” James said. “Obviously, we had some bad intel. Maybe you guys have better intel, huh? Maybe you could help us.”

	“Help you? You gotta be fucking kidding, why would we help lizard-fuckers like you?”

	“Dude, no, we’re on the same side. I got a couple hundred people here right now, you put one of these deep state fuckers in front of them right now, they won’t hesitate to pull the trigger. We are locked and loaded and ready to take our country back. You could join us.”

	“Join you? You gotta be fucking tripping man.”

	“No, for real. We work together none of these fuckers is gonna have a chance.”

	“You really think we’re gonna join up with a bunch of Godless, libtard, pussy-whippers and cuck fags?”

	“No man, you got it all wrong, that’s not who we are.” As James continued he was becoming ever more animated, talking louder and faster. “Take me, I’m a cop. Or I was a cop. We got a bunch of cops with us. We got guardsmen, we got state troopers, we got a bunch of real Americans out here.”

	There was another pause. “You’re telling me you ain’t got any liberals over there at all.”

	“Dude, I . . .” He glanced around with a look of uncertainty. The General gave him another excited little nod and waved her hand for him to go on. “Look man, I don’t know what you consider a liberal, but what we got here are fighters, of every type. We got cops, we got teachers, we got plumbers and janitors and fucking computer hackers and anarchists and wage slaves and gig hustlers.” As he spoke he looked around at the group gathered around listening to him. “We got hippies and rednecks and tattooed bikers and pierced up goths and treehuggers and lumberjacks and gender freaks and Jesus freaks. We got everything man, anybody who’s sick of this whole corporate deep state racket ruining our country. We’re the Free Court Alliance man. We’re the allies, everybody coming together to fight the forces of evil. You should join us.”

	As he finished James drew in a deep breath.

	“So,” Ed said after another long pause. “You say you’re going to the capital?”

	“To Philadelphia, yes,” James quickly said. “We didn’t get any of these lizard fuckers on Wall Street, so we’re going to finish them off in Philly.” He stopped, but then thought to add, “assuming that’s where they are. If you guys know more than we do please tell us, we would welcome your help.”

	As he had spoken James had slowly crouched closer to the mobile. He was now leaning forward, bracing himself on the drone, his face just a few inches from the device, staring intently at it as if to push his gaze through the call.

	“You honestly expect me to believe that?” Ed said.

	Around the circle of people listening there were a series of slumped shoulders and muffled groans. James kept up his speaking pace though. “It’s the truth. I swear. We have an army of drones and we’re going to press forward into Philadelphia and take the Green Zone and the arcology.”

	“You dipshits have no idea what you’re dealing with.”

	“Yeah, I didn’t say we had this all figured out. We’re new to this, some of us just recently got clued in to what’s really happening in the world. That’s why we could use your help, man. You guys have known about this, what, for years now, right?”

	“This is such an obvious ruse. I am so done with you people.”

	“No, no, it’s not a ruse.”

	“You honestly expect me to believe that some group of libtards just got red-pilled fucking yesterday, then just found themselves an army of military-grade drones, and the first thing you decide to do was come down here and surround our compound?”

	“We’re not liberals, Ed, I swear. We stole these drones from a military cargo ship that just got back from Europe and got misdirected to New York.”

	“That is the fakest thing I’ve ever heard,” Ed said, prompting some heavy eye rolls throughout the listening crowd.

	“No, Ed, please, what is it gonna take to convince you we’re real? Would you like us to execute your hostages?” He glanced over at The General. She gave a single, solemn nod. “Cause we’ll do it. If these are lizard people you have hostage, line ‘em up out front and we’ll gun ‘em down.”

	“So you can gun us down with them, I don’t think so.”

	“No man, send them out on their own, you don’t have to leave the building.”

	“So then they can make a break for freedom when you double cross us? Man, how stupid do you think we are?”

	“Fine,” James again struggled to keep the strain from his voice. “Just send one out, see what we do. Or, I don’t know, what’s it going to take?”

	“What’s it gonna take to make me believe I bunch of liberal elitist snobs have suddenly decided to start taking us seriously? Nothing, I will never believe some bullshit like that, so you can forget about it.”

	“We’re not liberal elitists, Ed. We’re people just like you. We’re tired of being stepped on. Everything that’s happened, the war, the government intrusion from hyped up anti-terrorism shit, the oppressive political correctness, the, the,” he glanced around, trying to think of things, “the whole fucking energy crisis. It’s screwed us as much as it’s screwed you.”

	“You seriously believe all that?” Ed asked.

	“Yes, I do,” James started to say more, but realized there had been a slightly different tone to Ed’s question, as if it were not purely rhetorical. “Er, what do you mean?”

	“You seriously believe all those things really happened?”

	“I, well, no,” James stammered, struggling to find his way. “Obviously we can’t prove anything, but it’s possible a lot of the terrorists attacks were faked.”

	“Not just that, man, everything! The whole energy crisis is fake!”

	“Um,” James hesitated. “What do you mean?”

	“It’s all fake, there is no energy crisis. Everyone knows there’s more oil, they’re always discovering more. It’s generated in the deep hot biosphere, it’s a renewable resources. The oil companies kept that secret for ages, just like the tobacco companies were always covering up the dangers of smoking. They need oil to be scarce to keep profits up. They needed a new gimmick once people started fracking and discovered how plentiful oil really is, so they started spreading fake fuel.”

	This had James blinking a few times in surprise. “Fake fuel?”

	“God, you dumb shits don’t even know about fake fuel.”

	“Educate us man, educate us, that’s why we need your help.”

	“It’s fuel that barely burns. It makes oil less efficient, it’s the only way they could make all the renewables seem like they’re economically viable. It’s all a scam. The fake fuel barely burns because most of it is the same toxin they use in chem trails. It gets released from your car exhaust and has the same effect, placates the population, anti-anxiety drug, dampens critical thinking. They’ve been tampering with the fuel supply since they engineered the whole energy crisis fifteen years ago.”

	“That’s . . .”

	“That was the same time,” Ed continued unabated, “that the whole faked science behind global warming finally got exposed. That was their first ploy, to drive up oil prices and force social engineering and collectivism on us all. When the whole thing was exposed they started tampering with the fuel supply, making fake gas and fake diesel and fake propane, and at the same time they used their weather control stations and satellites to provide new ‘evidence’ of the whole debunked climate change bullshit.”

	In the respite that followed James turned to look at the others. Shamana was slowly shaking her head, while The General and Annina stared on with flat looks. With a sudden thought he turned back to the mobile.

	“Could that mean you’re sitting on a stockpile of fake fuel?”

	“Could what?”

	“The fuel, in the bunker you guys have. The diesel and propane. Could it all be fake?”

	“You idiot. You think these lizards and their oil company puppets would let their emergency bunker get stocked with their fake fuel mix?”

	“Maybe this isn’t their emergency bunker,” James said with a growing smile. “Maybe that’s what they wanted us all to think.”

	This got one of Ed’s characteristic long pauses. James leaned forward, looking like he might say more, but held off. “What are you saying?” Ed at last asked.

	“I’m saying you guys found this bunker easily enough, and so did we. Would these deep state lizards have let their real emergency bunker be discovered so easily? Maybe they’re all off at some hidden place laughing while we fight over a bunch of fake fuel.”

	By now James was wearing a dopey grin with the realization of this twist of logic. He glanced over at The General, who nodded encouragement and gave him a thumbs up.

	On the mobile Ed spoke again, though his voice was much fainter. “Guys. Guys. Did we check if this place is stocked with fake fuel?”

	Another voice, this one a little bit louder but still distant, replied. “How do you check?”

	“Fuck!” Ed said, coming through clear again. “Fuck. Listen, libtard general. Are you sure about this?”

	“I’m just asking questions,” James said, struggling to keep the condescension from his voice. “Seriously, I don’t know, but it would be just like these fuckers to put some fake honey pot bunker out there to get us all riled up against each other.”

	“Fuck. You’re right. This place is filled with fake fuel. Probably set up to exhaust the chem trail drugs right into the air system.”

	“Absolutely, that’s the first thing they would do.”

	“Fuck, we gotta burn this shit off now.”

	“Wait, what?”

	“Guys,” Ed’s voice again sounded distant. “Rob. Guys. This place is filled with fake fuel. We gotta burn it off.”

	“No, Ed,” James said, leaning into the mobile again. “Ed, don’t burn it off.”

	He paused, listening. Indistinct sounds, various clanks and clatters, came over the still open line, but there was no response.

	“Ed? Ed, can you hear me? Ed, don’t burn off the fuel.”

	There were some more indistinct noises over the mobile, and some distant shouting, but nothing that could be made out. The group listening became completely quiet, straining to hear something.

	“Are they really about to try to burn off all the fuel?” Less, a little further away than the others, asked.

	“Are they about to ignite the fuel?” Annina asked. “They could blow it up, right?”

	“Diesel won’t ignite if you just throw a match on it,” Cowboy said, “but a more determined effort could get it burning.”

	“More importantly, they have propane down there as well,” Shamana said. “Hey, um, new guy, Professor Gig. You said there were propane tanks down there?”

	“Uh, yeah,” Liam stepped toward her. “Like, five or six of them.”

	“How big were they?”

	“Oh, they were pretty, um,” He held out his hands, trying to indicate. “Big enough to fill the back of a pickup truck.”

	“Shit.”

	“Do we really think they’re going to blow themselves up?” Less asked.

	Everyone glanced around at each other with a sinking feeling.

	“Pull back the drones,” The General said with sudden urgency. “Pull back, everybody pull back!” She began gesturing and waving frantically, moving some down the line in either direction and shouting her command. “Pull back, pull back.”

	From where he had set it down Cowboy picked up a computer tablet. Imputing directions into this had the drones in front of them start rolling backwards away from the compound. Slowly, all around the perimeter, other unit commanders with other tablets did the same, widening the circle around the building. The drones rolled at an idle pace, allowing the Free Courters behind them to move along at walking speed.

	It took about twenty minutes, but eventually the whole force had fallen back past the far end of the parking lot. The drones now sat at the edge of the tree line. Further afield their drones headlights around the circle were now distant lights spread across the snow-covered lawns and golf course fairways on the other sides of the building.

	As they fell back James walked right next to the drone where their mobile sat with its still active call. Once they stopped moving he crouched back over it, and the others gathered around again. They still seemed to have a signal, but all that could be heard on the other end was an occasional bump or thunk that let them know the channel wasn’t dead.

	“Ed?” James leaned over the mobile and tried again. “Ed, can you hear me? Anybody? Listen, if you can hear me, don’t try igniting the fuel.”

	They waited, but there was no answer from the mobile. A new tension had arisen among the Free Courters, many of whom now stood posed in firing position, rifles braced atop drones, nerves on a hair trigger.

	“Do we actually think there’s a risk of them blowing up the compound?” Annina asked.

	“You’ve been listening to the conversation,” Shamana said with undisguised derision. “What do you think?”

	“That was just talk though. Do we really think these guys have any follow through?”

	“They’re the kinds of people who stockpile guns, take over buildings, and hold hostages.”

	“That proves they’re militant, not that they’re stupid.”

	“Seriously Annie? You heard what that guy was saying. He honestly believes the government is run by lizard people who are replacing gasoline with,” Shamana tossed a hand in the air, “I don’t even know what.”

	“Do they believe that though? Or was this just a ruse?”

	“A ruse? A ruse to what?”

	“To buy time?” The General asked. “That would kinda make sense.”

	“Buy time to do what?” Shamana asked. “They coming up with an escape plan?”

	“Could be buying time out of desperation, trying to figure out their next move.”

	“Or buying time hoping we’ll give up, bypass them,” Cowboy said.

	“They probably don’t know the time constraints we’re under,” Tia said.

	“It doesn’t have to be a ruse to a concrete purpose,” Annina said. “They could just be trolling us.”

	“Why do that?” Shamana asked.

	“The same reason online trolls do it.”

	There was a pause while everyone thought about this. “You mean,” Mordenkainen asked, “they’re just doing this because they’re the kind of shitty people who get pleasure from hurting others?”

	Annina shrugged, and they all fell quiet, staring at the compound. Having drawn back, the headlights on their drones did not provide as much illumination, and the building had no lights on itself. It left the whole thing a grey shadow visible mostly as just an outline.

	“So Annie,” Shamana asked. “Your theory is these guys don’t honestly believe the nonsense they’re spewing at us.”

	“I’m wondering if they’re saying all those things as a troll job. The way those guys keep changing the subject, latch on to irrelevant points, argue in circles, and then drop out for a bit only to come back and start it all over again? It’s like they trained online for this conversation.”

	“She has a point,” Mordenkainen said. “They can say any ridiculous thing they want, and even go silent like this for a while, make us think they’re about to ignite their fuel tanks. But when it comes to actual action? They’re either too smart or too chickenshit to follow through with anything.”

	“I don’t know,” Cowboy said, “I think they’re genuine.”

	“You think they’re actually going to blow themselves up?” Tia asked.

	“No, not that, but after talking to them for so long I think they genuinely believe. Hiding behind a screen online is one thing, but they maintained all that through an hours long conversation during a hostage standoff.”

	“So they are about to blow themselves up?”

	“People who believe these conspiracies aren’t necessarily stupid,” Annina said. “I think right now they’re trying to figure out a way to test if they have ‘fake fuel’ without incinerating themselves.”

	“How would they even do that?”

	Annina shook her head.

	“It’ll be like finding a witch,” Less said with a chuckle. “Burn some paper with the propane, if the flame gets bright yellow, than it’s a witch! But if the flame is more red, than, a witch!”

	The laughs at this thought were muted by the continued tension of their situation.

	“What do you think, General?” Shamana asked.

	She shook her head. “I don’t want to embarrass myself by making any prediction about these guys.”

	“The problem here,” Tia said, “is not that these guys believe crazy shit. It’s that they have too much doubt.”

	“How do you mean?”

	“They doubt everything. They doubt the government is run by the people that appear to be running it. They doubt the war happened even when they know people who served. They doubt the GSA death camps existed even when they’re standing next to the pile of bodies. They’re so full of doubt they no longer believe their own eyes, even as they start lighting matches and seeing fuel burn the same as it always does. I think this whole building is about to be engulfed in flames.”

	The General drew a deep breath. “I want you to be wrong, but I can’t argue with that.”

	“You believe me enough to have pulled back the perimeter.”

	“I’m not about to risk any of our lives on the good sense of these people.”

	They again fell silent, everyone with eyes locked on the compound.

	“This is kind of my fault, isn’t it?” James said. “I should never have asked if the fuel in there was fake.”

	“Are you kidding, you were doing way better than Cowboy or I,” Shamana said.

	“If we can get them back on,” The General said to James, “I want you to be the one talking with them. There were a couple moments there that I thought you were about to break through.”

	“Hell,” Cowboy said, “if Less is right and they come up with some test that proves it’s fake fuel, they might conclude you were telling them the truth and join us.”

	“Would we actually let them join?” Shamana asked. “If they offered?”

	“I would treat them the same as any other potential recruits,” The General said.

	“You would threaten to cut their balls off?” Liam asked. Right away he wondered if inserting himself was a mistake, but his comment got a bunch of wry smiles.

	“Seriously though,” the General said. “If nothing else we could keep them separate, let them act as a semi-independent force, like we’ve done with Sarge and her people. They’d probably prefer that anyway.”

	“You really think that could happen?” Shamana asked.

	“We’re a long way from that. For now we stick with the plan. Try to get them talking again, have James see what he can do. If we’re still nowhere by morning we go in.”

	It was at that moment, just as The General finished talking, that the compound exploded.

	At first there was an initial fireball that erupted upward, completely consuming about two-thirds of the structure. The flames surged into the air, but a split second later, before anything else could happen, there was a bigger, follow-on explosion. The second blast engulfed the entire building and even the flames from the first explosion. It was big enough to send a great bloom of dirt and debris billowing into the night sky. A massive shock wave passed over the Free Court forces, and the ground beneath them shook.

	There was enough warning from the first explosion that everyone ducked, getting them out of the way from the barrage of shrapnel that pelted the front of their drones a moment later, like a brief, intense, sideways hail storm.

	At first nobody said anything or moved. Then, slowly, they all peeked back up over the line of drones. Where the country club building had been there was now nothing but blaze, without even vague, left-over hints of the structure to be made out among the torrent of flames. Their drone lights illuminate a thick black cloud rising into the night sky.

	“Fuck me,” said James.

	With a slow, methodical purpose, The General stood back up to her full height. She wiped away a layer of dirt that had settled across the front of her uniform jacket. Then she looked around as the others also stood up and turned to her.

	“Shamana,” The General said. “Is Burns still holding point with his people?”

	“For the night, yes, that was the plan.”

	“Let him know we’re falling back. We’ll all rally with Sarge back at the seventy-eight as soon as possible.”

	“We’re not going on to the capital?” Annina asked.

	“Not directly, unfortunately. Now is the time we start talking about plan B.”

	“What is plan B?” Less asked.

	“Plan B is messy,” The General said. She paused, looking around again and taking a deep breath. “We can’t get to the capital ourselves, but we can create problems for them there.”

	“I’m not sure I like that sound of this,” Annina said.

	“I don’t either,” The General said. “Unfortunately this is where we are. We needed that fuel. We need supplies as well, quite honestly, and you all were right, this little experience has proven just where negotiation with these people can get us.” She tossed a hand toward the flaming wreckage in front of them.

	“So what are we doing?” James asked.

	“We’re going foraging. And creating a humanitarian crisis.” The General folded her arms and looked solemnly around at her soldiers. “If anybody wants the off-ramp, now is the time. We’ll give you a ride back to New York. The heavy drones will have to stay behind too. The rest of us are going to follow the seventy-eight into Pennsylvania, toward Harrisburg. We’re gonna do this Sherman’s march to the sea style. Claim everything useable we can find, burn everything else in our wake.”
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	The Situation Room still had no windows, and the places where the windows had been plastered over were still plainly visible. President Hill stared at one of the plastered areas as if the window was still there, as if there was something interesting in the wall.

	He wondered if past presidents often waited on people. It did not seem like something they would have tolerated, yet here he was. He had spent so much time, it seemed, musing and fomenting while he waited for some member of congress or some executive coming to demand a bailout. It seemed ludicrous. Now he was waiting for a member of his own cabinet, his ostensible employee. He began to wonder if somehow, rather than the most powerful person in the world, being president made him the least.

	“It’s not like Stafford to be late,” said the Attorney General. The president broke his revery to look over at where Sutherland sat. The single, long table that dominated the Situation Room still had only one usable side, since anyone on the other side would have their back to the video conference monitors. The awkward layout was made all the more awkward by the fact that they were using both sides of the table now. Hill’s own people sat around him on the side facing the screens, leaving the Justice and Defense Department people on the inconvenient side. Sutherland kept turning back and forth, directing his comments at both the president across from him and the vice-president on the video conference screen behind him.

	“Should we go ahead without him?” Angel, sitting to Hill’s left, asked.

	Before Hill could get around to formulating a response, Stafford Carver entered the room. “Mr. President.” He was accompanied by a single aide, and he sounded short of breath as he spoke. “Mr. President, I apologize.”

	Hill stood from his chair and smiled as he took the outstretched hand of his Defense Secretary. “It’s all right.” Hill gestured to some empty seats down the table, on the awkward side, and the new arrivals moved to fill them in.

	“So I asked everyone to this meeting in person,” Hill said as he sat back down himself, “because we need to have a hard, realistic discussion.” The president looked around, taking in everyone, Secretaries of Defense and Treasury, White House chief of staff and chief council, Attorney General, a newly installed acting Homeland Security Secretary. He made sure to make eye contact with each of them in turn. “About the inevitability of a new Nationalist administration.”

	It was Carver who broke the sudden silence. “Does that mean you’re officially conceding the election, Mr. President?”

	“Not yet. That’s what we need to discuss.”

	“The Supreme Court ruling on Drake’s second law suit becomes official on Monday,” Angel said. “Once they’ve heard the actual case.”

	“Is there no chance we could prevail at the Supreme Court?” Vice-President Alton, his face dominating the central ideo conference screen, asked.

	“They’ve already issued the ruling,” Hill reached up with his hands in exasperation.

	“That’s unofficial though.”

	“It’s not going to change,” Angel said. “They’re going through the motions.”

	“So no argument could persuade them?”

	“Mr. Vice-president,” Angel said slowly. “You have to understand. The Supreme Court is currently composed of four Republican appointed judges, two Nationalist appointed judges, one Nationalist donor who doesn’t have a law degree and continues to work for the party on the side, and two liberals who have been missing for over a year and are now probably either dead or leading an insurrection.”

	“When you put it that way out situation sounds really bad. Remind me though what this lawsuit does.”

	“It establishes that the Electoral College has failed to elect a president and the official vote goes to the House.”

	“Right,” Alton nodded. “Earlier this week there was some discussion we might carry the vote in the House, though.”

	“If we’re willing to arrest some congressmen,” Angel said.

	“Except it probably doesn’t matter,” Hill said. “That option has been overcome by events.” He turned slowly to stare at Carver and the other Defense Department people around him. “Would you like to go ahead,” Hill gestured toward them.

	Carver turned to defer to the uniformed officers.

	With a deep breath, General Livingston resettled himself and half turned in his seat to partly face both the president and the video screen. Pressing a button on a tablet in front of him had the video screens rearranging themselves, with the video conference people shuffling to one side and a series of pictures coming up to fill most of the view. It showed images of smoking craters and toppled steel towers. Several buildings in the foreground were on fire, sending up thick black smoke into a light, morning sky.

	“The first item,” Livingston spoke in a weary, robotic tone, “is the current assault on Richmond, Virginia, by army forces based in Norfolk. As you may recall, Mr. President, from this morning’s National Security Briefing, the attack opened with a massive cruise missile strike just before dawn. Forces from the, well, formerly the Twenty-eighth and Thirty-sixth National Guard divisions, now calling themselves the Liberty Guard, moved in later in the morning. As of now the city appears to be fully occupied.”

	All of the generals and DoD people turned back to the president. “The Virginia state government has fled the city,” Carver said. “They’re now at the Pentagon, where they’ve requested asylum.”

	“Asylum?” Angel asked.

	“Their words.”

	President Hill took a long, deep breath. “So guys, I’m sorry if I missed this. Why did they launch this attack?”

	“We believe as part of a larger campaign,” Livingston said, “with it’s ultimate target either Washington or Philadelphia.”

	From the end of the table the Attorney General spoke up. “It was probably planned prior to the certification vote. They must have thought Drake was going to lose.”

	“So they intended to stage a military coup?” Angel asked.

	“That’s what they make it sound like.”

	“It’s what this General Quinn makes it sound like in his interviews,” Livingston said. “We don’t have any other information.”

	“So, okay,” the president looked around. “Sorry. My original question was, why launch this cruise missile attack? Who were they targeting?”

	“The only thing destroyed was the James River Wind Farm and some associated grid stations and fuel cell stations.”

	“Okay. I’m still confused. Why did they do this?”

	“The intent,” Livingston continued to speak in a flat, exact tone, “we believe, was to knock out power to the city in advance of the attack.”

	“I get that, but . . . why?”

	“Mr. President,” Carver said. “I get what you’re driving at here. The answer is there were no defenses in Richmond that might have been disrupted by this loss of power. From a tactical point of view it makes no sense.”

	“Does it make any sense from a strategic point of view?” Angel asked.

	“None at all. Those wind turbines were not only the main power source for the city, but also the only source of power for the coal-diesel refinery west of town.”

	“So,” Angel looked around, meeting the blank expressions of all the Defense Department people across the table. “Wait? You’re telling me they just knocked out power to their own supply of diesel fuel?”

	Livingston nodded slowly. “That is the case.”

	“Why would they do that?”

	“Unclear, sir.”

	“Maybe they don’t care,” Sutherland suggested. “Do they intend to just generate electricity from the coal itself to power the refinery?”

	“They can,” Carver said without any commitment. “There are issues with that.”

	Livingston picked up for him. “Because the state recently decided to decommission the coal plant outside Richmond there isn’t a readily available plant to be used to power the refinery. More importantly, even if they get the coal plant operating again, they’re using coal to generate electricity, which means less coal available to convert into diesel fuel.”

	“So that still leaves us with the question,” Hill said. “Why do this? Why blow up the wind turbines?”

	“If I may, Mr. President,” Alton popped up on the central video conference screen again as he spoke. “I’ve noticed that wind farm was owned by a New York green energy conglomerate that’s been featured a lot on some conservative news streams.”

	Everyone stared at him. “Okay,” Hill said. Go on.”

	“I don’t know much about it, sir, but I believe the owner of this conglomerate is a major supporter of Democratic politicians and is somehow tied in with the whole pedophile cannibal ring conspiracy.”

	This just got him more stares. “Are you serious?”

	“That’s all I really know, Mr. President.”

	“That doesn’t make any sense.”

	“Doesn’t it?” Angel said. “New York billionaire owns wind farm, renewable energy is a liberal hoax to destroy America, New York elite liberals are morally depraved, let’s blow up the wind turbines and stick it to those hippy liberal freaks.”

	“Except they didn’t stick it to the liberals!” Hill said. “They didn’t stick it to anybody but themselves! They’ve blown up their source of diesel fuel!”

	Angel just responded with a little shrug.

	“No. They can’t possibly be this stupid.” The president looked about for someone to back up his statement.

	“I don’t have a better explanation, sir,” Carver said.

	“Could the missiles have misfired?” Sutherland asked. “Maybe they were targeting something else.”

	“That many missiles? It was a giant swarm.”

	“It could be they have bad intelligence,” Angel suggested. “Maybe they thought they were attacking something or somebody else.”

	“I can’t discount that,” the Defense Secretary sounded unconvinced.

	“Or maybe,” Alton said, “they just find this renewable energy billionaire so morally reprehensible they’re willing to impoverish themselves to take him down.”

	“Except their revulsion with this guy is based on a fantasy,” Hill said.

	“I think their revulsion is not to this particular individual but the concepts he represents.”

	“In that case I fear for all humanity.” Hill buried his face in his hands and slumped back in his chair. “So where does that leave us?”

	“It leaves us with our main supply of coal diesel completely cut off and a possible assault on Philadelphia itself imminent,” General Livingston said flatly. “Our forces available for a defense of the capital consist of only the Fourth Marines and National Guard irregulars, lacking air support or adequate fuel. The bottom line, sir, is that, should the so-called Liberty Guard forces in Richmond turn north we will not be able to hold either Washington or Philadelphia against them.”

	“So it sounds like,” Angel said, “even if we could win the vote in the House, or had some other legal recourse against Drake, he has a loyal military force that can come up here and install him as president anyway.”

	“Assuming that’s what General Quinn wants,” Carver said. “He could have designs on the office himself.”

	“A military coup?”

	“Maybe.”

	“His motives are inscrutable,” Livingston said. “Witness his attack on the wind turbine plant in Richmond.”

	“Either way,” Hill said, “no matter what we do, Drake or some other Nationalist will respond by seizing power with military force.” The president looked around, but nobody said anything in response to this statement. “Am I wrong?”

	“That is an inescapable conclusion, Mr. President,” Alton said on the video conference screen.

	Hill nodded, his gaze drifting away from those around him toward the far corners of space.

	Carver, the Defense Secretary, glanced around, then leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Mr. President, are you considering . . . a non-legal recourse here?”

	“All options are on the table, Mr. Secretary.”

	“Before we discuss that,” Angel said. “There was more to this military briefing, right?”

	“That is correct, sir,” Livingston said. “As of now this Liberty Guard may not be the worst of our problems.”

	“Of course not,” Hill shook his head. “What else is there, general?”

	The Joint Chiefs Chairmen hit a button on his tablet again, changing the video screen view to show a map. It had Philadelphia at the lower end, New York in the upper right, and a series of arrows and odd symbols scattered over the rest.

	“After sacking Princeton on Thursday,” Livingston said, “the so-called Free Court Army did not press on toward Philadelphia as we feared. Instead they moved back and began looping around to our north and west.”

	“So now what is the deal with these guys?” the president looked up toward his Defense Department people. “Do we have someone from State? I thought these guys had agreed to a ceasefire.”

	“Sir,” some young undersecretary that Velacruz had left behind leaned down from where he sat, far toward the end of the table. “They promised they wouldn’t take action until after the election was decided. This was before the certification vote last week.”

	“They have as much confidence in our chances as we do,” Hill said with a sigh.

	“I’m certain this Free Court is tuned in to the political situation here,” Alton said. “They must know exactly what our odds are.”

	“So what are they doing now then?” Hill turned back to the DoD group.

	“Good question,” Carver said. “Unlike their counterparts in Virginia these guys seem to have a very clear strategic objective.”

	He turned back to the screen, allowing Livingston to continue. “The Free Court forces are moving around to cut off supply routes to the city. I believe their intent is disrupt our supply of food and fuel from the Midwest. If they reach Harrisburg they can seize the main rail line connecting Philadelphia to Ohio. There could be a genuine risk of food shortages developing in the city.”

	In reply the president just sat there looking stunned. “Could they actually do this? Can they cut off Philadelphia completely?”

	“Not completely,” Carver said, “but enough to hurt.”

	“Can we stop them?” Angel asked.

	“Unclear,” Livingston said.

	“Well,” Hill exchanged a confused look with his chief of staff. “Why is it unclear?”

	Livingston hesitated to respond, prompting Carver to step in. “We’re not sure what this Free Court is capable of.”

	“You mean, you’re not sure how far they’ll go?”

	“We’re not sure how capable they are as a military force,” Livingston said. “We know far less about them then we should.”

	“How is that possible? I know we keep coming back to this, but,” Hill held out his arms as if to grab an answer from the air. “Don’t we have any sort of intelligence gathering capabilities left?”

	Carver looked down at the generals.

	“Our capabilities are greatly degraded, sir,” Livingston adjusted his tablet sitting on the table in front of him, aligning it precisely with the edge, not willing to look up at the president’s stare.

	“You, um, you have been reading my reports, right, Mr. President?” Carver asked.

	“I have.”

	“Oh. Okay.” The secretary looked visibly relieved. “So you realize that most military bases throughout the country have ceased to report in or otherwise communicate with the Pentagon.”

	“We actually have better intelligence overseas than we do here at home,” Livingston added.

	“Still we have to know something about the Free Court Army?” Angel said, looking around among the DoD people and finding only avoided stares. “Anything?”

	“We know as much as you do, sir,” Carver said. “We watch the same news streams.”

	“Has DoD at least sprung for a subscription news stream so you don’t have to rely on Nationalist propaganda?”

	“We’ll take anything we can get right now.”

	“How about you tell us what you do know,” Hill said.

	“Their numbers could range anywhere from a thousand to ten-thousand fighters,” Livingston still avoided eye contact as he spoke, “with additional support from sympathetic civilians. They have somehow acquired a large force of war drones and heavy artillery.”

	“War drones,” Angel almost shouted in interruption. “You mean, like . . .”

	“Supertanks, wolf-pack combat rovers, some close air support, along with mobile artillery and anti-aircraft guns. They almost certainly have people who were trained in working with combat drones as well. In fact we suspect they have veterans of both the Arabian occupation and the Iranian campaign.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	“Last year, when they were waging an insurrection in the martial law sectors, they employed tactics similar to the ones used against our troops in occupied Arabia. I dare say this Free Court was even more effective, implying they had people who had worked with the urban patrol and crowd control drones and knew how to counter them.” Livingston turned back to refer to the map on the screen. “More recently, their campaign across Pennsylvania this weekend has a striking resemblance to the initial invasion of Iran. They’ve used precision guided artillery in lieu of an opening aerial campaign and employed their drones as shock troops, pressing ahead as quickly as possible while human forces move in behind to secure territory.”

	“Except they don’t seem interested in securing anything,” Carver said. “They’ve been employing scorched earth tactics. They’ve burned or razed most buildings in a corridor running along the interstate.”

	“It’s allowed them to move with incredible speed,” Livingston said. “We are uncertain how they are keeping their drones fueled and supplied at this rate.”

	“Maybe they’re not,” Angel said. “Could they be burning themselves out in a desperate push?”

	“We don’t know enough to say either way.”

	“Of course,” Angel rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Let me ask this then. If we had to could we stop them? From cutting off the city?”

	“If it came to it, sir,” Carver said, “The Fourth Marines could probably route the FCA, but casualties could be very high.”

	“That wouldn’t be the end of it, though,” Attorney General Sutherland said from down the table, leaning forward to call attention his way. “Even if their drones are destroyed, the Free Court Army will just go to ground. They have cells operating in cities all along the eastern seaboard.”

	“Does Justice know more about this enemy than Defense?” Angel asked.

	“I can’t speak to their military capabilities, until recently I didn’t think they had any, but as the general noted, there is widespread sympathy for their cause. A Drake administration would face multiple urban insurgencies like the one in New York last summer.”

	“We’d be looking at a new civil war?”

	“To the extent that we are not already involved in one,” Carver said.

	“Okay,” Angel said, “do we know how long we have until Philadelphia is cut off by the Free Court Army?”

	“At their present rate,” Livingston said, “they could reach Harrisburg before the inauguration. After that though it would take several days before the effects of rail line disruption was really felt.”

	“So, not to be cynical about this,” Angel said, “but this Free Court situation sounds like it’s really someone else’s problem. Because, I mean, these guys, they’ve been amenable to ceasefire agreements in the past, right? As long as they thought the Nationalists weren’t going to take power again, they’ve honored our ceasefires. So either we win and we can negotiate a truce from there, or Drake wins and takes over and this becomes his problem.”

	“It’s everyone’s problem if Philadelphia has a food shortage,” Carter said.

	“Don’t be in the city if Drake wins, in that case,” Sutherland added.

	“If Drake wins,” Angel said, “there will be a lot of reasons to get out of town.”

	“That’s all true, gentleman,” Hill leaned forward some as he spoke. “But we need to stop talking in terms of if. It’s a matter of what will happen when Drake takes power.”

	“Assuming Drake does decide to move against us militarily,” Angel said, “how long before his Liberty Guard get to us.”

	“They’re a large force,” Livingston said, “but that means they move slow. Honestly, sir, if they started now I believe they could be in Washington before the end of the week, but not all the way here.”

	“So Drake’s military coup would have to wait until after the inauguration anyway.”

	“Does that change anything?” Alton asked. “I don’t think Drake will let a specific date prevent him from moving against us militarily, assuming that’s what he intends.”

	“No, you’re right,” Hill said. “Even if we win the House vote and survive to the inauguration, Drake’s forces will be on there way, and we can’t stop them. One way or another there will be a new Nationalist administration. The question is what happens then.”

	“How do you mean, sir?” Carver asked.

	“Well let’s start on your side, the international front. What would Drake do there? What can we expect?”

	“Nothing good,” Angel said. “As much as the Europeans would like our troops gone, negotiations to provide transport for them have not gone smoothly. A Drake administration would scuttle those negotiations.”

	“One, um, scenario,” Carver said with some hesitation, “that we’ve already started planning for, is if the Nationalists leave those troops in Europe with no way home and orders to begin preparing for a new offensive against Russia.”

	“What would happen in such an offensive?”

	“It would not happen. There’s little chance the troops left in Europe would even attempt something like that. More likely they would do like our troops here have done and start defecting. Some might try to make their way home individually or in small groups. Others might decide to stay and go native, perhaps setting themselves up as mercenaries or integrating themselves into the EU’s Joint Strike Force.”

	“What about on the Asian front?”

	“The Asian front,” Carver continued to avoid eye contact, “is worse.”

	“China was the hardest country hit by this virus,” Livingston said. “This ‘Genetic Toxin Virus.’ If they believe it truly is a biological weapon deployed against them, and the man who developed that weapon is now the American president . . .”

	Hill glanced around among the DoD people.      “You think they would restart military operations?”

	“The Revolutionary government is completely opaque to us, but it’s a scenario we consider at least fifty-percent likely.”

	“Their initial targets would be our forces in Japan,” Carver said. “They also still have troops in Siberia that may attempt to occupy parts of Alaska.”

	“What about the chances of either side using strategic nuclear weapons?”

	“Not high,” Livingston said, “but higher than anybody should be comfortable with. The Hanson administration would have done so last year except that some people in the Pentagon or further down the chain of command refused or ignored their orders.”

	Carver held out a hand to prevent the general from continuing. “The communication breakdown works in our favor here. The Pentagon has no way to order the use of our strategic arsenal right now. We don’t even know what assets we still have in the field. The bomber and submarine and silo crews responsible for these weapons may have abandoned or dismantled them.”

	“Or sold them,” Angel said. “Or handed them over to some other force.”

	Carver ignored this as he pressed on. “Even those still manning their posts probably realize the war is over and won’t be inclined to restart it with a nuclear strike.”

	Hill followed this back and forth, the concern unhidden on his face. “So, really, anything is possible?”

	“I’m afraid so, sir,” Carver said. “But that’s true regardless of Drake ordering a strike.”

	“What about the other side though? The Russians or Chinese?”

	“They’re winning, sir. They’re not going to use strategic weapons now except in retaliation.”

	“So it sounds like Drake probably can’t start a full scale nuclear war even if he wants to,” Angel said by way of summary, “but if he becomes president none of our people are coming home.”

	“Definitely not the POWs the Chinese still hold, sir,” Livingston said.

	There was a long pause while Hill stared off into space. Everyone waited in silence, thinking he might say more, but that was all there was.

	“Was there more you wanted to go over, sir?” Carver asked.

	Hill drew a deep breath but otherwise did not respond.

	“Mr. Secretary,” Angel said to Carver. “Has General Quinn, or any of Drake’s people, shown up for any transition meetings yet?”

	“None at all, sir.”

	“So it’s safe to say they don’t realize any of this? About the real situation with the negotiations for returning our troops and the Free Court Army and all that?”

	“I have no idea what sort of intel Drake’s people have been gathering.”

	“Is it possible, once he does see all this, if it might change his mind?”

	“It won’t.” The Attorney General said. Angel looked down the table and gave Sutherland a nod. “If my own experience is anything to go by.”

	“Have you had any transition meetings at Justice then?” Carver asked.

	“Yes. I scheduled several, but every time it was some lower level aides or, I don’t even know, other people without any credentials who just claimed to represent the Drake campaign that showed up. They told me not to bother with any transition plan because they were going to throw out everything we did anyway.”

	“They said that to you. Those exact words?”

	“Uh-huh, those exact words. They said anything a Democrat had done was automatically worthless and if I did leave any transition plan it might be used in charges against me. I asked what they meant, they said I could be charged with ‘crimes against America.’ I tried to tell them I wasn’t a Democrat and ‘crimes against America’ is not on the law books.” Sutherland turned away and sighed. “The meeting went downhill from there. In the end they just spouted some empty campaign rhetoric Drake has been using and left.”

	“It’s not empty though,” Angel said, sitting up in his chair. “With the Ohio representatives defecting and Drake taking the presidency it will be total Nationalist control of the federal government again. Nothing will stop them from continuing what they started. Reopening the prison camps. Mass arrests of Democrats and anybody else deemed Un-American. Genocide. The Free Court Army, if they start this insurrection as you guys say, it would give Drake a convenient excuse, but I don’t think he really needs one. It’s exactly what he promised when he first announced his campaign.”

	Nobody responded to this, creating a silence in the room palpable enough to be felt in the bones.

	“Someone tell me I’m wrong,” Angel said. “That this won’t really happen.”

	“No reason to think it won’t happen,” President Hill said in a low voice. “It’s a poorly kept secret that every politician really does try to fulfill all their campaign promises.”

	“His campaign promises include winning the war,” Carver sounded incredulous.

	“Winning the war, and reestablishing the Global Security Agency,” Angel said. “Not to mention mass arrests and printing more money to stop inflation.”

	“So,” President Hill placed his hands flat on the table, “so that gets us to why we’re having this meeting. What can we do? How do we stop this disaster?”

	“Have you tried meeting with Drake?” Carver asked. “Explaining what’s at stake here, what the military situation really is?”

	“He’s refused to meet with me. At all. I have not spoken with him in person since the presidential debate. Obviously we haven’t had any real transition meetings either.”

	“An ill-planned transition like that would send the government into chaos,” Angel said, “if it weren’t in chaos already.”

	“Yeah, so, no, I don’t think there’s any convincing the Nationalists to change course.”

	“The military situation aside,” Sutherland said, “that wouldn’t change his promises of more mass arrests and prison camps.”

	“I don’t think there’s any talking them out of that either,” Angel said.

	“Mr. President,” Alton said. “I hate to say this, but your whole premise for this meeting may be self defeating. You’ve said we have to accept the inevitability of a Drake administration, and are now asking how we can prevent Drake from causing a catastrophe, but from everything I’ve heard such an administration will by its nature be a catastrophe.”

	“That’s what I was afraid of,” Hill said, slumping in his chair. “At this point I’d kill for a better option. What have we got? The Supreme Court will officially rule against us Monday. The House vote will go down right after that, and we lose unless we start arresting Nationalist congressmen, and all that does is provoke military action by Drake’s personal army.”

	The president paused, shaking his head and staring into space. “There is no more legal recourse. Something’s gonna break here. Either we somehow forcibly remove Drake and shred the constitution or we let him take power and watch him destroy the bill of rights.”

	“Oh it’s worse than that, Mr. President,” Carver said. “Elsewhere, when it comes down to the choice between illiberal democracy and undemocratic liberalism, usually neither answer is any good. Either route eventually leads to ruining liberty and democracy. We’ve got the same bad choices as every other backsliding democracy.”

	“Hmph.” Hill rubbed his hands down his face. “Backsliding democracy. What a great term. As if democracy was always forward progress. Maybe democracy is the backwards idea and all we’re doing now is reverting to humanity’s normal state of affairs.”

	Nobody responded to this. The silence around the table dragged on, creating a tension in the room that felt ever more dangerous to break the longer it extended.

	“Mr. President,” Sutherland leaned forward to speak down the table to him. “May offer a suggestion?”

	“Please.”

	“We’ve been talking about the problems of a Drake administration. Would we face the same problems with any Nationalist administration?”

	This had the president sitting up some in his seat. On the video conference screen Alton scowled in thought, then nodded. “You’re suggesting the scenario we discussed when Drake’s war crimes first came to light?” the Vice-President said. “Arrest Drake but concede the election?”

	“Could we actually do it?” Hill asked. “Could we indict Drake?”

	“It’s what we did with all the other officials from the previous administration,” Angel turned to Sutherland as he spoke. “They didn’t get trials in American court. We arrested them and shipped them straight to the ICC.”

	“We could indict him,” Sutherland said. “There’s plenty of evidence, he’s admitted to the crime, he’s covered under the wanted persons in the London ceasefire agreement. As Mr. Morales points out there is precedent.”

	“So it’s legally possibly,” Hill said, “but does it makes sense. Does it do anything to avert disaster?”

	There were some looks cast around the table, nobody quite ready to answer the question.

	“What outcome isn’t a catastrophe?” Sutherland asked. “This is going to be met with outraged calls of Democrats attempting a coup, even if Grace becomes president. Some southern and maybe western states might vote to secede.”

	“Wait, why would they do that?” Carver asked. “We’re talking about a scenario where a Nationalist has become president? Would they really still secede?”

	“They would,” Sutherland said.

	“But why? Nobody could say the Democrats were staging a coup if one of the original Nationalist senators ends up as president.”

	“They could say anything they want!” Hill said. “Look at what’s happened to Speaker Alexander. They took a picture of her in, in, I don’t know, it looks like a restaurant booth, and somehow they say that proves she’s a sex cannibal! God, look at what they did to me, for that matter. When the NFL canceled their season last year Drake said it was because the liberals had banned football. And people believed him!” He threw up his hands and seemed to collapse back into his chair. “Lifelong Steelers fan, third generation, and I’m gonna be remembered, falsely remembered, as the president who banned football.”

	“So even if a Nationalist senator becomes president,” Carver spoke slowly, “we think it will be called a coup and lead to an even greater level of violence?”

	“Violence and secession,” Sutherland said. “I have to agree, this could spark a major secession crisis, beyond what we’ve had to deal with so far.”

	“You guys are getting ahead of yourselves,” Alton said, waving his arms on screen in a futile attempt to quiet side discussions. “There’s only a week left in the term. By the time Drake is arrested and shipped off we’ll have reached the inauguration. Even if we wanted this problem we wouldn’t have a chance to do anything about it. It’ll be Grace’s problem.”

	“He has a point there, sir,” Angel said.

	“How does this change anything though?” Hill asked. “Would Grace be any different in terms of sabotaging the ceasefire? Do we have any reason to think he wouldn’t resume mass arrests just like Drake would?”

	“Well who knows what Senator Grace is gonna do?” Alton said.

	“Ultimately, it’s a choice among options that are either bad or worse,” Angel said.

	President Hill slumped in his chair again. “God, why did we even bother? I’ve been president less than a year and I spent most of that time trying to convince people not to start declaring independence and writing new constitutions. And all for what? No matter what we do now we’re right back to the same crisis.” Hill paused for a deep breath. “I should never have run for reelection. Go back to congress, let someone else have this shit job. Or maybe I should have never turned over all of the last administration to the International Criminal Court.”

	“Mr. President,” Carver was quick to interrupt on this point. “We had to turn them over. There would have been no ceasefire without that agreement.”

	“Maybe I should never have agreed to the ceasefire.”

	“We had to have a ceasefire! The army was stretched past it’s breaking point in the Middle East and Russia, we’d lost multiple divisions trying to invade Manchuria, the Navy was being sunk in the Chinese littoral, the enemy was occupying the North Slope of Alaska. An American state, a member of the Union, under foreign occupation. If we didn’t agree to that ceasefire . . .”

	“Then the war would have continued, I know,” Hill tossed a hand toward his Defense Secretary. “And it would have gone badly. But apparently that’s what the American people want. It’s what Drake promised them and they voted for him.”

	“Okay, so, first off,” Angel said, “a majority did not vote for Drake, and second, he promised them victory, which he cannot deliver.”

	“That doesn’t matter. The American people want someone to tell them their fantasies aren’t delusional and that they’re dreams will come true. Come true easily, and at low cost. I should have done more of that. I made the mistake of telling the truth about our situation.” By now Hill had slowly slumped down in his chair, to the point where he seemed about to fall out of it and collapse under the table. “Maybe I should promise to just let every state that wants to secede do so.”

	“Let the south go?” Sutherland asked. “Just give up on the United States as a nation?”

	“The south and everybody else that seems to want out. New England. Texas. All the states that didn’t hold elections and don’t really seem to have governments any more. 

	“So that’s it? Just give up? Two-hundred fifty plus years and we’re just gonna say, oh well?”

	“What other choice do we have?” Hill sat up a bit to look over at the Attorney General. “If I somehow remain president there will be states and other groups calling it a coup and trying to break away. If Drake or Grace becomes president than they’ll try to restart the war and the mass arrests, and this Free Court Army will sack the capital and the Chinese will invade. It’s the end of America, one way or another.”

	“There is one, major difference in this that I see,” Alton said.

	The room fell quiet at this announcement, waiting for him to continue. “Yeah?” Hill asked.

	“It’s just that, a President Grace does not, by his mere existence, scuttle the ceasefire.”

	Hill stared at his Vice-President for a long moment. “Grace doesn’t scuttle the ceasefire?”

	“He’ll try to. He’ll send out orders to attack, to military units that no longer exist. He’ll talk big and probably make the lives of all our service-people overseas a lot worse than they need to be. But he is not, simply by being free, a violation of the ceasefire.”

	“You’re saying a Grace presidency would be just so much sound and fury, signifying nothing?”

	“I’m saying it would be better than a Drake presidency.”

	“So no matter how we look at it,” the president was nodding and speaking more to himself, “Drake is the worst option.”

	“Mr. President?” Angel noted the change in his tone and sat up some himself.

	Hill slapped his hands down on the table as he pushed himself fully upright again and looked down at his Attorney General. “Yes, Mr. Sutherland, we’re doing it. We’re arresting Cornelius Drake.”

	“Are you sure, Mr. President?”

	“As Mr. Alton points out, it’s still a legal recourse. That’s what we’re sticking to. We have a golden opportunity to do it. He’s coming here, to the Federal Center, tomorrow, to witness the Supreme Court ruling.”

	“He’s actually coming to the Green Zone?” Sutherland asked.

	“I think he’s intending some kind of victory celebration,” Angel said. “He’s treated it like a campaign event, been promoting it on social streams all weekend. He may even try to have the Chief Justice swear him in early.”

	“So as soon as he shows up tomorrow morning, we arrest him,” Hill said.

	“He’ll be guarded,” Sutherland said. “By these Liberty Guardsmen, who are loyal to him.”

	“Do what you have to do,” Hill said, then turned to Angel. “As soon as it’s done, I want to make a televised announcement. I’ll say I’ve ordered Drake handed over to the ICC per the ceasefire agreement, and at the same time I’ll announce I’m officially conceding the election. When Grace becomes president we’ll have a Nationalist in charge, but a moronic and inept one, and we can fight on from there.”

	He slapped one hand again down on the table. Then he looked around. “Yes? No? What does everyone think?”

	“I think it’s your decision, sir,” Angel said. “We’ve been over it all hundreds of times the past few months. You know all the pros and cons.”

	“Then we’re doing it. The decision’s made. Sutherland, make it happen. Mr. Carver, let’s have as much of the Fourth Marine as we can join the National Guardsmen here in the Green Zone. Bring up as many people as you can from the Pentagon as well.”

	“You mean the troops guarding the Pentagon?”

	“I mean everyone there. We’re consolidating everything we have in the Green Zone.”

	“Sir,” Carver glanced around. “Does that mean we’re conceding control of the Pentagon?”

	“It does. A week from now it won’t matter if General Quinn has occupied Washington or not. The only thing that matters is we get Drake arrested and on a flight to Europe. After that the chips will fall where they may.”
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	The offices of Frank Grace, like every congressman, had a wall dedicated to himself. It was covered with pictures of the senator at various locations, exotic or explicit to his state, or with various luminaries. Grace took this a little bit further though. His wall was arranged into sections with plaques bearing slogans and candles on adjoining shelves as if to create little shrines. One section was entirely pictures of himself with Drake from the campaign trail last year. A series of good luck charms on key chains, collected during that campaign, had been strung together and hung above the pictures. A second section was dominated by a giant cross. Arranged around this were pictures of Grace with Hill’s predecessor, President Hanson. A large plaque with the words ‘in memorandum’ hung above them. The final section had pictures of the various members of the previous administration who had been arrested and sent to the International Criminal Court last year, most of whom were still awaiting trial. In some cases these were not even pictures of the senator himself, featuring only the subject in question. Each picture had a yellow ribbon affixed to its frame.

	It was this final section that Grace kept staring at, even as he kept one eye on the big television across the room and spoke rapidly into his desk phone.

	“So are you seeing this?”

	“Of course I’m seeing it you dumbass,” Drake almost shouted on the other end.

	“This is it! This is the coup we knew was coming. How’s your security? Are you . . .”

	“Yes, no shit it’s a coup attempt. It’s also weak.”

	“Sir,” Grace gestured toward the television he was watching. “Weak? Hill is on television right now calling for our arrest.”

	“For my arrest. According to him you’re going to become the next president.”

	“You don’t seriously believe that?”

	“Should I? Are you over there making fucking deals behind my back!”

	“Of course not, I would never do that!”

	“Hmph,” Drake gave a dismissive grunt. “Well it doesn’t matter because I’m not going anywhere. I’ve got more than enough Liberty Guards providing security, and Riverside itself is a fortress.”

	“Is that really enough?”

	“No federal agents are getting in here.”

	“What if they go bigger though?” Grace paused to look at the television again, noting that Hill was still going on about something. “What if they call in the marines? Maybe we should leave town.”

	“Don’t be stupid. Hill is too weak to use the military, and even if he did I’ll be calling on our own people right after this, tell them to come protest. Hill and the marines will never move against a large crowd of real Americans in Riverside’s main plaza.”

	“They could still try to force things though. Remember, these are the same liberals that started all those death camps as a false flag to frame the last administration. They won’t care about a few civilian causalities now.”

	There was a pause on the other hand. Grace took the chance to look about at his staff members present with him. All of them had been watching the television when he started this phone call, but their attention now was solely on his exchange with Drake.

	“Doesn’t matter,” Drake said, “we can’t run, that makes us look weak. Whatever they bring we have to stand and fight. If we hold strong and demand the will of the people be respected we will prevail.”

	“Alright then.”

	“It might be best if you and Judge Benton come and join me here.”

	“Mmm, I don’t like that. We shouldn’t run. I’ll stay here at my office, make a stand in the Federal Center.”

	“Why?”

	“It’ll be a show of strength.”

	“That’s stupid,” Drake said. “If you stay there we’ll be divided when they come for us. We should all gather at Riverside to show a united front.”

	“Except if I stay here than when they come and arrest me it’ll be a statement. It’ll prove to the world that this is a coup and not just them arresting one man like Hill claims.”

	“I don’t need you to martyr yourself to prove that.”

	“No, I think that’s what we should do. I’ll stay here and make sure we get plenty of footage of federal agents putting me under arrest. When that gets out to our supporters you’ll have an even bigger crowd at Riverside. It’ll maybe even be a full scale uprising.”

	“I’ll have a big crowd no matter what. I don’t need to lose my vice-president over this.”

	“It’s not like they’ll kill me.”

	“They might turn you over to the Europeans though. We couldn’t get you back then.”

	“Yeah,” Grace hesitated. “I guess there’s no guarantee they won’t just execute me either.”

	“Exactly.”

	Grace paused again, once more looking at his expectant staffers. “You know what though. No. I’m not letting them drive me out of here in fear. I am still the rightful senator from Nebraska and this is my office. If they’re gonna arrest me let ‘em come do it. I’m staying right here.”

	“That’s stupid, but the choice is yours I guess.”

	“Thank you, sir.”

	“Good luck to you Frank.”

	“Thank you, and to you too, Mr. President.”

	He hung up the desk phone slowly, starring at it for a long while after. On the television the stream of President Hill’s address had ended and it was now queuing up various analysis and commentary. The office fell silent as the senator’s entire staff stood there, watching him and waiting.

	Grace drew a deep breath and looked up. “Okay everyone. You heard what Hill said and you heard me just now speaking with the president. They’ll be coming to arrest me here pretty soon, and maybe some of you as well. I do not intend to go quietly. If anyone wants to leave now I’ll totally understand and I won’t hold it against you. We’re making a stand against tyranny here today and that’s not an easy road to walk. I suggest, if you don’t want to be part of this, you clear out now, head home or at least get out of the Green Zone. No telling where this day will end.”

	There were some apprehensive looks and furtive glances all through the office, but nobody moved. Senator Grace looked about, his gaze at last falling on Mr. Roy, the old Republican staffer who was not officially on his payroll but was often loitering around his office.

	“Roy,” Grace said. “Do you think you can make sure that we get plenty of video footage of whatever happens here today? You might need to smuggle some of it out somehow.”

	“What makes you think I’m among the people who will be staying?”

	“Well if you’re not than you should clear out now.”

	Before Roy could say anything more there was a commotion from the office entrance. “Mr. Vice-President, sir!”

	Everyone turned now as a young staffer made his way through the little crowd. He came up to stand right in front of the senator. “Sir. I just found out. There are US Marshals right now over in the Court Annex.”

	In response Grace’s eyes went wide. “Of course. Move against the Court first. We . . . hold on, I have an idea.”

	The senator turned and rushed out of the office area’s front room, where they all stood, back into his personal office. One wall here had a large picture of him with former President Hanson. Taking this aside revealed a wall safe. Working frantically Grace spun the dial to input the combination, getting it right the first time despite his nerves. From within he pulled some important papers and folders aside to reveal a handgun.

	He took this out and checked that it was loaded, then tucked the gun into the side of his pants, pinned there by his belt.

	Turning back to the entrance he saw Roy and several others standing there watching him with aghast looks. The senator ignored them, rushing back out into the main area.

	“Okay, new plan,” he announced. “Anybody willing to make a stand for America should come with me right now.”

	He stormed out of his office area into a long hallway. As he started down this the senator kept up his rushed pace, his walk at times almost breaking into a full out run. Behind him only a few of the staffers followed, along with an equal number of Liberty Guardsmen and the lone Secret Serviceman whom Grace had agreed to keep on his security detail.

	Grace paid no attention to the size of the group with him. Instead he got to the elevator lobby and hit the down button. No elevator opened at first. He looked around at them, waited the briefest of seconds, then barreled forward into the stairwell.

	“Sir, hold on,” his Secret Serviceman called out. This was ignored however as Grace lumbered down the steps. He was wheezing but still pressing forward when he emerged on the bottom floor and took off toward the court annex.

	As had ever been the case with the whole Federal Center, a once abandoned hotel hastily renovated in the wake of a terrorist attack in DC, the Senate Wing and adjoining court annex were in a perpetual state of construction. Such was the case when Senator Grace arrived. Still moving at close to a run he dodged around a series of plastic tarps blocking off sections under work. His staff continued along with him even as construction workers turned with confused looks at this interruption. They continued on across an area of bare concrete floor to the point where the doors connecting to the Court Annex were right now just an open doorway.

	Rounding another corner got them into the heart of the annex, which was much busier than the Senate Wing. Grace dodged through people, running into a few in the process and drawing stairs and confused looks. People started to clamber out of the way as the entourage rushed forward.

	They came at last to a hall lined with doors leading to office areas, each belonging to one of the Supreme Court’s remaining justices. Standing around one of these doors was a group of men wearing flak jackets beneath their suit coats. One of them moved to intercept Grace.

	“Sir. Sir, I’m sorry . . .”

	“Out of the way, I’m a United States senator.”

	“I’m sorry sir, you can’t go in there.” By now the U.S. Marshal was standing right in front of Grace. The senator did not stop, moving to shove past, but his opponent was taller and stronger.

	“Get out of the fucking way!”

	“Sir, I’m sorry,” the Marshal shoved Grace backwards, stepping back himself to reestablish distance between them. “We’re serving a warrant, you can’t . . .”

	“Stand aside!” came a shout from behind them. The marshals around the door, distracted by Grace, were caught off guard now by the sight of several Liberty Guardsmen approaching with weapons drawn. That these men were armed was a technical illegality in the Green Zone, but one several Nationalist senators had skirted.

	“Whoa, whoa,” the lead marshal held his hands out. “Okay, let’s stay cool guys.”

	Already Grace had used this distraction to continue forward into the office area. It was laid out similar to his own, with a front receiving area and doors all around leading to the actual offices of the justice and his clerks.

	Right now there was a large group standing in the front area. Justice Benton was standing by the conference table located toward the back, surrounded by his clerks and staffers, a lot of young women among them, all looking confused. Arrayed around the rest of the office were several more US Marshals.

	“Stop!” Grace yelled. The confused looks proliferated as he rushed into the center of the room, coming up to a marshal standing in front of Benton. “Stop! You’re not arresting Judge Benton or anybody else!”

	“Sir. Sir,” the head marshal held up his arms. He was interrupted though by further commotion at the doorway.

	Everyone, including Grace, turned to look as the Liberty Guardsmen, the senator’s few staffers, and the marshals who had been out in the hall, all came spilling into the office. The room felt a lot more crowded as everyone jostled about before at last finding places to stand. Then everything grew quiet.

	“You will not . . .” Grace started.

	“Sir,” the head marshal tried to speak, but was again interrupted.

	“I am a United States senator and I will not allow . . .”

	“Please, Mr. Senator.” This was not an official honorific for US senators, but the head marshal did not much care. “Senator . . .

	“This is an attempted coup by the illegal Hill administration! Everyone, listen, your government is being stolen from you! This is an attempt to subvert the will of the people. We will not stand for it. If you try to arrest any of us there will be an uprising, the American people will take their government back! Everyone, you have an important decision to make . . .”

	“Sir. Sir, nobody is being arrested here. We’re just trying to locate Mr. Drake. We were told he would be over in these offices . . .”

	“You’re here to arrest Drake! This is a coup to remove the lawfully elected president so that the liberals can illegally hold on to power and continue their conspiracy of destroying America and turning us into a socialist state.”

	“Mr. Senator, there’s no need to get excited. We’re just here doing our job. If everyone stays calm and cooperates I’m sure we can get this all cleared up.”

	As he continued Grace’s voice got ever louder. “Don’t think the American people don’t know what you’re doing. There’ll be a reckoning for this, sir, and people will remember which side you’re one.”

	“Sir. Senator. I’m not here making a political statement.” In response to Grace’s escalating tone the marshal kept his all the more calm and even. “We’re just doing our job. Now we’re trying to locate Secretary Drake.”

	“You’re not . . .”

	“Sir, sir, please, if I could. We’re trying . . .”

	“I will not allow . . .”

	“Sir, please. We’re trying to locate Cornelius Drake. Justice Benton has assured us he is not here, and I take him at his word, as a justice of the Supreme Court. And I will also respect your word, sir, as a United States senator. So please, please, if everyone could just stay calm and cooperate. Do any of you know where Secretary Drake is currently, right now.”

	“We are not going to cooperate with this illegal coup. I will not allow you to arrest Drake, or Justice Benton, or myself or any other of the Nationalist senators President Hill . . .”

	“Sir! Please. I am not here to arrest you . . .”

	By this point Grace was at an actual shout. “Nobody who’s not an idiot believes that! This is a coup against President Drake, and you expect me to give him up and are going to arrest all of us as soon as we do.”

	“That’s not . . .”

	“No! The American people will not stand for this and neither will I.”

	Grace took a step backward, away from the marshal and toward the center of the room. As he did he pulled open one side of his suit jacket, revealing the handgun he had tucked into his pants. “I want you to know I am armed and I am willing to resist this illegal coup with whatever means necessary.”

	“Okay, okay, slow down.” The head marshal held up his hands and took a step backward. “Let’s all just stay calm here.”

	“Oh for God sake’s, Frank,” Benton said. The tall justice, in his full black judicial robes, had been leaning against a conference table, but now stood up to his full height. “Frank, what are you doing?”

	“I am trying to stop a coup!”

	“Yes, yes,” Benton sighed. “Frank, these are federal agents. They’re police officers, not some gang-banging thugs.”

	“I’m not about to . . .”

	“We are in the right here! Frank, listen . . .”

	“They are not going to arrest any of us.”

	“No, they aren’t!” Benton waved his arms, his robes fluttering at the room filled with people. “That’s what he keeps saying. Frank, we are in the right here, so let’s keep it that way by working within the law and letting this all, letting it all work itself out. We don’t need to go around brandishing guns at federal agents. Just cooperate and trust that the system and the American people will see this right in the end.”

	“Oh no, oh no.” Grace was still standing with his jacket held open. Now he moved to pull it off entirely, freeing his right arm to hover just above his handgun. “Don’t fall for some Democratic trap Wayne. This is part of a coup. They’ll arrest you as soon as they . . .”

	“Why would they do that?” Benton tossed his hands in exasperation. “If they wanted information out of us they could just arrest us and question us later. They’re here because they thought Drake was here, which he isn’t. As I was explaining before you came in brandishing guns, he’s probably still at his hotel at Riverside.”

	“Whoa, Wayne, fuck!” Grace threw his suit jacket onto the ground. “You just told them where Drake is!”

	“Everybody knows he owns the Riverside arcology! They’d have looked there next.”

	“They’re free to arrest us now!”

	“They were never going to arrest us. Sir,” Benton turned to the head marshal. “Are you going to arrest us now?”

	“No, sir. As long as we’re satisfied that Secretary Drake is not here than we can be on our way.”

	 Both of them turned toward Senator Grace, who seemed in that moment to be hit with a realization. He took a threatening step toward the head marshal. Several of the other federal agents started to react to this sudden move, their hands moving to their own handguns. Grace, however, only took a single step and was talking again before anything else could happen.

	“Do you have a warrant for President Drake?”

	“We do, yes sir.” The head marshal said.

	“Do you have it in paper?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Give it to me.”

	“Sir?”

	Grace held out a hand, palm upward. “Give me the warrant you have for President Drake.”

	“I can’t do that, sir.”

	“Frank,” Benton said wearily, “what are you . . .”

	Grace held up his other hand toward the judge. “This is not happening. I’m not letting anybody walk out of here with a warrant to arrest the President of the United States. This man is either going to shred that warrant, right now, or he’s going to give it to me to shred.”

	“Frank, what the fuck . . .”

	“If they arrest Drake they might as well arrest all of us! This is a coup, Wayne! Don’t you get it, it’s not legal, it’s a power play to get rid of the Nationalists from the federal government so the liberals can take full control. They won’t be constrained by legality.”

	“They have been constrained!” Benton held out his arms toward the marshals. “This guy, this, sorry sir, I’ve forgotten your name, he said he’s going to leave now.”

	“To arrest the president!”

	“Yes, but they’re not arresting us. Arresting Cornelius is not the end of the world. Let’s act within the law and trust he will be exonerated.”

	“We can’t trust the law, the Democrats are in charge, President Hill is moving to destroy us!”

	“Frank . . .” Judge Benton started, then threw up his hands and buried his face in them in a single motion. “Fuck, Frank.”

	“Sir,” the head marshal said, “I think all of us would like to just walk out of here without further incident.” He looked about and signaled to his agents. “We’ll go ahead and leave first.”

	“You’re not going anywhere,” Grace sidestepped to stand between the head marshal and the doorway. “Not until I see that warrant destroyed.”

	“Sir, please. I don’t want this to go any further than it already has.”

	“Than give me that warrant!”

	“I can’t do that, sir.”

	Grace took a step toward him. “Give me that warrant or I’m taking it from you.”

	“Sir, please. I’d like to leave here without any further incident, but if you keep brandishing a gun like that and making threatening remarks I will have to arrest you.”

	“So now you are going to arrest me! See, I knew it.”

	“Sir, I didn’t say that.” It was becoming obvious that even the restrained tone of the marshal was starting to fray. “All we want to do is walk away.”

	“Than give me that warrant!”

	“I can’t do that, sir.”

	“I am a United States senator, and I am ordering you to give me that warrant now!” Grace took another step toward the marshal.

	“You can’t do that, sir. Please stop brandishing that gun and . . .”

	“I’m not brandishing a gun. What, brandishing a gun? That’s a pretext, you’re trying to make an excuse to arrest me.”

	The head marshal drew a deep breath. “You’ve got a gun on display, sir, and are making threatening remarks and gestures. I don’t want . . .”

	“Threatening! I haven’t done anything threatening!”

	“Sir, you’ve . . .”

	“All I’ve done is stand up for what’s right!”

	“Sir, please . . .”

	“So give me that warrant, sir. I will not ask again!”

	“Mr. Senator, I can’t do that.”

	“Give me the fucking warrant!”

	As Grace said this he grabbed his gun and drew it out, pointing it at the head marshal.

	“Oh shit!” one of the other marshal’s shouted. Right away he pulled his own gun as well. He took a shot that went wide from the senator, hitting the back wall of the room.

	The head marshal dove to the ground, partly tackling Justice Benton in the process. Several other marshals drew their guns, as did the Liberty Guardsmen. Some did not immediately open fire, while others did. Gunshots rang out threw the crowded room.

	Grace, having not intended to actually shoot at that moment, turned now toward the entrance with a look of confusion. Already his lone Secret Serviceman was rushing toward him. Before Grace could react a couple of rounds hit him in the chest. He convulsed, blood marks erupting across his white shirt on the front and back. Then the Secret Serviceman arrived, tackling the senator to the ground.

	More gunshots rang out as the Liberty Guardsmen took cover around the doorway and the marshals dove behind furniture. One of the senator’s staffers who had been standing near the doorway took a bullet in the chest and flopped against the wall.

	For less than a minute, though the time stretched out infinitely for everyone involved, the room was a war zone.

	“Stop!” the head marshal yelled. “Stop! Hold your fire!”

	A few more shots rang out from the Liberty Guardsmen. When they realized the marshals had stopped shooting though they did as well. The room fell quiet, and for a few seconds nothing happened.

	“Help the wounded!” the head marshal yelled, then turned to one of the judge’s clerks, cowering under the conference table nearby. “Get on the office phone and dial security, tell them we’ve got multiple people with gunshot wounds in Judge Benton’s office.”

	Right away the marshals moved to address the wounded. The Liberty Guardsmen, meanwhile, moved to withdraw, one of them dragging a wounded comrade by the shoulders as they pulled out into the hallway.

	Judge Benton himself climbed out from under the conference table, unfolding his tall frame as he took in the scene. There was a barely perceptible haze of smoke in the air now. Marshals were scrambling to staunch the bleeding on at least three of Senator Grace’s staffers, plus one of their own who had taken a hit in the arm. 

	On the floor right in front of Benton, the Secret Serviceman was doing the same for Senator Grace. The young man held one hand each over the large chest wounds. His own hands and chest were covered in the senator’s blood. Grace himself had a blank expression, glassy eyed, staring upward, with no sign of breathing.

	Benton shook his head slowly. “Fuck, Frank. What have you done?”
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PHILADELPHIA RIVERSIDE ARCOLOGY

	 

	JANUARY 14

	 

	The restaurant at the top of the Riverside Arcology was busier than usual, but that did not prevent Drake from holding court there. He sat at a high top table in the bar area, facing the big screen television along one wall. Outside the day was grey and overcast and brazenly implying a threat to storm it had yet to make good on.

	The early lunch crowd churned around, paying him no attention, in some cases scrupulously avoiding looking toward him. On the television was the stunning blonde anchor Delores Blackwell, with skin perfect enough to look flawless even on such a giant high-definition screen. Her voice had a flat, even quality with a cadence that rose at the end of sentences, making everything sound almost, but not quite, like a question.

	“We continue our real time stream following the incident today at the Philadelphia Federal Center, where an apparent gunfight erupted between Federal Marshals and National Guardsmen, a result of Democratic President Thomas Hill attempting an illegal power grab to avoid relinquishing the presidency next week and overturn the results of last year’s election. There are now three confirmed dead in this incident, including Vice-President-elect Franklin Grace, the junior senator from Nebraska. President-elect Drake has issued a statement calling this a ‘hit job’ and an attempted coup and calling on real Americans to rally to protest these extra-legal killings. The Hill administration this hour has issued a statement refuting President-elect Drake’s statement and calling the incident a ‘mistake’ without offering further explanation. A press conference at the Federal Center’s executive wing is expected within the hour, when that starts . . .”

	“It was Frank’s fault,” Justice Benton said. He sat at the table next to Drake, nursing an elaborate cocktail. He appeared out of place without his judicial robes, seeming more a construction site foreman than a judge. He had been talking with the waitress up until now, and Drake had been ignoring him.

	“What?”

	“It was Frank’s fault he got shot. He burst in there waving a gun around and threatening the U.S. Marshals. What did he think was going to happen?”

	“Apparently he thought they were going to arrest you or something.”

	“They weren’t going to arrest me, and Frank knew that.”

	“Obviously he didn’t.”

	“He should have known.”

	“Hmph,” Drake scoffed, then shook his head. He paused to stare at his drink, some dark bourbon concoction. Then Drake picked up the drink, reached out to one side, and poured it out onto the floor. “Frank. You didn’t need to get yourself killed to break this impasse, but since you did we won’t let it go to waste.”

	On Drake’s left his lawyer, Sydney, watched him pour out his drink into a little puddle. She regarded the spot on the floor, then turned back to Benton. “Pardon me, your honor, but how is it you’re not still stuck in this mess?” She pointed at the television.

	“How do you mean?”

	“Didn’t the police want you for questioning?”

	“I spoke with the marshals afterwards.” He shrugged, then smirked. “What did they need me to tell them? Those offices have cameras everywhere.”

	“They didn’t want to detain you for anything?”

	This got another shrug. “I asked if I could go home, they said fine. I was never armed, I wasn’t part of the shooting. I was a bystander. They said they’d be in touch and I could go.”

	“Sounds like they really did not intend to arrest you.”

	“I’m sure they didn’t. Or Frank for that matter.”

	“They were after me first,” Drake gestured to a passing waitress for another drink. “They were going to arrest me and only go after Grace once I was out of the way. If I’d gone over there this morning like Frank kept insisting, I would be in handcuffs by now, on a direct flight to Europe.”

	Drake drummed his fingers on the table, staring at the bar.

	His new drink arrived at the same time as a new group of people. Lead among them was the lobbyist Larry Elmo, without his trademark thick rimmed glasses, having adopted the look of the rest of his group. The New Ohio Authority representatives wore sports jackets without ties rather than suits, making them look more like salesman than congressman.

	“Gentleman,” Drake said as he got up from his seat. “You have news?”

	Before they could answer Drake reached out and shook hands with Larry. Right behind him was Senator Sheffield, hobbling forward as fast as he could.

	“Mr. President, it’s good to see you okay, after what happened today,” Sheffield shook hands with Drake.

	Drake did not even make eye contact with the old senator, his eyes instead scanning across the representatives. Page and Mathews stood in front, beaming with self-satisfied grins. Behind them the other three all looked forlorn, staring at the floor or off into space.

	“It’s good to see you all survived today as well,” Drake said.

	“Oh, no problem there,” Sheffield said. “We’ve got bodyguards. Whole group of New Ohio Peacekeepers, under my direct command.” He turned toward the entrance to the room, where their security stood uncomfortably next to some Liberty Guardsmen. “Totally loyal, too.”

	“Don’t really need it,” Page said. “I was a Marine. Gimme a firearm, I can handle myself.”

	Ignoring this Drake gestured for everyone to take a seat at his table. As they gathered around he continued to Larry. “Can I take from everyone’s presence that we have an understanding?”

	“We have made a deal, yes,” Larry smirked and nodded.

	“So we have a majority?”

	“You bet, sir,” Sheffield said.

	“Excellent, so Representative Knox will become Speaker?” Drake said to Larry, who gave him a nod. “When will this become official?”

	“Originally they were going to announce their party switch right after the Supreme Court ruling came down. That was the big deal Frank thought he was going to surprise you with today, which is why he kept insisting you be at the Federal Center for the ruling.”

	“Did he really think it would be a surprise?” Drake asked.

	“Who knows?” Larry shook his head in contempt. “Anyway, obviously the court isn’t meeting today, and it doesn’t matter since Hill has conceded, so we’ll just have the announcement at the start of the next session, whenever that is.”

	“Then you’ll vote for a new speaker?”

	“We shouldn’t get ahead of ourselves sir,” Sydney said as she joined the little gathering. “Removing the Speaker of the House is not easy.”

	“Why not?” Drake looked impetuously at her.

	“It’s never been done before.”

	“So?”

	“So, the first move,” Larry said, “is to file a motion that declares the speakership vacant. When that passes Alexander gets removed and then there’s a new election for the speaker.”

	“In theory,” Sydney said, “but it’s never been done before.”

	“True, but there’s no reason it can’t work.”

	“What happens if this doesn’t work?” Drake asked.

	“Deadlock,” Sydney said. “Alexander stays as speaker, with all the power to control what gets brought up for a vote, but without a majority to pass anything.”

	“I wouldn’t be worried,” Larry said. “A motion to remove the speaker is a, um, there’s a name for it . . .”

	“A privileged motion,” Sydney said.

	“That. Which means Emily won’t be able to stall it for long.”

	“She’ll be able to stall it long enough,” Drake said.

	“Long enough for what?” Larry asked.

	“Long enough that the issue will be forced. By the time it’s all sorted out we’ll have reached the inauguration, and they’ll have either arrested me or I’ll already be president. It’ll be too late for the House to impeach Hill or do anything else about him.”

	As Drake spoke Justice Benton scooped up his drink and moved to join them. “You’re planning something?”

	Drake smiled “Right now there is a crowd of supporters gathering in the Riverside Plaza. In about half an hour I’m going downstairs to make a public statement. I’ll call on our supporters to rally and march to the Green Zone to demand Hill step down and allow my inauguration to go forward.”

	“Tonight?”

	“I’ll make the announcement tonight. I’m sure some will show up, but most will come in tomorrow morning. That’s when we march.”

	“Wait,” Sydney said. “You’re going too?”

	“You know what’s going on, right? The future of the country hinges on what happens in the next twenty-four hours.”

	“But why do you need to go with this march personally?”

	“Because I’m the fucking president,” Drake held out his arms and raised his voice, drawing some attention from around the bar area. “I’m the one they’re trying to depose.”

	“Aren’t you afraid they’ll take the chance to arrest you?”

	“They might arrest me if I stay here.”

	“If you stay here they won’t come in,” Sydney said in her usual flat tone that seemed to repel any thought of argument. “Federal agents aren’t going to risk provoking another shootout with the Liberty Guardsmen.”

	“Even if the marshals aren’t willing to force their way into the arcology the Democrats have other means.”

	“Other means?”

	“Hill could still deploy the Fourth Marines,” Drake looked away, out the window toward the downtown skyline.

	Benton stared at him with wide eyes. “You really think President Hill would send in the military to arrest you?”

	“I thought you specifically said he would not go that far,” Sydney said.

	“I never said that. This was a power play. He’s determined to get rid of me and hold on to power himself. It’s a classic dictator move. Nothing will stop him except force.”

	“Except,” Sydney said, “Hill said he would be conceding and turning over power to Senator Grace.”

	“Which makes it awfully convenient he’s dead.”

	“Frank is dead because of his own stupidity,” Benton said.

	“It’s still very convenient. Very convenient the federal marshals went to your office, even though they knew full well I’m over here, in a totally different part of town.”

	“I’m not sure they did know that.”

	“Somebody knew it,” Drake said with a sneer. “Hill knew it, his staff knew it, yet the marshals ended up in your office. If you’d resisted I’m sure you’d have been shot too.”

	“There was nothing to resist. They didn’t try to arrest me, they just asked to search the place.”

	“Search the place?”

	“For you,” Benton said. “They thought, as far as I could tell, they genuinely thought you were there.”

	“Probably because they were told as much. Probably by people hoping for a situation like this.”

	“I would remind you, sir,” Sydney said, “there were press announcements from Senator Grace indicating you would in fact be at the Federal Center this morning.”

	“Which makes this all the more convenient.”

	“You think President Hill wanted it to turn out this way?” Benton asked.

	“Grace dead and an arrest warrant still out for me? It’s perfect for him. His rivals would be cleanly eliminated and he can remain on under some pretense.”

	“Be that as it may,” Sydney said, her voice growing even colder. “What does this have to do with you going on the march tomorrow?”

	“We’re forcing the issue. I’ll be surrounded by a crowd of supporters. It’s the safest place I could be right now. If they try to arrest me everyone will close ranks. Even if he calls out the military they won’t be able to get to me without a whole lot of collateral damage. Either we go down as martyrs or I force Hill’s concession.”

	“It still sounds suicidal to me,” Benton said.

	“No, this ’ll work. Hill is obviously not going to relinquish power voluntarily, and now he’s gunning for me directly. We have to do something drastic.”

	“So, hey,” Mathews said, prompting Drake, Sydney, and Benton to look at him as if they had forgotten he, and the rest of the bar, were there. “I just wanna put this out there. Some of us, we’re technically independents, right? Maybe we could act as go-betweens, ya know. Take a message over to Hill and the Democrats.”

	Drake regarded him with a cold glare. “What kind of message?”

	“An offer to negotiate? Find a peaceful solution, ya know?”

	Again Drake scanned over the group of representatives.

	“Hmmm,” Sydney leaned toward them with a skeptical murmur. “I don’t think sending the representatives who defected from the Democratic caucus and cost them their majority is going to go over well.”

	“No, no,” Drake held out a hand to her. “I like it. Remind Hill we’re not powerless.”

	“I’m also not clear on what message you would carry,” Sydney said.

	“Well we could let him know what his situation is, right?” Mathews shrugged. “He’s obviously not going to win by force. He’s gotta just concede.”

	“If nothing else it’s a chance to avoid bloodshed,” Benton said.

	Now Drake moved his critical look over to the judge. “You think a march on the Green Zone tomorrow will end in bloodshed?”

	“No. I know it will end in bloodshed.”

	“Whose blood though?”

	“That remains to be seen.”

	“Well it doesn’t hurt,” Drake turned back to Mathews. “If you’re willing. Keep in mind they might decide to arrest you, even with a security detail.”

	“Ah,” Sheffield, sitting next to Mathews, slapped his fellow on the back. “If they did that it would just prove what we’ve been saying all along about this being a coup.”

	Drake considered this with a grimace. “Yes it would, if we even needed more proof. Anyway, yes, if you’re willing, we’ll give it a try.”

	“Should it be an official message?” Sydney asked.

	“No,” Drake shook his head. “Tell President Hill exactly what is going to happen. Tell him a crowd will gather here tomorrow morning and march to the south entrance to the Green Zone, and there we’ll demand entry. If he wants to avoid further bloodshed he needs to step aside immediately and leave town. Tell him if he does that we’ll forget this whole coup, power grab business and move on.”

	Mathews nodded as Drake spoke. “Okay. Okay. Got it.”

	“Also, tell him,” Drake paused, again looking out the window at the city and looming storm. “Tell him if he doesn’t leave voluntarily we will force our way into the Green Zone. Tell him I will hold him personally responsible for anything that happens after that.”

	“Okay.”

	“You should head out immediately. I’ll try to hold off making my announcement until I’ve heard back from you.”

	“You got it, sir.”

	“One other thing, Mathews.” Drake paused, glancing toward the television, than around at the crowded restaurant. “Tell Hill this country can only have one president. If he intends for it to be him he’s going to have to do more than just arrest me.”

	



	

FEDERAL CENTER-EXECUTIVE TOWER

	 

	JANUARY 14

	 

	The situation room was not big enough for this many people, or for this situation. President Hill felt as if he were drunk somehow, as if the whole room was spinning and teetering and everybody was talking to him all at once yet saying nothing, creating only a vague din of meaningless noise.

	Near him Sutherland, the Attorney General, was pacing while he spoke on his mobile. “What I want to know is why they were in the Supreme Court offices in the first place? Why go there at all?” There was a pause while someone spoke on the other end.

	Slowly Hill shifted his gaze over to his right, where his acting Homeland Security Secretary seemed desperate for his attention.

	“Mr. President.” The young man had a tablet in one hand, an old style corded phone in the other, and a stack of paper file folders shoved under one arm for some reason. “Mr. President, the crowd gathering outside the Riverside Arcology is just getting bigger. The sheriff’s office is requesting instructions.”

	Hill stared without responding. Then suddenly Angel was at this side and he was slowly turning his head again.

	“Sir. The Marshals are saying the Liberty Guardsmen outside the Riverside Arcology are refusing to honor their search warrant. They say these Guardsmen are heavily armed. They’re requesting backup to serve the warrant.”

	“Backup?”

	“It would mean the military, sir.”

	“Sir,” the Homeland Security Secretary said. “The crowd out there is just growing. The sheriff’s department needs an answer.”

	“Why is the sheriff’s department contacting us?” Angel looked up to ask. “Isn’t that the mayor’s job.”

	“The major has fled, along with most of his staff.”

	“Fled?”

	“That’s what they’re telling me.”

	Angel shook his head to clear it, then turned back to the president. “Sir, this is getting out of hand. We have to call in the marines to get control of the situation.”

	“No, no!” From a side conversation down the table, Defense Secretary Carver spun to face them. “No, we can’t call in the marines.”

	“It’s the only way we’re going to serve this warrant.”

	“No,” Carver continued. “You can’t use the marines.”

	“Why not?” Angel asked.

	“Because they wont’ act,” General Livingston said. The Chairman of the Joint Chief’s was wearing a wry, ironic look. “Sending in the marines isn’t going to help because they won’t act. Philadelphia command informs me they’ve received a signed letter from several dozen staff officers, threatening to resign in protest if they’re ordered to act against Drake.”

	“Oh shit,” Angel said.

	“Does acting against Drake include acting against this Liberty Guard?” Sutherland interrupted his phone call to ask.

	“I can show you the letter,” Livingston shook his head.

	“Wait a second,” Senator Gardner said. The senator, along with the rest of the congressional Democratic leadership, was sitting down the table as well, across from the Department of Defense people. “Are you telling me the federal government has absolutely no control over the United States military, at all?”

	Everyone around the table looked at him, even as he looked about for an answer.

	“I think,” Carver said, “that is a fair statement.”

	“But if we’ve lost the military, even the units in this city . . .” the senator trailed off, still looking around for someone to contradict him.

	Slowly the whole room grew quiet, everyone now looking around at each other. From off to the side an aide stepped forward and came up to Angel. She whispered something in the chief of staff’s ear, then stepped away.

	Angel stood there for a moment, then turned to the president. “Mr. President, there are some Nationalist representatives downstairs that say they’re here to negotiate on behalf of Secretary Drake.”

	“Negotiate?”

	All Angel could do was hold out his hands in a shrug.

	“Sure, why not, send ‘em up.”

	“Do you want to meet them here?”

	This prompted a deep sigh from Hill. “No. Let’s meet them in the oval office.” He pushed back from the table and got to his feet.

	“Mr. President,” Sutherland stepped over to intercede in the president’s path. “Mr. President, the sheriff’s department and the marshals outside Riverside still need an answer.”

	Hill just stared at him in reply. Then he glanced around the room, now completely silent, everyone looking to him.

	“Tell the marshals to stand down. Tell the sheriff to let the crowd gather as long as they remain peaceful. Don’t provoke anything.”

	“If they don’t remain peaceful?”

	“He’s got crowd control drones. It’ll be their call.” Hill looked further down the table to his Defense Secretary. “Mr. Carver. Have the marines on standby, ready to move out.”

	“Move out where?”

	At first Hill did not respond to this, just staring at Carver, or maybe past him into some middle distance. Then the president shrugged. “Just have them ready.”

	Hill and the congressional delegation, Senator Gardner, Speaker Alexander, Senator Wilkerson, a scrum of aides, left the room, heading across to the president’s corner office.

	As everyone entered they scattered onto the room’s haphazard furniture. Hill drifted to the window. Outside sporadic rainfall left water drops streaking down the glass. From here he peered through the haze of the afternoon storm and the intermittent beams of sunlight poking through the clouds, to stare at the downtown skyscrapers and the towering wall of the Riverside Arcology beyond.

	Once more President Hill found himself waiting on someone else. Around the room staffers huddled over tablets or mobiles, while the congressional leadership scanned through news streams with the sound muted on the large television. There was no noise, no conversation.

	At last Angel arrived leading the delegation. The five Midwestern representatives traveled with a single, disarmed New Ohio Peacekeeper. They entered the office tentatively, looking around at everything.

	Hill turned from the window, and some others stood up, but nobody said anything at first. There was an awkward moment of everyone staring at each other.

	“Ah, Mr. President,” Mathews started to cross the room with a hand outstretched. “It’s good to see . . .”

	“Drake sent you here?” Hill asked. He stood unmoving with his behind his back.

	“That, uh . . .”

	“Yeah, he did,” Page stepped forward now. “We were sent here with a message.”

	The president folded his arms and leaned back slightly, but otherwise just stared.

	“Okay,” Hill said at last. “What is this message?”

	The messengers hesitated again. Finally Representative Hobbes spoke in a flat, emotionless tone. “President Drake asked us to tell you, to ask you to step aside.”

	“Step aside?” Angel asked.

	“Concede the election and resign,” Page said. “He said he’ll ignore all of this coup shit if you step aside immediately and let President Drake take over.”

	The room fell silent.

	“You realize that’s what President Hill promised to do this morning,” Angel said.

	“Yeah, nobody believes that,” Page said.

	“Nobody, or just you don’t believe it?” Emily stepped forward to ask.

	“You said you were gonna arrest him,” Mathews said. “Of course nobody believes you’ll just step aside after that.”

	Everyone turned to Hill for a response, but the president just stood there, arms folded, an unwavering staring fixed on the Midwesterners.

	“So what if he doesn’t?” Angel asked. “Step aside, that is.”

	“Well,” Hobbes said, “then it gets complicated.”

	“President Drake has a crowd gathering down by his arcology,” Page said. “He’s gonna make an announcement after he hears from us, call on more people to join. Then tomorrow morning they’re gonna march to the south entrance of the Green Zone and demand Hill step down and go home.”

	“He’s not planning to arrest me?” Hill asked, half seriously.

	“He specifically said you could leave,” Mathews said. “In fact, he asked that you leave town right away. He did say though that he’ll hold this government responsible if things turn violent tomorrow. He was pretty serious about that.”

	“Of course he does,” Angel tossed a hand in the air. “This is usual Drake bullshit. Whatever bad happens, no matter what we or he does, he’s gonna point the blame at us, and his fucking lapdog news streams will go along with it.”

	“Even if nothing bad happens,” Emily said, “maybe he’ll just doctor a photo to make it look like things were violent and blame us.”

	“Was there anything else?” Hill asked of the messengers.

	Again they all looked at each other, reticent to speak. “I guess not,” Mathews said.

	“I got the impression he was open to negotiation,” Hobbes said. “Why else would he send us?”

	“Negotiation? Over what?”

	“Well, you’ve heard his demands.” Hobbes shifted poses a few times without finding anything that wasn’t awkward. “Is there anything from the Nationalist side that would get us through this impasse?”

	“Yes,” Angel said, “if Drake turned himself in and stood trial for the war crimes he’s admitted to.”

	Hobbes looked between Angel and the president. “Is that what you want us to tell him?”

	“No, no.” Hill stepped to his desk and dropped into the seat, burying his face in his hands. “No, that does no good. Tell Drake . . .” He flopped his hands onto the desk and stared at them.

	Around the room everyone waited, staring at the president or each other. He did not speak for a long while.

	“Tell Drake I’ll meet with him,” Hill said without looking up. “Tonight or tomorrow. Tell him we should meet in person and sort all this out.”

	“He’ll be marching here tomorrow with a big crowd,” Page said.

	“That’s his right, if he wants. We can meet here in that case.”

	“He’s not gonna meet here,” Mathews said.

	The president just kept staring at his desk. Then he slowly lifted his gaze to the delegation and drew a deep breath.

	“Just tell him I’ve proposed a meeting. To talk truce. Without conditions.”

	Mathews seemed about to say more, but he glanced around at everyone giving him cold stares. With some perfunctory nods the Midwesterners excused themselves and left the office.

	As someone shut the door behind them Angel turned back to the president. “Are you seriously going to negotiate with Drake?”

	“Do we have a choice?”

	Now Angel looked around, but found no help anywhere else in the room. “What are you going to tell him?”

	“I don’t know.” Hill shook his head, letting his gaze drop back to his desk, his hands still splayed across it, unmoving. “I don’t know.”

	



	

D.C. DEMILITARIZED ZONE

	 

	JANUARY 14

	 

	From the vantage of the rooftop nothing had changed, and it was looking to be another cold, bitter night.

	Isabelle sat kneeling on the mattress she had procured from the first floor of this derelict. She did not think anybody would miss it, any more than anybody missed the back third of the building that had been sheered away by an artillery shell.

	She had blankets piled on and around her, wrapped up against the constant wind. From this position she could just peek over the intact portion of the roof side wall.

	Across the street was a rubble field that had once been another building. Rebar stuck out of thick concrete chunks at distorted angles, creating a landscape of ruin. The lack of an intact building gave them a clear line of sight to what had once been an alley on the far side. On the other side of that was there target.

	Rat lay a few feet away, at a spot where a chunk of the side wall had been knocked off. This gap allowed her to lay out low on a blanket of her own, a sniper rifle set in front of her, camouflage netting draped over and around her. Other than the tip of the gun barrel peaking out, Isabelle could see none of the other woman. However, her camouflage netting was meant for a jungle or forest and seemed like it would show up pretty well in the local moonscape, at least during daylight hours.

	Not that there had been many daylight hours during this stakeout. It had been overcast and drizzling the last two days and looked like it might go for some more tonight. At the moment there were some last rays of red sun lancing beneath the cloud layer and dancing along the tops of buildings.

	As she finished getting settled in for another evening of nothing, Isabelle glanced over at her companion and thought about saying something. Rat had been watching the far building through a sniper scope for days with barely a break. It was an intensity that seemed so unnecessary.

	With a sigh Isabelle picked up her binoculars, leaned forward onto the sidewall, and took a look. From up here they had a clear line of sight to an exposed back alley door. It was metal, dirty brown-green in color with a trim of rust. There was a slit at eye level for someone inside to look out, no doorknob or handle on the exterior, and a few scratch marks where it looked like someone had tried to get it open anyway. Isabelle had spent far too long staring at this door.

	The building they were looking at was brick, with no ground floor windows on this side. The few windows it did have were high up, out of reach of someone on the street, and were also small and covered with bars. A drive by of the front had revealed it was no more inviting, with a condemned sign and wooden planks nailed across the front double doors and more barred windows.

	“Are you okay under there?” Isabelle asked.

	“I’m fine.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“I really am.”

	Isabelle sighed. There were no street lights in this neighborhood. Already it was almost too dark to make out anything. Isabelle felt a few raindrops and looked around, making sure she had her rain cover to drape over herself.

	“Why do we stay here while we let the boys go off exploring?” Isabelle asked.

	“Because they couldn’t sit still long enough to do what we’re doing.”

	“Hmph. What do you think about tomorrow we go look around and make them stay up here all day?”

	“I like it, but there’s no way Duncan sits up here all day without shooting something. At this point I want to shoot something myself.”

	“How long do we you think we keep this up?”

	At first Rat did not reply. “Do we have a deadline?”

	“Kind of. Our last message from Shamana implied it would really help if we succeeded prior to the inauguration.”

	There was a noise behind them. Isabelle turned to see Duncan climbing up the fire escape ladder. He carried a flashlight, its beam bounced around the roof, highlighting different sections. Once he was off the ladder he resettled his grip and shown the flashlight on the little camp the girls had.

	“Hey,” Isabelle tried to shout as quietly as she could, gesturing downward.

	Duncan paused to consider the beam, then turned off the flashlight. Behind him Wrench, visible as only a shadow, followed up onto the roof.

	“Be careful,” Isabelle said as the boys moved to join them. “Up here that light has gotta be visible for miles.”

	“It doesn’t matter,” Duncan crouched down between the girls, looking out through the sidewall gap. “We’re not staying up here another night.”

	“You find something?”

	“It’s more that we’ve conclusively found nothing.”

	“How so?” Rat asked.

	“We’ve checked every location the Caterpillar Queen had on her list,” Wrench said, crouching down on the other side of Rat. “Their list, I mean.”

	“And?”

	“All just as advertised,” Duncan said. “The checkpoints are armed camps. The stadium is fortified up like a medieval castle.”

	“Are they using it as a supply dump as well?” Isabelle asked.

	“Couldn’t get close enough to tell, but there was a ton of activity. Also, the metro tunnels are all blocked or guarded.”

	“Wait, you went into the metro tunnels?”

	“We just checked the stations. It looked like people had been there. One of them had a bunch of traps and land mines set up all over.”

	“We agreed not to risk the tunnels except as a group,” Isabelle sternly said.

	“We didn’t go into the tunnel, just the station. After that we didn’t want to try any more.”

	“There was one tunnel,” Wrench said, “we did check out.” This got him a crooked look from Duncan. “It was labeled ‘maybe collapsed’ on the list. We confirmed that it’s definitely collapsed.”

	“Point being everything checked out,” Duncan was quick to add. “Then there’s this place.”

	Isabelle turned back to look out into the darkness toward the far building. “Suppose to be a supply dump with frequent traffic.”

	“List says at least daily supply runs coming in,” Wrench said, “and at least weekly convoys over to the checkpoints.”

	“Everything on the list accurate, or mostly accurate, except this place,” Duncan said. “What does that mean?”

	“You think it’s some kind of trap?” Isabelle asked.

	“I considered that.”

	“A trap?” In the dark Rat’s incredulous voice seemed to come out of nowhere. “Why?”

	“I don’t know,” Isabelle said. “Do you guys trust this Caterpillar Queen?”

	“She had us drugged in her base,” Rat said. “Why let us go only to lure us into some more elaborate trap.”

	“Could it be her information in inaccurate,” Wrench said. “I mean, their information, is inaccurate because they somehow got false info from the militias, trying to lure the Queen’s people into a trap?”

	“They said all the info came from their own scouts.”

	“I think even if this were a trap,” Duncan said, “we would have seen something. Anything. We’ve been watching this place five days . . .”

	“We’ve been watching it five days,” Isabelle emphasized.

	“It’s been under our surveillance for five days, and nothing. No activity, nobody coming or going. Have we even seen a person walk down this street?”

	“There was the homeless drunk guy on the first day,” Rat said. “That was briefly entertaining.”

	“Either the list is wrong about this place,” Duncan said, “or it’s been abandoned. Either way it’s not worth staying another night.”

	“You think we should move out?” Isabelle asked.

	“Personally, I wanna check this place out.”

	“Check it out?”

	“If any of the other options looked more appealing I’d say just go for them, but right now I don’t have a plan for getting us in past Army of Civilization lines. I think we should bust into this building,” Duncan nodded toward the now black shape against the skyline. “See if there’s anything at all that might help us.”

	“What do you expect to find?”

	“If I knew that we wouldn’t need to check it out.”

	Isabelle drew a deep breath and turned back to the building.

	“What if it’s trapped though?” Rat asked. “Not a trap, like they’re laying in wait, but just trapped like you were saying with the metro stations, with land mines and stuff?”

	“I’m worried about that,” Duncan said. “If there were a better option I’d say just forget this place, but there isn’t.”

	“Is there anything we might find in there that would change that?” Isabelle asked. “If the place is abandoned how does that get us any closer to getting to the Mall?”

	“That’s the argument for just ditching on this place, but I really don’t want to try any of the other options.”

	“Just because we don’t have a better option doesn’t mean this one has to be viable.”

	“Do you want to go out tomorrow and see these places yourself, see how you feel about sneaking into them?”

	“Hmmm,” Isabelle scowled. “You sure you’ve checked all our other options?”

	“Everything on the list we got.”

	“What about the idea of slipping in with the refugees?”

	“We still haven’t figure out what criteria they’re using to screen them, but there have definitely been a lot that were turned away.”

	“Definitely?”

	“We stopped by Clair and Post’s place today to get online,” Wrench said. “They’ve been monitoring the whole refugee situation. They said anybody that wants in has to wait for a few days while they get vetted. At least, according to statements from the Army of Civilization.”

	“Vetted?”

	“I don’t know, exactly.”

	“Doesn’t sound encouraging, does it?” Duncan said.

	“We also found out,” Wrench said, “that we may be running out of time. The news said the pro-Drake army down in Norfolk is moving north. They could be in D.C. by the end of the week.”

	“Does that make our situation any worse?” Isabelle asked.

	Duncan grimaced in the dark and turned to stare at her outline. “It could mean a lock down, martial law, actual law enforcement out in force.”

	“Hmmm.”

	“If we’re voting,” Rat said, “I vote we check this place out. I’ve stared at this building way too long just to walk away now.”

	Isabelle looked up toward where Wrench stood, though it was now so dark she could not even make out his silhouette. “What do you think Wrench?”

	There was a long pause, and when Wrench did speak it was with hesitant pauses between each thought. “There’s a risk of traps or security anywhere we go. The rest of the Caterpillar Queen’s info has been so accurate that getting this place so wrong seems incongruous. I gotta think the Army of Civilization abandoned it recently. I say it’s worth checking out. They might have left something behind.”

	“Hmm. Alright,” Isabelle sighed. “I guess we’re checking it out.”

	“Awesome,” Duncan said, “let’s go.”

	“Wait, right now?”

	“The night is young. You wanna spend another entire night just staring at this place?”

	Before Isabelle could respond Rat was already emerging out from her camouflage netting. Duncan turned his flashlight back on and held it up, watching as Rat stood up, unloaded her sniper rifle and slung it over her shoulder.

	“Guys,” Isabelle said with sudden concern.

	“There’s nobody around,” Rat gestured toward the building.

	“Maybe not in that building.”

	“There’s nobody in this neighborhood. We’ve seen like three other people in the past five days. Nobody lives around here. Come on.”

	With a glance back toward the enemy base, Isabelle gritted her teeth and stood up. The Free Courters made their way down the fire escape, in to the third floor through a gap blown in the wall, and down the stairs from there.

	In what had once been a front lobby they had set up a temporary base, with more gear and supplies unpacked and scattered about. By this point they all had flashlights turned on, since there was no way to navigate the rubble strewn ruin without them.

	“How do we want to approach this?” Isabelle asked. “Do we drive up, walk up, what? And from which direction?”

	“Let’s go on foot,” Rat said. “We can space ourselves out in case there is some kind of trap waiting for us.”

	“I say we go right up to the front entrance,” Duncan said. “I mean, not the door we’ve been watching, but the front of the building.” He gestured left to indicate the direction he meant.

	“It looked like they never used that entrance,” Rat said. “They might have permanently sealed it up.”

	“Maybe, but it seems like a good place to start. Easier than the door with no handles or the roll up door in the back.”

	“Are we gonna need some kind of explosives to get in, do you think?”

	“Maybe. Bring some, just in case.”

	Isabelle shook her head but said nothing, instead just watching as the others gathered up an eclectic collection of gear to bring.

	“Should we all be going?” Wrench asked. “Should someone maybe stay up on the roof and cover us.”

	“We’ll all go,” Duncan said. “Me and Rat will take point. You guys hang back.”

	They took their time, such that the night had fully settled in when they slipped out of their improvised base.

	Despite assuring each other several times that there was nobody home, they advanced at a careful creep. Wrench and Isabelle waited at the corner while Rat and Duncan moved down the length of the rubble field. The duo on point got up to the former alleyway before calling the others forward on their walkie-talkies.

	Up close this building looked just as inert as it had from the rooftop. Signaling for everyone to wait at this corner, Duncan advanced along the front of the building until he reached its former main entrance.

	The front, street-facing side of this building made it seem like it was once a store of some kind. There were large display windows flanking the central double doors. These windows were broken in many places, but behind them were roll up chain gratings, and behind these a set of more recently added brick walls. The front doors themselves had wooden boards nailed across them.

	Slinging his rifle over his shoulder Duncan set down the pack he carried. From within he produced a crowbar. After some effort he managed to pry one of the boards off.

	Getting on the walkie-talkie Duncan directed the others. Rat joined him at the front door while Isabelle and Wrench took up position across the street, taking cover behind a rusted car set up on cinder blocks.

	Working together Rat and Duncan got all the boards pried away from the front door. Isabelle cringed each time they made a loud thump or bang in the process, which was often, but as always there was no sign of any activity on the street.

	Once the way was clear Rat stood back while Duncan went to open one of the doors. He positioned himself to its side and pulled it open while keeping himself behind the door, away from the opening. The door swung easily a few inches open before jerking to a half. Shining in her flashlight Rat revealed that the double doors were chained shut.

	Duncan waved the other two over. As they arrived he pointed to the door and said to Wrench, “you grabbed those bolt cutters?”

	Wrench nodded as he produced them. A moment later they had both doors wide open.

	Now the Free Courters found themselves staring at a wall of cardboard boxes.

	“So now what?” Isabelle asked.

	“Could we maybe move some of these aside?” Duncan started to step forward.

	“Careful!” Rat said. “These could be trapped.”

	He stopped, shooting her a glance, but then signaled for the others to stand back. Taking his crowbar, and standing as far back as he could, Duncan reached forward and jabbed at one of the boxes. It shifted in position, unsettling the boxes above it.

	“Well?” Isabelle asked.

	“I think they’re empty.”

	Duncan stood there, turning up the brightness of his flashlight and examining the wall of boxes again. Then he waved everyone to move further back, grabbing his pack and stepping back into the street himself.

	Duncan glanced around, looking up and down the street, then flexed his shoulders and stretched his arms a little. The others watched with perplexed looks. Then Duncan hefted up his crowbar again and held it in both hands as if feeling its weight. He flexed his shoulders again, wound up almost like a baseball pitched, and hurled the crowbar end over end toward the doorway.

	It crashed into the boxes with a thud and sailed right on through, clattering to a hard floor a second later. The wall of boxes tumbled inward, revealing darkness beyond.

	Duncan looked at the others and shrugged.

	With rifles readied and barrel-mounted flashlights turned on, the Free Courters crept into the building. Beyond the collapsed wall of empty boxes they found themselves in a large, empty space. Their lights played around distant corners, revealing an occasional table, piece of furniture, or random bit of equipment, sitting out like an isolated island in this expansive room.

	“What is that?” Isabelle asked. Her light beam had fallen on something in a far corner. At first it looked like nothing more than a gigantic mass of wiring, entombing a series of metal shelves like some bizarre electronic spider web.

	“I think those are electric car batteries,” Wrench said.

	“Check it out you two,” Duncan signaled them forward, then turned to Rat. “Hold here and cover us.” Without giving her a chance to reply Duncan advanced into the room in the other direction.

	As they moved forward it became apparent there was more stuff in this room than it first appeared. They passed a card table with a random assortment of chairs around it and dirty dishes piled atop. Near the far wall there was a couch with a massive flat screen television in front of it. Various points had more random stacks of boxes.

	“Careful,” Isabelle said. “There are a lot of places for traps around here.”

	“I don’t think we’re gonna find any traps,” Wrench said. “This place looks recently lived in.”

	They came to the mass of wiring. As Wrench had said, this was in fact a series of car batteries, stripped from a wide variety of cars and arrayed on metal racks. Wiring wrapped all around before converging at a junction panel in the wall.

	“Were they powering this place off these batteries?” Isabelle asked.

	“I think so.” Wrench stepped forward, shouldering his rifle and switching to his hand held flashlight. He got in close to the electrical junction box, peering around the crude splices between wiring in the wall and the cables coming in from the racks. It reminded him of some kind of horrible, crude surgery featured in horror movies.

	“They tripped the main breaker at some point,” Wrench said. “Want me to reset it?”

	“What did you two find over there?” Rat called across the room to them.

	“We can maybe turn the power on,” Isabelle said.

	“Are you sure that switch isn’t going to blow us up?”

	Wrench and Isabelle both cast their lights across the battery racks again. “I don’t see anything here that looks like an explosive,” Wrench said.

	“Turn on the fucking lights,” Duncan called out as well. “Going through this place in the dark sucks.”

	Wrench turned to Isabelle and shrugged. Then he reset the breaker.

	There was a visible spark off one of the batteries and an audible ‘clunk’ sound followed by a continuous low buzz. With a series of flickers and pulses a collection of lights, as mismatched as everything else in here, began to spring to life. At the same time a series of distant beeps and whirs let them know there were various computers booting up somewhere, and deeper still in the building there was a rumble as some other machinery stirred to life.

	Punctuating all these sounds was a slight but distinctly audible gasp from Duncan.

	Everyone turned toward where he stood, at the far end of the room opposite the battery setup. Against the wall was a frame holding a white backdrop, as if the spot was used for filming. There was a camera set up on a tripod opposite this, along with a series of lamps up on stands and a boom microphone. A series of electrical cords ran from the equipment, snaking across the bare concrete floor and converging before disappearing through a door in the back wall. In front of the camera were a set of four stools, arrayed in a row, one of them knocked over. Lumped into a pile at the foot of the stools were a set of bodies.

	“What the fuck?” Rat crouched down a little and pointed her rifle toward the bodies.

	Isabelle and Wrench glanced at each other, then both started walking across the room. All four Free Courters found themselves converging, without a word, on the scene.

	The bodies were definitely dead. It had been long enough that they were ashen and beginning to decay, producing a notable stench as everyone got closer. There were wide pools of dried blood, turned a deep brown color, on the floor around them. Likewise, on the white backdrop behind them, were four evenly spaced splatters, also turned brown, that lined up with the four stools.

	“The fuck is this?” Rat asked. She had come to stand just behind the camera tripod, still remaining crouched with her weapon ready, as if the bodies might reanimate into zombies at any moment.

	“They’re dead,” Duncan said.

	“Were they executed?” Isabelle asked, walking forward right up to the heap of bodies and taking in the scene. “Like, a hostage thing, terrorist video, execute the hostages on camera.”

	“They were all shot in the head,” Duncan said, stepping forward with her. “It does look like some terrorist hostage killing they were filming.”

	“I don’t think so,” Rat said. She stepped forward in front of the camera now, rifle still readied but peering now with a more curious look. “They all have guns with them. That one’s even still holding his.” She paused, then turned to face the others. “I think they shot themselves.”

	Looking closer it did appear that each of the four bodies had a corresponding handgun laying nearby. As everyone stared Isabelle suddenly looked over with a critical expression. She marched past Rat to the camera itself.

	“This camera is filming,” she said, examining it.

	“Like, right now?” Rat asked.

	“Uh-huh. It must have been on when the power went out.”

	Rat looked around at the other film equipment. “So, are we being recorded, like, right now?”

	Isabelle continued to examine the camera some more. “I don’t know if its recording or just broadcasting this somewhere.” She pointed to the cords snaking across the ground.

	“Can you turn it off?” Duncan asked.

	Looking back at the camera for a second, Isabelle reached up and hit a button. A red light on top none of the others had noticed before went out.

	All of them stood there, listening as if this might trigger something.

	“Well,” Duncan said, “let’s see where these cables go.”

	Following the thick bundle they found themselves in a dark hallway. Duncan and Rat entered carefully, rifles and lights once more ready and pointed forward. Entering behind them Isabelle felt along the wall and turned on a light switch.

	Ahead the cords rounded a corner through another doorway. Entering this they found themselves in a cramped room, perhaps a former utility closet of some kind. Now it was lined with tables such that there was barely an aisle to move down the center, and the tables in turned were crammed full of computer hardware and screens.

	At first they hesitated to enter. Rat crouched down, shining her light along the floor. “I don’t see any trip wires or anything,” she said.

	“I really don’t think this place is trapped,” Wrench said from the back.

	“So what is this?” Duncan lowered his rifle and gestured with it toward the room.

	“It’s a command center,” Isabelle said. “Look, they have cameras set up elsewhere.” She pointed to the back of the room, where there was a bank of monitors displaying grainy, night-vision video feeds. One of them, they could tell even from this angle, was showing the street right outside the side door they had been watching for the past several days.

	As the others took this in, Isabelle stepped forward, pushing a chair aside and coming up to one of the computer workstations. These seemed to come in a great variety, with various tower cases, flat cases, laptops, or screen integrated systems, and everything from flexible touch screens to ancient cathode ray tube monitors. Some displayed ancient bouncing ball style screen-savers, while others were still chugging through boot up screens. Isabelle turned to the closest one and hit a button on the keyboard in front of it, waking it from a blank-screen sleep mode only to have the monitory switch to display a password login prompt.

	“I’m not seeing anybody else here,” Duncan had taken a step forward into the room as well, but he was looking toward the far end, at the bank of camera feeds. “Can’t be sure how much of this place these cameras cover.”

	“Well I’m gonna go see if I can turn off the furnace,” Wrench said.

	“Why?” Rat asked.

	“Because I think trying to heat this whole place from just those batteries is what tripped the breakers.”

	“Oh yeah. Can’t you turn it off at the breaker box?”

	“Probably, but nothing there is labeled and I don’t want to mess around with that setup if I don’t have to.”

	“Good call,” Duncan said as he turned around and slipped back out of the crammed room. “Izzy, you want to check out these machines,” he gestured to the computers, “see what you can find out?”

	“Unfortunately I think they’re all locked.” She pointed to the login screen on the nearest computer.

	“Hmm. Well, see what you can do. The rest of us will finish looking around.”

	Moving on from the utility-closet turned computer center, there was a branching hallway that led to a thick, metal doorway. It had a covered view slit that Duncan peered out, confirming this was the alleyway door they had been monitoring from across the way.

	Down the hall from this door there was a narrow set of stairs leading upward, as well as more branching halls and doorways. The Free Courters split up, searching methodically through the rest of the building, proceeding with their rifles drawn at various states of readiness.

	At some point the sound of air being blown by the furnace died away, leaving everyone to realize they had stopped noticing its low hum before it was gone.

	Among all the clutter in the front room, Rat found a chain and padlock, and used these to re-secure the front door, going as far as to stack some of the boxes back in front of it.

	“Why?” Duncan asked when he saw her doing this.

	“Didn’t want somebody to wander by and see the door open, decide to maybe camp out here for the night.”

	“Why stack boxes in front of it again?”

	Rat looked back over her shoulder at the pile. She shrugged. “It almost deterred us.”

	In turn Duncan had to shrug as well. They made their way back over to the computer center. Here Wrench had pushed some of the chairs out and down the hall, clearing space for him to stand behind Isabelle. She had multiple screens pulled up, accessing multiple systems, and was intently staring at something.

	“Hey, you got the computers unlocked,” Duncan said.

	“The password was password,” she said without looking up.

	“Of course,” Rat said. “What did you find?”

	“She found the video,” Wrench pointed. “The one that was being recorded out front.”

	They all crammed their way into the room, shuffling around so everyone could stand behind Isabelle. On screen she had the video paused. It showed four men sitting on stools against a white backdrop. The bodies outside were decayed enough that it was tough to recognize them, but it seemed believable these were the same four.

	“It’s strange,” Isabelle said. “This was saved in a folder labeled ‘to be posted.”

	“Why is that strange?” Rat asked.

	Wrench tapped Isabelle on the shoulder and gestured to the screen. “You should probably show them.”

	She hesitated, then reached behind the screen to find a set of speakers. She pulled these forward and adjusted the volume up. “This video is hours long, by the way.”

	“Hours?” Rat asked.

	“Here.” Isabelle started the video playing.

	All of the men sat there facing the camera. The second man from the left was speaking. “. . . .another thing, now the government has ‘nutritional guidelines’.” He made a dramatic move as he did air quotes when he said this. “Nutritional guidelines. They think they can tell us what to eat. Of course it’s liberal fag food, fuckin’ lettuce and rabbit foot shit, no meat at all, we all gotta be vegans . . .”

	Isabelle interrupted this by moving the video ahead. Now it was the next man over talking. “. . . there’s not even such a thing as men or women anymore. They’re trying to ban different bathrooms and locker rooms and shit.”

	“It’s ruinin’ the race, man,” the man on the left of the screen said. “Part of the plan, white people going extinct, replace as all with freaks and chugs and shit.”

	“Destroy western civilization,” said the original speaker, and all the others called out concurrence with this. “That’s what it’s about in the end, end civilization.”

	“What is a chug?” Duncan asked.

	Both Rat and Isabelle were shaking their heads. “No idea,” Rat mouthed.

	Isabelle stopped the video again, and spoke without turning away. “There are hours of this,” she said. “They speak for a bit over three hours, going on just like that.” With the video controls on screen she advanced it forward. “So at just after three hours and ten minutes we get to the grand finale.”

	Letting it play they saw the second man from the left speaking again. “So that’s why we’re here to give a big, fuck you to the whole elitist, pussy-whipped, vaginized, liberal establishment, that fucking blond speaker bitch skank, and especially that First Lady whore. You listening, you cunt! This is for you. Ready guys?”

	“Oh yeah.” Reaching behind their backs, all of them pulled out handguns.

	They paused for a second, all of them readying themselves. Then they each gave a middle finger to the camera and, with as much syncopation as they could manage, said in unison, “fuck you, Hill bitch.”

	Then, all together, all four of them shoved their respective handguns into their mouths and pulled the trigger.

	Duncan jumped a little when he saw it happen. Blood splatters appeared on the backdrop behind them, and all four toppled, falling against each other as they collapsed off their stools. By the end all four had fallen out of view of the camera, and knocked over one of the stools with them. Nevertheless there was little doubt these were the same four they had discovered dead in the next room.

	“They shot themselves,” Duncan said, almost as a question.

	“My grandma used to say ‘don’t cut off your nose to spite your face’,” Rat said. “I always thought that was a weird saying. I never imagined someone would literally do it.”

	Even as she spoke everyone was still staring at the video. It was now quiet and inert, the time counter in the corner the only indication it was not paused.

	“It continued to record like this for another two hours and twenty-seven minutes or so,” Isabelle turned around to look at the others. “Then it just cuts off. Presumably that’s when the power went out.”

	They fell silent as they all just stared at the still running video.

	“I thought there was no First Lady,” Rat said. “Didn’t she die or something?”

	“The president’s wife died years ago,” Isabelle said. “I think they’re referring to his adult daughter, who took on that role.”

	“They shot themselves,” Duncan said, speaking more to himself, “out of spite.” Slowly he tore his gaze away from the screen to look at the others. “They literally shot themselves to own the libs.”

	“And recorded it as a ‘fuck you’ video to send to the First Lady,” Rat said. “Or first daughter, or whatever.”

	“That’s the part I find the most strange,” Isabelle said.

	Rat responded with an incredulous outburst. “That’s the most strange part?”

	“Yeah. They didn’t actually post this video online.”

	“They didn’t?”

	“No. I was looking around,” Isabelle gestured to the other computers around her. “They live streamed in, and they recorded it, but they didn’t post it.”

	“You’re gonna have to explain what that all means.”

	“They live-streamed it, like a broadcast. If you were online at the time and on their social stream you would have seen it. But they didn’t post the video, so it’s not currently up on any of their streams.”

	“Well of course they didn’t post it,” Duncan said. “They’re dead!”

	“Right, but what’s strange is they recorded the video in a folder that says ‘to be posted.’ I thought maybe they had intended to set it up to automatically post and maybe screwed that up, but I can’t find anything to do that. It’s . . .” She turned back to the computer. They all went back to watching the video, a still shot of that white backdrop with the four even blood splatters. “The way they were recording the video, the format they used, its intended for post-processing, and they have video editing software on this computer. It’s almost like their plan was to shoot themselves, then come and post the video of it.”

	Silently Isabelle reached up and closed down the still playing video.

	“What?” Duncan seemed to suddenly realize what she had just said. “No. They planned to edit the video after they shot themselves?”

	“I think so.”

	“No, nobody that’s . . . dumb.” His sentence lost momentum as it came to a halt.

	Isabelle turned around in her chair to face him. “Duncan, have you ever heard the term doublethink?”

	“Like in, thinking twice as fast?”

	She shook her head. “Orwell coined the term. It means to think two contradictory things at the same time, and believe them both.” Isabelle paused, then turned back to the computer. “I think that’s what they did. They knew shooting themselves would mean death, would mean not being around anymore, yet at the same time they believed they would go on with their lives, that everything would continue as normal. Doublethink. They believed two contradictory things.”

	“I don’t see why you need a fancy new word for being just plain stupid,” Rat said.

	“Is there any way this video could be fake?” Wrench asked.

	“Well it exists in a raw, recorded format,” Isabelle said. “It’s the kind of thing you’d use if you wanted to prove it wasn’t fake.”

	“Those bodies out there aren’t fake,” Rat said.

	“Yeah,” Wrench nodded. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

	Slowly he drew out a chair that had been shoved under one of the tables and sat down next to Isabelle. “Are you okay?” she asked him.

	He grimaced and shook his head. “The General was right.”

	“The General?”

	“When she asked me to join you guys, when I spoke with her, I said we shouldn’t be antagonizing these militia guys, we should be making common cause with them. I said it was the Wall Street billionaires who were our real enemy.” Wrench sighed and shook his head. “She told me to go with you, and when I got back we could talk. She knew. She knew what we’d find.”

	“I don’t think anybody knew what we were gonna find,” Rat waved a hand at the computers. “Nobody expected this.”

	“The General agreed with you,” Isabelle told Wrench. “She wanted to expand the Alliance as much as possible.”

	Wrench looked over at the computer where the video had been displayed and shook his head again. “How do you make common cause with this? These guys shot themselves just to make a video to send to their enemies out of spite.”

	“Apparently not realizing how stupid that is,” Rat said, “and then compounding their stupid by not even posting the video, which seemed to be the whole fucking point.”

	“So, wait,” Duncan said, stopped, scowled in thought. At last he turned, set his rifle down on a table, then folded his arms and leaned onto the table himself. “So, if they didn’t post this online, does that mean nobody else knows they’re dead?”

	“I can’t say that for certain,” Isabelle shook her head. “They live streamed it. Anybody online watching their social stream at the time would have seen. Plus any of those people could have recorded the live stream and re-posted that elsewhere, and then other people could watch it there. Those videos, by the way, Wrench, it would be difficult to prove they weren’t deep fakes.”

	“Do we know how many people viewed their live stream?” Duncan asked.

	“I don’t know. I might be able to check if I could get online.”

	“Wait, these computers aren’t online?”

	“No. They’re networked to each other, but we seem to have no internet connection.”

	“So how do you know they live streamed it at all?”

	“Their web history is recorded locally. That’s what I’m working off of.”

	“They must have had internet access when they did this,” Rat said.

	“Yes. Maybe the power outage fried something. Or maybe we just need to find some router or modem and reset it.”

	“When did this happen, by the way?” Duncan asked.

	“Last Tuesday is the date on the video file.”

	“So even if people know they’re dead nobody is coming to check on them.”

	“You coming up with a plan?” Rat asked.

	“Just determining how secure we are here, if we wanted to make this our base for a while.”

	“Is there a reason we’d want to do that?” Isabelle asked.

	“It has some advantages,” Duncan smiled. “Obviously nobody comes around this neighborhood. There’s a big garage, shipping room in the back, with a delivery truck parked there and a whole bunch of crates of supplies, a bunch of dry food and clothes and blankets.”

	“There are places to sleep upstairs,” Rat said. “Couches and old mattresses, and a bunch of space heaters. Which were on, by the way, so I unplugged them.”

	Wrench just nodded to this without looking up.

	“If we could get some more batteries, or maybe improve the wiring, we’d have a pretty stable power source,” Duncan said. “Maybe even get internet connection.”

	“Then what though?” Isabelle asked. “Has any of this moved us any closer to getting into the whole armed camp at the city center?”

	“Well that’s what they used this place for, right? It was a storage depot that shipped stuff in? There’s a delivery truck and a bunch of supplies in the back. They even have clothes we could use.”

	“Upstairs,” Rat said, “I found a crate full of masks and costumes, like random Halloween stuff, you could wear.”

	“I could wear?” Isabelle asked.

	“Well I guess we could all wear them, but for sure you. I mean, no offense, but . . .”

	“No, I get it. You don’t think it’ll look out of place?”

	“Maybe, but it’s what those guys at the water treatment plant were wearing. It seems to be their thing.”

	“Well, okay, but still,” Isabelle looked around among the group. “Is that the whole plan? Just load up in that delivery truck and drive down to a checkpoint?”

	“It’s the beginning of a plan,” Duncan said. “Since this is a secure location I’m thinking we can take some time here, look around, see exactly how we approach this. Hey, maybe we take on the identify of those four guys. Since nobody seems to know or care that they’re dead.”

	“People might know. People might also have known them when they were alive.”

	“Also,” Rat said, “how exactly am I gonna pass as one of those guys?”

	“Like I said, it’s the beginning of a plan. Let’s stay here tonight, we can explore around some more tomorrow and start working out the details.”

	Everyone fell silent as they considered this proposal. “Did you find anything else on these computers?” Rat asked of Isabelle.

	“I haven’t had a chance to look through them all. It looks like they were hosting a website for a while on some of them. They also have what looks like inventory management software.”

	“That could be useful,” Duncan said. “There’s a lot of boxes to sort through out there.”

	“No guarantee their data is accurate.”

	“Well either way you can spend some time looking through these systems tomorrow. Why don’t right now we go grab the rovers, I think there’s enough space in the loading dock . . .”

	Duncan was interrupted at that moment by a pounding noise. Everyone froze, then turned toward the front as they realized it was a banging knock on a door.

	The pounding knock came again. “Look,” Isabelle pointed toward the camera monitors at the back of the room.

	A couple of the screens showed camera views situated on the side ‘alleyway’ door. Standing in front of this were two men. One held a briefcase and was banging a fist against the metal door they had watched for so long. There was a slight delay between hearing the noise of his knocking and seeing him do so on screen.

	“What the fuck?” Rat said in a low voice.

	“Hey,” the man outside shouted. There was no sound on the camera, but his voice came to them from down the nearby hallway. “Hey Paulie, open up man. It’s us.”

	“You gotta be fucking kidding me,” Rat said. “Five days of nothing and now somebody shows up knocking?”

	“Do we know who Paulie is?” Duncan asked, also keeping his voice low, though it seemed unlikely anybody could hear them in here.

	“He was one of the guys in the video,” Isabelle said. “They introduced themselves at the beginning.”

	“God, if we’d waited another half-hour,” Rat was still staring at the video feed. The man had stopped knocking and was now staring impatiently.

	“Should we just stay low and hope they go away?” Wrench asked.

	“I don’t think they’re going away,” Isabelle said.

	“Can they get in?”

	“We got in easy enough.”

	They all turned back to the screens. The man with the briefcase banged on the door again. “Paulie. Open up. It’s Benjy and Odin.”

	The Free Courters all looked at each other. Rat just shook her head.

	“So what do we do?” Isabelle asked.

	“Okay. Sit tight.” Duncan said. “I have a plan.”

	“You have a . . .” before Rat could ask, Duncan was already scrambling out of the computer room. She exchanged a glance with the others, then moved to follow.

	Down the side hallway Duncan walked right up to the alleyway door. He noted the array of deadbolts keeping it closed. Then he took hold of the slider that closed off its viewing slit and jerked this open.

	Peering out Duncan found that the two men were lit up by a light above the door. This confused him until he remembered they had turned the power back on. Under this light he got a better view of them. The lead one, banging on the door, was grizzled, with a full shaggy beard, long hair, and a stocky build. The one next to him, hanging off to the side, seemed to have no hair at all, though he had a couple of face and skull tattoos Duncan could not quite see. He also held a handgun, tucked partly out of view by standing with his arms folded.

	Pressing his eyes to the slit, Duncan took this all in. “Password,” he said.

	“Password?” the lead man, apparently Benjy, said. “What the fuck, who are you?”

	“I’m the guy asking for the password, who the fuck are you?” Duncan spoke in a growling tone.

	“What the fuck is this, where the fuck is Paulie?”

	“Paulie ain’t here. I’m in charge, and if you got no password you ain’t gettin’ in.”

	Benjy glanced back at his compatriot, Odin, who just stared on silently. “Look dipshit,” Benjy said. “I wanna speak to Paulie.”

	“I told you dumbass, Paulie isn’t here. You deal with me or you fuck off.”

	Benjy turned again to look at Odin. The tattooed man just stood there, arms folded, head tilted back a little, staring at the door. “Paulie never leaves this place,” he said.

	“You fuckin’ dumbass,” Duncan said. “You don’t know shit about Paulie and you don’t know the fuckin’ password. You’ve never even been here before. Fuck off.”

	With that he slammed shut the viewer, stepped back away from the door, leaned against the wall, and took a big breath. Turning, Duncan saw that Rat and Wrench were standing a short distance behind him.

	Speaking in a hushed voice as she rushed forward, Rat said, “what are you doing?”

	“Trying to get rid of them,” Duncan said quietly.

	“That was your plan?”

	“You have something better?”

	In reply Rat threw her hands in the air and turned away, pacing back down the hall.

	Starting to turn back to the door, Duncan jumped at a sudden motion. Looking up, he saw that there was a small, flat screen television, mounted high in the corner above the door. It had just come on, and showed the view from the camera positioned outside the door. He watched the two men conferring outside. Then Benjy turned back and began banging on the door again.

	“Look, dipshit,” Benjy yelled. “I know you can hear me. I don’t know what you’ve done with Paulie, but if I don’t get to talk to him in about five seconds some serious shit is gonna go down.”

	Duncan shot a glance at Wrench, who could only offer a shrug in reply. “You think this door will stop bullets?” Duncan asked. Again Wrench could only shrug as he shook his head.

	Taking another deep breath Duncan turned back to the door. He glanced at the screen to see that the two men were again just standing out there, then stepped up to the viewing slit.

	“I fucking told you,” Duncan peered out again, finding the bearded man was leaning in much closer to the viewing slit. “Paulie ain’t here.”

	“Well then where the fuck is he?”

	“How the fuck should I know? What am I, his mother. Probably went downtown.”

	“Downtown?”

	“You know, the fucking Freedom Zone, dumbass. Why don’t you go find him yourselves.” With that Duncan slammed the viewing slit closed again, hoping the move might serve as a final punctuation.

	He turned around to see that only Wrench stood behind him in the hall. “Where’s Rat?” Duncan asked.

	Wrench responded by pointing upward.

	Duncan considered this, then leaned back from the door and turned to the screen above to watch what was happening outside. The two men out there were conferring in low voices. Abruptly Benjy stepped back and slapped Odin on the shoulder with a sudden realization. “Oh shit,” Benjy said, just loud enough to hear, “you know what. He’s already gone ahead with the tickets.”

	Odin just stood there with arms folded, unreacting. Benjy turned back to the door and started shouting again. “Hey, fuck-tard. Fuck-tard, open the fuck up.”

	With a sigh Duncan shot a glance backward at Wrench, who just shrugged again. Duncan stepped up to the view slit.

	“What the fuck are you guys still doing here? When I say Paulie isn’t here how do you dumbasses not fucking get it?”

	“Look, fuck-tard,” Benjy said, “you need to get a message to Paulie right away. Tell him the whole shit’s off. You hear me?” Benjy leaned in to shout into the view slit. “The fucking shit is off. Okay. Sell the tickets and bail.”

	“What the fuck are you talking about?”

	“Get the fucking message to Paulie, you slit hole fag! The whole shit is off. Grace is fucking dead.”

	“Who the fuck is Grace?”

	“Grace, the politician, the fucking kill-everybody dude. He got himself fucking killed this morning. The shit is off. We take the money and run. You here me, shit-for-brains? Tell Paulie to sell the tickets, get the fuck up here, we can be fucking out of here tonight. We’ll be in fucking Texas by the weekend and then you fags can do whatever you want with this place.”

	“Why don’t you tell Paulie yourself. If you’re so fuckin’ tight with him call him yourself and tell him what ever the fuck you’re going on about.”

	Benjy took a slow, decisive step back from the door. “What did you say?”

	“I said, call fucking Paulie yourself. If you even fucking know him and aren’t making this shit up, take your fucking mobile and call him.”

	The two men outside exchanged a slow, meaningful glance. “Paulie ain’t got no cell phone,” Odin said.

	“Well how the fuck do you expect me to get a message to him then, dumbass?”

	“If you knew Paulie,” Benjy said, “you’d know that. Who the fuck are you?”

	“I told you, I’m the guy standing in here because Paulie left me in charge, and you’re the dumb shit standing out there because you don’t even know him.”

	“I don’t think so,” Odin said. “This smells rotten.”

	“Look, dumbass . . .” Duncan started to say.

	“Oh no, this shit ain’t right,” Benjy said, then raised his voice to a shout. “Paulie! If you can hear us we’re coming bud!”

	With that Benjy drew out a handgun from his belt. At the same moment Odin stepped back and leveled his own pistol toward the door.

	Duncan reacted by slamming the viewer shut and slamming himself back against the wall.

	Outside there was the sudden crack of automatic gunfire, but it did not come from the two men. Blood suddenly streaked down Benjy’s face, and he stumbled backwards and collapsed in the alleyway.

	Odin jumped back some from this and looked around. Before he could think to look up though, Rat, standing on the roof, fired off another burst. Rounds cut through his upper torso, and he stumbled and collapsed as well.

	Across the alley a car that had been waiting for these guys got into gear and started driving away. Before it could really get going through a hail of gunfire slashed into its sides and roof and windows. Glass shattered and the driver’s door crumbled and dented. The vehicle started to really accelerate, but at the same time veered out of control. It promptly crashed itself into the pile of rubble across the alleyway with a loud crunch. A belch of smoke erupted from the hood and the engine died.

	As this last noise faded a piercing quiet fell upon the world. After watching all this unfold on the overhead screen, Duncan stepped back to the view slit and looked out again, though this only confirmed what he had already seen.

	A minute later Rat came back down the stairs, her rifle still held at the ready. In the hall Duncan leaned against a wall, crouched over with his arms braced on his knees, looking like he had just run a major sprint. Isabelle emerged from the computer room as well to join them.

	“Great plan,” Rat said.

	Duncan held out his arms. “It almost worked. Maybe.”

	“I don’t know what else we would have done,” Isabelle said.

	“Did you turn on this monitor,” Duncan asked her, pointing to the screen mounted above the door.

	“Yeah. I noticed that earlier and thought it might be useful.”

	“It was, thank you.” Duncan took another deep breath and stood up straight. When he looked back over he saw Rat still giving him a harsh stare. “What? It might have worked. It was worth a try.”

	“What if they had known the password?”

	“There wasn’t one, apparently.”

	Rat rolled her eyes. “You didn’t know that.”

	“I would have told them that was an old password, that it was changed because Paulie had left.”

	“The plan didn’t fail because Duncan screwed anything up,” Isabelle said. “Those guys were never going to take no for an answer.”

	“So, um,” Wrench looked around at the other three. “Do we maybe want to look outside, make sure these guys are dead, maybe clear their bodies from the street.”

	They all looked back at him in turn. “Why?” Duncan asked.

	“In case somebody else comes along?”

	Duncan started to reply, then stopped and turned to the door. “Actually, that’s a good point.”

	“Ten minutes ago I’d have scoffed,” Rat said. “But who knows.”

	“We gonna bring the bodies in here?” Isabelle asked.

	Already Duncan was going to the door, beginning to unlatch deadbolts. “Why not? Pile them with the others.”

	Out in the alley they found their visitors were indeed dead. Pools of blood had formed around the two men. Rat and Duncan started hauling them inside while the others went over to check on the car. They found it had impacted a large chuck of concrete rubble with a lot greater force that it had first seemed. The front end of the car was wrapped around the concrete, looking like a total loss. The dead driver looked young, with sandy blond hair and cauliflower boxer ears. With the steering column impacted he was quite well wedged into place.

	The car was also stuck, but with the windows shattered Wrench was able to reach in and trigger the trunk release. Back here they found a high-powered rifle and a small crate of explosives.

	“I’m surprised those didn’t go off,” Wrench said.

	“Should we move them inside?” Isabelle asked.

	They both looked back into the trunk. Wrench reached in and grabbed the rifle, along with the crate. Then they stared a moment further, and without comment closed up the trunk and returned inside.

	In the front room Rat and Duncan had piled the other two bodies with the original four in front of the filming backdrop. Now they were at a nearby table, focused on the briefcase Benjy had carried. It was locked with combination dials, and Rat was in the process of prying these off with an electric grinder.

	“Where did you find that?” Isabelle asked, noting the slice it had made through the first of the dials.

	Duncan jerked a thumb toward the back. “Stockroom.”

	The grinder whirred noisily to life again, and Rat made an easy cut through the other lock.

	Inside the briefcase was a neat, crisp stack of money. As Rat turned off the grinder again the four of them stepped back to stare in the settling silence.

	“They were gonna take the money and run,” Duncan said.

	Isabelle stepped up and picked up a stack of bills, thumbing through it. “They’re fresh. Probably printed since the last inflation surge.”

	“Does, um, does this actually do anything for us?” Wrench looking around at them all. “We don’t need more cash, right? We still have a bunch from that law firm.”

	“Huh?” Rat turned to him with a smirk. “Yeah. Funny how this would have seemed like an ungodly fortune to me two years ago. Now it’s,” she turned back and shrugged.

	“We should keep it,” Duncan said. “But you’re right, this doesn’t change our situation.”

	They all fell quiet, staring some more at the dismembered briefcase and its cash.

	“So, um, about that,” Wrench said, looking around again. “Sorry if I missed something, but, um, what exactly is our situation? I mean, what the fuck happened out there with those guys?”

	Folding his arms and still staring at the briefcase, Duncan paused, seemed about to answer, then just shook his head. “No fucking clue.”

	“What were they talking about with Grace being dead?” Rat asked. “I thought when they said that they meant the concept of grace, which struck me as pretty accurate.”

	“Grace is a senator who was running as Drake’s vice-president,” Isabelle said. “I didn’t quite follow why his being killed meant they should leave town.”

	“He also mentioned selling some tickets,” Duncan said. “Like they were scalping concert tickets or something. I have no idea what that was about either.”

	“I think I might know about those,” Isabelle took off back toward the computer room.

	With some surprise the others followed. Entering Isabelle turned around to face them, then gestured to the left. Stuck onto the wall there was a tack board. Most of it was filled with old, faded pictures or news fliers printed on bright colored paper. Pointing, Isabelle directed them to one corner, where a fancy looking, grey cardboard stock envelope was pinned up. It looked like a high-end wedding invitation. On its front, in gold filigree lettering, it said ‘golden ticket.’

	“Oh man,” Duncan said. “I didn’t even notice this before.” He gestured to indicate the whole tack board on the wall.

	“I noticed the pictures,” Rat said. “I figured they were printing them on the high-end printer-scanner right there.” She pointed to just such a device, wedged behind a monitor just below the tack board. “I didn’t see those tickets before.”

	“What are we looking at?” Wrench, in the back, still out in the hall, asked. They parted a little to let him move forward. “What does that say?” he squinted.

	“Golden ticket.”

	“Does it say anything else?”

	They all gave the tickets a critical look. After a brief hesitation Rat stepped forward, unpinning the envelope and taking it down. Doing so she held them up and fanned them apart to reveal there were actually two such envelopes, both labeled ‘golden ticket.’

	The envelopes unfolded like a letter. Rat opened them both, examining them side by side. “They’re identical,” she said, and then began reading. “Celebration. You are cordially invited to join the White Paladin,” she raised her eyebrows and looked up at them, “in the White House, in the White Zone, on a Great White Day.”

	“A shark day?” Duncan asked facetiously.

	Rat kept reading. “Saturday, January 19th, for a grand tea party, to celebrate our riotous Christian and Anglo-Saxon heritage and commemorate the Inauguration of the Greatest President in American History and the Five-hundredth anniversary of the Boston Tea Party.”

	There was some smaller print further down that Rat started to move to, but then stopped and looked back. “Wait, what?”

	“Five-hundredth anniversary of the Boston Tea Party?” Duncan said. “That doesn’t sound right.”

	“It can’t be right,” Isabelle said. “They’re off by a couple hundred years at least.”

	“Could they be confusing it with something else?” Rat asked. “Like, Columbus, maybe? No, that would still be off too.”

	“Maybe they’re confusing it with draining a swamp,” Wrench said dryly.

	All of them turned to him, confused by this weird statement. Then, however, they all found themselves nodding at its strange prescience.

	“Accuracy, smacuracy,” Rat said. “We wanna celebrate, we like the Boston Tea Party, five-hundred sounds like a big number.”

	“Let’s not miss the headline,” Isabelle said. “These are tickets to meet with the White Paladin.”

	“I noticed that too,” Duncan said. “You think these are real?”

	“Real in what sense?”

	“You think they’ll really get us into a party with the actual White Paladin?”

	“That’s what they say,” Isabelle shrugged. “Dude out there kept talking about selling the tickets despite having a briefcase full of money, implying the tickets were really valuable.”

	“And obviously Paulie didn’t really leave with any actual tickets,” Rat gestured toward the front room. “You’re right Izz, I think these are our golden tickets.”

	“The nineteenth is a long time to wait,” Duncan said. “In five days we may have a new occupying army in this city.”

	“Do we have another option though?” Isabelle asked. “It sounded like you guys had ruled out our other possible ways into the, um, what do they call it?”

	“I thought it was the Freedom Zone,” Rat said. “These call it the White Zone.”

	“The National Mall,” Isabelle said. “Unless you guys think there’s another way we can get past their checkpoints, and another way to get close to the White Paladin.” All of them exchanged expectant glances. “I think this is our best shot.”

	As she spoke Rat was nodding. They turned to look at Duncan.

	“I agree,” he said. “We’re going to a tea party.”

	



	


PHILADELPHIA DOWNTOWN

	 

	JANUARY 15

	 

	As dawn broke above the Philadelphia skyline the crowd stood blocking the street just outside the Green Zone. The southern entrance was just south of the Philadelphia city hall, a towering building with a spire visible above the thick concrete wall that cut along a narrow side street. The street itself was blocked by a heavy iron gate and a series of concrete pylons that could sink into the pavement to allow vehicles to pass.

	Like the other checkpoints into the Green Zone there were turnstiles for pedestrians on the sidewalk, and National Guardsmen in little booths to the sides. At the moment the whole thing was closed down. Nobody was around to divert traffic, leaving cars to struggle with conflicting commands from the central traffic computers and their own sensors, resulting in gridlock further down the street.

	The crowd itself filled the road and spilled out down its length, onto side streets and into nearby shops. Within it was a sea of flags and signs both old and new: United States flags redone with the field of stars replaced with a single ‘star of unity’ or the  red and white stripes replaced by a white cross on a red field; Confederate battle flags; individual state flags; Nationalist party flags; even the swastikas done in red, white, and blue motifs. Signs among the crowd depicted Drake’s campaign logo, the Gadsden flag snake remodeled to coil into a ‘D’ shape. Others showed the now much abused picture of Emily Alexander in a strip club booth, the naked women and children with monster bites doctored in around her, complemented now by the equally crude addition of other Democrats: President Hill, Senator Gardner, the Democratic governor of Pennsylvania, with the label ‘the Democratic party’ plastered at the top of the image.

	Opposite the Green Zone wall was an old, two-story brick building. Just as the rising sun hit the top of this building, with the street level still in shadow, Drake emerged out on its roof. A crew around him scrambled to lug speakers into place along the roof edges. Drake himself stood at the corner of the building, one leg braced up on the roof lip, a microphone held in one hand but not saying anything, just eyeing the crowd.

	It did not take long for somebody to notice him. There was some pointing, some yells and piercing screams, and a building murmur as realization of the sighting spread. In short order the whole crowd was turning and cheering.

	Drake let the cheering go on for a few moments, giving his crew time to set up. He raised the microphone as if he was about to speak, glanced over, saw his people still working, gave a little wave to the crowd instead. This just seemed to prompt them more, encouraging a renewed cheer that ran like a tide down the street toward the periphery of the crowd.

	“Thank you,” Drake said at last, his voice projected at a volume not commensurate with the early hour. “Thank you.”

	He paused again, letting the cheering calm down a little. “Thank you. I’m here today to report for duty for the office of President of the United States of America.”

	This just got another cheer going, this one even louder and more sustained.

	“Or maybe I’ll get myself arrested.”

	This got a chorus of boos that in turn prompted an opened mouth smile from Drake. “Maybe we’ll all get ourselves arrested!” Another giant cheer erupted from the crowd.

	Drake glanced behind him. Besides the sound crew there was a squad of Liberty Guardsmen, watching the crowd and the surrounding buildings.

	“Our demands,” Drake continued into the microphone, pausing to let the cheering die down. “Our demands aren’t unreasonable. I’m not here to arrest anybody. I’m not here to ship people off to foreign courts to stand trial for violating foreign laws. We’re not here for a recount or to claim we were cheated, right?”

	He managed a lesser cheer from the crowd, though he again paused, letting it peter out. “We’re here, the reason we’re here is very simple. We’re here to demand the laws of our nation be respected. Right? Am I right?”

	With some upward gestures of his arms Drake exhorted the crowd into another sustained cheer. There were some piercing screams and ‘whoops’ thrown in throughout.

	“We’re here because we’ve waited long enough! We waited for the special commission, for the election report, for the congressional votes and court cases, and for the Democrats temper tantrum.” He listed this off in a whiney, sarcastic voice. “We’ve waited patiently, but now we are here to say enough! We’ve waited long enough! It is time for President Hill and the Democrats to respect the voice of the people, to respect the wishes of the voters, and to step down! It is time for us real Americans to take back our country!”

	Another big cheer erupted from the crowd. Drake took the chance to glance behind him again, but nothing on the roof top had changed. He turned back to the crowd, giving some nods of approval and pointed to individual people or signs as they waved, drawing attention their way.

	“The inauguration is less than a week away. Our constitution says the transfer of power must occur then. I’ve waited patiently, because I trusted that America would do the right thing in the end. And it has! Our system of government works, and it has done the right thing. The election has been certified, the results are in, there is nothing left now but the crying.”

	This got a laugh from the crowd, and again Drake grinned broadly. “The election is over, it is resolved, and the real Americans have won!”

	After the cheer this drew died a bit Drake continued. “So now, all we’re asking, is for President Hill, and his administration, to step aside. Our message, here today, to President Hill and the Democrats in congress, is that you have lost, but we will not allow you to drag our country down with you! We the people have spoken, we have elected the government that puts America first, and we will not allow you, President Hill, to take that from us! We are here today to claim what is rightfully ours!”

	As the crowd cheered Drake entertained the thought of throwing the ongoing negotiations out and just ordering the crowd to assault the barricade. If just a few of the nervous looking National Guardsmen hanging out by the pedestrian gates helped them, or at least stepped aside, then the crowd could be flooding into the Green Zone in a few minutes. It would all be over, just like that.

	Glancing behind himself again Drake saw that the roof door was now open. Standing in the doorway were Mathews and Page, huddled around in a discussion with Sydney.

	Drake turned back to the crowd. “I know,” he said, gesturing now downward with his hands to quiet the crowd. “I know there’s a lot of anger out there. I’m angry too. But I promise you, we will not leave here, and we will not end this day, until we get what we came for. Our God-given rights as Americans will not be taken from us by atheists and Demon-crats and traitors. I will die before I let that happen!”

	Drake let the crowd cheer again before signaling for quiet. “Now, none of us came here looking for bloodshed. Everyone, right now, I know we’ve all been patient, but I have to ask you to be patient a little longer. Your presence here today is what is forcing President Hill to finally deal with me, and I think he will be dealing with me. So everyone, just hold tight, stick with me, and I promise you, the end of this day will see us victorious. Thank you.”

	He handed off the microphone as he waved to the cheering crowd, then slowly backed away from the edge of the building. After taking a few steps back Drake spun around and quickly marched over to the roof entrance.

	“So what the fuck is going on?” he asked, his low voice almost drowned out by the noise of the crowd.

	“They’ve agreed to the meeting,” Representative Mathews said.

	Sydney held out a hand for him to stop, then turned to address Drake. “Not exactly. They’ve agreed to a meeting inside the Green Zone.”

	“Well did you tell them that’s fucking unacceptable?” Drake asked the delegation. “I’m not going in there just to be fucking arrested.”

	“Okay, hold on,” Sydney kept her ever even tone. “They’ve agreed to allow the Liberty Guardsmen to act as your personal guards.”

	Drake stared at his lawyer. “So they’ll let them into the Green Zone too?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“How many?”

	“They didn’t specify,” Mathews said.

	“So how about we just bring all of them?”

	“I recommend not pushing our luck,” Sydney said. “We should stick with your standard security detail.”

	Drake paused, chewing his lip, then turned to Mathews again. “What do you think? Is this legit?”

	“I think so. Yeah.”

	“You don’t think this could be a ruse?”

	“Seems kinda suicidal to make a move now. With this crowd out here? Come on, no way they try anything. It’d be a riot.”

	“Are they desperate enough to start a riot?” Drake asked.

	“Sir?” Sydney leaned over to reestablish eye-contact. “Sir. You should know there is another crowd, a pro-Hill crowd, gathered at the Green Zone’s west entrance. The police have told me the crowd size there is over twice as large as ours.”

	“Yeah right. Police. Fucking bunch of Democrats.”

	Sydney raised her eyebrows to this, but continued with her even voice. “We’re in the heart of a liberal city, I would expect the liberal side to draw out a larger crowd.”

	“Could we not get anybody bused in for this like we use to?”

	“With less than twenty-four hours notice, and transport prices what they are? I’m sorry sir, it’s not like the old days.”

	“Fuck.”

	“The point is, we can’t be certain which sides prevails in a riot.”

	“All the more reason Hill would want to provoke one.”

	“Hill can’t be certain who would prevail either.”

	Drake turned to meet the gaze of his lawyer head on. “You think we should negotiate?”

	“I do, yes. We’ll have your security detail. We’ll have the delegates here, as witnesses. We can have some aides recording the whole thing as well, ready to send it out if anything untoward happens.”

	“Into the lions den, huh?”

	“Hey,” Mathews said, “like you say, sir, the Democrats are wimps. Go in there, throw some weight around, let ‘em know who’s in charge. They’ll fold.”

	This had Drake nodding to himself. “Alright then. Let’s make this happen.”

	A few minutes later, as the rising sun started to cast its light down to street level, the Liberty Guard emerged out of the old brick building to form a wedge through the crowd. Since much of the crowd was jammed in to the intersection near the gate it was tightly packed, and there was some scuffling as the guardsmen pushed their way through.

	In the middle of the formation Drake walked tall, his height giving him a good look above the guards and delegates and aides surrounding him. He waved to the crowd, prompting some pointing and pushing against the guards trying to keep him from being mobbed.

	The turnstile entrance to the Green Zone was manned by a pair of National Guardsmen. Their uniforms were identical to those of much of the Liberty Guard, but their manner was less forward, their posture more jittery, their expressions more pale. They watched but otherwise did nothing as soldiers parted the crowd and Drake’s security detail came up to their checkpoint. 

	There was a brief exchange of looks, then the lead among the Liberty Guardsmen, rifle in hand, crashed through the turnstile. All sorts of alarms stared beeping as scanners built into the turnstile were set off.

	Just beyond the gate a small awning covered the main security area, with a conveyer belt scanner for bags and an archway scanner. More National Guard soldiers stood here, their rifles also held at the ready, staring with blank looks. The Liberty Guardsman continued right forward, setting off the archway scanner as he walked right past all the security and emerged out into the streets of the Green Zone.

	With the precedent established the rest of Drake’s security detail did the same thing. All of them, aides and representatives and Drake himself, walked through the security checkpoint as if it was not there.

	On the other side the Green Zone looked abandoned. Few cars ever drove these streets, but even the clusters of pedestrians were absent today.

	“They proposed meeting at city hall,” Mathews pointed to the spire straight in front of them. Drake gave him a nod, and they all continued forward.

	They encountered nobody else. Drake kept looking down side streets as they went, but outside his own sprawling entourage there were no other human beings to be seen.

	City hall itself was even more post-apocalyptic. In its main entrance hall there was paper and garbage strewn about, blown by a slight breeze coming in through a broken door. Some food carts that may have once been out on the street had been driven in here and ransacked. Hot dogs and condiment mix and soda bottles and taco meat was scattered around the overturned stands.

	“What the fuck happened here?” Drake asked.

	“The city government fled,” Sydney told him.

	“Why?”

	“They thought you were going to take power and arrest all the Democrats in the city.”

	“So they trashed the place on the way out?”

	“I’m not sure, sir.”

	Drake shook his head.

	“The wicked flee when no man pursues,” Sydney said, prompting a smile from her boss.

	From here Mathews and Page took the lead, directing them upstairs. Outside a conference room a group of Secret Service agents stalked the hallway. They and the Liberty Guardsmen eyed each other warily, and noticing that the guardsmen had rifles in hand some of the Secret Service agents casually drew out their own sidearms.

	Ignoring the posturing, Drake rushed forward to the conference room itself. Inside the entire Democratic leadership was gathered around a table. Aside from President Hill there was his Defense Secretary and Attorney General, Speaker Alexander, the majority leader, and several senior senators from both sides.

	Drake stood in the doorway, eyeing this group. Then he entered, allowing some of his own entourage to follow. President Hill stood up from the table, and several others followed suit.

	At first nobody said anything. There were more Secret Service agents hanging around the edges of the room, and some of the Liberty Guardsmen moved in to do likewise. Drake himself moved to stand at the end of the long table, opposite Hill. The president though was already circling around its length, approaching Drake with an outstretched hand.

	“Cornelius. Thank you for coming.”

	Instead of reaching out to shake hands or sitting down Drake folded his arms and stared. “This is a lovely fucking mess you’ve created.”

	Hill stared for a second, then slowly drew back his hand without breaking his gaze.

	“You’re attempts to usurp power have gotten several people, including my vice-president, killed!”

	Hill looked about to say something, but he was cut off by Emily. “Your vice-president got himself killed, because he followed the typical right-wing idiot logic that having a gun makes you safer.”

	“Typical left wing logic to blame the victim,” Drake raised his voice but spoke without looking at her. “Is that how you justified cannibalizing those girls you raped?”

	“What?!”

	“You know what I’m talking about.”

	“Not even you know what you’re talking about. You,” Emily balled up her fists and leaned forward on the table, pressing them down and clenching her eyes. “You actually believe those pictures?”

	“I’m not here to debate your crimes. That’ll happen soon enough. I’m here because of Thomas’ crimes.”

	“My crimes?” Hill asked as a genuine question.

	“Illegally attempting to hang on to power.”

	“There’s been nothing illegal done here, Cornelius.”

	“Continual votes, lawsuits, threatening to arrest me . . .”

	“There is nothing illegal about any of that. It’s how the system works.”

	Even as Hill interjected, Drake continued talking right over him. “All in a transparent attempt to hang on to power and overturn the popular will of the people.”

	“You lost the popular vote,” Emily said.

	“I have a popular mandate from real Americans, represented by the crowd gathered outside the Green Zone ready to take back their country.”

	“There’s an even larger crowd at the west entrance,” Emily said.

	“According to your biased left-wing news streams.”

	“Go see them! Go see them for yourself!” She was standing on the opposite side of the table from Hill, but now stepped forward, circling toward Drake even as she pointed in the general direction of the larger crowd.

	“I don’t have time for this bullshit. Did you really want to negotiate or was I invited here so you could insult me?”

	“I started by trying to shake your hand,” Hill said.

	“Don’t fucking patronize me Thomas. This is all your fault. Everything that’s happened, with this fucking Free Court Army and the refugee crisis they’ve created and the refugees from the Farmageddon out west and this mess with Frank, that’s all on you! All of this happened because of your pathetic, illegal attempts to hang on to power.”

	“I’m not trying to hang on to power, I’m trying to do what’s right for . . .”

	“Fuck you. Everything you’ve done has been to further your own grip on power. You’ve done everything you can, everything you can fucking think of to stop me from becoming president!”

	As Drake shouted he gesticulated and stepped forward, getting right up to where he towered over Hill. The president tilted his head back some to look up at the taller man.

	“Yes!” Hill shouted, even louder than Drake. “Yes, of course! Of course I’ve done everything I can to stop you from becoming president! Anybody concerned about the future of the country would do the same. Look at yourself! You’re a war criminal, an admitted war criminal, who’s promised to restart the war I had to end, after your fellow Nationalist, and patron, managed to start a world war he couldn’t win. I cleaned up your mess and you’re promising to make a new one.”

	“I’ll be cleaning up the mess you created . . .”

	Despite Drake’s attempt to interrupt, Hill was shouting louder and continued talking right over him this time. “Even when you learn you can’t restart the war, it’s physically impossible given our military, even then just being you, just being a war criminal, you’re hurting the country. There are thousands of servicepeople being held prisoner who won’t be released because of you. You being here, right now, violates the ceasefire. Just by being president you endanger the very existence of America.”

	“Pfh. That’s pathetic. Any excuse to hang on to power. This, you, President Hill, this is the true face of The Progressive. The ends justify the means. You’ll do anything to hang on to power.”

	“I wasn’t trying to hang on to power!” Hill held out his hands in front of him, exasperated. “I was going to concede. I said in my announcement, on television, I announced to the whole country I would concede after you were in custody and let Senator Grace become president.”

	“An obvious ruse. Convenient for you that he ended up dead.”

	“It’s anything but convenient. It’s convenient for you Grace got himself killed. If the marshals had gone to the right place . . .”

	“If the marshals had gone to the right place they would have been blocked by the loyal soldiers I have with me.” Drake gestured to the Liberty Guardsmen in position around the room.

	Hill drew a deep breath. “Mr. Secretary. Cornelius. Listen. I have a proposal.”

	“I’m listening.”

	“Should we sit down?” Hill gestured to the chairs. By this point everybody who had been seated at the table was standing.

	Drake regarded them with a sidelong glance. He folded his arms. “I’m listening.”

	This got Hill slouching a little and sighing. With some exertion he gathered himself. “Cornelius. I don’t think either of us should be president.”

	“Obviously you should never have been president.”

	“I mean in the future. Neither of us.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“I don’t want any more bloodshed,” Hill said. “I don’t want this city to erupt into a riot, and I definitely don’t want states to start seceding from the Union in protest of the next president. Do you want any of those things?”

	“You say you don’t want those things but your actions say otherwise.”

	“Please, listen to me. Neither of us wants a war with the other, right?”

	“We already have a war.”

	“But do you want it to continue?”

	“I’ll fight you as long as necessary.”

	Hill glanced over at Sydney, as if there were any help there, then turned and looked around at his own people. They all returned his look with expectant stares.

	“Okay,” Hill stared off into space as he spoke. “Here’s my proposal. To avoid further bloodshed. I will agree to step down, right now, and concede the election, if you’ll agree to name a successor, a new vice-president, and then step down yourself.” He turned and looked at Drake. “We’ll hold a joint press conference announcing what we’re doing. Vice-president Alton will act as a caretaker president for the rest of the week, until you’re sworn in. As soon as that happens you appoint a vice-president, I’m sure the senate will approve whoever it is, and then you’ll resign as well.”

	At first Drake had no reply, and just continued to stare with his arms folded, a slight scowl on his face. “What is your game here?”

	“No game. We both resign, we both walk away, let someone not so, so, so involved in all this fighting the last few months take charge. You get to pick. There are plenty of good options.”

	“Are there?”

	“Sure. Right in this room. There are senators, um, Senator Harris, right over there. Senator Johnson, is,” Hill looked around without seeing the senior-most member of the senate, “not here now, but his name has been mentioned in past elections. Or former Senator Grant. He ran once and he’s from Philly, he’s still in town in fact. Those are all Nationalists, or conservatives. Or if you don’t like senators you can go with someone like Secretary Carver, right over there. Or Sutherland. Former Republicans. These are men who served in past Republican administrations with your father. Or you’ve got about a dozen governors to choose from if you like. Any of them would be a fine choice.”

	Drake looked about the room at the people Hill had pointed out, and then scanned around at some of the others as well. “What do you get out of this Thomas?”

	“Out of this deal? I get you not being president.”

	“Why the fuck is it so important to you that I not be president?”

	“Because you’re a war criminal!”

	“I’m not a war criminal. I’m a man who served my country.”

	“Well what matters is the Europeans and the Chinese and the Russians think you’re a war criminal, and that matters because they’re the ones we need if we’re gonna get our people home and avoid another war.”

	“Avoid another war,” Drake spat the word sarcastically. “A real American should want another war. Should want to win the war you’re in the process of losing.”

	“It’s already lost!” Hill stood up as tall as he could and shouted right at Drake, as if his hearing were the problem. “Don’t you get it, we lost! They were occupying the North Slope, man. Think about that. Part of an American state, under Chinese occupation. The Global War is over and we lost and that’s the end of it. And if you or any of those people I named or anybody else becomes president they’ll learn that soon enough. The problem is anybody else can learn it and then deal with the situation from there, but the Europeans and the Chinese aren’t going to deal with you. They want you arrested, they want you on trial. That’s why you can’t be president.”

	“So once again you’re just gonna arrest an American citizen and hand him over to a foreign government for a farce of a trial.”

	“No, I’m not. I would, believe me, I would hand you over to the ICC the first chance I got. But that’s not the deal I’m offering now. You’ll step down, your successor will take over. It’ll be up to you and them and maybe congress and the courts what happens next. But at least America will have a president capable of dealing with the situation.”

	Drake stared at him, arms still folded, his expression now blank. “If I agree to this, you’ll resign today?”

	“Yes, absolutely.”

	“And you’ll leave town? Today? Immediately?”

	“Just as soon as we make the announcement. I’ll head home to Pittsburgh. I can be on a train this evening.”

	“And you’ll announce your concession? Withdraw any court challenges or anything?”

	“I will. That’ll be part of our joint announcement.”

	“Will you tell that crowd at the west entrance to disperse?”

	“Will you tell your followers to do the same?” Hill met his gaze. “We can both ask everybody to go home during the announcement.”

	Drake stared at him, saying nothing, but slowly starting to nod his head.

	“Mr. President,” Representative Mathews stepped forward. “Sir, are you really considering doing this?”

	“Shut up Mathews,” Drake shot over his shoulder. Then he turned back to Hill. “Okay.”

	“Okay?”

	“Okay. I’ll accept your deal.”

	“Will you agree to it in writing?”

	This got Hill a quizzical look. “In writing?”

	“We’ll make it a formal agreement, in writing. We both have our lawyers here. Have them write something up, we’ll both sign it, go over to the Federal Center to make the announcement, then I’m out and you can head back to Riverside until Sunday.”

	Drake sighed, looked away, chewed his lip. “Alright.”

	Before he could say more Hill turned to his lawyers. Already though they were gathered around a laptop computer, engaged in a murmured conversation. One of them glanced toward Sydney, then jerked his head for the other lawyer to come over.

	“Sir?” Sydney asked of Drake. She got a single nod, then proceeded.

	“Mr. President,” Emily said, addressing Hill as she finished coming around the table to stand beside him. She continued in a lower tone. “Mr. President, are you sure about this?”

	At the same moment Drake’s entourage was swarming up around him. “Sir, you can’t do this. This is blackmail,” Page said.

	Drake held up his hands to them, then turned back to Hill. “Thomas. If I may I’d like a moment to confer with my people.”

	“Of course.”

	He gestured to the door and started toward it, the Midwest representatives trailing with him. A few of the Liberty Guardsmen moved out with them as well. Hill turned back to Emily, who by now had been joined by Senator Gardner.

	“This does not sound like a good idea,” the senator said in a low voice.

	“How do we know Drake will keep his word?” Emily asked.

	“We don’t.” Hill held up his hands in a shrug. “What choice do we have?”

	“I think the president is right.” They all turned to see Sutherland, the Attorney General, had come over and slipped into their conversation. “This situation is unsustainable. Either we de-escalate or we escalate, which means violence.”

	“Of course you like it,” Gardner said. “You were mentioned as a possible replacement.”

	“Drake would never pick me. He’ll go with one of the southern governors who will give him some cushy post and are guaranteed never to extradite anybody to The Hague.”

	“You think he’ll actually go through with this agreement then?” Hill asked.

	Sutherland glanced over his shoulder. By now all the lawyers were deep in their own animated discussion, all of them crowding around a small laptop. Drake and his people had slipped out into the hall, and everyone else was in the huddle with President Hill.

	After considering it for a few moments further Sutherland at last said, “I don’t know. It could go either way.”

	“I think he’ll take it,” Angel said. “The way I see it, the original Nationalists, the guys that ended up at The Hague, they were ideologues, your true believers. The Drakes were opportunists, they were just in it for the money.”

	Hill stared at his chief of staff, studying this assessment. “He’s corrupt, you’re saying, rather than power hungry.”

	“Seems like he sure wants to be president to me,” Gardner said.

	“Sure, because that makes him more money,” Angel said. “But as long as no Democrat is in the office the gravy train can continue, and that’s what he wants most.”

	The senator bobbed his head a little as if swishing this idea around inside. “I don’t know. If you ask me, Mr. President, I think we should escalate. Even if Drake honors the agreement he’s gonna pick somebody who’ll reconstitute the GSA and take us right back to the Nationalist police state we’ve been trying to dismantle.”

	“Except escalation means violence,” Hill said. “We don’t win if we descend to the level of the Nationalists.”

	“I agree with that,” Emily said.

	The senator shook his head at this. “I think we don’t win unless we descend to their level, as you put it. But it’s ultimately your call.”

	Hill glanced over again at the discussion going on among the lawyers. “If I do this I’m out, of all this. It’ll be up to you guys to carry on the fight. Which could mean either holding Drake accountable if he backs out later or containing the damage of his successor.”

	“We’ll do what we can.”

	“I’ve been fighting this battle for more than ten years,” Sutherland said with a wry smirk. “What’s ten more?”

	At the same moment Drake was ushering the New Ohio delegation down the hall. They found an empty office area to duck in to. Like the entrance hall downstairs the room looked trashed, with cubicle walls knocked over, computer terminals ripped out while leaving loose cables behind, and paper scattered all around.

	As soon as they were into this office area Mathews closed the door and the others arrayed themselves around Drake.

	“Are you seriously going to take this offer?” Page asked.

	“Of course not you idiot,” Drake said in a low voice.

	“So this is . . .”

	“It’s our opportunity to be rid of Hill,” Drake said. “About fucking time, too, so don’t fuck this up.”

	“So, um,” Representative Page looked at him askance. “If the marines taught me anything, it’s to be true to your word. You’re going to announce, with President Hill, that you’ll be stepping aside.”

	“I’m going to say a lot of things over my time as president.”

	“They’ll have it in writing though,” Mathews said.

	“Spoken or written, they’re all just words. What matters is the actions we take from here. This is our chance.” Drake looked off into space, speaking more to himself as he continued. “Once we’re through with this little sideshow of Hill’s he’ll be leaving town. Vice President Alton won’t be here until tomorrow at the earliest, and I can see to it that his arrival is much later. I’ll avoid actually naming a successor prior to the inauguration, just in case. The last bit is Hill himself. We have to make sure he stays gone.”

	Drake turned to look at the delegation again. “Once Hill is done here he’ll go to the rail terminal at the airport to catch a train back to Pittsburgh. You guys have a lot of people around the airport, right?”

	“Well, we’ve been staying at one of the airport hotels,” Mathews said.

	“You have people there, right? Security?”

	“We have Senator Sheffield’s personal security force. Peacekeepers.”

	“Are they loyal?”

	The Midwesterners glanced at each other. “They report directly to Sheffield,” Mathews said.

	“But are they loyal?” Drake spoke each word slowly to draw out the emphasis.

	“They . . .”

	“Are they Democrats? Are they Hill voters?”

	“The Peacekeepers?” Mathews scoffed. “Nah. Most of them are guys like me. Don’t really care for either party.”

	“You trust them then?” Drake asked.

	“Yeah,” Mathews nodded, looking off into space, then started to nod more vigorously. “Yeah, definitely.”

	“Good. Good. Here’s what you’re gonna do.”
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	Beyond the overpass there was a stack of cheap housing made from converted semi-truck trailers, and a street lined with former small businesses. The stack housing was a burned out shell, and all the businesses appeared to have been closed long before the Free Court arrived. Most were boarded up, a few had boards or windows smashed in, and none had any remaining signage to indicate what was once there. It was the kind of thorough devastation their army struggled to replicate.

	Tia crouched behind a smashed gate in the abandoned checkpoint built underneath the overpass. Looking through a pair of binoculars she could see, at the end of the line of businesses, was an old car dealership turned into a parking ghetto. Once people had lived there, in cars or campers or trailers, in makeshift sheds and lean-tos. Now the place looked abandoned, stripped of anything that could be carried and left to accumulate sad little snow drifts and rust.

	Standing in front of this wreckage, on the side of the street, were a cluster of people, some in camouflage fatigues, some in ordinary clothes. One stood forward from the others, holding up a long pole. Atop this was a white flag.

	“Is that them?” Tia asked.

	Next to her Deryl peeked out with his own binoculars from behind a tank drone. All across the road in front of the checkpoint, and spilling out onto the on- and off-ramps along this side of the highway, was a line of Free Court drones. The machines stood motionless, weapons bristling toward the parking ghetto and the industrial buildings of the special economic zone beyond.

	The tall, dark-skinned kid only took a brief look before ducking back into cover. “Yeah, that’s them. Looks like the same people.”

	“Alright, let’s head back.”

	Deryl looked across the street, to where some other scouts were also observing from behind the squat form of an urban warfare drone, and gestured for them to fall back. They all moved through the former checkpoint to emerge out on the south side of the overpass.

	A short walk further down the road brought them to a parking lot filled with a collection of light tank drones and manned vehicles, with The General at the center. Her once long dreadlocks had been sworn to neck length, but she still wore the camouflage fatigues and green overcoat without sign of rank.

	As always there was a lot of chaotic activity where this army went, and as always The General remained unconcerned with most of it.

	As Tia walked up she found The General standing in front of a military transport truck. Sarge and Pinky, her aide, stood on the opposite side of the truck from The General and Ethan, who was filling in for Shamana.

	Tia strolled straight up to lean on the front of the truck, right next to Cowboy, who like her remained silent. Somewhere along the way Cowboy had ditched his tight leather pants for regular jeans, and his feather boa was also long gone, but the rifle slung over his back was partly covered in rhinestones.

	All of them were staring intently at several paper road maps, splayed across the hood of the truck and anchored down with electronic tablets. Nobody said anything for several seconds before The General glanced up and noticed Tia.

	“You’re back,” The General said. “What happened?”

	“They sent negotiators again. Same people as before.”

	“Do you think it’s for real this time?”

	Tia just shook her head.

	“What the fuck with these people?” Cowboy asked. “Do they want to negotiate or not?”

	“If they wanted to negotiate James wouldn’t be dead,” Sarge said in her own gruff voice.

	“Exactly,” Cowboy gestured to her. “We should just let the drones finish them off.”

	“If we kill them it gets us nothing though,” Ethan spoke up in his soft voice. “That would just mean we for sure have to take the city by force.”

	“Can we not do that?” Tia asked.

	“We were just hearing about the problems,” The General said. “Sorry Pinky, please continue.”

	The short woman hefted herself up some to lean over the truck hood. There was no doubt as to where Pinky got her name; her skin was an unnatural shade of sunburnt. She never spoke of how that came about. Like her boss, Sarge, she was always in uniform, her Fourth Infantry fatigues with gas mask around her neck and an electronic eyepiece strapped across her head beneath her helmet. Despite the last week the infantrywomen seemed less bedraggled then when they started this campaign, in contrast to much of the army.

	“I was just saying the scouts got up to here,” Pinky pointed to a spot on a big map spread across the truck hood. “There are roadblocks set up at the junctions here and here and here, at the city center, here, and also along the river crossings, here and here.”

	“So they’re ready for us,” The General said.

	“They’re preparing for us. There are also a series of roadblocks outside of town, further along the main highway.”

	“How do we know that?” Ethan asked. “You said the scouts only got up to here.” He leaned forward and pointed at the map.

	“They went . . .”

	Pinky was interrupted by Sarge. “We have the scouts themselves right here, if you want to hear it from them.”

	Behind Sarge stood a group of teenagers, wearing similar uniforms except ill-fitting and torn. All of them had intricate, abstract patterns painted on their faces and necks. The General gestured to them.

	From among these kids the two Mora sisters stepped forward. Depending on the light and the mood the twins could look either hard and fierce with their face paint, or young and lost with their bright brown eyes. At the moment though they both spoke with an even tone. “Ma’am.”

	“What did you see out there?” The General asked.

	“Ma’am. There were large forces setting up checkpoints on major streets.”

	“Forces?”

	“Large groups of people. Armed.”

	“No idea who they were?”

	The twin hesitated, then the other one took over speaking. “Appeared to be mostly civilians. Some state troopers, some that looked like they were from a local militia. They were setting up defensive blinds around the old checkpoint lanes.”

	“How did you know they were from a militia?” The General asked.

	“They were wearing camouflage fatigues, like ours, ma’am.”

	“So how do you know they weren’t National Guard?”

	“Ma’am.” Another hesitation prompted the first sister to pick up in the same steady voice. “If there were National Guard than the civilians would probably defer to them. It looked like the state troopers were the ones in charge.”

	“Oh,” The General nodded. “Good thinking.”

	“I still want to know,” Ethan said, “how you know there are more of these roadblocks outside of town.”

	“We continued on back roads from there,” the second twin spoke without hesitation this time.

	“Nobody tried to stop you?”

	“No. They either didn’t see us or thought we were just civilians, or some of their own.”

	“What did you see at these other roadblock outside town?” The General asked.

	“It’s more of the same,” Sarge answered now. “State troopers and civilians preparing defensive positions.”

	Their leader slowly nodded to herself and stared at the maps spread across the hood,.

	“Is this not something we can just break through?” Tia asked. “We have exact locations, we can blast them with artillery, right?”

	“We’re at the extreme limit of artillery range,” Sarge said. “Targeting is very inaccurate.”

	“Could we not bring them up just a little?”

	“We left literally nothing with them,” Pinky said. “We scavenged every ounce of diesel from those things to get the light tanks and urban warfare drones this far. Moving up the artillery would mean pushing them by hand.”

	“Is that an option?” Tia asked without conviction.

	“If we had infinite time, maybe,” Sarge said.

	“How about just going around them?” Cowboy asked, propping himself up some to lean over and point to the map. “If they’re concentrated here, on this highway and in town, let’s just continue on the main highway and loop south, bypass them altogether.”

	“That leaves a large enemy force on our flank,” Sarge said, “and we’d still have to break through the roadblocks outside of town.”

	“We’d be surrounded,” Pinky said.

	“Guys,” The General waved her hands, silencing side conversations. “Getting past these people doesn’t solve our real problem.” She pointed toward the map again, stabbing a finger on it. “We need the diesel supplies they have in town.”

	“Or at least the ones in the special economic zone,” Sarge said.

	“Will that be enough?” Ethan asked.

	“Don’t know. Won’t know until we get in and evaluate.”

	Ethan paused, scowling as he mulled this over. “So we’re back to our original options. Either they agree to withdraw, or we take the city in a frontal assault.”

	“Is that doable?” Tia asked.

	“Not without heavy causalities,” Sarge said.

	“Among us or the drones?”

	“Drones for sure. Likely us as well.”

	“A frontal assault also risks damage to whatever diesel supplies they have,” The General said. “Which would defeat the whole purpose.”

	They all fell silent at this, the overcast day pressing in around them, the air thick with the threat of a fresh snowfall.

	“Any chance they might actually agree to withdraw?” The General slowly turned to Tia.

	“At this point why would we think they’d negotiate at all?” Cowboy asked. “Their first parley meeting was an ambush.”

	“Well we may be out of options,” The General said. “A pitch battle for this city may gain us nothing even if we win. Our only other choice is to fall back.”

	“Fall back?” Sarge asked. “To Newark?”

	“To wherever.”

	“Then do what though?” Tia asked. “Directly assaulting the capital hasn’t become a viable option somehow, has it?”

	“We might be out of viable options,” The General shook her head, then turned to Ethan. “You wanna share the news?”

	Ethan gave her a solemn look, then nodded. Picking up an electronic tablet, he laid this on the hood and spun it toward the others. “We heard back from Shamana. She got an internet connection working at that abandoned hotel a few miles back and downloaded some news stream segments. Partly downloaded, I should say.”

	Everyone, including some random others standing a little ways away from the actual meeting, leaned in, listening. “So what did they say?” Tia asked.

	“President Hill has officially conceded the election.”

	The statement hung in the air like the overcast grey above them.

	“We believe Drake may have affected a coup,” The General said.

	“What?” Tia asked.

	“There was a joint statement,” Ethan said. “From Hill and Drake. They said Hill was stepping down and leaving the city immediately. Supposedly because Drake agreed to name a new vice-president and then step down himself.”

	“Drake agreed to step down as president?”

	“That’s what they said in the press conference. It sounded to me more like a hostage situation.”

	“There were also reports of crowds gathering in downtown Philadelphia,” The General said. “It seems President Hill may have been forced to resign rather than be overrun by a mob.”

	“The official statements said he was leaving town,” Ethan said. “But I think he’s been arrested. Or executed.”

	“Either way Drake may already, effectively, be president.”

	There was another heavy silence following this statement. Everyone stared at their leader, who stared back, unspeaking and unflinching.

	“So what does this mean?” Cowboy asked. “Are we just giving up?”

	“It means,” Sarge said to him, “that soon Drake will have a real army marching up here to annihilate us.”

	Cowboy made a purposeful glance around at the drones and vehicles and soldiers surrounding them. “Are we not a real army?”

	“Oh, dear,” Sarge shook her head. “This bunch would dissolve if we came up against a trained force.”

	“Which is why I never intend to let us face a trained force,” The General said. “Also, dissolving may be our best move.”

	“Oh,” Cowboy said, standing up straight. “You mean . . .”

	“We need to start thinking about going to ground.”

	Her statement seemed to deaden the already still winter air. Others nearby stopped even pretending not to listen, instead standing and staring, drawing others over to watch. Among the inner circle some apprehensive glances were exchanged.

	“So we just give up?” Tia asked The General.

	“And live to fight another day.”

	“There are a lot of people here,” Cowboy said, glancing at the small crowd around them, “who have, let’s say, come out of the closet now. You’d be asking them to go back into hiding.”

	“It’s not what I wanted either, but we survived last year that way.”

	“What do we do with the drones and equipment?” Pinky asked.

	“Probably sabotage them.”

	“Well, hold on everyone,” Ethan said. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves. We don’t know anything for sure yet. Drake may not even end up becoming president.”

	“It sure didn’t sound good,” Cowboy said.

	“It was one news segment. Nobody knows for sure what’s gonna happen, even the people in Philadelphia.”

	“That a good point,” The General said. “Right now Shamana is still hunting for a stable internet connection, see if we can find out more. Until then though I’m assuming the worst.”

	“Is there any point talking to these guys then?” Cowboy asked, jerking a thumb back toward the overpass. “Maybe we just ditch and fall back right now.”

	“No, Ethan is right,” The General said. “We shouldn’t be hasty. If they’ll agree to withdraw from the city that could still work out for us.”

	“Do we have anything to offer them in exchange?” Ethan asked. “It sounds like they’re dug in, they might think they can hold us off.”

	“Well first question,” Tia said, “what do we actually need here? The city’s diesel supply? Do we even know where that is?”

	“For the city overall, no,” Sarge said. “Supposedly there is a supply depot with diesel tanks in the special economic zone.”

	“Supposedly?” The General asked.

	“Some of our people are from around here. The reports come from them.”

	“How much fuel are we talking about?”

	Sarge just shook her head. “Don’t know exactly. If the tanks are full it’s a lot, more than we would have gotten from the stupid bunker in Princeton. But who knows what’s left.”

	“So if the tanks are full,” The General asked as a leading question.

	“It would let us get to Philadelphia with what we have. Probably not enough to bring up the heavy tanks and artillery.”

	“Okay. I think that’s our ask then,” The General turned back to Ethan. “We ask them to surrender the special economic zone, including the diesel supply there, and in exchange we agree to withdraw and not assault the rest of the city.”

	“Will they agree to that though?” Ethan asked. “What if they don’t believe our promise not to attack?”

	“Or they realize we’re desperate for fuel,” Pinky said, “and decide to try outlasting us.”

	Tia shook her head at this, then responded in a lowered voice. “They know we have heavy artillery, but they may not realize they’re out of range. We can threaten an artillery barrage that’ll pulverize the whole town.”

	“Does that mean you’re willing to try talking to them yourself?” The General asked of Tia.

	She glanced over her shoulder toward the overpass. “I’m willing to try, yeah, but if we go over there we’re going heavily armed.”

	“I’ll come with you,” Cowboy said.

	“This isn’t about getting revenge,” The General said to him.

	“It is if they try ambushing us again.”

	Their leader answered with a heavy, audible sigh. “Alright. Take this combat rovers,” she knocked on the hood of the vehicle they were using as a map table, “and a few of the urban warfare drones. Enough to maybe knock these guys out with the denial weapons if they try anything.”

	Tia set about gathering people and getting ready. A full ten of them crammed into the combat rover, a black, heavily armored version of a jeep. Deryl drove, with Tia sitting behind him and one of their young scouts manning the roof-mounted machine gun. More of their face-painted scouts crammed into the far back, with the Mora sisters holding tablets that controlled the procession of urban warfare drones following behind.

	They drove out through the wreckage of the overpass checkpoint. Deryl slowed to a stop as they emerged out on the other side and came up alongside their own line of tanks. Riding shotgun, Cowboy grabbed a pair of binoculars and scanned down the street.

	“Looks like they’re still waiting,” Deryl said, pointing to the small group of people with the white flag, a couple hundred yards away.

	“Do you see anybody else around?” Tia asked.

	“There are people further down, at that gateway,” Cowboy pointed.

	“That’s the entrance to the special economic zone,” Deryl said. “That’s what they’re defending.”

	“Okay, take us forward real slow,” Tia said, then turned toward those in the back. “Put up our flag.”

	They began to roll forward up the empty street. Their gunner, a dark-skinned teenager they called Ice, ducked down and grabbed their makeshift flag, a white sheet tied to a pole. He stuck this up out of the gunner hatch and let it hang limp on the calm day.

	Up ahead the figure holding the other white flag stepped forward, waving this back and forth in slow, lopping motions. Behind him a few others stepped forward as well, while further back others crouched behind wrecked cars or a nearby brick wall.

	With Tia directing him, Deryl slowly drove them up to within a couple dozen feet of the figure with the white flag. At that point he turned the rover sideways, facing the passenger side toward the enemy. At the same time the four urban warfare drones continued forward, arraying themselves in a line to either side of the rover.

	The figure with the white flag stood there now, unmoving. He was a slightly pudgy man with a clean-shaven face and thick glasses, dressed entirely in denim. Behind him stood a row of men in camouflage fatigues. They carried various rifles they held pointed downward. The others taking cover further back also had rifles held at the ready.

	Cowboy crouched down in the passenger seat, his rifle positioned to quickly pop up with him. One of the Mora sisters passed a little wireless control device up to Tia. She slowly slipped out of the rover, then moved to take cover behind its front. Tia held a pistol in one hand but did not point it forward. With her other hand she toyed with the palm-size controller until she got it activated.

	“Alright,” Tia spoke into the controller. There was a slight squeal of feedback as her voice was projected by speakers mounted on the urban warfare drones. She paused to let this die, then restarted. “Alright.”

	She said nothing more. As the echo of the drone speakers faded the world was dampened again by the cold, overcast day. Both sides stared at each other on a hair trigger.

	“How about we start,” Tia said, “by lowering some of our guns?”

	At this one of the men behind the lead figure took a sudden step forward. The man with the flag held up a hand toward him, prompting him to stop before he could spark a reaction.

	“Would you be willing to pull back your big drones?” the lead man asked.

	“I don’t think so,” Tia said.

	The man kept his voice calm and even. “We asked to meet under a flag of truce.”

	“That’s what you said the first time, and now a dozen of my people are dead.”

	“Yes, I know, and I’m truly sorry. There was a misunderstanding.”

	“A misunderstanding?” Another of the men jumped forward, springing like he’d been electrocuted. Guns pivoted toward him, and for a moment he froze, seeming to regret his outburst, but then pushed forward, stepping up toward the lead figure. “That was a trap. They were going to kill us.”

	“Jordan,” the first man gestured downward for calm, never quite taking his eyes off Tia. “It wasn’t a trap.”

	“What the fuck would you know about a trap?”

	The lead man did not reply, instead caught trying to stare down both Jordan and Tia. She watched, waiting to see if there was a further reaction. When she spoke again she called out rather than use the drone speakers. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.”

	“David.”

	“David. Good name. Okay, David, Jordan, let me tell you it wasn’t a trap. Our people responded to your request to negotiate.”

	“Yeah, right,” Jordan said even as he took a step back.

	Tia regarded him, drawing out the pause. “We sent James, who was our best negotiator. James was a cop, you know, as were some of the others with him. You all are cop killers now.”

	“Look, Miss, um,” David hesitated. “Look, this was a mistake, okay, I’m really sorry. We both lost people today.”

	“We lost people,” Jordan spun back to him and thrust a finger at the Free Courters, “because they tried to ambush us.”

	“That’s not,” David started, paused, turned to face Jordan directly. “Please, could we just . . .”

	“Just what, David! Fucking let them kill us!”

	The two men stood there, staring each other down, with the Free Courters watching silently, the air around them all cold and heavy with the potential for snowfall. When it seemed neither might back down, Tia resumed speaking through the drones. “Well, boys,” she asked, “what’s it gonna be?”

	David glanced toward her, then turned back to Jordan. “We’re here to negotiate,” David said even as the two of them resumed their stare down.

	“In that case, I’m gonna need all the people you’ve got over there to step out into the open where we can see them.”

	Again David was slow to respond, dragging his gaze back over to the Free Courters. “Are your people going to do the same?”

	“Absolutely not.”

	“Come on David,” Jordan tossed a hand toward them, “these people aren’t serious about negotiating.”

	“We are deadly serious about it,” Tia said, using the projection of the drone speakers to drown out further comment from Jordan. “You slaughtered our first negotiator yet we’re here for a second try. That should tell you how serious we are. But since you did kill our first negotiator you no longer get the benefit of the doubt.”

	“Fuck you lady, they tried to ambush us,” Jordan said.

	Standing up a little more to look over the hood of the rover, Tia held up the pistol she had, then set this down in front of her. From where it was tucked into the back of her sleeveless vest, Tia reached over her shoulder and began to pull something out. Everyone watched in confusion until it was revealed she was holding a crowbar. She held this up in the air.

	“Just in case, we came prepared to pry those guns from your cold dead hands. But I’m not asking anyone to put down their guns right now. All your people are gonna step out into the open, I will step out into the open, and we can start talking. The alternative is we withdraw and start shelling your positions.” Tia paused. She set down the crowbar long enough to holster her gun, all the while never breaking her stare with David. “So what’s it gonna be?”

	David did his best to meet her look, then turned to his fellows. “Come on, everyone. Step out. Real slow.”

	Next to him Jordan seethed, his body looking like it might explode as his face turned hot red, but he said nothing. Slowly the locals taking cover began to stand up. Like those already out in the open they wore a combination of ordinary clothes or fatigues without insignia, and all of them carried automatic rifles.

	At the same time Tia picked back up her crowbar and circled around in front of the rover. She came to stand just a few feet from David, which revealed a height contrast in Tia’s favor. Conversely, the two dozen men standing behind him seemed to give David the advantage, despite the war robots on the Free Court side.

	“Alright, good.” Tia said, no longer using the drone speakers. She swung her crowbar up to lean it on her shoulder as she continued. “So here’s the deal. We’re right now preparing to attack this city with drones and artillery. You know we’re about to attack. But what we really want is fuel, in particular the diesel fuel supply in your zone here.” She nodded, looking over David’s shoulder toward the tall fence further down this road, and the warehouses visible beyond that.

	“There is no diesel fuel here,” Jordan quickly said.

	“Unfortunately I don’t believe that.” Even as Tia replied, David clenched his eyes shut and held out a hand for Jordan to stop. She watched this before continuing. “So the deal is, you withdraw all your people from the economic zone. Take whatever else you want, but leave any fuel behind and leave the place intact, let us take it over. In return, we will agree not to assault your city.”

	“That’s shit,” Jordan said, speaking to David. “That isn’t a deal, that’s a hostage demand.”

	Again David took a deep breath and held up his hand toward Jordan, as if to restrain him. “If we withdraw how do we know you won’t attack the city anyway?”

	“You don’t.” Tia let this comment hang, then shrugged. “Is there anything we could do to convince you? I get the feeling your friend wouldn’t be convinced we were negotiating in good faith even if we’d shown up here unarmed.”

	“Fuck you lady,” Jordan said, “come on David, this is a fucking waste of time.”

	“Jordan,” David turned to him. “Please. This is not helping.”

	“Of course it isn’t. They’re never gonna leave us alone. These are liberals we’re talking about,” he gestured wildy toward the Free Courters. “They started a world war to destroy America and sabotaged everything when we stared winning.”

	“Seriously?” Tia said in a cold, flat voice.

	“They created a police state, with secret police that arrested people and put them in prison camps and death camps.”

	“Jordan,” David seemed to struggle from the effort just to hold up his hand for his compatriot to stop.

	“You’re fucking kidding me,” Tia said at the same time. “Those are things the Nationalist party has been doing to us.”

	“Don’t try to put the blame on me you bitch,” Jordan pointed an accusatory finger and took a step toward Tia. Despite the sudden jerk of this motion she managed not to flinch.

	“David,” Tia said with a hard edge creeping into her voice. “I’m still serious about negotiating, but if you want to continue you’re either going to have to have this man removed or allow us to shoot him.”

	“You see!” Jordan pointed at her while shouting at David. “You see, this is what they want.”

	David tossed his hands in the air, then gestured toward the freeway back beyond the Free Courters. “Jordan, look. They have a line of tanks right over there. If they wanted to kill us why would they even have come here? They could have killed us already, they have tanks and artillery, they could have blown us away without even getting close.”

	“Fuck that, man,” Jordan said, turning toward Tia. “Fucking terrorists. They probably came here to take us prisoner so they could make a video of themselves torturing us.” When Tia responded with only a cold stare, Jordan took another step forward. “Isn’t that right you bitch? This is some sick fucking game you’re playing. You want us alive so you can fucking torture and mutilate us, test out bio-weapons on us or some shit.”

	She stared at him, swinging her crowbar off her shoulder to hold it more at the ready. “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.”

	Jordan had turned back to David, shouting over Tia. “This is a waste of fucking time. They’re fucking terrorists. You don’t negotiate with terrorists. They’re only demand is that we die. They take pleasure in hurting people!”

	“You’ve already heard our demand,” Tia said, “and it was nothing of the sort.”

	Still, Jordan was ignoring her. “They’re rounding us up to put us into death camps that the claim don’t exist. That’s what the liberals have always been about! That’s what they’ve been doing for years now!”

	“Okay, that’s it,” Tia said, though Jordan was still shouting over her. She hesitated, then held up the control unit she held and spoke into the drone speakers. “Shut the fuck up!”

	Her shout reverberated, creating a squeal of feedback and a piercing echo that reverberated away into the distance. Everyone fell silent, cringing at the blast of sound.

	“David,” Tia continued to talk through the loud speakers. “I can’t say it any more emphatically. We are serious about negotiating, but it’s obvious this man is not. Either he leaves right now or this is over.”

	“No, please,” David held out a hand toward.

	“Fuck you,” Jordan interrupted, shouting at Tia.

	“After what you did to James,” she pressed on, “some of us think we should just massacre you all, and if you won’t negotiate that’s exactly what’s going to happen.”

	“I told you,” Jordan pointed at her as he spoke to David. “They’re gonna kill us, no matter what.”

	“Unless you withdraw.”

	“Withdraw, like a liberal fucking pussy! I don’t fucking think so you whore!” Jordan surged forward several steps, looking to get right up to shout it Tia’s face. She backpedaled slightly. Jordan’s free hand went to support his rifle, which he started to bring up.

	“No!” David shouted.

	Already though the drones were responding. There was no sound, no visible or audible indication, but everyone felt a sudden, unsettling pain spreading outward from their guts.

	They all recoiled, slouching or slumping. As the pain built some of them completely collapsed to the ground. A few dropped their guns, while others tried to fire their own, sending stray bursts into the air.

	At the same time, from the gun emplacement atop the rover, Ice let out a burst of machine gun fire. Jordan had already started to crouch over from the sudden pain, and the machine gun fire went wide, striking the man that had been standing next to him. This man took several rounds into the chest that shredded up his body and sent him toppling backwards. Ice walked the machine gun further out with a minimum of control, spraying rounds toward the group near the low wall on the left.

	“Hold your fire!” Deryl held, his voice muffled from where he sat in the rover driver’s seat. “Hold your fire!”

	In the back of the rover the Mora sisters deactivated the urban warfare drone’s ultrasonic weapons. At the same time Cowboy jumped out of the rover, followed by three more of the Free Court scouts, all of them rushing forward with rifles at the ready.

	“Everyone stay down on the ground!” Cowboy shouted. “Down on the fucking ground!” He pointed to a few of the men who were slouched over or kneeling. “Everyone down, hands forward! Drop those fucking rifles!”

	Cowboy stepped forward to where Jordan had collapsed. His rifle was still gripped loosely in one hand. Cowboy kicked this way, scattering it a short distance across the pavement. “Kick those guns away!” he shouted, moving further forward. The scouts coming behind him started doing likewise, brandishing their own rifle as they grabbed or kicked away guns.

	In the back of the rover, one of the Mora sisters got on to the drone speaker system now. “People defending the checkpoint,” she said. “Stand down. If you approach or open fire we will execute these men.”

	Cowboy glanced over, beyond the wrecked cars here, to where this street ended, a hundreds yards off, in the gate and guard post that led into the special economic zone. A few people were moving about over there, hunkered behind sandbags or watching from behind the chainlink gate. The few he could see were crouched over, looking like they were trying to catch their breaths, apparently having felt the effects of the ultrasonic weapon even at that distance.

	Nobody else moved or reacted while the Free Courters went through, disarming their batch of sudden prisoners. They kicked or hurled rifles and pulled sidearms from holsters, tossing them away out into the empty street.

	Meanwhile, Tia did nothing, instead just hunching over, bracing herself on her crowbar like it was a short cane.

	At last she looked up. Tears streamed down her cheeks, her face was flush, and she had broken out in a profuse sweat.

	“So that hit me too, B-T-W,” she stood up straight again and spoke through the drone speakers. “I was ready for it because I got hit with those a lot. It’s the kind of thing they do to you in a political prisoners camp. Which, I assure you, are entirely fake news and not at all something that really happened to me and made me decide to become a soulless vigilante killer.”

	Glancing over, she saw that Jordan had got up enough to crawl back over to the nearby man who had been shot, and was now examining him. He looked up to meet her gaze with deep anger twisted across his face. “He’s dead, you fucking bitch!” Right away Cowboy was rushing back over, training his rifle on the man.

	“Do not approach me again,” Tia held out a hand. “If you want us to just kill you rather than negotiate, than just say so.”

	She got no reply other than an indignant stare. Tthe scouts finished up, then fell back to form a line behind Tia, their rifles all held up at the ready now, pointed at different clusters of prisoners.

	“Okay,” Tia took a deep breath and a step forward toward David. “Okay,” she said to him directly, now using the drone speakers. “Now that these children you brought here have been disarmed and can stop rage masturbating to their deranged power fantasies, we can maybe talk like adults.”

	From where he still lay on the ground, David craned his neck up at her. Then, slowly, he got up on his haunches, giving Tia a blank stare.

	“Alright, so, your friend Jordan is a jackass, and he wouldn’t just walk away, so now he just got some of your people killed. Sorry not sorry. But as far as I’m concerned this changes nothing. Our offer still stands.”

	“The offer for us to withdraw,” David said flatly.

	“To withdraw from the special economic zone. In return, we don’t attack the city.”

	“The thing is,” David said, “our guys here, they’re defending their homes.”

	“We’re agreeing not to attack their homes.”

	“No, I mean,” he gestured off to his right, to an open field on the other side of the road, and the economic zone fence angling away beyond that.

	“The economic zone? This corporate campus place, or whatever the fuck it is?”

	“Yes.”

	“You live there?”

	David slowly nodded in reply.

	“Permanently?”

	“It’s the most stable home some of us have had in years.”

	“Are you still working?”

	“No,” he shook his head. “Operations suspended. Since last summer.”

	“Why aren’t you moving on?” Tia asked. David looked up at her, but before he could reply she began to answer with him in unison. “Because it’s the most stable home you’ve had in years. Fuck.” Tia took a deep breath and glanced around. “Well we’re not interested in your homes, or your stuff. We just want the diesel fuel.”

	“We may need that fuel though,” David said. “To get through the rest of the winter.”

	“Do you not have electricity here?”

	“Intermittently.”

	“Why are you staying here?” Tia asked incredulously, then immediately held up a hand for him to stop. “Yeah, I get it, it’s home, you’re fighting to defend it. I understand that. But understand for our perspective, we’re here defending our lives.”

	“Defending your lives!” Jordan, who had been sitting next to his dead friend’s body, now shot up in a sudden outburst. “Fuck you, lady. You attacked us!”

	“You attacked us,” Cowboy stepped toward him, staring down his rifle sights at the man. “Our original negotiators are dead because of you.”

	“Fuck you faggot!”

	Cowboy started forward, but Tia held out an arm to impede him. “We’re defending our lives, against you, against all of you,” she said. “For a long time now. Since long before the war, even. Ever since you started voting for Nationalists.”

	“You can’t blame us for what the Nationalists did,” David said.

	“I can’t? Are you saying you didn’t vote for the Nationalists, this election and every past election since they first started running?”

	“What the fuck does that matter?” Jordan was still sitting up on his knees, looking torn between sullenly sitting back down and jumping to his feet.

	“Seriously?” Tia turned to him with a furrowed brow and took a few steps in that direction. “The Nationalists. They are literal Nazis. We, all of us here,” with her crowbar Tia gestured back toward the Free Courters behind her. “We were rounded up and put in Nazi death camps. You’ve been trying to kill us for years.”

	“Is that the best you got?” Jordan said. “Calling anyone you don’t like Nazis?”

	Now Tia moved to stand directly in front of Jordan, staring as if expecting him to surge forward again. “Nazis,” she said. “Fucking Nazis. That’s what everyone back there thinks of you,” she gestured with her crowbar back toward the overpass and the line of tank drones. “Nobody feels bad about killing Nazis. I definitely don’t. They don’t,” again she gestured in a wide swing with her crowbar.

	With her free hand, Tia took the drone control unit from a pocket and started using the drone speakers again, heavily enunciating each word. “We do not feel bad about killing you fucking Nazis. After you killed our first negotiators, some of us thought we should just kill you all, just shell this city with artillery until nothing moved. Or doing something worse. You should hear what Cowboy proposed,”

	She turned to Cowboy, who said nothing, instead just continuing to stare down his rifle at Jordan. Tia put away her speaker control as she continued. “He proposed we do all this Inglorious Bastards style. You know, whoever we captured, don’t just them go, like we’ve been doing. The problem with that is then you can run away and settle somewhere else and pick up your lives, and years from now pretend like none of this was your fault, like you have no blame whatsoever. So Cowboy suggested we brand you all with swastikas on the forehead. Anybody wants out of the city, wants to live, they get branded, a scarlet letter, so years from now we know who was to blame.”

	“I have the branding iron,” Cowboy said without breaking his stare. “Didn’t have to make one either, we found it on the way out here. Kinda wonder what you ‘non-Nazis’ needed something like that for.”

	“So how does that offer sound to ya?” Tia asked.

	Jordan just stared at her with unconcealed rage, looking like he might surge to his feet again, except his eyes kept darting to the rifle Cowboy held, aimed directly at him.

	When none of them looked like they would blink, David took the chance to interrupt. “You’re serious about this?”

	“You don’t have a lot of nerves in your forehead,” Cowboy said without turning away from Jordan. “It could be a lot worse. When it was done to me it was in a way more sensitive spot.”

	Again there was no response, the captives doing nothing but laying on the ground or staring at their captors.

	“No thoughts?” Tia asked, looking between David and Jordan.

	“I think that sounds monstrous,” David said.

	“It is. We are monsters, in case you hadn’t noticed. Maybe my original offer doesn’t sound so bad anymore, huh?”

	“I’m sorry, it’s just,” David stammered, “you’re not gonna convince people to surrender their homes.”

	“And you’re not going to convince us to stop defending ourselves.”

	“You are the aggressors here, though,” David said. “You’re attacking our homes.”

	“We’re the,” Tia started, incredulous, before pausing to take a breath. “We’re the aggressors? Have you been fucking listening? We were in fucking death camps, dude. We were arrested, ripped away from our families. We watched our friends get tortured and killed. These kids back here,” she swung around with her crowbar to point at the scouts behind her. “They are kids, they’re teenagers, they have no family left. Their parents were arrested for trying to vote while black, or for being gay, or for donating money to Democrats. Their parents were arrested and killed and they were shipped off to these bizarre Christian reeducation camps that tried to torture them into good little Nationalists.”

	She paused for another big breath, the edge in her voice getting sharper. “I was arrested for working for a liberal judge. I watched my friends starve and freeze to death. I was beaten and raped and tortured, and I didn’t even have it the worst, not like somebody like Cowboy here. You would break just hearing his story retold. And now, now, after all we’ve been through, you have the fucking audacity to call us the aggressors!”

	David closed his eyes and took a deep breath himself. “Look. I’m sorry that all that . . .”

	“Except you aren’t.” Tia said. “You aren’t sorry. Not in a meaningful way. You’re sorry in the, oh, how sad, send my thoughts and prayers, would you like,” she turned toward Cowboy. “Would you like some other empty gestures? Does that help? If I talk to an imaginary being who I claim hates you about your problems would that help?” She spun back to David. “That’s the kind of sorry you are. Sorry enough to say ‘oh, that sucks.’ Just not sorry enough to actually do anything to prevent it.”

	“Look, if I, if any of us, had known . . .”

	“Fucking, you,” she seemed about to hurl her crowbar to the ground in frustration, but then held off. “If you had fucking known? You did know! The Nationalist party never made any secret about it. They said the country needed to get rid of liberals, because they were traitors and a cancer and would destroy America, and the country needed to get back to being Christian. That’s what they said! And you said, ‘oh, that’s just rhetoric, don’t take them literally.’ But they did! They were being literal! They rounded us up in death camps, they murdered us by the millions. And then, when it all came out, when the camps were dismantled and the pictures appeared of the mass graves, you declared, you . . . fucking, you had the gall to say ‘fake news’ and then vote for the guy who promised to do it all again!”

	There was another long pause in which the two stared at each other, and everyone else stared at them, all in an oppressive silence.

	“So what do you want me to say?” David asked.

	“I want you to withdraw,” Tia said. “Immediately. We are in a last, desperate bid to save ourselves from the killers you have sent after us, and you are in our way. Either leave, withdraw, or we reduce this whole city to rubble.”

	“We’re not trying to kill you.”

	“Do you really not fucking get it? The Nazis do not have power if you don’t support them. You have hired a killer to come kill us. You in fact keep hiring killers to come kill us. We start to think, hey, maybe the hired killers themselves are not the source of the problem.”

	She held his gaze for a moment before continuing. “Am I making myself clear here. We would be defending ourselves, stopping the attempts to kill us, we would make the world a better place in fact, if we fucking killed you. Not just your little group here, but all of you, wiped this fucking entire town off the face of the Earth. That’s your fucking alternative. Give us what we want or get fucking obliterated.”

	David remained quite, his gaze dropping to the ground. Tia starred at him, letting her expression cool and harden. “I sympathize,” she said in a lower voice. “I’m guessing if it were up to you we would get that fuel and nobody would get killed. But you have to go back and sell any compromise to a bunch of man-children so steeped in their own grievances and revenge fantasies that they can’t discern reality any more.”

	He did not respond at first, taking a long pause before slowly looking up at her. “I don’t want anybody else to be killed.”

	“So we both have armies behind us set on murder. We need that fuel. How do we work this out?”

	“If maybe we brought it out to you?” David asked. “Delivered it here.”

	“I’m listening.”

	David looked about to speak again, but Jordan interrupted him. “Don’t fucking give her anything!” Everyone turned to face him.

	David held out a hand. “Jordan, please.”

	“It doesn’t matter what you promise them, they’re never going to let us go.”

	“In fact we are going to let you go,” Cowboy said. “If for no other reason than so you can deliver our ultimatum.”

	“Shut the fuck up faggot.”

	“Jordan,” David gestured downward toward him. “Please, let’s try to stay calm.”

	“He’s right,” Tia said with a nod toward Cowboy. “We need to let you go to deliver this message to your people.”

	“They say they’re going to let us go,” David said.

	“You believe this bullshit?” Jordan asked him. “They fucking spout nothing but fake news bullshit at us and you believe anything they say? They’re looking for an excuse to kill us.”

	“Jordan, please,” David kept gesturing downward.

	Tia took her crowbar and leaned it against her shoulder again. Then with her free hand she undid the strap on her handgun holster and rested that hand on the gun. “Does he shut up or do I shoot him?”

	“I’d rather he just be quiet on his own,” David said.

	“It doesn’t matter, she’s gonna kill us all anyway,” Jordan said.

	“Sounds like he’s not gonna shut up,” Tia said to David.

	“There’s no need to shoot anybody.”

	“Unfortunately there’s a lot of need for it. I’m not dealing with multiple negotiators. Either you turn it over to him or I shoot him now.”

	“Or he stays quiet,” David leaned toward Jordan as he spoke.

	By now Jordan had sat up on his knees and seemed about to spring to his feet. Instead he leaned forward and spat in Tia’s direction.

	She shot a glance back at David, then walked up to stand right in front of Jordan. “Okay, sir, since you’re apparently negotiating for your side now. What do you think of our offer?”

	He starred at her with an intense look, again seeming about to spring to his feet and lunge the short distance between them. “Fuck you, lady, we’re all dead here anyway.”

	“So what, you want to go out in a blaze of glory? You want to come at me right now?”

	“Fuck you.”

	“So you know you’re gonna die but you’re not man enough to take on a woman to save yourself?”

	“You fucking cunt!” Jordan shifted forward, enough that Tia flinched, taking a half-step backward, and Cowboy began to squeeze the trigger of his rifle. Even quicker though, from behind Jordan, a teenage boy reached forward and clamped a hand down on his shoulder.

	“Dad, don’t,” he said in a low voice.

	Jordan hesitated. Tia remained still, holding her gun out now, examining this group.

	“This is your son?” Tia asked. Jordan just stared back with a look of unchecked hate, his left shoulder still pressed down by the boy, his right side leaning forward, as if wanting to tear loose and lunge toward Tia. She continued to study him, glancing between Jordan, the teenager, and the mangled body on the ground next to them. “This was your other son wasn’t it?”

	Jordan remained rooted in place, trying to kill Tia with just his stare. His son though, the teenage boy, glanced down at the body, his free hand starting to reach in that direction.

	“You have two kids with you here and you were willing to risk your life to spite me?”

	“Fuck you lady, you don’t know me.”

	Tia returned his cold stare. Then she took a bold step forward, coming to within reach of Jordan, her gun pointed right at his head. Then she shifted her gun and shot the boy. He was struck in the left leg, letting out a little gasp as he toppled over onto his side.

	Almost as soon as the boy hit the ground Jordan was spinning toward him.

	Tia knelt down there, bringing herself eye level with Jordan.  “You know,” she said. “I don’t think he is.” She gestured to the body. “Your son. I don’t think either of them are. I don’t think you have any sons. I don’t think they ever existed. I think that’s fake news. I think your claim that we shot your son was a false flag operation to get you sympathy.”

	Jordan did not look away from the boy, who was breathing hard as a pool of blood started to expand around his legs.

	Tia stood up and pressed her gun right up to Jordan’s head. “Admit it! Admit you never had any kids! You weren’t even fucking married! It was all fake news!”

	He turned and lunged toward her. The gun went off, but he had knocked it aside enough that the shot went wide. Tia stumbled backward, Jordan on top of her and ready to drive her to the ground.

	Before anything further could happen there was a clicking sound from the drones. Then a buzzing noise sprang to life, and everyone suddenly was hit with a burning sensation all over their skin.

	The entire group of prisoners reacted, writhing and screaming on the ground. Some swatted at themselves as if covered in biting insects, some rolled back and forth as if on fire. A couple scrambled to their feet, only to be hit by a burst of machine gun fire from Ice, still manning the emplacement on the rover. Tia, Jordan, and Cowboy all collapsed.

	It lasted only a couple seconds, then the buzzing stopped and the sensation went away. Everyone was left dazed, trying to catch their breath.

	Tia got to her feet first, helped by one of the Free Court scouts. They had not been in the field of effect and now had come forward, firearms at the ready now, scanning the prisoners with nervous looks.

	Once she was on her feet Tia stepped forward to stand over Jordan again. As he recovered as well he started to get up to his knees and look up at her. Just as soon as he did though her left arm came swinging around. It still held the crowbar, which made contact with his head in a sickening crunch. The blow sent Jordan collapsing back to the ground.

	“Fucking admit it!” Again she held the gun to his head. There was now a gash along its side, pouring out blood, and a sudden, massive swelling around his right eye. “Admit you never had a son! There is no dead body next to you! It’s all fake news!”

	Struggling, Jordan started to sit up again. When he spoke his voice was slurred. “Fuck you lady.”

	Tia took a step forward and pointed her gun instead at the head of the teenage boy, who was still lying bleeding on the ground. “Admit that it was fake news! You never had any kids at all!”

	Jordan blinked and then seemed to realize what she was doing. “You fucking bitch!”

	“Admit it! Fake news! Fake news! Fake news! Fake news!” She stepped forward, shouting right in his face even as she shoved the gun right up to the head of the boy.

	Jordan looked at her in horror. “Fake news. It was all fake news,” he said in a low, shocked voice.

	With that Tia moved back, opening up some space between them and holstering her gun. There were tears streaming down her cheeks, and she spoke in a low voice herself.

	“How does it fucking feel?”

	Jordan did not respond, instead just kneeling and holding his son’s arm. He was still breathing, though erratically. Blood poured from Jordan’s head wound and his swollen eye, covering the right half of his face.

	“How does it fucking feel?” Tia repeated.

	“What?”

	“All of us lived through worse than that. Our families were murdered, our children were taken from us, never to be seen again. We were tortured and starved and raped. I was raped more times than I can remember! And when we finally escaped there were a bunch of assholes like you around to tell us it was all fake, there never were any death camps, it was all a false flag. It was all fake news. How does it fucking feel?”

	“Fuck you.”

	With her now free hand Tia wiped one of the tears from her cheek. Then she looked at her hand and seemed to realize she was crying.

	“Look,” she said, holding out that hand. “It’s what you always wanted. Liberal tears.”

	She stepped toward Jordan, holding out the hand where she had wiped the tears away. “You love to drink these, don’t you? It’s the greatest thing in the world. Here, liberal tears for you to drink.” She shoved her hand toward his ruined face. Jordan recoiled some with a look of surprise and confusion.

	“Drink them! It’s what you fucking always wanted! Drink my fucking tears!”

	As she shoved her hand toward his face Jordan just kept leaning away. He almost toppled backward, then did so, ending up in a sitting position.

	Tia stood back up and walked away from him. No longer facing the prisoners, she paused for a moment. The other Free Courters watched her with a mix of passive or confused or nervous looks.

	Tia hobbled further away some, at last coming to lean against the side of the rover. She remained like that for a moment, then suddenly shouted, to nobody in particular. “The cruelty was the point!”

	As the echo from her shout faded she turned around to face the prisoners again. Her wild, tear-filled gaze swept across them. She pulled the drone control from her pocket again and began talking into its speakers.

	“That’s what it was always about. You never cared about making life better, about making America great, about improving the economy or spreading Christianity or building a better world. All you wanted was to stick it to those stuck up liberals. You were fucking toadies, following a bully around, feeling better about yourselves whenever he was cruel and mean to people who couldn’t defend themselves. You were fucking bullies. The cruelty was the point.”

	She paused for a deep breath, wiped away her tears again, and continued in a stronger voice. “I stood on Wall Street just two weeks ago. I had all those fucking bankers and executives, all the corporate parasites, all of them on their knees in rows in front of me, just like you are now. And I went through them, every fucking one, and I asked them to justify their existence. I asked them to tell me why they were worth anything, why I should let them live, why they wouldn’t just go on pillaging and feeding off the rest of us. And you know, some of them had good answers.”

	Pausing here Tia wiped away more tears and took a deep, ragged breath. “Some of them had good answers. And I let them go. Fucking corporate parasites, and I let them have their chance at redemption. Greed is a sin, but it’s understandable. But you people. You fucking people. Pointlessly cruel, deluded, ignorant pieces of shit. You’re human shaped garbage. You’ve deliberately made the world a worse place by living in it, and the world will become a better place when you drop dead.”

	“Wait!” Everyone paused while David got to his feet, hands held up in the air. “Wait,” he said again. “Please.”

	“Oh shut the fuck up David!” Tia’s shout sent a piercing feedback echo through the drone speakers. Everyone cringed until it died away. She turned back to meet his gaze head on. Slowly Tia put away the drone control and resumed in an unprojected voice.

	“I’m sorry,” she said, sniffling and talking through slight sobs. “I’m sorry we couldn’t reach a compromise. I’m sorry we couldn’t even talk about it because of this piece of shit,” she pointed with her crowbar toward Jordan. “But I see no reason to believe the people you’ll have to take this message back to are worthwhile human beings either. So our offer has become an ultimatum. We have no intention of attacking the city. Withdraw from the economic zone and leave any fuel behind. You have until nightfall. Anybody left after that will be killed indiscriminately, or branded with swastikas on the forehead and dumped somewhere.”

	Tia waved her crowbar in a circle above her head, signaling the Free Courters to gather up and move out. Cowboy, still catching his breath after the microwave attack, moved straight back to the rover. The scouts hesitated, backing up slowly and keeping their rifles pointed at the prisoners as they loaded up into the back.

	As the Free Courters withdrew some of their former prisoners began to sit up. They watched with expressions that seemed forlorn, or scornful, or confused, as Deryl swung the rover around and sped back toward the overpass. The urban warfare drones did not bother turning around, falling in line behind the rover and cruising after it in reverse.

	The little convoy quickly made its way to the south side of the abandoned checkpoint, where most of the Free Court was still gathered. Deryl parked the rover close to where it had started.

	Tia was the first one out as they came to a stop. She trudged over to a nearby transport truck, pulled herself up on to its open tailgate, then slumped over and buried her face in her hands.

	As the others got out of the rover they gathered up, watching Tia from a discreet distance. None of them said anything or dared approach, but some other Free Courters started to gather around as well, looking around with confused expressions.

	From among this crowd emerged The General, followed closely behind by Ethan, Sarge, and Annina. The tall woman still wore her golden cross tabard over her old state trooper uniform, but now complemented this with a black and white cross painted on her face, covering up most of her birthmark.

	“What happened?” The General asked as she came up to Cowboy

	“They refused to negotiate,” Cowboy said. “So our offer became an ultimatum. Tia told them they had until nightfall to leave the economic zone.”

	“They didn’t want to negotiate?” Annina asked. “Did they try to ambush you again?”

	“No. Some of them wanted to attack us. Some of them did attack us, we had to use the crowd control weapons on them.”

	“We saw that,” Sarge said with a nod. “I was getting ready to send in reenforcements.”

	“That would’ve turned into a bloodbath,” Deryl said.

	“For us or them?” Annina asked.

	“Them.”

	“Yeah,” Cowboy said, “when we hit them with that ultrasonic thing, man, they folded right away. If we go in there with a full drone assault these guys don’t stand a chance.”

	“Don’t underestimate these people,” Sarge said. “They’re not stupid. They’ll have traps and blinds set up, be ready to harry and ambush the drone line. The buildings in that economic sector are as tight cramped as anything in Tehran.”

	“So we can expect heavy casualties going in there?” The General asked Sarge, not for the first time.

	“I would plan on heavy drone losses, ma’am. They can get bogged down and outmaneuvered just like a tank column. Unless we send in infantry to support them.”

	“In which case we’d suffer proportional losses among ourselves,” The General said.

	Sarge dropped her gaze and said nothing as way of acknowledgment.

	“Except if we don’t get that fuel we’re stuck running on fumes and the drones become useless to us anyway.”

	“So we’re going ahead with an assault?” Annina asked.

	The General paused, then slowly nodded. “That’s the option we have left. You told them they had until nightfall?”

	Cowboy nodded in reply. “Tia told them. I guess maybe because y’all said the drones have better night vision?”

	“For a drone-only assault,” Sarge said, “yeah, the robots ’ll do better in the dark than people, even people with their own night vision tech.”

	“Alright then,” The General said. “Sarge, let’s start getting ready. We’ll assault the zone sometime tonight.”

	“What about the rest of the city?”

	“What did Tia tell them about the city?”

	“Like we talked about,” Cowboy said, “she told them we would leave it alone if they withdrew from the economic zone.”

	The General looked away toward Tia and heaved a sigh. “I hate to go back on our word. On the other hand, I’m guessing these guys aren’t going to withdraw voluntarily, so there’s no word to go back on.”

	“We’re planning on assaulting the city?” Annina asked.

	Their leader looked away and grimaced. “I don’t really want to. I didn’t want come to Nowhere, Pennsylvania at all. But even if this assault succeeds and we take the fuel, what then? Drake is probably going to be president, and we’re going to have to go to ground.”

	“So why attack the town then? Why attack the economic zone, even?”

	“Because it’s what we came out here to do. Create refugees. Drive them south. A Drake administration that’s dealing with refugees and unrest in the capital is a Drake administration that is not conducting mass arrests across the country.”

	“You think they can’t do both?”

	“Everything I hear is that the federal government is stretched to the breaking point. I gotta hope that’s the case. If it comes down to a choice between letting the American government be taken over by another fascist or destroying it completely,” The General left the thought unfinished.

	“That’s brutal,” Annina said.

	“I know. I know. If we somehow find enough fuel to get the heavy tanks going . . .”

	“We won’t,” Sarge interrupted her.

	“So you said.”

	“Does this all mean we should begin moving into the city proper as well?” Sarge asked.

	The General shook her head. “Not Yet. We’ll assault the economic zone tonight. Tomorrow we can evaluate where we stand.”

	“So no artillery?” Sarge asked.

	“No. Not yet.”

	Sarge nodded and trundled off, gathering Pinky and a collection of other former infantrymen in her wake. As she left, Annina stepped up to stand next to The General.

	“So what happened to her?” Annina nodded toward Tia, who still sat away from everybody else with her face buried in her hands, unmoving.

	“It was,” Cowboy said, then sighed and trailed off into silence.

	“I think, um,” everyone turned as Ice entered the conversation. For all his imposing size he was soft spoken. “I think she made the mistake of believing we really could negotiate with these people.”

	“Some of them looked like they were interested,” one of the Mora sisters said, stepping up next to Ice to join in as well.

	“In negotiating?” Annina asked.

	“Yes, ma’am. Tia talked a bunch with their leader, who seemed reasonable.”

	“Except it all got ruined by the hecklers,” Cowboy said.

	Annina slowly turned back to look at Tia, who had curled up in a ball, sitting with her legs hugged close and her head bowed. Slowly Annina walked across to the transport where Tia sat, leaning against the tailgate next to her.

	“You okay?” Annina asked.

	At first there was no reply. Then Tia slowly shook her head without looking up.

	“You want to talk about it, or do you want me to go away?”

	Tia shrugged, again without uncovering her face. Annina reached over to put a hand on her shoulder and give a slight squeeze. Tia looked up at her, revealing tears smeared into wet marks down her face.

	“I’ll be alright,” Tia said. “I shouldn’t let them get to me.”

	In reply, Annina just stood there, looking at her and waiting.

	“They tried to claim we were the ones who had rounded people up into death camps and started the war.”

	“Ha,” Annina could not help cracking a hollow laugh at this.

	After another stint of silence, Tia staring off into the distance, she shook her head and continued. “These people have zombie beliefs. Impervious to any kind of reason or cure. The only solution is to shoot them in the head to kill their poisonous ideas before they spread.” She paused, then sniffled and bowed her head back down. “That’s a terrible thing to think about people. I . . .”

	“You wish you didn’t feel that way?”

	She nodded again and pulled her in legs tighter.

	“You wish you didn’t have to feel that way?”

	Tia looked up again, still shaking her head. “I shot that man’s son right in front of him. I didn’t even feel bad about it. I still don’t feel bad about it. I feel bad about not feeling bad.” With the back of her hand she wiped some of the tears from her cheeks. “I don’t know what else to do. How can people become so disconnected from reality?”

	“I don’t have the answers either. I’d be happy if they just went somewhere very far away and left us alone.”

	“Or if we could go somewhere very far away.”

	“That would work too.”

	Neither of them spoke after that, instead just staring off into space, at the activity of the Free Court soldiers around them and the cold, grey day beyond.

	“We should get to work,” Tia said, starting to get up. “We gotta get ready.”

	“I’ll handle it,” Annina held out a hand for her to stop. “You stay here. Take your time.”

	Tia hesitated but did not object, watching Annina move off before curling up into a tight ball again.

	After that she lost track of time, her thoughts spiraling inward, replaying the events of the attempted negotiation. A cold wind picked up and a chill ran through the camp.

	When Tia looked up again she found herself staring across the street, toward an open field around the freeway on-ramp. It looked like the area had once been a nice, little park, but now was just a dirt field turned into mud and covered with snow. Beyond this was a row of houses, some abandoned, most partly knocked over by their army earlier in the day.

	It occurred to her, as she reflected on the scene, that this town seemed like the kind of place people fled from. It had none of the make shift refugee camps or crowded ‘free parking ghettos’ like she had seen last summer, like those that had arisen around cities in the Midwest as people crammed in looking for jobs. Neither did it have any of the agrarian homestead-ranch-plantations, paying for laborers to replace work once done by machine, the kind of places the Free Court had been pillaging and burning the past fifty miles before reaching this town. 

	It looked like there was nobody living here in this neighborhood south of the freeway, and she wondered how there was anybody left in town at all. If even the industries in the special economic zone weren’t turning a profit anymore, how could anyone stay here? It seemed like the place was so gripped in recession it should have squeezed out the last inhabitants.

	Of course, the obvious answer to her question, as baffling as it seemed to her, was that these people had stayed because they knew no place else to go. Which was both understandable and stupid. Was a place, in and of itself, really worth anything? If everybody else left, what was the point being the last person left guarding a particular, empty, useless plot of land.

	There had been a time, in an even darker place, when Tia dreamed of what she would do with the rest of her life if she got the chance. When she got out she had not cared where she was because she had known just where to go. Then when she heard about the Free Court, and witnessed first hand what they were still up against, she had again known where to go. Now though, she felt like she knew the kind of lost sense that pervaded this place.

	Nearby she overheard Annina. She looked over and emerged from her thoughts to see a group gathered again near the rover, Annina talking with Cowboy and a few of their young scouts.

	“Geez, what are you gonna do, Cowboy?” Annina asked. “If we have to go underground again?”

	“I can pass surprisingly well.”

	“Your boobs are bigger than mine! How are you going to pass?”

	“I mean as female.”

	“Seriously?”

	“It’s what I had to do last year,” Cowboy said in a high-pitched voice. The sudden switch was jarring.

	“Oh geez,” Ethan, who had arrived back with Annina and stood next to her, said. “I don’t think I could go back to last year. Living in someone’s basement and dodging martial law patrols.”

	“Yeah,” Deryl said, “and going to a regular job and pretending like you support everything the government is doing.”

	“And fearing one day they’re gonna break down your door,” one of the Mora sisters said, “or stop you at a checkpoint and take you into one of those little side rooms.”

	“One day at a time, guys,” Annina said. “We don’t know what’s gonna happen, so let’s not speculate. Trust The General and stick together like we’ve always done.”

	They all nodded, as if trying to convince themselves of what she said.

	“Annina?” the other Mora sister asked. “Do you think God is on our side?”

	“That’s a weird question,” Ice said in his soft voice.

	“It’s just, after some of the stuff we’ve done . . .”

	“I don’t claim to know what God wants,” Annina said, “and I wouldn’t trust anybody who claimed they did.”

	“You ever wonder if maybe God likes evil things? Why else would He allow so much evil?”

	“I’m pretty sure God does not like evil,” Annina said.

	“But how do you know? You just said you don’t know what God wants.”

	“Yeah,” the first sister said, “that sure sounds like a claim to know what God wants.”

	Annina paused and looked around at the various soldiers around her, dressed in their makeshift camouflage and odd flare. “Okay, you got me. All I can do is have faith that God does not want evil.”

	“Maybe God likes both,” Ethan said. “Equal parts good and evil. Maybe that’s what being the God of Justice means.”

	The conversation was interrupted by a commotion and the whir of some motors. Everyone turned to look at something behind the transport truck where Tia sat, out of her line of sight. Uncurling herself she got up and moved over to join them, watching what was happening over her shoulder.

	A convoy of rovers and small patrol drones had just pulled up the street, merging into the impromptu Free Court base. From these a group of scouts had just emerged, Shamana at their lead.

	From further up the street, toward the overpass, The General, Sarge, and the Burned Man, along with some of his troopers, came rushing. Everyone ended up gathering around the rover.

	“You’re back,” The General said to Shamana.

	Shamana nodded as she caught her breath. “We found an intact cellular tower and hardwired into that.”

	“Did we learn anything?” their leader asked.

	“Nothing we didn’t already know. There was an announcement made that Drake has agreed to name a successor and step down as soon as he’s inaugurated. President Hill has resigned and the Vice-president is supposed to be sworn in this evening.”

	“So either Drake or his designated crony is going to end up as president?”

	“Maybe. Sounds like the situation in the capital is unstable.”

	“How so?”

	“Big protest crowd. Protesting Drake. Also a pro-Drake crowd that they’ve clashed with. Drake is talking about imposing martial law to prevent food riots.”

	“Food riots?”

	Shamana nodded and grinned a bit at this. “That’s actually our doing.”

	“What do you mean?” Annina asked.

	“They think we’re moving to surround the city. They think we’re trying to cut off the city and besiege it, like the National Guard did to D.C. last summer.”

	“And cut off their food supply?”

	Shamana nodded solemnly in reply.

	“Well damn,” The General said. “That’s a good idea. I wish we’d thought of it.”

	“No, it’s a terribly idea,” Sarge said, folding her arms and speaking in a stern voice. “We don’t have anywhere near enough people to siege a city that size, even if we had fuel supplies.”

	“Nor would I want to cause actual food shortages,” The General said. “But a bluff could work just as well as the real thing.” The General folded her arms as well and nodded to herself. “Shamana, has there been any more news from our people on the special mission to D.C.?”

	Shamana shook her head even before The General finished asking. “Yes, but nothing good. They’ve got a way to get close to the White Paladin, but not until the nineteenth.”

	“Ugh,” The General shook her head. “Let’s hope it still does us some good at that point.”

	“There was some good news,” Shamana spoke up as she looked about at the big circle of people listening to her report. “From Mordenkainen.”

	“Okay. What did he find?”

	“He reports that they’ve secured the location.”

	Everyone just stared blankly at this comment, The General tilting her head a little in a perplexed gaze. “They’ve secured it?”

	“That’s what he said.”

	“Did you actually talk to them? To Modenkainen?”

	“It was just a short email. I called when I got it and talked to Less. Getting that connected is why it took us so long.”

	“So what did he say?”

	“It was like we expected, a country estate out in the middle of nowhere. There were some guys, maybe hired security, at the place, but they fled as soon as our people showed up. Less said they had looted the big mansion above ground, but just like we thought there was a big vault door in the basement. It looked like someone had been trying to jackhammer their way through, without any luck.”

	“Were we able to get through it?”

	Shamana nodded with a slight grin. “Harlequin knew the combination.”

	“Really?”

	“Apparently it was the same combination her boss always used.”

	“Well fuck. What was inside?”

	“Place is fully stocked. Food. Ammo.”

	“Diesel?”

	This got a solemn head shake. “Batteries. And propane,” Shamana said.

	“Mmm. That makes sense.”

	“Does this change anything?” Annina asked.

	“It might,” The General nodded without turning to her, instead looking away, off into the sky with a expression torn between skepticism and mirth. “I think it does.”

	“New plan then?”

	“Whacha thinkin’ boss?” Sarge asked.

	“We still go to ground,” The General said, “but on our terms.”

	“You want us to all hide at this,” Annina held out a hand as she thought of the word, “this bunker?”

	“If it’s as advertised it could fit a lot of people.”

	“It’s definitely vast,” Shamana said. “Less was emphatic about that.”

	“Won’t that just make us a target?” Annina asked. “They’ll find out where we are easily enough, and Drake ‘ll eventually gather up some army to come up here and kill us.”

	“Maybe. If we’re lucky and all this works out, Drake ends up dealing with too many other problems to worry about us. Even if he does get around to it, it’ll take him awhile, so it gives us time.”

	“To do what?” Sarge asked.

	“To recover. To plan. To set up other new bases or reenforce our network in other cities.” The General paused, taking a slow, deep breath. “To live, for a while. Without fear.”

	There was a long silence after this, the whole Free Court base seemingly having heard and fallen silent, the cold day leaving the world frozen still.

	“You really think Drake won’t quickly move to eliminate us?” Annina asked.

	“Maybe, but if Philadelphia is on the verge of rioting, we may have an opening. Unfortunately that means I’m going to need some volunteers for a potential suicide mission.”

	“Okay,” Burns said. Everyone turned to him, standing a little apart from the inner circle around The General, gas mask hanging loose around his neck, armed roller derby team behind him. “We’ll do it.”

	“Burns, you’re the best,” The Generals smiled. “Don’t ever change.”

	“When you say suicide mission,” Cowboy asked,” are we talking like, kamikaze suicide? Or more like, ‘you guys go ahead, I’ll hold them off as long as I can’ kind of suicide mission?”

	“Uh, maybe a combination of both?” The General said.

	“Does it matter?” Tia asked of Cowboy.

	“Absolutely not, I’m in.”

	“What, exactly, are we gonna be doing?” Annina asked.

	“Does this mean no assault on this place?” Sarge asked at the same time, hitching a thumb toward the economic zone.

	“Would you hate me if I changed plans on you again?” The General asked.

	“Not if it means not sending people and equipment into an urban war zone.”

	“I think we bail on this place. We’ll wait out the night, maybe, see if these guys withdraw voluntarily. If not, we just leave. Sarge, you’ll take everyone not going with me, withdraw back down the highway, then loop north, link up with Mordenkainen. We might have to abandon some of the drones to scavenge fuel for the others. Also, we’ll have our people back in Newark scuttle the artillery and come join you.”

	“Scuttle is what you do to ships,” Sarge said.

	“Well whatever. Land scuttle them, whatever you want to call it.”

	“So where will the rest of us be going?” Annina asked again.

	“Everyone with me will head south from here. We’ll take a small strike force of drones and as much fuel as we can.”

	“Are we gonna start blowing up bridges?”

	“And railway lines, you got it.”

	“You’re not going to be able to cut off food shipments to the capital,” Sarge said.

	“I know, but we don’t have to. News of us even trying something like that will be enough to create panic.”

	“Doing that isn’t going to make us look good,” Annina said. “Drake could play on that.”

	The General drooped her head and drew a deep sigh. “I know. But I think we’re far past that concern at this point.” She looked up at Annina. “If you have a better idea . . .”

	“I don’t,” Annina shook her head slowly. “You’re right, Drake comes for us if he isn’t distracted by other problems.”

	“They have to be big problems too,” Shamana said. “It’s obvious from his statements he’s pretty obsessed with destroying us.”

	As everyone turned back to their leader she took another deep sigh. “Once again, we become the monsters.” The General turned to Annina. “You should go with Sarge.”

	“What? Why me?”

	“Because I’m taking people south to commit more atrocities, and likely get killed. You were always the best of us. I think you should go with the others. If everything goes well, you’ll all have a chance to become human again.”

	“I don’t think I’m the best of us by a long shot,” Annina said. “But if I even aspire to that it means I’m going with you.”

	The General paused, about to say more, but was interrupted. Somewhere beyond the overpass checkpoint there was a sudden, loud, screeching sound, and then an explosive eruption of gunfire.

	Shocked looks bounced all around the gathered cluster of Free Courters. Then, all together, they took off in a run, some scrambling toward drones or vehicles, others heading toward the checkpoint.

	The General was about to take off running in that direction, but Sarge grabbed her and pulled her back, ducking behind the nearby rover for cover. Right away though they realized it was not themselves under fire. Some more glances were exchanged, The General gave a single nod, and then they all took off toward the checkpoint.

	A miniature traffic jam had suddenly formed as vehicles and drones tried to cram their way through the checkpoint, or else navigate the on- and off-ramps to get to the other side of the freeway. Those moving on foot were able to slip through this, rushing to the front.

	As they moved the noises died away. By the time they got out to the north side for an actual look, it was all over.

	Along the road there was now scattered a series of destroyed vehicles. Several pickup trucks lay overturned and mangled, and a semi-truck cab had crashed off to the side of the road and erupted in flames, creating a blaze whose heat could be felt even at this distance.

	Among the wrecks there were bodies. The number of them seemed inordinate, as if there were more here than the entire original population of the town. They lay scattered all along the road, thickest around some of the vehicle wrecks but widespread enough that there was no mistaking this for anything other than a battlefield.

	Heedless of any lingering danger, The General stepped forward. Their war drones were clearly active now, turrets or gun muzzles occasionally twitching back and forth as if they were jumpy, responding to the slightest detection of movement.

	Looking to the sides, The General saw there were more wrecked vehicles and dead bodies scattered in the fields on the sides of the road. Most of them looked to have fallen on the big, wide looping parts of the on- or off-ramps as they had attempted to charge across the empty, snow-covered field toward the line of drones.

	Some other Free Courters stepped up to stand next to their leader. Among them now was Pinky, holding a tablet in her hands and staring at the carnage in front of her. The General turned to her, only to find her expression just as awestruck.

	“They charged us,” Pinky said.

	“What?”

	“They,” she turned back to the scene, mouth still agape. “They charged our position. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

	Sarge stepped forward now as well, holding a tablet of her own that was replaying footage captured by one of the drones. “They tried a human wave attack,” Sarge said. “Just like the Chinese used in the Battle of Beijing. Only the Chinese had a lot more people to do it with.”

	Silence, punctuated by the wind and the low roar of the semi-truck inferno, settled over the whole battlefield. “Why?” The General asked. Sarge just shook her head.

	“Is there anybody still alive out there?” Annina stepped forward to stand next to The General. They all stood and watched, but the only movement was their own drones.

	“Well they definitely at least had diesel fuel,” Cowboy said, pointing toward the burning truck.

	“You think there’s any left?” Shamana asked.

	“Is there even any people left over there?” Annina pointed toward the economic zone.

	“I guess we should find out,” The General turned and nodded to Sarge.

	A minute later a few light tank drones started rolling slowly forward. With rifles now drawn, some of the Free Courters, including their leadership, followed behind. They crossed the few dozen yards of clear road to reach the first of the bodies. From here their progress slowed as they maneuvered around the scattered corpses, checking on a few to confirm they were dead.

	The slow advance came to a sudden halt with a signal from Pinky. Everyone looked to her, and she pointed to an overturned pickup truck ahead. In front of the wreck were a series of bodies. As the Free Courters watched some among these bodies started to move.

	Right away multiple rifles were trained on the survivors, the Free Courters taking cover behind their drones and remaining wary. “Nobody move,” Cowboy called out to them from where he stood on point behind a small crowd control drone.

	There was a low groan from among the survivors. Then one of them looked over and raised an arm in the air. “We surrender!” he called out. “Don’t shoot, we surrender.”

	“David?” Tia asked, peeking out more from behind their forward tank drone.

	“We surrender,” David called again.

	Tia started to step forward, out from cover, but Annina reacted quickly, grabbing her arm and halting her progress.

	“Toss away your weapons and put your hands on your heads,” Cowboy called to them.

	Slowly David did just that, sitting up, then pushing away a rifle that lay nearby. He got up to a kneeling position, putting his hands on top of his head. “We surrender,” he said again.

	As a few others around him started to do the same, Tia stepped forward again, and this time Annina did not stop her. Glancing around and warily keeping her rifle up, she advanced forward, out into the open. “David?” she asked.

	“We surrender.”

	She came to stand a few feet in front of him, now just staring at the half-dozen men there, all kneeling with hands on their heads. “What happened?” she asked.

	“I, uh,” David seemed out of breath as he started to speak, his words halting. “He said, he said we had to attack.”

	“What?”

	“He said we had to charge.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	David paused, breathing heavily, and then at last looked up at her. “Jordan, the man you met earlier. He said we had to attack. He convinced them to.”

	“I don’t understand. He convinced who of what?”

	David just looked down again and shook his head.

	“What is going on here?” Annina asked. Tia jumped slightly as she turned to find that several others had come forward to join her, even as their lead drones advanced further forward into the carnage.

	“This is David, the guy I was negotiating with,” Tia said. “The reasonable one.”

	“You decided to launch a frontal assault,” The General asked, standing next to Tia now with her arms folded and a stern look.

	David clenched his eyes and nodded. “He said it was our Flight 93 moment.”

	“What the heck is that?” Deryl asked, standing next to The General.

	“Flight 93 was one of the planes hijacked on September eleventh,” Annina said. “It’s the one where the passengers tried to retake control and it ended up crashing in a field.”

	“What the fuck does that have to do with anything?” Tia asked.

	With a deep breath David continued. “He said we had to attack. He said if we waited we would die anyway, so we might as well go down fighting.”

	“What?” Tia asked.

	At the same moment Cowboy said, “that makes no fucking sense. If anybody is in a Flight 93 situation here it’s us! We’re the ones that are going to be executed if we do nothing. You could have hunkered down in there and forced us to root you out!”

	“We weren’t even gonna do that,” Tia said, staring incredulous at David. “We were going to let you go. Attacking wasn’t worth the cost.”

	David just kept shaking his head without looking up at them. “He said we had to attack.”

	“We told him it was suicide,” one of the men beside David said. “So they made us go first.”

	“They made you go first?” Tia asked.

	“We refused to be part of a suicide mission,” David said, at last looking up at her. “Us here, I mean. So they forced us into this truck at gunpoint, sent us at the front of the charge.”

	“Yet you survived.” The General said.

	“Your drones shot the truck to shit,” the man beside David said. “After it overturned we just laid low.” He looked up at The General with a hard stare. “I was in fucking Beijing. I know what charging a line of drones looks like.”

	“But why?” Tia said. “We were going to let you go. You could have held up.”

	“Unless,” The General said, “this place isn’t as defensible as we thought.” She turned to David and gestured around at the battlefield. “Is this everyone who was defending the economic zone.”

	David shook his head. “I don’t know.”

	“Could you estimate it for me?”

	He looked up at her, then glanced around. The truck fire was still blazing up the road, but his stare lingered more on the bodies in the snow around it. “I think it was most. I don’t know. He said we had to attack. We all had to attack.”

	Strolling up behind The General now, Sarge gave a little scoff. “This many people, easily could have defended that location, made us pay for ever inch we took.”

	The General turned to her. “Still want to claim these people aren’t stupid?”

	Sarge just met this with a blank expression. “Looks like there are a few other survivors around. If anybody’s still left to defend the area they’re hiding now. Front checkpoint is abandoned.”

	The General glanced over to where their lead drones had advanced all the way up to the gate that lead into the economic zone. The gate still stood, but the vehicles that had helped blockade it were gone, wrecks now scattered along this bloody stretch of road.

	“He said if we waited,” David said, “you’d use your ultrasound weapons. Cripple us.”

	“So you decided to charge those weapons?” Cowboy asked.

	“He said it was our only chance.”

	“We were going to let you go,” Tia said again. “There wasn’t going to be a battle.”

	Nobody responded to this, causing the little conversation to fall silent, the roar of the truck blaze behind them suddenly filling their ears. The General looked among those around her and found that Shamana had now joined them as well.

	“Did we inadvertently bluff our way in?” Shamana asked.

	The General seemed to consider this, staring off into the darkened sky. Then she stepped forward, breaking from the line of Free Courters to stand right in front of David. She held out a hand to him.

	He stared at this, then looked up to meet her gaze. She gave him a solemn nod. He took her hand, and she helped pull him to his feet.

	“We’re going to let you go,” The General said. “All of you,” she added, looking around at the others. “Any survivors. You can go. Do you know whoever is in charge of the defenders in town?”

	“I don’t,” David shook his head.

	“Go to town and find whoever is in charge. Tell them,” The General pointed toward the industrial zone, “what is the official name of this place?”

	“Um, you mean, the Lehigh River Economic Zone?”

	“Tell them we’re going to occupy the Lehigh River Economic Zone. Tell them we’re going to take what we need there, and then withdraw. Tell them we won’t be attacking the city, or any outlying suburbs. If nobody approaches us or tries to engage us, we won’t engage them. You got that?”

	David looked up at her, then nodded.

	“Gather up your people,” The General gestured down the road. “Then you’re free to go.”

	There was a long pause as David just stood there. “Thank you.”

	“I just slaughtered a bunch of your friends. Don’t thank me.”

	“All any of us have done the past few years is kill each other. Thank you for not continuing.”

	“Good luck, Mr. David.”

	With that the group of survivors made their way out, watched closely by Sarge and some of her former National Guard infantry. The General stood and watched them go, waiting until they had disappeared out of sight down a side road.

	“Does this change our plans any?” Annina, still standing next to their leader, asked.

	“I don’t think so. Turns out the defenders decided to ‘withdraw’, just not in the way we expected. We occupy the zone and proceed as planned.”

	“You think there’s actually any diesel left in there?”

	The General just shrugged. “Maybe. Let’s go find out.”
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	It always seemed odd to go to the airport to catch a train. People in Philadelphia had been doing it ever since the airport became a hub on the high-speed rail line connecting Washington and New York, back in the heady days of the Infrastructure Bank and urban renewal. Ever since Hill had arrived in this city it had been a thing people did without much comment, yet it always struck him as just a little weird.

	Former president Thomas Hill was at the former Philadelphia International Airport, waiting to catch a decidedly not-high-speed train back to Pittsburgh.

	“You know,” Hill said, “when President Nixon resigned he got to fly home to California on Air Force One.”

	Sitting next to the former president, in the old terminal concourse, Angel turned to look at him. “You want to bring back Air Force One just to fly across the state.”

	“No, no. I was just being philosophical. You think maybe we should have at least brought it back here? Or maybe back to Andrews?”

	“Jet fuel is expensive and you weren’t using it, so no, I don’t think so. Let the damn thing rot at O’Hare. We said at the time it sent the wrong message.”

	“I wonder if it did. Yeah, obviously, there’s the expense, jetting around on the campaign trail while most people can’t afford to fuel their cars, that looks bad, but maybe people wouldn’t have seen it that way. Maybe it would have been a show of strength, and just doing some literal whistle stop train tour looked like a sign of weakness.”

	“Sir, I realize you’re entering the post-presidency, reflect-on-your-legacy stage, but the election outcome is not the thing to focus on. You won that election. More people voted for you than your opponent. End of story. It took a whole lot of ballot stuffing and thrown out ballots and, literally people selling votes, to change the result.”

	Hill sighed and glanced around. The crowd here was thicker than he had expected, though nevertheless they seemed to be ignoring him. Across the way there was a line of televisions mounted high on a wall, currently showing clips from different news streams. All of them were featuring different highlights from the joint press conference earlier that afternoon.

	“Maybe I should have debated him,” Hill said.

	“Okay, no, no, no. That was another good decision. First off, he was the one who refused a debate. Second, all he would have done is lie and grandstand. And third, look at the height difference! I’m sorry, I don’t mean anything personal by it . . .”

	“It is kind of striking when you see it on TV, I know.”

	Hill paused to actually look at the televisions, straining his ears to hear the commentary. Most of it that was just excerpts from the press conference itself or the subsequent press release from Vice-President Alton. The rest was pundits speculating on just how long Drake’s tenure in office would be, and who he would pick as a replacement.

	“Do you think maybe we should have waited for Alton to get back?” Hill asked.

	“The one condition Drake insisted upon was your leaving town today.”

	“I realize, but technically the country has no president at the moment.”

	“Given that we were accomplishing almost nothing the last few months I don’t think most people will notice.”

	Hill smirked at this, then leaned back in his seat and spread out his arms. The burden he had been relieved of felt almost like a literal weight lifted off him. Coming from the Green Zone had felt like shedding layers as he moved from a cold climate to a warm one. There had been so many people, staffers and aides and cabinet members and the congressional delegations, saying goodbye to him that afternoon. There were a few who accompanied him in the motorcade to the transitport and said goodbye there. Now he sat in the concourse, almost alone, with Angel and a single Secret Servicemen sitting across from him. Both of them he would leave behind when he boarded the train. He would be greeted by his daughter and grandson in Pittsburgh.

	It was another weird sensation, how all the trappings and layers of power around him had been so readily shed. He was an ordinary citizen now, without office or rank or title, and in many ways without obligation or duty either.

	Hill looked around again at the concourse. The people paid no attention to him. He wondered if they did not recognize him, if they so rarely bothered with politics that they could not pick out the president if he was not wearing a suit and surrounded by flags. Or perhaps they just did not care. Looking around at them they seemed the kind of people with plenty of their own problems. Many had worn and dirty clothes and worn and dirty expressions.

	“There are a lot of people here today,” Thomas said.

	“They’re refugees,” Angel said.

	“Oh really?”

	“From up state. Fleeing the Free Court Army.”

	“I guess I didn’t appreciate how many there were.”

	“There’s been a constant stream of them coming down the interstate the last week or so. It really picked up over the weekend.”

	“Where are they going?”

	“I think most are headed down toward the D.C. area. Both you and Drake promised to invest heavily in rebuilding it during the campaign. The word online is that there’ll be a lot of new jobs in the area in the next couple years once the demilitarized zone is back under full civilian control.”

	Thomas shook his head. “I don’t remember any of that.” He thought about it some more, then laughed. “I guess I wasn’t paying close enough attention during the morning security briefings. Maybe it’s a good think I’m no longer president.”

	“These weren’t in the security briefings.”

	“Really?”

	“Why should it be?”

	Thomas considered this for a moment. “Seems like a mass migration like this is at least noteworthy.”

	“Mass migrations is all we have nowadays. Between these people, people fleeing Farmageddon out west, people trying to flee from Texas, people trying to flee to Texas, people fleeing GTV outbreaks, people fleeing to GTV outbreaks to prove it isn’t real, people trying to get into New England, everyone trying to get out of Florida, liberals trying to head out west.” Angel sighed. “Economic refugee news would have overwhelmed any national security briefing.”

	“It certainly overwhelms me.” He again glanced over the crowd of people in the concourse. “Being president really is the worst job in the world. I’ll be glad to never have to deal with it again.”

	“Any idea what you’ll do now.”

	Thomas just shook his head. “When I get home I’m gonna take some time off.”

	“You sure you don’t want me to come with you?”

	“No, it’s good. You’re needed here.”

	This got a mirthless chuckle from Angel. “You realize Alton has his own chief of staff, and either way that job has a shelf-life of less than a week.”

	“There are plenty of congress people and think tanks that would be happy to hire you.”

	“Assuming that’s what I want.”

	“You thinking about doing something else?”

	“I’m note sure yet. We’ll see how this coming week goes first.”

	They fell silent. Thomas got up and wandered over to one of the windows. Angel followed, as did their Secret Service escort at a discrete distance.

	The window looked out on what had once been the airport tarmac. Now it was a series of loading platforms for trains. The whole area looked like a hopeless snarl. The jet-ways and wheeled staircases that use to board planes were now set up as walkways over the tracks. An even thicker crowd of refugees mulled about on the various platforms or in what had once been an access tunnel to the luggage sorting.

	Thomas turned to say something but stopped when he was interrupted by a buzzing in his pocket. He looked down in surprise, then pulled out his own small, low-end mobile. “Already forgot, I get to carry my own mobile now.”

	Examining the device with a hint of confusion, Thomas at last realized he was receiving a call. “Um, let’s see, oh, it’s Manuel. How do I . . .” He managed to connect the phone call to his former secretary of state. “Hello.”

	“Mr. President?” Velacruz said on the other end.

	“Manuel, it’s good to hear from you. Hold on, I’ve got Angel here, I’m putting you on speaker.”

	With a bit more squinting and pondering Thomas got speaker-mode working, then held out the phone between himself and Angel. “Alright, Manuel, you’re on speaker.”

	“Mr. President, we need to speak.”

	“I’m not the president any more.”

	“So I had heard. A lot happened in my absence.”

	“Yeah, just a few things,” Angel said. “Might be best to stay in Europe for awhile.”

	“I am not in Europe.”

	Both men looked at each other, their expressions sinking in syncopation. “Mr. Secretary,” Angel said, “we kind of sent you to Europe now to have a senior cabinet person out of the country in case, you know, in case what has happened, happened.”

	“Where are you now?” Thomas asked.

	“I’m in Boston. There are no international flights from Philadelphia anymore. Our connection here was delayed because of fuel shortages.”

	“For two days?”

	“Unfortunately, yes.”

	Thomas looked up and made eye contact with Angel. “Well,” Thomas said. “Maybe nowadays New England is good enough.”

	“My own situation is not why I called though,” Velacruz said.

	“Okay, what’ch ya got?”

	“Where are you, Mr. President? Can I speak freely?”

	Hill glanced around. Then he switched out of speaker mode and held the mobile back up to his ear. “As freely as any mobile connection. This isn’t top secret, is it?”

	“I’m afraid I’m not even sure what that designation means anymore. It has not been classified as such by our government.”

	“Alright. What is it?”

	“While I was here I was able to speak to one of the judges. I believe both may be here, in exile as they term it.”

	“Wait, the judges? As in,” Hill paused, glanced around, then turned toward the window and lowered his voice, “as in the Supreme Court Justices who fled last year?”

	“Just so, Mr. President.”

	“It’s just Thomas now.”

	There was a long pause on the other end.

	“So, okay,” Thomas said. “You met with them. Or one of them. What happened?”

	“If what I was told is true, they are not in operational control of the Free Court, in any form. They do, however, provide a certain rallying point, if you will. As inspirational figures.”

	“That makes sense. Did they say anything else?”

	“It was implied, heavily, that they would be open to negotiation.”

	Thomas did not reply at first. “What’s happening?” Angel whispered.

	“He met with the judges,” Thomas whispered back. “They’re open to negotiation.”

	“Negotiation with who?”

	Thomas started to reply, realized he did not know, and relayed this question to Velacruz.

	“Presumably with the government.”

	“As in this government? Did they realize Drake or his successor will soon be president?”

	“They did. I met with them just a few hours ago. I believe the news was precisely why they reached out to me.”

	“So if they’re really open to negotiation,” Hill said, “it’s going to have to be with Drake, not me.”

	“They realize that. You would act as the intermediary. I think they would negotiate with you.”

	“With me!” Hill raised his voice in surprise. Immediately he looked around, but did not seem to have drawn any attention. His Secret Service escort was still the only one lingering nearby. “With me?” Hill lowered his voice. “Why me? What do I have to offer? And what would I even be negotiating for?”

	“For a ceasefire. What you can offer is hope.”

	Thomas looked up and stared at Angel, then turned away, facing out toward the tarmac. “You think I can offer anybody hope at this point?”

	“Mr. President.” Velacruz paused, realizing his repeated mistake. “I’m sorry. Thomas. What you need to realize is that, these Free Court people are not crazy. I watched them operate. They act crazy. They talk crazy, I think purposefully, as part of a facade. I think what they are is desperate. These are people who survived the GSA’s internment camps or indefinite incarceration, or who got put on terrorist watch lists and ended up black listed from ever getting a job or a bank account. Their number one priority is simply not going back to that. They would rather die to avoid that fate, and they would gladly kill to prevent it.”

	“I can’t blame them.”

	“What they need though is, is,” Velacruz, in uncharacteristic fashion, stumbled on his words. “What they need is someone to convince them it won’t happen. To convince them to give the political process a chance.”

	“You think I can do that?”

	“You or nobody. You’ve been putting your faith in the constitutional system since we went forward with the election last year despite all the chaos. If you don’t convince these people to stop they’re going to escalate. Then we’ve got an insurrection at best, or possibly a second civil war.”

	Hill drew a long breath. “I wish I could help. If I could I would convince them things won’t get that bad again. The problem is I don’t believe it.”

	“You think Drake will hold on to power and revive the GSA?”

	“I think he’ll try, and he might succeed. Or his successor might.”

	“But,” again there was a crack in Velacruz’s voice that left Hill feeling cold and isolated. “But if you think that why did you let Drake take charge?”

	“Because this is the best I could do. I tried to stop him, I’ve been trying to stop him, and this was the best I could do. I failed. I’m sorry. It’s up to someone else now.”

	“So, you,” Velacruz stammered, paused, swallowed hard to reset himself. “You’re not going to . . .”

	“To do what?”

	“Resist? Do something?”

	“I don’t know what to do. I’ve done everything I could think of.”

	“You did everything we could think of within the law.”

	“What are you suggesting?” Hill asked.

	Velacruz paused, the silence drawing out into foreboding. “I’m not saying we should have done something more, something illegal or quasi-legal. But these Free Court people are not going to have the same restraint, and I don’t see a way to convince them otherwise.” Velacruz sighed. “The worst part is I think it’ll all end up being self-defeating. Their violence will just provoke a violent response from Drake, or whoever the president is, and he’ll command a lot more power and do a lot more damage in his response.”

	He trailed off, and Thomas turned again to look out the window. The bustle of people out there had increased as a train pulled up at one of the platforms.

	Behind them there was a sudden commotion. Hill turned to see a group of men approaching. They had no discernable uniform but wore flak jackets or bullet proof vests, and all of them carried sidearms.

	“Are you Thomas Hill?” the lead among them asked.

	“Uh, yeah.”

	“You’re going to have to come with me, sir.”

	“Why?”

	“You’re under arrest.”

	“What?”

	Before he could respond further two other men from this group stepped forward to grab him. Angel and the Secret Serviceman moved to intercede.

	“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Angel said. “What is going on here?”

	From among the armed men emerged Representatives Mathews and Page. “Step aside,” Mathews said to Angel. “We’ve got a warrant.”

	Following closely behind the congressman was Representative Hobbes. “What is going on here?” Angel asked again.

	“I’m sorry,” Hobbes said. “I tried to call and warn you. They do have a warrant.”

	“Issued by who?”

	“The Peacekeepers,” came a rattling voice from behind the armed men. Hobbling forward was Senator Sheffield, waving a sheaf of paper. “Issued by the New Ohio Authority Peacekeepers, signed by myself. ”

	“You can’t sign a warrant,” Angel said. “You’re a senator.”

	“I can do whatever I want. The troops are under my authority.”

	Angel glanced around at the armed Peacekeepers now surrounding him, then turned back to Sheffield. “What are the charges?”

	“Crimes against America.”

	“What? What does that mean?”

	“It means exactly what it sounds like,” Page stepped forward to stand right next to Angel and Hill. “If you were real Americans you wouldn’t need it explained to you.”

	“I’m really sorry,” Hobbes said again to the former president before slipping away.

	In his wake the Peacekeepers stepped in closer. The Secret Serviceman, now surrounded, shot a helpless glance backward toward Hill, before slipping aside. Mathews and Page stepped aside as well, allowing the Peacekeepers to come forward and grab hold of Hill by the arms.

	“Wait,” Angel said, stepping around in front of them. “Where are you taking him?”

	“To Columbus,” Sheffield said. “To stand trial in a Peacekeeper court.”

	“For what charges though?”

	“We told you, Crimes against America.”

	“Would your supposedly non-partisan courts really convict someone of that crime?” Angel held out his arms. “I’ve never even heard of it before outside a Drake campaign speech.”

	“President Drake says by the time we reach Columbus there will be something on the books.”

	Angel just stared at him, then turned to Hill. The former president was staring at the ground and did not bother looking up.

	Angel took a step back, looking around at the crowd gathered around. He noticed that, standing behind Sheffield, were the other defector representatives, Arvis and Rez.

	“Why are you helping Drake?” Angel asked of them.

	“Because he’s the president,” Mathews stepped around to get in front of Angel.

	“He threatened us,” Hobbes said. “Him, and his people. They’re threatening me, my family, said they’ll kill us if we don’t fully support Drake in everything. I’ve, um,” Hobbes paused, shooting pointed glances around at some of the Peacekeeper soldiers around him. “I’ve gotten a lot of threats recently.”

	“Don’t you think Drake will make good on those threats anyway, eventually?” Angel asked.

	“I don’t know. Maybe he will. I do know that if I don’t cooperate he definitely will.”

	“Hmph.” Hill scoffed at this. He looked up, making eye contact with everyone around him, then hung his head again.

	The Peacekeepers moved to escort him away again. “Whoa, whoa,” Angel surged forward to try to stop them, but another Peacekeeper stood in his way, holding him back. Angel doubled his efforts, shoving the Peacekeeper to the ground and prompting a couple others to step forward.

	Right away the Secret Serviceman stepped up and grabbed one of Angel’s arms. This got him to turn around. “Easy,” the Secret Serviceman said.

	The Peacekeepers eyed them while their comrade got back to his feet. He stepped toward Angel, staring him down, but Angel held his ground. With some nudging from the other Peacekeepers he backed away, pointing at Angel and seeming about to say something, before at last joining with those escorting Hill off through the busy terminal.

	They took Hill out through one of the former jet ways. It let out to a stairway and down to a train that had just arrived. They marched him part way down its length and onto one of the cars.

	Inside Hill found what looked like a commuter car, with a series of alcoves containing seats with two rows facing each other. In this particular car though the privacy curtains closing off each alcove had been replaced with barred doors, turning them into prison cells. The Peacekeepers shoved Hill into the first cell, then locked the door. Hobbes lingered just outside.

	Hill looked around, his mind struggling to catch up with what had just happened. He turned and looked at Hobbes.

	“Mr. President,” Hobbes stood there, not looking up, shaking his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want it to turn out this way.”

	“Nobody did. It’s just, nobody could be bothered to do anything to prevent it.”

	“There something else, sir,” Hobbes glanced over his shoulder, then pulled out his mobile. “Something I think you should see. This was just posted a few minutes ago.”

	He slipped his mobile threw the bars to Thomas. It was already cued up to a video. Thomas hit play.

	“You might want to be sitting down,” Hobbes said.

	Thomas glanced up, then stepped over and took a seat as he focused on the screen.

	It was showing a train terminal similar to the one he had just left. He recognized it as the one in Pittsburgh, the one he thought he would be arriving at. The camera rushed forward through a small crowd to come upon a distraught woman. Right away Thomas recognized her as well. It was Susan, his daughter, screaming at a high, hysterical pitch. She was trying to get to something but was being held back by a burly Peacekeeper.

	The camera view moved forward again to take in a better angle of the scene. In front of Susan was a fountain that she was trying to get to. Standing at the fountain itself were a series of men who might have been Peacekeepers as well, though their uniforms looked improvised or incomplete.

	Through the low noise of the crowd, Thomas heard one of these Peacekeepers speak. “Oh, little baby is crying,” he said in a sarcastic tone. This was strange, though, because he seemed to be talking to an almost literal baby. As the camera moved closer, Thomas saw that several man were standing in the fountain. Two of them were holding up, between themselves, a slightly pudgy three-year old boy. Thomas recognized him right away as David, his younger grandson.

	David was dripping wet and bawling. “Hey, hey,” the lead Peacekeeper said. “Check it out. Punching bag.” With a big wind up he punched David in the stomach. The little boy bawled even louder, such that his piercing scream rose even above the din of the surrounding crowd. Thomas saw some of that crowd, in the background, looking on with horrified expressions.

	“Oh, nice and soft on the knuckles,” the lead Peacekeeper said, then punched David again.

	“Stop!” Susan screamed. “Stop, please.”

	“Oh, you don’t like that cunt?” the Peacekeeper turned to her. “Should have thought of that before you came here to pick up a traitor.” While continuing to stare at Susan the Peacekeeper held up an arm back toward his fellow. He gestured with a thumbs up, but then slowly turned his hand over to make it a thumbs down, and at the same time put his other hand over his mouth and made a sort of farting noise.

	All of the surrounding Peacekeepers broke out laughing. At the same time the two that were holding David knelt down and plunged him into the fountain water. One held his legs while the other got a hand on his head, dunking it down. David thrashed about wildly, his face fully submerged.

	“Stop!” Susan kept screaming. “Stop, you’re hurting him!”

	“Oh, are we hurting him,” the lead Peacekeeper said in a whiney tone. “Oh, so sad, hurting your precious snowflake cuck child.”

	“Please! Stop. He’s my baby!”

	“Oh, boo-hoo,” the Peacekeeper continued, pretending to wipe away a tear on his face. “So sad, poor crack whore doesn’t want us hurting her snowflake.” The hand the Peacekeeper had been using to pretend to wipe his eyes he slowly formed into a fist. Then he jabbed outward with this, catching Susan in a punch to one of her eyes. Retrained as she was by other soldiers this sent her head whipping backward.

	The lead Peacekeeper laughed, and those around him joined in. He turned back to the fountain, where David continued to thrash wildly, his head still submerged.

	“Yeah, melt that snowflake,” the Peacekeeper said.

	They continued to hold David under, while Susan quickly recovered and resumed screaming. Her pleas for them to stop soon turn into unintelligible sobs. All of the Peacekeepers continued to laugh.

	“Look at him squirm,” one said. “Squirm ya little faggot.”

	Thomas watched, not fully registering what he was seeing, as the camera focused in on the fountain. He saw David’s thrashing slow down, then finally stop. A last few bubbles emerged up near his head, and then he floated there, still. The Peacekeepers held him in that position for a few seconds longer, then they all got up, leaving the little body floating face down.

	“Soggy little cuck,” one said, prompting some more laughter. All of them started to wander off. The one that had been holding Susan shoved her to the ground.

	“Let that be a lesson,” the lead Peacekeeper said. “Don’t help traitors.”

	With that they were gone from the camera view. Right away Susan was lunging forward to the fountain. She scooped up David’s lifeless body and gripped him in her arms, her screams and sobs intermingling into a horrid squall.

	Whoever was recording this video continued to film her, but otherwise did not approach, nor did anybody else in the terminal. Finally a single figure came forward. Thomas’ elder grandson, Kyle, was almost a teenager. He had a black eye and a swollen lip. He came up to stand beside his mom, placing a hand on her shoulder as she continued to cry.

	The video ended. Thomas looked up at Hobbes, the raw horror leaving his expression one of stunned blankness.

	“I’m sorry,” Hobbes said.

	



	


FEDERAL CENTER-PRESIDENTIAL SUITE
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	It was not the original Oval Office, but there was still something about the place. Sitting behind the desk, Drake laid his hands out, palms down, fingers spread, on its wooden surface. He ran his hands over the surface, slowly sinking down as he reached out until he was also pressing his face against the desk.

	“Awww.”

	Various members of his staff stood around, staring at him.

	“Do you know what this is, Sydney?” Drake asked.

	His top lawyer stood there staring blankly. “You pressing your face against the Resolute Desk?”

	“It’s victory, Sydney. The embrace of victory.”

	“That’s what victory looks like, huh?”

	Ignoring this Drake sat up and spun around in his chair. One thing this place had over the original Oval Office was the view. He leaned back in his chair and looked out at the skyline, the towers in the foreground, the river far in the distance, his own Riverside arcology dominating the view.

	“Fucking magnificent,” Drake said.

	After staring a little longer he spun back around in the chair. “Alright, enough.” Drake drummed his hands on the desk. “What’s next on the agenda? Send ‘em in. Let’s go.”

	“Sir,” Sydney said, “are you sure you want to be doing this here?”

	“Oh for fuck’s sake.”

	“It’s still another four days and a couple hours before you’re officially president.”

	“I’m glad to hear you have the exact count, but I should have been checking out this office months ago.”

	“Sir?”

	“Alright, alright, keeping up appearances.” He got up out of the seat. “We’ve seen the office and measured the drapes.” Drake turned to one of his aides. “Go ahead and pack up everything that came from the White House, get it ready to ship back.”

	“You’re moving back to the White House?” Sydney asked.

	“Eventually.”

	“Is that a good idea?”

	“It’s the only idea. The United States government should be in the United States capital. We’re not because Hill was a weak pussy, but I intend to fix the situation on my first day.”

	As he talked Drake walked out of the room and into the long hallway leading to it, his entourage in tow. “Sydney, you want the side office right here?”

	“That one I think is reserved for your chief of staff.”

	“Reserved? By what?”

	This got a cold, indifferent stare from the lawyer. “Tradition?”

	“Tradition? There’s only been one president to occupy these offices.”

	“The chief of staff would make sense there.”

	“So would a lot of things. I’m not even sure I want a chief of staff, seems like a filler position. Take the fucking office.”

	They continued down the hallway at a slow pace, Drake handing out offices as he went. Some of them were still occupied by people from the Hill administration, who shot icy glares out their open doorways.

	The group was about halfway down the hall when some staffer came into the hallway from the other end at a run. Drake stopped and watched as the young man jogged right up to him.

	“Mr. President. You’re gonna wanna see this.”

	With a shrug Drake followed, and the group adjourned to the situation room.

	In here several of the cabinet secretaries Drake had nominated earlier in the day were drinking champagne. One of the big display screens on the walls was itself covered in champagne from where a bottle had been shaken and opened and sprayed everywhere in jubilation. Several Nationalist congressman were present as well. As Drake and company entered Larry Elmo approached.

	“Sir,” he said with a hazy smile.

	“What’s going on?”

	“Good news.” He gestured to one of the screens. All of them were turned to different news streams, though it seemed all of these had some rendition of the same press conference going on at the moment.

	Drake walked fully into the room for a better view, the revelers parting around him. On the closest news stream a live feed had just stopped and the video cycled to an anchor ready with a reaction clip.

	“Philadelphia police confirming this morning the murder last night of House Speaker Emily Alexander and one of her staffers, a Chloe Moskin, both found dead this morning in the Congresswoman’s North Philadelphia home. Two suspects are in custody this morning.”

	The clip switched from the anchor and the news desk to show mug shots of the suspects. The first was a man with a scraggily beard and a lazy eye. The second man looked lest disheveled but featured a prominent swastika tattooed on the side of his neck.

	“Initial reports stated this was the result of a break-in and robbery gone wrong, but according to a spokesman for the police department, and we’ll have the full clip of that news conference posted in just a second, police are now saying the killing was politically motivated. For more on the possible political ramifications of this we turn to our senior congressional correspondent . . .”

	“Oh damn,” Drake said.

	“Told ya it was good news,” Larry said with his trademark shit-eating grin

	Turning back to the televisions Drake began to smile himself. The news stream view switched, with the news anchor now talking in voiceover. “Social stream accounts belonging to the suspects included various posts referencing this picture.”

	On the screen was the same doctored photo that had dogged Emily for weeks, showing her sitting in a booth surrounded by dancers, their bare chests and faces blurred out, two of them grossly underage, one of those two rotated sideways and with a cartoon bite mark in her side. This latest edition showed, sitting next to Emily in the booth, a cartoon demon. He was bare chested, with overdone musculature, his skin a dark red, two giant bull horns sticking out of his head and reaching off the top of the picture. The photo editing was so bad in fact that the horns cut off before the top of the actual picture, leaving a thin discoloration. The demon had one arm stretched out over Emily’s shoulder, though in the photo this arm reached behind one of the dancing girls and emerged on the other side at a different height, making it look like the forearm zigzagged in some unnatural way.

	As this came on screen Larry started laughing. It was an opened-mouth, eyes-pinched-closed laugh that had him doubling over, leaning against the table for support. Drake just continued to grin at the image.

	Some of the news streams began to flash updates saying they had live streams coming in. Somebody clicked over to one of these. It showed the House press briefing room, downstairs, where the Democratic majority leader, Representative Pollard, was holding some kind of news conference.

	“Representative! Representative!” reporters just off screen were shouting.

	“Please, please,” Pollard said. He was a rotund sort of man with a bass voice that nevertheless struggled to break through the shouting in the room. “I don’t have any more comment on this.”

	“Representative Pollard,” a reporter shouter, their voice coming through on the stream. “Do you have any comment on the latest allegations.”

	“What?”

	“The latest allegations against Speaker Alexander.”

	The majority leader looked about with a perplexed expression. “Speaker Alexander is dead.”

	“So you’re not denying the allegations?” a different reporter shouted.

	“They’re not true. They’re obviously fake. Does anybody honestly think this is real?”

	“Are you saying it isn’t real?”

	“Of course it isn’t. Are you serious?”

	The shouting from the reporters grew more intense and overlapped on each other. “Representative Pollard, was Speaker Alexander in league with the devil?”

	“Is this devil part of the cannibal sex ring leadership or just a client.”

	“Mr. Representative, do you endorse Satanism?”

	“Were the children sacrificed to this demon?”

	Pollard held out his hands. “This is unbelievable. Are there no legitimate news sources sending reporters here anymore?”

	He continued to hold out her arms and stare. The reporters kept shouting questions, but slowly these started to die off, the cacophony petering away. Pollard remained motionless, staring at them with a growing, dark intensity, as the whole press room fell silent.

	In the situation room everyone fell silent as well, staring at the screen. The whole place grew preternaturally quiet. Then Larry started laughing again. He toppled backward into a chair, gripping his side. Everyone looked at him, then looked back at the screens, where Pollard still stood there, motionless.

	“Okay,” Pollard drew a deep breath. “No more questions. Speaker Alexander was murdered. The police are investigating. I, nor any member of the Democratic caucus that I know of, is involved in Satanism in any form. There will be a vote this afternoon to fill the Speakership. That is all.”

	With that he walked away from the podium. Some of the news streams had cameras that pivoted to follow him, capturing the majority leader as he exited the room, a couple aides rushing along behind him.

	“Damn,” Drake said. He turned and looked around at the situation room, his gaze at last coming to rest on Larry again.

	The lobbyist pulled himself up out of his seat, still grinning like mad.

	“That went really well. Sounds like by this afternoon you’ll have your boy as speaker.”

	“Without the need to vote on vacating the speakership,” Sydney, standing next to the president, added. “We avoid a weird constitutional question.”

	Drake glanced back over at the televisions. Several news streams had flipped back to showing the doctored photo with Emily next to the cartoon devil.

	Turning back toward the exit, Drake found himself facing the House minority leader, soon to turn majority leader and next in line for the speakership, Ryan Knox, a clean shaven bald man with the smile of a car salesman.

	“Mr. Elmo,” Knox said, “Mr. President, we might have a problem.”

	“How so?” Drake asked.

	“It’s the New Ohio representatives.”

	“What about them?”

	“Several of them accompanied former President Hill back to Columbus.”

	This got him a disgusted stare from Larry. “You’re fucking serious?”

	“Uh, yeah.”

	“What’s the problem now?” Drake asked.

	“There are five Nationalist representatives out of town right now,” Knox said.

	“Okay,” Drake said.

	The others all stared at him, waiting for comprehension.

	“Our majority is razor thin,” Knox said. “If we’re down five members,” he stammered under Drake’s glare. “We don’t have a majority.”

	“Well . . . fuck.” Drake looked around, noting that few of the others around the room were listening in, instead focusing on the continued news stream coverage. “So these reps are in Columbus right now?”

	“We, um, we don’t actually know where they are. The train didn’t leave until late last night, and there’s been, um, violence across much of the state the past week that may have affected the rail line.”

	“So can we get them back here by this afternoon?”

	Knox glanced around as if hoping for help, but everyone was staring at him. “We don’t know where they are, sir. Nobody’s been able to reach them.”

	“Fuck. Well, can’t we delay then? Start filibustering or something.”

	“That’s a senate tactic,” Knox said, more assertive on this subject. “In the House the speaker has wide latitude to set the agenda.”

	“The speaker is dead!” Drake threw up his hands. “Who the fuck is even in charge setting this schedule?”

	“We were already scheduled to meet this afternoon, and when the House next meets the first thing we’ll need to do is elect a new speaker.”

	“So there’s nothing we can fucking do to stop this?”

	“If the Democrats can get a quorum they can hold the vote,” Larry said.

	“Can we stop that? Walk out or something?”

	“I don’t,” Knox kept grimacing, tapping his fists together in some nervous gesture. “The problem, Mr. President, is that a quorum is half the House. We would need literally every one of our members to walk out.”

	“So that’s what we do.”

	“So the problem with that,” he looked around as if trying to spot the right words somewhere in the room. “The House isn’t inquorate unless somebody calls for a headcount, basically.”

	“So?”

	“So if we all walk out there won’t be anybody left to call for a count. They’ll just proceed with the vote.”

	“That’s some serious bullshit there.”

	“It’s not gonna matter,” Larry said, “because there’s no way we’ll get everyone to walk out with us.”

	“Why the fuck not?”

	Larry just stared off into space with a disgusted look, leaving Drake’s stare to rest on Knox. “Well, some of our members are these New Ohio non-politicians who generally don’t like any kind of parliamentary tricks. There’s also the libertarians. I’m honestly not sure which way they would go on something like this.”

	“Libertarians? They’re still around.”

	“Yes, sir, Mr. President. They’ve agreed to caucus with us in every congress since the big Nationalist wave, but they’re always threatening to go their own way.”

	“Fuck. So we can’t delay this vote, is what you’re telling me.” Drake looked around again, looked at Sydney, turned back to the congressman. “And there’s no way to get these guys back here?”

	“Maybe, sir,” Knox took a step backward, away from Drake’s growing rage. “We don’t know where they are.”

	“They’re probably multiple hours travel time,” Larry said, “and we have less than three hours before the House convenes.”

	“God fucking damn it!” Drake said. “Can we have them vote remotely, online or something?”

	“The rules of order expressly require members to be present to vote,” Knox said.

	“Fuck. In this day and age, we can’t fucking get together a majority because of fucking travel times!”

	“I don’t know what else to tell you, Mr. President.”

	“Why are these idiots even on this train? Why the fuck did they leave town?”

	“I guess they wanted to accompany the former president to his trial.”

	“Why?”

	Knox just shrugged. “I don’t know, sir.”

	“Did they think it would play well with their constituents?” Sydney asked.

	“Or they just thought it would be cool,” Larry said.

	The president tossed his hands in the air. “Un-fucking-believable. So there’s no way we can delay or win this vote then?”

	“I’m sorry sir,” Knox said. “If the Democrats stay united, and I have no reason to believe they won’t, there will be a vote this afternoon.”

	“Who they gonna vote in?” Drake asked, hitching a dismissive thumb backward the televisions. “That Pollard fuck?”

	“I’m not sure who the Democrats will put forward,” Knox said. “This all came about so suddenly, there’s been no time to prepare. I, um,” he hesitated, uncertain about saying more, then rushed ahead. “There is a slight wrinkle here. I heard a rumor that Myron McDonald might put his name into contention.”

	“Who?” Drake asked.

	“Myron ‘Mick’ McDonald. From Florida.”

	Drake tilted his head to the side in confusion. “Is he a Democrat?”

	“No,” Knox said slowly, “he is a Nationalist.”

	“He’s not a real Nationalist,” Larry said.

	“How do we have another Nationalist running?” Drake asked. “Don’t you guys have control of your caucus.”

	“He’s not a real Nationalist. He’s one of the Lib Owners.”

	“Oh, I know this guy. Mickey D. I’ve seen him on FoxUltra. He is a Nationalist.”

	“He’s not a Nationalist,” Larry said more forcefully. “He doesn’t vote with us.”

	“But he’s part of our caucus?”

	“No.”

	“Well, technically yes,” Knox said. “They joined our caucus, but they’re not on any committees. We pulled them from committees, because, like Larry said, they vote with the Democrats.”

	“Who is they?” Drake asked.

	“The Lib Owners,” Larry said. “Mick and his group.”

	“They’re their own caucus, the Lib Owning Caucus,” Knox said.

	“So I’m not following,” Drake said. “Why is this a wrinkle?”

	“Because some Democrats, maybe a lot, might vote for him.”

	“They would they vote for a Nationalists?”

	“He’s not a Nationalist,” Larry said again. “What part of that don’t you get?”

	“He ran as a Nationalist, right? You said he’s part of our caucus.”

	“Technically true,” Knox said.

	“So let’s go with this guy,” Drake threw up his arms.

	“Mr. President,” Larry said. “You’re not getting it . . .”

	“Oh no, I fucking get it, Larry. I’m sorry, I know you’ve got your boy Knox here, and you paid good money for him, so the job should be yours to fill, but if we’ve got a Nationalist that can win Democrats votes and get in there then we back him. That’s just the fucking way it goes.”

	“He isn’t a Nationalist, he’s a Democrat pretending to be one.”

	“I’ve heard this guy, I’ve heard him on the news streams. That guy ain’t no liberal. Fuck, he called for executing people who questioned my election win. I’ll take him.”

	Larry started to say something, then just sighed.

	“Whip the count,” Drake said to both of them. “Get everybody behind this guy. If he can win even a few Democratic votes, we got this.”

	Before they could say more Drake turned and headed for the exit, his entourage moving to follow. “And get your fucking caucus in order,” he shouted back over his shoulder.

	



	


THE PENTAGON

	 

	JANUARY 16

	 

	The Pentagon had a series of sparkling new conference rooms overlooking its central courtyard, added at some point during the war. They were all outfitted with the latest high-tech accouterments: vast touch-screen tables, embedded camera video conference screens, overhead holographic projectors. The so-called smart windows could be made a frosted opaque or switch to act as an additional display screen.

	The central table was displaying a map of the mid-Atlantic states, from New York to D.C., with various blue and red markers indicating known troop positions. The windows, however, were open, and Quinn was looking out on the courtyard.

	“Mighty shame these do not open,” he said to nobody in particular. “I would find it most obliging to have a pleasant little breeze in here on such a lovely day.”

	He turned around and shot out a questioning look that happened to land on his intelligence director.

	“Uh.” Shelby Plame paused when he realized the secretary was staring at him. He was alone in the room in wearing a regular suit rather than a uniform of some type. “Yeah, that would be nice, sir.”

	“Sir.” One of the Civil War officers, sitting near the front of the room, interrupted. “We’ve got the secure connection to the Federal Center ready.”

	“Outstanding.” Quinn moved over to take his seat at the head of the table. “Please, let us proceed, gentleman.”

	Some buttons in a computer terminal were pressed, turning the windows opaque and bringing up the video screen on the far wall. It flickered a few times, then settled into a view of a similar table in another room. This table was lined with people in regular suits, though there were also a few in judges robes. A lense effect distorted things so that the person sitting at the head of the table seemed closer and bigger than reality. In this case that person was Drake, leaning back in his tall chair and wearing a crooked smirk.

	“We’re ready, sir,” someone in the other room said.

	“I see that. General Quinn, how are you?”

	“Outstanding, Mr. President, and might I say, most pleased to see you well after the events of the past few days.”

	“We’re not out of the woods yet, general. What’s your status down there?”

	“Suh, I am pleased to report we have secured the location of the Pentagon and the surrounding environs. I anticipate that starting tomorrow we will move across the river and begin securing the District of Columbia, with first priority of course going to the National Mall and the important federal buildings.”

	Drake tilted his head back and took a deep breath. “Christ, Quinn. What the fuck are you doing down there? You were supposed to have secured D.C. already. What the fuck have you been doing? You’re advancing against no resistance. Or is that some other liberal fake news?”

	The Defense Secretary maintained a rigid expression through this outburst. “No suh, we have thus far not encountered any meaningful resistance. However, there have been supply problems. In particular our supply of diesel fuel has caused some unanticipated delays in our advance.”

	“For fuck’s sake, man. The United States Army does not suffer from supply problems. How the fuck are you out of diesel fuel?”

	“We are not out, Mr. President, merely low on supply.”

	“Enough to hold things up. How have you somehow not secured that supply? Is there nothing coming in from the Gulf Coast?”

	“Unfortunately not, suh. We are reliant on the coal-diesel refineries.”

	“You control those refineries though!”

	“Yes, suh, but production was disrupted. It has been regrettably slow to come back online.”

	“I don’t want excuses general,” Drake slammed a fist into the table. “You control those refineries. Fucking figure it out.”

	“Yes, suh, of course, suh.”

	“Fuck. You were supposed to at least be in Baltimore by now to prevent Alton from trying anything.”

	“There is good news in that situation, suh. I dispatched a contingent to Baltimore to secure the former vice-president.”

	“I saw that in your last report, yes, good.”

	“Is there anything particular you would like done with him, suh?”

	“As long as he stays under house-arrest until Sunday. After that we’ll figure it out.” Drake tapped his hand against the table, looking away in thought. “Baltimore is full of Democrats though. Alton could try rallying them if we don’t have that city secured.”

	“If will be our next priority after the District of Columbia.”

	“Forget about D.C. It’s a fucking ruin, it doesn’t matter.”

	“Suh? I must beg to differ. There are still important federal buildings . . .”

	“Nothing there is important. We can worry about it later. Let’s just press on, I need you up here.”

	“Um, Mr. President.” The interchange was at last broken by Shelby Plame, sitting next to Quinn, leaning forward. “Mr. President. What exactly is the issue in Philadelphia? My understanding was that President Hill has left and any threat of a coup is gone.”

	“Hill is gone but the threat isn’t,” Drake said. “There is still a crowd at the west entrance to the Green Zone, demanding I resign or be impeached. The cops here aren’t reliable Nationalists either.”

	“You think the local police would support . . .” Plame looked about in surprise.

	“I don’t know. But they can’t be trusted in an emergency. Their police chief has refused to disperse the crowd. He’s obviously in the tank for the Democrats. Don’t know how far down that corruption goes. Same with the Fourth Marines.”

	“The marines?!” Quinn’s eyes got wide at this.

	“Unfortunately. The general in charge also refused to disperse the protestors.”

	“A marine general refused an order from the president?!” Quinn sat forward, almost jumping up out of his seat.

	“They gave me the run around. Said he reports to his chain of command, which is the Joint Chiefs Chairman Livingston and Secretary Carver. Refused to take orders from me directly.”

	“That is . . .”

	“It’s a fucking crime, I know. That’s why I need you up here general. This Free Court Army is gathering strength and running roughshod across the countryside, and I’m certain they’re establishing sleeper cells within the city itself. Until the city is more securely defended they could move against us.”

	“Suh, I had no idea the situation was so dire. You have my solemn pledge we will redouble our efforts.”

	“Thank you general. They might try something at the inauguration itself, but I believe the real test is going to be the week afterwards. That’s when they’ll make their move. I need as much of your forces up here by then as possible.”

	“Of course, suh.”

	“If there’s no other big news to report, general, I’m going to turn this meeting over to my new national security advisor.”

	At that point the meeting shifted as the national security advisor himself took the center seat. He was a bland, tall man with thick glasses. Right away he pulled up a set of presentation slides, shown elsewhere in the Federal Center room and on the screen on the adjoining wall in the Pentagon. Then he began reading the words on the slides verbatim.

	Quinn recognized the slides themselves. They were from a previous national security advisor, a briefing package put out more than a year ago. They included references to a group calling itself ‘the Continental Army,’ yet another paramilitary force that had rampaged around in the chaos. As far as was known they had disbanded or been subsumed along with several other such groups into the Free Court. The slides were conspicuous in that they did not mention the secession of Hawaii in the list of secessionist movements; that they claimed the Republic of Texas had no known loyal military units, when in fact they were amassing a sizable army down there; and that they referred to the availability of National Guard units rotating home from Venezuela, when in fact a complete withdrawal had taken place.

	Before the national security advisor could really get started though Drake excused himself, saying he was double-booked with another meeting. Quinn stopped listening, instead finding himself casting wistful looks over at the frosted smart windows. He held out only a few minutes longer, then turned the meeting over to Shelby and left himself.

	In the halls, the Pentagon was still a hive of activity. Despite the disruptions most of the Pentagon’s employees continued to show up as usual. General Quinn’s small entourage, with their combination of modern and civil war uniforms, got some odd looks as they navigated the bustling hallways, but nothing more than that.

	Without announcing where they were going Quinn lead this little group downstairs and ultimately to an entrance to the Pentagon’s central courtyard. He walked out into the afternoon sunlight, shielded his eyes as he turned up to stare at a clear, crisp sky, and then stood there.

	None of the aides with Quinn knew why they had come here or what they were doing. Some of them, in particular the ones also in civil war outfits, took it in stride, standing there looking at the sky or the courtyard as if they had expected this. Others exchange confused glances with each other.

	The Defense Secretary himself ignored them as he scanned across the people in the courtyard. It was as bustling with foot traffic as any of the halls. He was looking over all the people walking about when his vision was caught by a lady in a sharp, navy blue skirt suit, coming in his direction.

	Quinn felt like his heart had stopped. Before he had time to think he was walking straight towards her. His aides were caught off guard and scrambled to catch up. The secretary strode right up the bright haired woman and stood in front of her.

	“Oh!” She was looking around at the courtyard and also caught off guard by the general’s sudden approach.

	“Delores Blackwell, I do declare.” He stuck out a hand to shake.

	She blinked a few times as she stared at him. “General Quinn. I . . .” She realized his hand was thrust toward her. She took it to shake, but as soon as she did the general gave a forceful twist that turned her hand upward and pulled her in toward him. Delores stumbled a little in the process, but Quinn ignored this. He bent over and with the gentlest of motions kissed the top of her hand. “Oh, uh . . .”

	“The pleasure is all mine, I assure you,” he said as he let her hand go.

	At last the newswoman seemed to catch up with the situation. “General. I didn’t expect to see you out here.”

	“After so many stuffy meetings in cramped little rooms, I felt the need for a little constitutional. Your surprise though cannot possibly equal my own at finding you at the Pentagon.”

	“I have a press pass,” she quickly moved to point out the laminated badge clipped to one of her lapels.

	Quinn was already waving this off. “Of that I do not doubt. You are a most esteemed journalist, I would be distraught if I were told you did not have such a pass.”

	“Well, thank you general.”

	“No madam, thank you. You work is an invaluable service to this country, and I count myself as a,” he waved his hand as if shuffling through possible words, “I shall say, enthusiastic fan of your stream.”

	“Thank you general, that’s very high praise.”

	“You are most welcome, my lady. If I might inquire, what brings an esteemed journalist such as yourself to my humble headquarters on this fine day.”

	“General, there’s nothing humble about the Pentagon. I’m here to interview some people about the transition, now that Hill has officially conceded.”

	“The transition?”

	“Between administrations. I’ll be doing a segment on it later in the week.”

	“Interesting. Might I be of help with this segment.”

	“Would you be willing to sit down for an interview?”

	“Of course.”

	“Oh, great.” Her eyes lit up, having not expected a positive answer. From her purse Delores pulled out a tablet. “Is there any time today or tomorrow you can fit me in?”

	“How about right now?”

	“Right now?”

	“If you are not previously engaged, madam.”

	Her smile just got bigger as he said this. “No, no, right now is fine.”

	“General.” One of Quinn’s aides stepped up behind him to interject. Right away the General brushed him off. “General, we . . .”

	This got Quinn turning to the young aide. “Suh, do not interrupt me while I am speaking to a lady.”

	“But General, we . . .” the aide reached out to touch his shoulder.

	“Do NOT, I say do NOT, interrupt me.”

	Quinn turned back to Delores and stuck a broad smile.

	She looked between Quinn and his aide. “If you’re busy general, we . . .”

	“No, no, of course not. Shall we find a place to sit down?”

	“Out here?”

	“Our first truly pleasant, sunny day of the year, should be a shame to waste it indoors.”

	“Okay then.”

	Quinn stepped forward next to Delores, then held one arm at his side with the elbow extended. This got him an uncomprehending look. “Oh,” Delores said. “Um, okay.” She took his arm and walked with him. The general led them over to a bench near the center of the courtyard.

	Sitting next to him, Delores crossed her legs and leaned forward with her tablet still in hand. “So general. Or should I call you Mr. Secretary now?”

	“I am a general, first and always.”

	“Okay, sure. General Quinn. First off, one of President Drake’s campaign promises was to win the war in Asia. What is your assessment of the current situation there?”

	“Well, currently I am focusing my efforts on the domestic situation.”

	“Is that really a job for the Secretary of Defense?”

	“Oh, most certainly. The appearance of certain,” he leaned back, furrowing his brow in thought, “liberal paramilitary forces with the dedicated aim of overthrowing the lawful government of the United States of America . . . well, I think it apparent that such a situation requires a military response.”

	“So you intent to deploy troops against these paramilitary forces?”

	“Of course, as soon as we are able.”

	“When would that be?”

	“As soon as we are done securing the D.C. and Philadelphia areas, which should not take us more than a week or two.”

	Delores re-crossed her legs to lean a little closer. “When you talk about these non-government military forces, people assume you’re referring to the Free Court Army.”

	“Of course.”

	“Is that your primary target then?”

	“Indeed it is. Our intelligence indicates they have gathered an appreciable force of armored drones, including many models formerly utilized by our own armed forces. However, aside from a lack of training and discipline they are also woefully unprepared to defend themselves from an aerial assault. Once we have secured the airfields required destroying this so-called army should prove trivial.”

	“Do you not already have the airfields required? The military is occupying part of the Philadelphia International Airport, correct?”

	“You are correct, of course, my dear, but unfortunately neither the president nor myself have full trust in the troops there.”

	“You don’t trust the Fourth Marines?”

	“With the recent election so closely contested, and the matter settled so recently, I think it prudent to remain wary of anybody’s loyalties. Some,” Quinn leaned back, lacing his fingers and looking up at the clear sky as he considered his words, “misguided individuals may feel their allegiance is better placed somewhere other than President Drake and myself.”

	“So what troops are loyal?”

	“The Liberty Guards. The forces I have here with me now, and those holding Richmond and Norfolk. Personally, I believe the forces in Europe and Japan remain loyal, as do those gathered at Fort Bragg and Fort Benning. Those will be the forces we use to secure the homeland.”

	“I see.” She looked to her tablet, making some notes to go along with the video it was recording. “So other than the Free Court Army, who do you see as the domestic enemies the military needs to deal with? Does that include the Fourth Marines?”

	“Certainly not. Unless of course their commanding officers were to do something foolish. Were that to happen the enlisted men and NCOs would have some difficult decisions to make, but I for one believe they will make the right ones. No, by renegade military forces I am of course referring to the likes of those in Texas or New England, supporting the illegal governments in such places.”

	“Will the Drake administration attempt to reunite these states by force?”

	“The Drake administration regards any state declaring its secession or independence to have declared war upon the United States government, and will act accordingly.”

	“What about this Commonwealth of New England then? They’ve never declared themselves independent.”

	“They haven’t? Well, if you say so my dear. I am not a lawyer, and that sounds like a very lawyerly situation. However, I can say with some authority that they have acted just as if they had declared themselves seceded. I am sure President Drake will require them to fall in line with the rest of the states, or he will act as appropriate otherwise.”

	“Okay.” Delores made some more notes. “Are there any other domestic enemies the military is concerned with? What about those out west?”

	“The Resistance? They are a concern, but they are a ragtag outfit, even less organized and disciplined than this Free Court Army.”

	“Yet it appears they defeated the One-hundred and first airborne division.”

	“Ah,” he held up a finger. “That division was not so much defeated as it gave up. Too infused with liberals or Democrats, I suspect. Now you understand why we have to be wary of other units, like the Fourth Marines. Loyalty, to flag and country, is at quite the premium.”

	“So you think defeating the Resistance will be easy?”

	“Nothing comes easy in warfare, my dear. I merely mean to say that I do not consider them a top tier threat.”

	“Are there any top tier threats that concern you more?”

	“None here in the states. It is merely the proliferation of so many of these groups that make them worth speaking about at all. In the end I have no doubt President Drake will succeed in bringing the Peacekeepers and the Resistance and the Free Court Army and La Raza and all the others in line.”

	“When you say Peacekeepers, are you referring to the New Ohio Authority?”

	“Indeed I am, my dear.”

	“The Hill Administration considered them to be a legal law enforcement agency within the states where the authority operates. Do you dispute that assessment?”

	“On the contrary. I do not wish to get involved in semantic arguments. However, as I have said before, loyalty is at a premium, and President Drake will need to ensure loyalty to himself and this government before proceeding with the other pressing business of this administration.”

	She nodded, making another note. “General, how long do you think it will take to, to bring all these paramilitary groups in line?”

	“It’s quite difficult to give exact time tables in war.”

	“Is this a war then?”

	“It is a war if these groups chose to make it one. I believe though that within a year we will have the situation adequately under control.”

	“A year from now?”

	“Indeed, my dear.”

	“A year from now you’ll have reunited America and have all this splinter groups and secessionist movements under control?”

	“Yes, indeed.”

	“I can quote you on that?” She said with a wry smile.

	“You can quote me on anything I have said, my dear. I would not say it were I not willing to stand behind it.”

	“I appreciate your candor, general. Once the domestic situation is under control, is that when you intend to resume operations in Asia.”

	“We will resume wartime operations as soon as we are ready.”

	“Do you think that will be by next year?”

	“I believe that is a reasonable estimate.”

	“What happens in the meantime?”

	“How’s that?” Quinn tilted his head as he looked at her.

	“Won’t the military situation in Asia change in the meantime? Assuming you wait a year to begin military operations again.”

	“Oh, my dear. I assure you the situation in Asia will hold. The Chinese and Russians have exhausted their resources trying to turn back American firepower, and to little avail. Their cities are bombed and their militaries decimated. While this may give them some respite, by the time we have regrouped we will be more capable than ever, and then the totalitarian states of Asia will finally meet their end.”

	“You don’t think all the prisoners the Chinese are holding in Manchuria will . . .”

	“My dear, please. Those are not prisoners. They are called that merely because the Hill administration said so, and they chose that name to make it seem as though America had been defeated.”

	“Why would President Hill want America to seem defeated?”

	“Because he is a liberal, and liberals hate America. It is quite plain, though until this most recent Democratic administration it has not been on such obvious display. Now, once our forces in Asia have returned to their bases and been given a chance to rearm and regroup they will be more than capable of bringing this war to a successful conclusion.”

	“So all the soldiers in Manchuria, at those Chinese prison camps,” she re-crossed her legs, leaning in and giving him a hard look. “They aren’t really prisoners?”

	“No ma’am.”

	“What are they then?”

	“They are soldiers. American soldiers. The finest in the world.”

	“I see.” She paused and made some more notes.

	“Will this whole interview be put up on your stream?” Quinn asked.

	“It’ll be posted, but I’ll probably do a main feature will the highlights.”

	The general nodded. “For such a,” he paused, looking her over up and down, “respected journalist as yourself, my dear, my door is always open. Or my courtyard, as it would be.”

	“Thank you general,” she flashed him a big smile. “If I haven’t taken up too much of your time already . . .”

	“Of course not, of course not. Please.”

	“I want to ask about something you said earlier. You intend to move out from here as soon as tomorrow.”

	“Indeed, my dear.”

	“Will you be heading to Philadelphia, for the inauguration.”

	“I’m afraid not. I have too much work here, securing D.C. and Baltimore before moving on to Philadelphia, and with the inauguration so close, I’m afraid I simply do not have the time.

	“So you won’t be securing Philadelphia until after the inauguration? Are you worried there might be violence that day?”

	“I am always worried about violence,” he gave a little laugh, “but never about the ultimate outcome. We will deal with any situation that may arise there once we have secured the District of Columbia.”

	“Does the Pentagon have a specific plan to deal with the refugees?”

	“I’m sorry, the refugees?”

	“The ones coming in to the D.C. area.”

	“I’m afraid I’m not familiar with this issue.”

	“Well,” she moved her tablet aside, though left it recording, as she shifted position to face him more directly. “It’s part of why I’m here. I wanted to know what the administrations plans were for so many refugees.”

	“These are refugees from what now, my dear?”

	“The Free Court Army. People fleeing their campaign of terror in Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Haven’t you heard about any of this?”

	“Unfortunately, given the state that the previous administration left things in, I am woefully under-informed.”

	“Well they’ve been coming south along the interstate for the last few weeks, and they’ve started gathering outside D.C. since there are no local authorities to push them onward. People are starting to ask if the National Guard or the military would step in to help them.”

	“I imagine we will. Any refugee from the Free Court is a refugee from liberal tyranny, and I suspect a true American. You have my assurance, my dear, I will be looking into this personally and will get back to you with a more fitting answer.”

	“Thank you general. You really do go above and beyond.”

	“I appreciate that my dear. If you would like we could pick up this conversation later. Perhaps tonight or tomorrow, if your schedule permits.”

	She cocked her head to one side, pausing before responding with a coy note in her voice. “Are you offering me another interview.”

	He started to respond, but his voice caught. The general took a moment to resettle his composure. “If you wish.”

	“Then I will take it.”

	Delores shot up from the bench to her feet, extending out a hand to shake again. General Quinn was a little slow to react, but he got up as well and, as before, leaned over to kiss her hand, again taking Delores a little by surprised.

	“Thank you again, general. This was wonderful.”

	He smiled broadly, completely re-contouring his mustache and sideburns. “I assure you, my dear, the pleasure has been all mine.”
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	The train spent more time stopped than moving. Thomas Hill had no idea why.

	The first afternoon and night he had sat in his compartment cell, shocked and unable to think. When he did manage to form coherent thought it was only to ruminate on failure. He had not thought Drake would stay true to his word, but it seemed he had not even pretended, arresting Hill in public, in broad daylight, hours after their deal and even as Hill himself was leaving town and politics.

	He thought a little about the future, but all that seemed to contain was some kind of show trial and then death. Given the speed with which a President Drake had moved to arrest him, he did not think they would bother leaving him alive. It seemed possible Hill would end up in some kind of reopened, re-commissioned Global Security Agency prison camp, a literal death camp. Like so many others we would be executed in a prison many Americans refused to believe could exist in their country.

	All his thoughts there were sporadic, interrupted at random intervals by an overriding image, that of his daughter, kneeling next to a fountain, sobbing and holding the body of his murdered grandson.

	Thomas sought refuge in sleep. He slept fitfully that night as the train got underway. When he woke the next morning the train was stopped somewhere. Looking out his window all he could see was a stretch of rail yard with little activity.

	As time went on the stuffiness of the cabin-cell got to him. He ditched his suit coat, his tie, his outer shirt, and eventually his pants. Dignity seemed something already stripped from him, so he sat there sweating in his undershirt and boxer shorts.

	They brought him food, a Peacekeeper opening his cell each time to drop it off on a little tray. It was good food, and his anxiety just seemed to perpetuate his appetite.

	The train moved like his thoughts, in short fits and starts.

	He slept more soundly the second night, but awoke to find the train still not moving. Outside it was a bright, sunny day. He sat, staring off into space, not quite thinking, until at last the train finally started moving again.

	When this happened he moved to sit next to the window and watch the scenery. Suburban streets gave way to cracked roads running through a mix of homes and farm fields, which in turn gave way to countryside and forested hills.

	Thomas took a nap. When he got up from this he found the train had stopped again. Out the window he could see an empty, parallel railroad track and beyond that a forested hillside sloping down and away. Clouds had rolled in, but the sun kept periodically breaking through. There was a hint of rain in the air.

	He went to his door and, as much as he could, angled his head to try to look through its bars at the train car’s central corridor. There were no guards, or anybody else, in sight to ask why they were stopped. Back at the window he saw nothing but quiet forest.

	Standing there Thomas realized it was not all quiet. There was a distant sound, almost inaudible. At first he thought it was something breaking, some machine or engine hammering away some dying spasm. Then he realized it was gunfire.

	Thomas pressed his face up against the bars on the window, trying to look along the length of the train, but all he could see from here was more forest.

	The crack of a rifle, much closer than the previous noise, made Thomas jump. He stood back from the window, staring without comprehension. Then came another series of gunshots, a chattering noise from an automatic weapon. This stirred Thomas to action. He dove to the floor and, to the extent he could, pressed himself beneath one of the compartment seats. The area here was meant for luggage, but with none present he found he could fit part way in.

	Laying there he found the world had gone quiet again. He lifted his head up and strained to listen. He heard the distant gunfire again, followed by a louder ‘bang’ in reply, like something had exploded.

	Minutes passed while Thomas lay there. A few times he heard more up close gunfire. The crack of some powerful rifle seemed to echo around the forest and come at him from random directions. The distant, faint gunfire seemed more frequent, though he could not tell how much of it he was really hearing versus imagining.

	Eventually Thomas got tired of laying there under the seat. There seemed little point. If he got shot here it might spare him a worse fate, and beyond that he realized he did not really care about the reason for these gunshots or what they portended. He got back up, sat down on the seat again, propped up his legs, and napped again.

	He awoke some time later to realize he was no longer hearing gunfire. He went to check the time on his mobile, only to recall once more that its battery had died that first night.

	Listening for a few moments he heard nothing. He got up and went to the window, but could still see nothing interesting out there. As he stood listening though he heard footsteps. They came in a series of heavy ‘thunk’ sounds, and he realized they were in the train car’s corridor.

	Rushing over to the barred door he stopped short in surprise. Standing out in the corridor was a short, slight woman. She wore black, loose clothes and a faded, mud-covered football helmet. It looked a size too big for her and so concealed much of her face, though looking at her straight on Thomas could see it was also concealing an elaborate set of facial piercings. She carried with her a shotgun that also seemed far too big for her, pointed right at Thomas.

	“Whoa!” he stepped back.

	She lowered her weapon and stared. Another, taller figure stepped forward, and Thomas stepped back up to the barred door. This second individual was a cowboy drag queen, with a pink cowboy hat, elaborate makeup, giant eyelashes, what looked like artificially plump lips and breasts, body armor, leather pants, and boots covered in sequins and mud. He was also armed, a submachine-gun slung low on his hip.

	“Are you President Hill,” he asked in a low, disconcerting voice.

	“I am Thomas Hill, yes.”

	Cowboy looked down the hall and nodded. Yet another figure stepped forward, a woman wearing a police officer’s uniform and a combat helmet that looked to be covering a shaven head. She fumbled with a ring of keys before finding the one that unlocked the door.

	It swung open, but Thomas just stood there. “Um. Who are you guys?”

	“We’re the Free Court Alliance,” Cowboy pointed to a shoulder patch he wore with the army’s symbol. “Come on.”

	“Where are we . . .”

	They did not wait for further questions, instead heading down the hall. Several more individuals, wearing flak jackets and padding that made them look like a roller derby team, passed by as well, peeking in but saying nothing to the former president.

	Thomas grabbed his pants and shoes and pulled them on as he rushed to follow. At the end of the car they stepped out into the sunny day. Away from the train he was able to get a better view of the situation. More individuals, wearing an incongruous combination of military gear and counter culture aesthetic, were walking along the length of the train. Some of them were escorting prisoners, including a contingent of New Ohio Peacekeepers that Thomas recognized.

	“Come on,” Cowboy said again, ushering Thomas forward.

	They walked along the open, parallel railroad track next to the train. As they did they passed several groups consisting of people Thomas concluded were civilians from their regular clothes, being marched along with their hands on their heads by people in partial National Guard uniforms or police uniforms, accented with colored wigs or war paint or masquerade masks. The civilians often shot looks at him but said nothing as they went.

	About three cars down they were approached by the most regular looking person he had seen so far. She was a stocky woman with an expansive facial birthmark and a tabard with a golden cross over her police uniform.

	“You found him?” Annina said as she strode up to Cowboy.

	“Yes, ma’am. Being held in a locked cell.”

	“Without any clothes either.”

	“I, uh, I ditched those myself,” Thomas said.

	“Oh? You considering joining us?”

	Thomas glanced around, hesitant. “No, honestly, I had not thought of it.”

	“Suit yourself. Either way the boss wants to see you. Come on.”

	“Would this be The General?” Thomas asked as they resumed walking.

	“You’ve heard of her?”

	“She met with my top diplomat last week.”

	“Ah, of course.”

	Annina said nothing more, and they continued in silence down to the next cluster of people. Here, on the train tracks, a dozen individuals were tied up on their knees, surrounded by people in camouflage fatigues and armed with automatic rifles.

	“General,” Annina said. “We found him.”

	The General was already coming forward. Her camouflage coat hung open to reveal a black undershirt, and her hair had been shorn down recently. She walked up with a smile and an outstretched hand, taking Hill’s own hand and shaking it without any volition on his part.

	“Mr. President. It’s good to meet you.”

	He stared at her, letting his arm hang limb as she shook it. “Do I know you?”

	“Doubtful.”

	“Really? I’m sorry, I’m bad with names, but I swear we’ve met before.”

	“I don’t have a name. I’m The General here.”

	“Right. So, um, General, you don’t have to call me Mr. President any more. It’s just Thomas.”

	“Normally I don’t recommend using real names among us.”

	“Let’s call him Mister Prez,” Cowboy said.

	“Sure,” The General shrugged.

	“I, uh,” Thomas looked around at them, uncertain what to say, before just giving up.

	“So I need your help,” The General said, leading the way forward.

	She moved further down the tracks to stand in front of the prisoners. They were a group of men in plain clothes, hands tied behind their backs, on their knees just off to the side of the empty railroad track. Some of them hung their heads, but most looked on with passive stairs as The General approached.

	“I’m trying to get a positive ID on these prisoners. They’re reluctant to talk.”

	“Even to give names?” Thomas asked.

	The General shrugged. “They haven’t wanted to say anything. We identified this one here as Senator Sheffield of Ohio,” she pointed to the old man who sat on his knees, hunched over forward, staring at the ground. “Can you identify any of these others?”

	“Well, these ones are congressman. Congress-people”

	“These ones?”

	“Yeah, these five right here.”

	“You know them then?”

	“I do.”

	“Who are they, exactly?”

	Thomas looked at her and grimaced. “So, sorry, you’re asking for names. I can’t remember them all.”

	“Yet you remember they’re congressman?”

	“Yes.”

	“From where? What state?”

	“Uh. Well, from the New Ohio Authority.”

	“That’s an official state now?”

	“No, it’s,” Thomas hugged his arms around himself against a creeping chill, despite the warm sun on him, as he considered this question. “Maybe. Kind of. Ohio, Illinois, Indiana, one of those states. Or Michigan, sorry. They’re from one of those states.”

	“That’s all five of them?”

	“Yes, correct.”

	“Since they had you prisoner can I guess they’re not from your party?”

	“I think most of them are independents.”

	“Oh really?” The General arched an eyebrow.

	“Well, officially independent, not registered with a party.”

	“Of course, but voting with your opposition.”

	“Yeah, kinda.”

	“Kinda?”

	“We are independents,” Representative Mathews said, looking straight up at the General. “I’ve never registered with a party in my life.”

	“Yeah,” Thomas said. “So, um, some of them, those three, they initially caucused with the Democrats.”

	“But not anymore?”

	“I don’t know. They broke with us on the electoral certification vote.”

	“They voted against certifying your election?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“You’re sure?”

	“Yes,” Thomas nodded. “They’re the defections that swung the vote.”

	“These three?”

	“Correct.”

	“Okay. While these other two were Nationalists from the beginning?”

	“We’re independents,” Mathews said.

	“They’re all freshman representatives,” Thomas said. “I don’t think they held political office before this.”

	“Not at all,” Mathews said. “We were all independents.”

	The General studied Mathews for a second with a passive stare.

	“General,” a new voice called out. Looking further down the tracks, Thomas saw they were being approached by a woman with weird streaks of rainbow colors in her hair. She had small, thin glasses and a long, leather duster, and carried with her a set of paper notepads and an electronic tablet. “General, I found it.”

	The General just stared at Shamana. “You found a connection?”

	“Uh-huh. One of the cars has a satellite uplink. I downloaded profiles of these guys. You were right, they’re congressional representatives.”

	“Yeah, we confirmed that.” The General waved toward Thomas. “Meet the former president.”

	“Oh.” Shamana seemed to notice Thomas for the first time. “So he was on this train.” She stared at him a moment further, shivering in the cold air. “Did they take you prisoner?”

	“Yes, they did.”

	She continued to stare with an intense gaze. “I’m sorry.”

	“So what did you find?” The General asked. “Who are these guys? Who is this guy, for example?”

	“Wait, I thought you said you confirmed it.”

	“Mista Prez knows they’re congress-people, not who they are.”

	“Oh.” Shamana held up her tablet again as she stepped down the line. “Okay, well, this guy is Representative Mark Mathews, of Ohio. He wasn’t registered with any party before the election but he joined the Nationalist caucus as soon as the new congress was sworn in.”

	“So he’s always been a Nationalist.”

	“I guess so.”

	The General looked at them, nodded, and stepped down the line. “What about these guys?”

	“Uh, let’s see, this guy, is . . .”

	“Representative Page,” he interrupted to answer.

	“Representative Terrence Page, of Michigan,” Shamana said.

	“What’s his story?” The General kept her questions directed at Shamana.

	“Well, he’s one of the New Ohio representatives that came in as a true independent, but he also joined the Nationalists at the start of the new congress, apparently after bragging about a large bribe that was paid him by the State Autocracy Project.”

	“Huh,” The General chuckled. “I told you getting rid of that would help us. Anything else?”

	“Um, so, he has claimed multiple times to be have been in the Marines . . .”

	“I am a Marine!” Page shouted, though the others ignored him.

	“Except,” Shamana said, “the Pentagon has no record of him at all.”

	“The Pentagon doesn’t have records of a lot of people,” Page said, “their whole system is fucked up.”

	The General continued to ignore him. “You checked Pentagon records?” she asked.

	“Oh, no, obviously not. This is all from a feature that AtlanticStream did on all the New Ohio representatives.”

	“Fuck you lady,” Page said. “I am a Marine. I served. I’ve healed from things that would have destroyed you.”

	Shamana and The General exchanged a sidelong glance. “Do go on,” The General said.

	“I was in Beijing, with the Second Marines. I was a sniper, special forces. I won a purple heart.”

	“You won one?” Aninna, having walked forward to watch, asked.

	“Why you hassling this guy?” Matthews, sitting next to Page, asked. “He’s a decorated war hero.”

	“Listen lady,” Page said. “I’ve gotten more medals than that. I lived in Alaska and hunted bears. I’ve been a white-water rafting guide and a sky diving instructor. I’ve done more than you’ll ever accomplish, in a fraction of the time.”

	In reply The General just stared at him. Then she turned and called out to a nearby group. “Burns. Hey Burns, come here.”

	From among a group of people who were dressed like a roller derby team there emerged a man in what looked like police SWAT gear, black body armor and equipment strapped all around, with a gas mask covering his face. He strolled over and removed the gas mask, revealing a face tortured with scars. “Yeah, boss,” he said in his gravely voice.

	“Guy here claims he was with the Second Marines in Beijing.”

	The Burned Man scowled and shook his head. “Second Marines weren’t in Beijing. Ukraine theater.”

	“It was a special deployment,” Page said. “Secret combat task force.”

	The General turned a questioning gaze toward Burns. He just shrugged. “Never heard of it.”

	“Of course you wouldn’t have,” Page said.

	“If something is secret,” The General asked, still staring at Burns. “Do they usually include secret in its name?”

	“Kinda defeats the purpose,” Burns said.

	“That’s not its official name,” Page quickly said, talking over The Burned Man.

	Burns just stared down at him. Then he looked back at The General and shrugged.

	“You ever seen this guy before, by chance?” The General asked.

	Again Burns stared at him, then shook his head. “Nope. Who is he?”

	For a moment The General just looked at Page, who in turn stared defiance up at them. “He’s a congressman,” The General said.

	“Fuck you,” Page said.

	“An articulate one as well,” Shamana said.

	“Fuck you too. I wanted to keep this rational, but you leftists and your need to spew vitriol inflame the passions of other.”

	“Of what?” The General asked.

	“I’ve seen such heinous slanted bullshit from you leftists. You don’t expect me to dish it back?”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“When our roles are reversed don’t expect any better treatment than you’ve given me. The first thing I’ll do is walk in, cut off one of your fingers without saying a word, and then leave. When I come back a second time you’ll be screaming to suck my cock.”

	“I am really lost now,” Aninna said.

	“Is the ‘other’ an alternate, suppressed personality?” Shamana asked. “Or was that a sentence you just kinda forgot to finish?”

	“If you can’t fucking understand me that’s your fault.”

	Again Page settled into staring at them with unconcealed hate. The Free Courters all stared back in increasing confusion.

	“Well, okay,” The General said. “That was lovely. Do you have anything more to say?”

	“Fuck you.”

	“Was that a no, or was that what you wanted to say?”

	“Fuck you cunt, I got nothing more to say to you.”

	“Okay, sounds good,” The General said.

	Stepping forward she drew a handgun from her belt. Before anybody could realize what was happening she raised the gun and shot Representative Page in the head. His body jerked backwards and slid a little ways down the railroad track embankment.

	Thomas opened his mouth but found himself not saying anything.

	“What the hell?” Representative Mathews said, and seemed about to say more. Before he could though The General swung her gun around and shot Sheffield as well. He slumped over dead, hitting the gravel embankment with an audible thud.

	At last Thomas managed to shake himself loose. He rushed forward, about to grab the General’s arm, but instead she turned to him as she calmly holstered her gun.

	“You . . .” Thomas stammered.

	She just answered with an expectant stare.

	“You shot them!”

	“I did.”

	“You,” he gestured to the bodies. “You can’t do that.”

	She turned to where Page lay and kicked his body. In slid further down the embankment on the loose gravel.

	“Pretty sure I can and just did.”

	“That’s monstrous. It’s murder.”

	“It’s war. And yes, it is monstrous, that’s the nature of war.”

	“We’re not at war.”

	This got him a withering look that Thomas hesitated to respond to. The General turned away and walked over to stand in front of the other congressman.

	“Are these guys also Nationalists?” she asked of Shamana.

	“Uh, yeah, these are the others who voted for Alexander as speaker but then switched to back Drake in the electoral college certification. Amy Arvis, Joel Hobbes, and Aziz Ravandi.”

	“Please, miss,” Amy said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to, they threatened me, threatened my kids. I’m sorry, I didn’t . . .”

	The General ignored her, walking a little further down the line. “What about this guy?”

	“I don’t know about any of these others,” Shamana said. “I think they’re just, like, the staff of the congress-people.”

	The General turned to the next guy in line. “You. What’s your deal?”

	“They’re just staff,” Rez, sitting at the end of the line of congress-people said. “The State Autocracy Project paid us to hire them. They’re innocent in all this. Shoot me if you have to but leave them out of it.”

	“I doubt anybody is innocent in all this,” The General said.  She took a step back, folding her arms and surveying the whole line of captives kneeling there on the side of the railroad.

	After a quiet had settled over the scene, The General turned to Thomas. “So, the question is what to do with these people.”

	“Well don’t shoot them!” Thomas said.

	“Why not?”

	“It’s murder!”

	“It’s self-defense.”

	“Self-defense? They’re unarmed and tied up.”

	“Yes,” The General nodded and spoke in an even tone, “and if I let them go they’re likely to vote to have us killed. Those guys were definitely going to vote to have us killed,” she pointed to the dead bodies, “so there’s no question of standing our ground against a clear threat with them. These guys I’m less sure about.”

	“You can’t claim self-defense if you’re not being threatened,” Thomas said.

	“We were being threatened.”

	“Not immediately! Not in a way to provoke that kind of response.”

	“Yet they were threatening us,” The General turned to face Thomas. “What was your solution, Mista Prez? Wait until they use their power to vote a fascist into office, continue their plan to eliminate the cancer of liberalism? They’ve been perfectly clear on wanting us dead, on being willing to kill in the past, on promoting more of the same in the future. What was your response going to be?”

	Thomas just stared at her. “The United States is a country of laws. We can’t just . . .”

	“I agree, but the United States no longer exists. It hasn’t for a while now. This is what’s left.”

	She stared at him, and Thomas met her gaze, unswerving. “So that’s it? We descend straight into barbarism?”

	“Yip. That, or die. I wouldn’t fault anybody choosing one or the other, but this is the one we’ve chosen.”

	Thomas looked around, at the eclectic soldiers standing around watching them or moving among the train cars. “All these people agree with that?” He turned back to The General. “You convinced them all with that argument?”

	“They didn’t need convincing. We’ve all stared into the abyss. For us, there was never a question.”

	“That’s . . .”

	“I’m using ‘us’ and ‘we’ intentionally here, Mista Prez. You’re part of this now.”

	“Part of this?” He gestured around at their surroundings.

	“Part of all of it.”

	“I don’t want any part of . . .”

	“It doesn’t matter what you want. You’re part of it now. They had you prisoner. How did you think that was going to end?”

	This got a cold stare but no other response from the former president.

	“I don’t know how you avoided it for so long, but it’s your turn now. You get to stare into the abyss as well.” She paused, then turned back to the remaining prisoners. 

	Silence fell over the forest. The General, her arms still folded, took a moment to look around, at the prisoners and the train and the mottled pools of sunlight among the trees. Then she turned to Thomas.

	“Mista Prez. What are your intentions?”

	“My what now?”

	“What do you intend to do?”

	He looked around as well, taking in this strange scenario. “I’m not sure.”

	“My understanding is you were being taken to Columbus for some kind of show trial.”

	“Yeah, I figured that much out.”

	“So I’m asking you, what do you intend to do from here?”

	Thomas stared at her, then looked off into the rain soaked forest. “I’d like to go home.”

	“So would I.”

	She said this in what sounded almost like a different voice, like it was a different person speaking. Thomas looked back at her, unable to hide his surprise.

	“We can’t go home. For a lot of reasons, but I’m pretty sure in your case Drake would not let you remain free.”

	Thomas shook his head. “No, you’re right. He won’t.”

	“Would you want to do something to end all this violence?”

	“Absolutely.”

	The General looked around until she spotted Annina. “Okay, cut all these people loose.” She gestured to the line of prisoners.

	“You’re letting us go?” Mathews asked.

	“Mark, shut up,” Amy said to him.

	“I’m letting you go,” The General said. “Unarmed. The main highway is that way.” She pointed down the embankment. “You can walk along it, but be careful. We have drones patrolling and they’re in free fire mode. Probably shoot anybody they see. Good luck.”

	With a gesture The General started walking.  “Wait,” Rez said. She paused, as did everyone else around, turning to face him.

	Rez looked up at her, holding her gaze, a heavy silence hanging over the forest. “Can I join you?”

	A big smile slowly spread across The General’s face. She gestured to Annina. “Tell him the onboarding procedure.” Turning away she gestured to Thomas again. “Come on, Mista Prez, we need to talk.”

	Thomas hesitated, watching as some of the Free Courters started cutting bonds on the prisoners. A few others moved to follow The General, and after a moment so did Thomas.

	The soldiers he found himself walking with were some of the less strange ones plucked from this odd collection. Walking next to Thomas was The Burned Man, his gas mask loose and his scarred face exposed. He turned when he caught Thomas staring and gave him a wry grin. A few others in similar heavy combat garb, their gas masks in place, walked behind him.

	In front of them, walking along next to The General, was a tall, runway model of a woman, aged but still imposing.

	“Excuse me,” Thomas stepped up behind her. “Have we met?”

	“Once, yes,” Tall Tia turned and reached out to grab his hand and shake. “I’m Tall Tia, but in another life I was Olivia Torres. I was a clerk for Chief Justice Bloomberg.”

	“Oh. Okay, so you . . .”

	“I was involved in his scandal. The scandal never actually existed, of course, but I went to jail anyway. Actually I never went to trial, I went to indefinite detention.”

	“The Chief Justice himself?”

	“Dead. I know that for sure.”

	Thomas fell silent, and they said nothing more until they arrived at one of the train cars and climbed aboard. Inside Thomas found it was an empty dining car, with some meals left half-eaten on some of the tables.

	“Let’s talk at the bar,” The General said. “It’s a good place to talk.”

	They walked the length of the car. At the short wet bar Thomas sat down at one of the three stools, while The General climbed behind the counter and began pulling out bottles from underneath. Tia and The Burned Man accompanied them, sitting down on either side of Thomas.

	“What ’ll ya have?” The General asked

	“I, uh . . .” Thomas looked around without any idea how to answer this.

	“For today,” The Burned Man said. “I think vodka.”

	“I, um,” Thomas continued to hesitate.

	“You’re drinking with us,” The General said as she poured out shots. Once this was done they all raised their glasses, clinked them together, and drank. Thomas did so hesitantly, but ultimately followed along.

	“Okay,” The General slammed down her glass and started pouring another.

	“Um,” Thomas looked among them. “You wanted to talk?”

	“Mista Prez. We want you to help us assassinate Drake.”

	“I thought you said we were going to stop the violence.”

	“Yes. This is our best chance to do so. Do you think you can get close to him?”

	“Well, no, is the honest answer. He didn’t trust me before.”

	“He held a press conference with you two days ago,” Tia said.

	“Then after that he had me arrested.”

	“Does anybody know about that?”

	“What? Obviously, yes, everybody knows.”

	“Are you sure?” The General asked.

	Thomas glanced across at her, standing behind the bar and staring. “What do you mean?”

	“We haven’t seen anything about your arrest in the free news streams.”

	“I was arrested in public, in the airport, train terminal. A bunch of people must have seen it.”

	“Fake news,” Tia said. “If it’s not on FoxPrime it’s fake news.”

	“Are they claiming I wasn’t arrested?”

	“They’re not saying anything,” The General leaned back and folded her arms. “There have been no official press briefings since the one you held with Drake on Tuesday.”

	“So what does that mean?”

	“It means Drake is stalling,” Tia said.

	“For what?”

	“Until he officially becomes president.”

	“Why though?”

	Tia glanced over at her compatriots. “Aren’t presidents usually pretty savvy about political maneuvers?”

	“I was an accidental president.”

	“You were Speaker of the House before that!”

	“And apparently not a very good one,” Thomas shook his head. “This is politics way beyond me. I was never involved in a coup plot before.”

	“Well,” The General said, “maybe you don’t realize this, but on the day you agreed to resign and leave Philadelphia, when Drake brought out his supporters in a big ‘show of force,’ there was actually an even bigger crowd involved in a counter protest.”

	“Yeah, I knew all about that. We were coordinating with the local police to make sure the two crowds stayed separated.”

	“Did you know that crowd of your supporters is still there?”

	“Still there? As in, outside the Green Zone’s west entrance?”

	“Wherever they were,” The General nodded. “They’ve remained there ever since, demanding Drake fulfill his part of the bargain and resign.”

	“Okay. So what does that mean?”

	“It means you have support in the city.”

	“Also,” Tia said, “it means Drake knows he’s vulnerable. He doesn’t want to anger that crowd and have the whole thing erupt into a riot.”

	“Right, so he’s stalling until the official inauguration,” The General said.

	“Why does that matter though?” Thomas shrugged. “Isn’t he already effectively in control.”

	“He’s at the Federal Center, in the official president’s office, but that doesn’t mean he’s in control. Most of your cabinet is still in place, and the military commanders all insist they report to Vice-President Alton for the time being.”

	“Where is Alton in all this?”

	“He’s still in Baltimore, being held there by the Liberty Guard, supposedly for his own protection.”

	“Sounds like the military is on Drake’s side.”

	“Yes, some of them are, but not all of them. Same with the local police. He’s in a precarious situation.”

	“Huh,” Thomas gave a sardonic chuckle, looked down at the remains of his drink, and then finished it off. “So what does any of this have to do with your assassination plan?”

	“The point of all this,” Tia said, laying her hands down on the bar top, “is that Drake won’t admit to arresting you. Because he fears a riot or a military move against him. So officially you’re a free man.”

	“Meaning, officially,” Thomas looked straight at Tia, “if I returned to Philadelphia . . .”

	“Right,” The General smirked and nodded.

	“He would, what?” Thomas held out his hands. “Not arrest me again in public?”

	“Technically,” The Burned Man pushed his glass forward for a refill as he entered the conversation, “you were arrested by the Peacekeepers. Not quite the same.”

	“If your return is public,” The General said, “and we keep you under guard, he can’t arrest you. If you announce, say, as a show of unity, for the good of the country, et cetera, et cetera, that you’ll be attending his inauguration . . .”

	“You think he would allow that?”

	“He has to,” Tia said. “He has to pretend like everything is as it appeared in the joint press conference you held.”

	“Unity agreement, for the good of the country and all that,” The Burned Man said.

	“He would probably want you there,” The General said. “He’ll probably want all the Democrats he can get. It gives him a sense of legitimacy. He won’t want to start arresting people until the situation is diffused.”

	“He arrested me already!”

	“Because he could do it quietly,” The Burned Man said, “through an intermediary.”

	“So when you make a public showing of returning,” The General said, “he will no longer have that option.”

	“This sounds like an awfully big risk you’re all willing to take with my life.”

	“If we hadn’t saved you, your life would be forfeit already.”

	“If we don’t stop Drake what do any of us have to look forward to?” The Burned Man added.

	“Also, I should say this,” The General started, then sighed. “When we headed down here we didn’t realize we would be intercepting a train with the former president on board. The plan was to just blow up these tracks, and every track and road leading into Philadelphia we could. We had hoped to create food and fuel shortages, or at least make people fear something like that. Start riots, sew chaos. Anything to impede Drake.”

	“That’s,” Thomas stammered to articulate a description.

	“Monstrous?”

	“I was gonna say a war crime.”

	“Yeah, probably. But it’s what we’ve got. Should we go back to that plan? If we have no shot at taking out Drake directly, then that’s what we’ve got left.”

	Thomas looked around at them. Then he looked down at his glass. He pushed it forward and tapped on the bar. The General smiled as she grabbed the vodka bottle again and poured out another round of drinks.

	After they all toasted and drank, Thomas pushed the glass away and ran a hand through his hair. “Okay. So you think I can get into the inauguration. But then what? Security will be extremely tight.”

	“We’ll handle that part,” Tia said.

	“Really?”

	“There are, um, options, let’s say.”

	“What does that mean?” Hill turned slightly toward her.

	“Some of our people are in the city already.”

	“Some of your people.”

	“Sympathetic people.” She eyed him with a narrowed stare. “Connections. We’re an insurgency. For every fighter there are dozens of normal people covertly giving us aid.”

	Thomas stared at her, then looked around at the others. “So that’s how you guys are so well informed.”

	“It ain’t all that,” The Burned Man said. “It’s all online if you know where to look. Fuckin’ General Fake Southern Accent guy gave some interview yesterday where he laid out the entire military situation. That’s how we know Drake’s army is bogged down in D.C. and can’t come help him yet.”

	They fell silent again, Thomas staring at The General, then turning to look out a window. It had started raining lightly outside, splattering raindrops across the glass.

	“So let’s say I’m willing to do this, and that it works. How does killing Drake stop the violence?”

	“You don’t think Drake has instigated much of this violence?” The General asked.

	“Well, he has, but if my supporters in Philadelphia would react to my arrest by rioting or something, how will Drake’s followers react to him being assassinated?”

	The General folded her arms again. “Are you saying it’s not Drake but his followers that are the real source of violence?”

	“No!” Thomas blurted this out, then stopped, staring at her while grasping for words to continue. “It’s both, really.”

	“How many people would have been violent anyway, and how many have been spurred to violence? And if they can so easily be spurred to violence, what does that say about them, about their value as human beings, about whether it’s safe to keep them around.”

	“I could say the same thing about you. You shot those men out there in cold blood.”

	“And you should say the same thing about me, but changing the subject doesn’t answer my question.”

	“But if you’re . . .” he tilted his head to one side as he looked at her. “What does this say about whether we should keep you around?”

	“You shouldn’t. I’m not a human being, I’m a monster. Once the bigger monster is gone I’ll hopefully be dead and out of the way. But you still haven’t answered the question?”

	“I’ve lost track of what the question was.”

	“Do you think killing Drake will stop more violence than it causes? In the long run?”

	“In the long run?”

	“Remember,” The Burned Man said, “his campaign promises included reforming the Global Security Agency to begin mass arrests of ‘traitors’ again.”

	Thomas stared at him as he spoke, at the scaring across his face. He turned back to The General. “Do we have no other options? We have to resort to violence ourselves?”

	“If we hadn’t you’d still be a prisoner, bound for execution.”

	“For all we know, if it hadn’t been for the, the, the genocidal campaign you’ve been committing out here Drake would never have been in a position to arrest me.”

	“Hmph,” The General scoffed. “Counterfactuals are impossible to prove either way, but that one is wrong. Also, what we’re doing isn’t genocide.”

	“I’ve heard reports you’ve been massacring entire towns.”

	“We’ve been leveling towns, and a lot of people have died. Many more have been turned into refugees. So we’ve created a humanitarian crisis. But I would argue what the GSA did was genocide. I like to think of what we’re doing as a counter-genocide.”

	“A counter-genocide?”

	“It’s a time honored tactic used in multiple wars in Africa.” The General clasped her hands together as if in prayer, then gave a little bow toward Thomas. “Think of it as part of my ancestral heritage that I’ve helped bring to America.”

	All he could do in reply was stare.

	“Are there any better options?” Tia asked. “We’re not dead-set on this plan, if you’ve got something better.”

	Thomas turned to her, looked away out the window, looked down at his empty glass. “Honestly, I think anything that doesn’t involved violence or assassination would be better.”

	“Right now,” The General said, “violence is our only recourse.”

	“It doesn’t have to be. I’ve been fighting Drake for a year now without resorting to violence.”

	“Where did that get you?”

	“Yeah, okay, I was a prisoner. It got me a death sentence as a man who still has his soul.”

	Both Tia and the Burned Man turned to their leader when this was spoken, but her face remained as placid as ever.

	“I’ve never denied being a monster,” The General said.

	Thomas held out his hands. “Don’t you think that might be a bad thing?”

	She leaned forward, spreading her arms and resting them on the bar. “You know why you recognized me, Mr. President? When we met earlier?”

	“Why?”

	“I was a campaign volunteer. In Pittsburgh. I campaigned for you, when you first ran for congress.”

	This got him tilting his head to the other side, still trying to find the right light with which to look at this woman.

	“We met then,” The General said, “and in some campaigns later. Not that you should remember me. I was always one of a dozen volunteers you were meeting that day.”

	Thomas started to nod slowly. “Yeah. I thought you looked familiar. You,” he hesitated. “You really volunteered for me?”

	“Is that so hard to believe.”

	“Well, yeah, I,” Thomas stammered, then paused to resettle himself. “I always ran as a moderate.”

	“I know.”

	“Yet you supported me? Volunteered for me?”

	The General breathed a heavy sigh. “I did. For many years. I got my start with my mother. When I was just a kid she would drag us out campaigning for local Democrats. I did the same with my kids. I dragged them out to campaign for you. I kept doing it even when they started getting rid of the secret ballot and the armed gangs started showing up at polling stations to harass people. It made me more determined than ever.”

	She paused to wipe something from her eye. “I was just like you back then. We, all of us, we weren’t going to stoop to their level. There was a saying, I remember my mother saying it at rallies. ‘When they go low, we go high.’ She loved that. We chanted that, all the time. ‘When they go low, we go high.’ I really believed it. Truly, absolutely. Right up until the day I showed up with a car load of people to vote and got arrested.”

	The General looked away, over Thomas’ shoulder. She contorted her mouth, staring off into space for a pause that grew long and tense, before at last looking back.

	“They arrested me, and my family, my friends that were helping, that I convinced to volunteer, to come campaign with me, all the people I drug along the way my mother had drug us all along. I was told I was being arrested on suspicion of enabling voter fraud. Of course I was never charged with anything. I was transferred from the local police to the GSA, who were handling all those cases. We all ended up at one of their prisons.”

	She took a long, slow breath. “I watched my family, my friends, all the people I had roped in, I watched them slowly starve, or get beaten to unrecognizable pulps, or lynched. That’s where I ended up. I know all about your moral high ground, Mr. President. My whole family is buried there.” She folded her arms and stood up straight.

	“I’ll let you go, if you want. You can go wherever, and you can have your defiant protest and your moral superiority and your soul if such a thing exists. I have nothing else left. I’m going to kill as many of these fuckers as I can. I will spit on their graves.”

	Thomas tried to hold her stare but found he could not, looking instead out the window, then down at the bar.

	“They killed my grandson,” he said.

	The General glanced over at her followers. “We heard,” Tia said. “We didn’t know how to tell you.”

	“In cold blood,” Thomas said without looking up. “They drowned him, while his mother screamed. They laughed while she screamed.” His voice started to crack. “He was three years old.” Thomas drew in a breath, ragged and sniffling. When he looked up again at The General there were tears running down his face. “They laughed while they murdered him.”

	“Just like they did to Jules Garner.”

	Thomas managed to meet her steady gaze. “You know about that?”

	“I volunteered for your campaign. Of course I was following your career.”

	“They murdered him and his whole family, in cold blood, and then laughed and posed with the bodies. Who does that?”

	“Nazis,” The General said. “Sadists. Nihilists.”

	Thomas looked down at the bar, one hand worrying at a chip in the countertop. He drew another ragged breath.

	“The rest of your family is safe,” The General said. “Your daughter and her husband and other grandson, they’ve all gone into hiding.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“We’re trying to find them ourselves.” This got Thomas looking up at her again. “If they want, they can join us. Some of us are going into hiding ourselves.”

	“Some of you?”

	“Uh-huh. The rest are going to try to kill Drake.”

	“Do you really think killing Drake will end this?”

	“‘This’ will never end, whatever you think ‘this’ is. It’s the human condition. It might end it for us though.”

	“That sounds ominous.”

	“It is.”

	Thomas looked down again, watching his hands fidget with his empty shot glass. Then he slid this forward and tapped again on the bar. “Give me one more refill,” he said. “Then let’s go assassinate the president.”
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	The checkpoint was not manned by National Guardsmen. Symbols and signs around it indicated it once had been, and sitting just outside was an armored fighting vehicle marked as being part of the Twenty-ninth National Guard. That vehicle, however, had a different flag mounted atop, this one showing the red, white, and blue, snake of the Nationalist party. Below the snake, rather than the usual ‘Don’t Tread on Me’ print, it said ‘3rd Liberty Guard.’

	Other, more varied flags flew from the concrete wall and bunkers that defined the checkpoint itself. These included more Nationalist party flags, regular American flags, traditional Gadsden flags in yellow and black, Confederate battle flags, and the red, white, and blue swastika pattern of the Army of Civilization.

	Wrench found himself examining all this as he pulled up to the end of a line of cars waiting to get in. Soldiers in camouflage fatigues, presumably part of the Liberty Guard, loitered around their armored vehicle.

	“Oh man,” Wrench mumbled. “I got a bad feeling about this.”

	“Stay cool,” Rat said. She was dressed in an over-the-top attempt at a femme fatale, with a black cocktail dress, white fur coat, and wide-brimmed black hat. The glamorous aesthetic did not sit quite comfortably on her, and she in turn did sit quite comfortably in the passenger seat.

	The line advanced forward in short busts and long waits. Up ahead they caught glimpses of the people manning the actual checkpoint. They had an eclectic collection of camouflage fatigues, body armor, weapons, and facial hair, and were making a point of looking around each vehicle. Those vehicles were also mixed, featuring some RVs, campers towed by giant trucks, overloaded buses, and even more overloaded cars.

	Wrench glanced down at himself, at the dark, unzipped jacket he wore over a cheap super hero costume, that really was nothing more than a shirt printed to look like some bright, primary color outfit Wrench did not recognize. It had a cheap, thin plastic mask as well, held on by a rubber band, which he had pushed up onto the top of his head.

	He glanced over at Rat, at the outfit she wore. “Oh man,” Wrench said. “I’m sorry, I’m getting a bad vibe about all this.”

	From behind a panel in the rear wall of the truck cab, Duncan’s voice drifted out. “Is Wrench freaking out up there?”

	“Yes,” Rat said while keeping her gaze fixed on the Liberty Guard soldiers nearby. “And shut up, we’re not through the checkpoint yet.”

	“I don’t see anybody else dressed weird like us,” Wrench said. “Seriously, I’m thinking this was a mistake.”

	“Stay calm and drive. And get your identification out.” As she spoke Rat got into an elaborate purse she was carrying to produce a mobile.

	Wrench dug his own mobile and a card out of his pocket. He glanced down at the thin, inert plastic identification card. “God, this looks even cheaper now.”

	“Show them the electronic one,” Rat said calmly. “That’s just a backup.”

	“Wrench, stop freakin’ out,” Duncan’s voice floated into the cab again. “It just makes it worse, especially back here.”

	“Shut up,” Rat kept her tone very even. “We’re almost to the checkpoint.”

	A pickup truck, on a lift kit that put its cab a full six feet off the ground, moved on past the checkpoint in front of them, and then it was their turn. Wrench pulled forward, staring up at the ominous brick wall, topped with razor wire that bisected what had once been a major downtown thoroughfare. The guards here all had weapons out, though none of them looked weary or on edge.

	He rolled down his window as he pulled up toward a guard who seemed to be directing traffic. Wrench started to reach out with his mobile, the screen pulled up to a National Identification card app. Before he could even come to a stop though the guard waved him forward, barely even glancing at the cab. Wrench hesitated, but the guard just kept waving, urging him onward and the car behind him to keep coming forward.

	Wrench pulled his hand back in and let the delivery truck roll forward. Beyond the checkpoint the traffic was still backed up, and they found themselves effectively still waiting in the same line, just with the guards and fortified positions behind them.

	They came to a stop again behind the lifted truck, now fully within the central D.C. zone. Wrench rolled up his window, glanced in his side mirror, turned around to glance behind them, glanced at his mobile, looked in the mirror again.

	“Okay,” Rat said. Still keeping her gaze fixed on their surroundings, she reached over and knocked on the back wall of the cab. “We’ve cleared the checkpoint.”

	“Already?” Isabelle asked from behind the panel.

	“They didn’t even check our IDs.”

	With a click the central panel in the back of the truck cab came away, revealing a hidden access passage opening into the back of the truck. “Ha!” Duncan said as he poked his head out and looked around. “I told ya. We’re in one of their delivery trucks, they’re used to seeing these things come through all the time.”

	Pulling his head back in Duncan reoriented himself, then started worming his way feet first into the cab. The two seats here were crowded with three people. Duncan managed to slide over the middle console as Rat scooted toward her door as much as possible, allowing him to cram together with her in the passenger seat.

	He was dressed almost the opposite of Rat. Duncan’s face was painted with an American flag pattern. He wore a tricorn hat and a double-breasted wool coat with giant gold buttons, looking like something from the Revolutionary War. His tall boots also seemed appropriate, though his jeans mismatched the rest of the outfit, as did the modern assault rifle he dragged out of the back after himself and the mobile he tucked into one of his boots.

	Once he was fully clear Isabelle poked her own head through the access panel. She was wearing a rubber ‘Incredible Hulk’ mask but no other costume, instead just a worn camouflage jacket, ratty sweater, and thick gloves with a scarf. Care had been taken to make sure no part of her skin would poke through.

	“So did I really create a bunch of fake IDs for nothing?” Isabelle asked.

	“We may still need them yet,” Duncan said.

	“For the record, Izz,” Wrench said as he leaned forward to see what might be ahead of them, “I’m glad you made them, and I’m glad we didn’t need them.”

	“Pseudonyms,” Duncan said. “From here on, remember to use our pseudonyms. Paulie,” he pointed to himself. “Jackie,” he pointed to Rat.

	Wrench did not respond, instead just sitting there gripping the wheel tightly and idling the truck forward. Outside dusk settled in on the city. A sprinkling of street lights came on, which only added to the gloom.

	They reached an intersection with another major thoroughfare. The traffic lights were not working here, but a man in a military uniform stood in the middle of the intersection directing traffic. As things got darker his job seemed like it would become ever more suicidal, given what he was wearing, but for the moment traffic yielded and moved at his direction. There was a great amount of traffic as well, both the inflow the Free Courters were caught in and cross traffic on the intersecting street.

	“Man, what is all this?” Wrench asked.

	“What is all what?” Isabelle asked back.

	“This traffic. Who are all these people and where are they going?”

	“They’re refugees.”

	“Really?”

	“If the news reports are to be believed.” Isabelle poked her head forward some to get a better look around, then slunk back down when she realized there was nothing much to see. “They’re fleeing from us, actually.”

	“From us?” Rat asked.

	“From the Free Court. From The General.”

	“So you think that wasn’t just a bunch of scare-mongering?” Duncan asked. “The General actually has war drones and is rampaging across Pennsylvania?”

	“I would guess the rampaging part is sensationalized and overdone. But the news streams I found are reputable enough. I believe she’s up to something.”

	“Did they ever respond back to any of our messages?” Wrench asked.

	Isabelle sighed. “Only to hurry up as much as we could. Never said anything about their own situation.”

	“Probably for the best,” Duncan said.

	“Are we sure these are refugees?” Wrench asked. “They weren’t letting refugees into the this central zone when we checked a few days ago.”

	“They weren’t letting anybody in,” Duncan said.

	“They look like refugees,” Rat said. “Something must have changed.”

	“So we could have maybe gotten in here earlier posed as refugees,” Wrench said.

	“Wouldn’t have mattered,” Duncan said. “The party is tonight.”

	At last they got up to the front of the queue and got waved through the wide intersection. Wrench drove them straight ahead, across the intersection and right back into the same traffic snarl they had been sitting in before.

	Eventually the road they were on dead-ended at a park. It was filled with cars and campers and make-shift tents. After the recent string of sunny days the crowd here seemed out in force, like some giant tail-gate party. Smoke from barbeque setups mingled with tinny music coming from underpowered stereos, mixing together into a general, hazy din.

	“The White House is just beyond this,” Rat pointed forward.

	“You want us to just drop you off here?” Wrench asked.

	“Might as well,” Duncan said. “You’re going nowhere fast right now.”

	They made a left turn onto a cross street, then Wrench pulled off as much as he could. The street running in front of the park not only had no place to park a car, but almost no place to drive one. Double parked vehicles and campers that just seemed to have stopped and set up in the middle of the street left only one real lane on this road, and traffic was flowing only away from the entrance road the Free Courters had come down. There was no way for anybody to turn back.

	After pulling to a stop Wrench looked over at the pair in the passenger seat. “This is it then,” he said.

	“I’m afraid it is,” Duncan said.

	“You guys have your mobiles?” Isabelle checked.

	Duncan just nodded. Rat wrestled her bulky purse into her lap and looked inside. “Uh-huh,” she said, pulling it out. “For all the good they do. No signal.”

	“How about the walk-talkies?”

	Duncan pulled up a leg and patted the boot. “Yip.”

	“Right here,” Rat got hers out from her purse as well, along with a heavy handgun. She checked this was loaded, then packed everything back away.

	“You sure you want to go armed?” Wrench asked.

	“Dude,” Duncan said. “Everyone here is armed.”

	“Except you’re walking into the White House.”

	“Looks who’s running the show,” he gestured out at the crowd. “They might take our weapons when we go to get in, but nobody’s going to question us having them.”

	“Speaking of that, you have the tickets?” Isabelle asked.

	Rat produced the pair from her purse. “You want yours,” she handed one to Duncan.

	“Unless you want to go with my plan.”

	She shook her head. “I don’t think we can pretend not to know each other. The tickets were together. It’s a pair.”

	“That assumes anybody here actually knew Paulie and Jackie, and if that’s true we’re probably fucked. We pretend to be separate, we can . . .”

	“Guys,” Isabelle said with a quick chirp. “Now’s not the time. We agreed on a plan, let’s stick to it. You guys remember our getaway point?”

	“Sure do?”

	“And the backup?”

	“Of course.”

	“We’ll try to let you know on mobiles,” Isabelle said. “Call us with the walkie talkies if you can. If you need something.”

	They stared at her, her eyes peering bright through the holes in the superhero mask.

	“If we don’t make it,” Duncan said. “You got that letter I wrote, right?”

	“I do.”

	“You send that right away.”

	“It’s all set up. I set up a dead man’s switch. It’ll be sent in three days if I don’t stop it before. Assuming that email address is right.”

	“If it isn’t,” Duncan stared at her as if trying to see through the mask. “You’ll make sure?”

	“Absolutely. Do you have any requests Rat?”

	“I have nobody left to send a letter to. But if we never meet again,” she turned away, looking out into the deepening darkness outside. “Tell Shamana I don’t regret any of it.”

	Isabelle and Wrench glanced at each other. “Of course.”

	“Alright,” Duncan said. “Let’s do this.”

	“Good luck,” Wrench said. “We’ll see you on the other side.”

	With that Rat popped open the door and the two slid out into the night. Wrench got the truck rolling forward again along the jammed street, while Isabelle took a turn wriggling her way through the rear panel and into the passenger seat. She managed to get the panel replaced and secured behind her, again disguising the existence of a passage into the back.

	“What do you think this was for?” she asked Wrench.

	“I still have no idea.”

	Isabelle turned at him. With darkness pervading outside the truck cabin had grown dim, rendering Wrench little more than a shadow with a firm grip on the wheel. “You know where you’re going?” Izzy asked.

	“I do. The Metro Station first, right?”

	“Yes.” She looked around at the continued traffic, and wondered if all these people were just looking for a place to park, in a city where traffic lanes were becoming parking spots. “Maybe we should just abandon the van and go on foot.”

	Staring out into the sporadic light of the street, Wrench hesitated to respond. “You want to abandon Plan A already?”

	“Even if getting out the southern checkpoint is viable, we’d be trying to make an escape in rush hour traffic.”

	Again Wrench was slow to say anything. “There’s a chance they won’t be coming in hot. They could slip out and get back to us, and we’ll need the truck to smuggle them out.” He spoke without looking at her, then paused again and swallowed hard. “On the other hand, we may never see or hear from them again. We should be prepared with a way to get out of here just by ourselves.”

	Isabelle turned to him, staring at Wrench as he was temporarily illuminated by a rare street light. As they rolled forward odd shadows crept across him, casting him in a variety of silhouettes, before at last leaving them in darkness again.

	“Okay,” she said. “But I have no idea where we’re gonna park this thing.”

	“This rush hour might not be constant. Maybe in a few hours the streets will be clearer.”

	They reached their turn off, and Wrench took a right, joining a new line of traffic. Parked cars still jammed the sides of the street, and in some cases the sidewalk, along here, but the road itself had enough room for traffic moving both directions.

	They drove on in silence, the traffic unrelenting. It seemed a wonder so many vehicles could still get full tanks or full charges to remain mobile. Their own truck, with its diesel engine, had a quarter tank and no known means of refueling.

	Ahead they reached a point where the road cut across the National Mall. To their right they could see the Washington Monument, its height lit up by still working spotlights. The grassy field around it was now an extended parking lot and camp ground. It had a sort of festival atmosphere, with campfires and cooking pits scattered about, tents and lean-tos set up against trucks, people with hotplates connected to car batteries, more overlapping music, and revelry.

	“What have we gotten in to?” Isabelle asked.

	Wrench just shook his head in response.

	“It’s hard to believe the White Paladin is paying for all of this,” she said.

	“Hard to believe she can pay for all this? Or that she’s willing to?”

	“Both, I guess. How much must it cost to feed all these people? Not only feed them, but ship that food in here.”

	“Are we sure that’s what’s happening?”

	“I guess not.” Isabelle turned to him again, once more examining Wrench in the odd lighting they were passing through. “It would explain why so many people are coming here.”

	“Even is she’s not feeding them, the rumors obviously existed online. That alone could bring out all these people. You think that means they’re not fleeing from The General?”

	“Fleeing from The General. Fleeing to the White Paladin. Push and pull, it can be both.”

	They passed through a section of road where cars were not crammed along its sides, instead replaced by what looked like a series of tent-shops. The whole open-air market teemed with people, who were lit up by large, overhead lights connected to generators or car batteries. People were selling food, or Nationalist t-shirts and flags, or camping gear, or guns.

	Wrench looked out one side to see a shop set up in a massive tent, filled with gun racks. In front there was a series of fifty-five gallon drums stuffed full of automatic rifles. A group of children, carrying such rifles, chased each other among the displays. A big sign in front of the gun barrels read ‘Perfect for Shooting up Libtard Schools.’

	Leaning over, Wrench tapped Isabelle on the shoulder and pointed out this sign to her.

	“Just keep driving,” she said in a quiet voice.

	At the southern end of the National Mall they came to a cross street without a working traffic light. Instead it had a row of soldiers in National Guard uniforms. Traffic here was made to stop and wait while a column of tanks and armored transports passed by along the cross street. Among the vehicles they spotted more flags and emblems of the Nationalist party and ‘Liberty Guard’ labels.

	They watched the column roll by, like a slow moving train. By now it was fully night outside. In the distance, off to their left, somewhere in front of Capital Hill, they saw some thick smoke start to rise and disappear into the night.

	“Have you heard anything from the others already?” Wrench asked.

	Isabelle glanced down at her mobile and shook her head.

	The armored column got past, and the soldiers blocking the road cleared out. Traffic began to move again.

	South of the National Mall the roads got a little clearer, both in terms of parked and moving vehicles. Down a few side streets and passed a few clusters of people dressed in eclectic masks and costumes, they arrived at their destination.

	The D.C. Metro Station here was the southern most one within the confines of the so-called Freedom Zone. Its entrance was a well lit bank of unmoving escalators, leading down beneath a tall, dark building. Across the street was an auto-cab hub, looking like a multi-story parking garage with hard, transparent plastic sheets covering up its exposure to the elements.

	The hub had no lights inside, and looked empty. The charging stations and maintenance bays of its interior, from what could be seen by nearby streetlights, were intact, but there were no cars inside. It was no surprise what had happened to them though. Dozens of wrecked or trashed auto-cabs, in distinct bright green colors, were stacked into piles along the adjoining streets. It was not clear how they had gotten like that, but the effect was to wall off this area. They could drive no further down those streets, and even going on foot would involve some climbing or tight squeezes.

	Wrench brought their truck to a halt at the intersection, their headlights shining on the wall of wrecked auto-cabs ahead.

	“This is it?” Isabelle asked.

	“This is the place Duncan and I picked out as our best entrance point. So just down there,” he pointed to their right, southward, “is the old checkpoint. That’s where we’d get out if we’re in the truck. Otherwise our options are either down through the Metro over there, and about a mile hike through the tunnels to an abandoned station east of here, or,” he pointed forward, “we climb over this wall.”

	“Do they, um,” Isabelle leaned forward to look, and furrowed her brow. “Do they guard this . . . wall?”

	“Not sure. According to the info we got from the Caterpillar Queen, there are a few blocks beyond this that are a no-man’s land of snipers and unexploded ordinance.”

	“That’s our Plan A?”

	“Plan A is slip out with the truck through the southern checkpoint. Plan B is the Metro line. This would be Plan C, I guess. The info we had on this area was six months old, we never got close enough to confirm how true it still is.”

	“Given how well they’re guarding the boundaries of this zone, I guess it makes sense the only place to slip out is through a minefield.”

	They sat there, idling, staring at the imposing wall in front of them.

	“What do you think?” Wrench asked. “Is this good enough? Hunker down here, or should we go check the backup?”

	“So is what we’ve been calling the alternate exit Plan D then?”

	“I guess it would be.”

	Isabelle considered this, continuing to stare at the stack of cars. She checked her mobile, found no new messages. She checked that the walkie-talkies were on and receiving.

	“We should check out the backup. These exits are all next to each other. One bad stroke of luck could cut off all three of them.”

	“Alright. Should we drive or walk over?”

	“How far is it?”

	“A mile or so.”

	“Mmmm,” Isabelle murmured. “Would we have to drive through the whole mess again to get over there?”

	“Part of it anyway. It’s over by the water front.”

	“Mmmm.” This got more frowning consideration. “If we do end up using this alternate escape, will we be in the truck?”

	“No. There’s no way, the alternate exit is an old tunnel the Caterpillar Queen’s scouts found that may or may not still be there, may or may not be guarded.”

	“Ugh. I hate leaving the truck if we don’t have to. Maybe it’s a false sense of security though. Yeah, you know what, let’s leave it, go on foot.”

	“Really?”

	“Who knows how soon or late the others will be coming. If we’re not here to rendezvous at least the truck should be.”

	After a moment of considering this Wrench nodded to himself. “Okay. Why don’t we park over in that auto-cab parking?”

	“You sure?”

	“It looks abandoned.”

	“I guess.”

	Wrench pulled over to the structure’s low ramp entrance. There was a guard booth with a cross beam here, both of which were in ruins. Entering, they found the truck’s headlights playing across limited spots on the concrete structure, like a flashlight in a haunted house. There were rows of parking spots here like any parking garage, though these all had charging stations at their front ends.

	There were no vehicles in sight. Wrench pulled off to one side, picked an empty spot near a human-sized exit gate, and parked.

	They both drew in deep breaths. “Okay,” Wrench looked over at her, “you ready for this?”

	Isabelle was busy going over herself, adjusting sleeves and collars and her mask, making sure her skin was totally concealed.

	“We can just drive over if you want?” Wrench said.

	“No, this is the right move. I’ll text the others where the truck is, let them know.”

	It occurred to Wrench just then that they had, through an unspoken agreement, decided not to actually say the names of their compatriots, as if that was bad luck or something. He again considered that he might never see them again, letting that idea settled on him.

	“Okay,” Isabelle said.

	“Ah crap,” Wrench said. She shot him a look, and he pointed to his side mirror. 

	Isabelle could not see anything in it from her angle, but she did notice the flashlight beams now playing off the structure nearby, and heard a shout.

	“Do we bail?” Wrench asked, reaching for the ignition.

	“No. Play it cool. We’re just lost.”

	With another deep breath Wrench slid his plastic mask down into place, opened the door, and slipped out of the truck. Approaching his side of the vehicle were a pair of young men. Except for not wearing masks they were dressed just like Isabelle, with dirty camouflage jackets over ratty winter clothes.

	“Hey, you can’t park here,” one of the men said. “Oh.”

	The belligerence in his voice drained as Isabelle walked around into view. Right away a cold dread stirred in the two Free Courters. Then, however, the other man smiled.

	“Oh. Jumpies,” he said with a big grin.

	“Oh,” the first man said. “I’m sorry. I thought you were some of those Liberty Guard tards looking to take over here.”

	“No, no,” Wrench said, desperately trying to contain the nervousness from his voice. “We’re just lost.”

	“Yeah, this ain’t no Liberty Guard truck,” the second man said to the first. “It’s one of ours. It’s a supply truck.”

	“This a load of supplies?” the first man asked.

	“It is,” Wrench said. “We’re, uh, we’re filing in for some people. Supposed to just drop this off, but got a little lost.”

	“You can drop it off here, that’s fine.”

	“Um,” he glanced over at Isabelle. “Okay, sure.”

	“Can we unload it tomorrow?” Isabelle asked. She did not try to disguise her voice, and Wrench felt a new pang of concern over the reaction a woman might get here. “It’s been a really long day.”

	“Sure, no worries,” the second man said. “It’ll be safe here.”

	“Y’all looking to go take in the sights?” the first man asked.

	“Oh, uh, yeah,” Wrench said. “If we get a chance, for sure.”

	“You came on the right night. Come on, we’re heading over ourselves.”

	“Um,” he glanced at Isabelle again. “Okay, sounds good.”

	The two continued on toward the exit, and the Free Courters fell in behind them.

	They found themselves walking northward along a low traffic street. While there were few lights on this stretch they could see a cluster of brightness a couple blocks ahead.

	“You guys been before?” one of the men asked, waving his hand forward.

	“Uh, nah,” Wrench said. “First time in the zone.”

	This just got a laugh from both men, loud and sustained enough it had Wrench wondering what was so funny. The two both picked up the pace, pulling a little ways ahead.

	As he walked Wrench felt Isabelle sticking close, bumping against his arm. When he looked over she leaned in and whispered to him. “Are we going the right way?”

	Wrench paused, then picked up his own pace to catch up, and Isabelle followed silently. “So, is that the Mall up ahead?” Wrench asked.

	“Sure is.”

	“Cool. We’d heard the place to go in the zone was down near the Tidal Basin.”

	“Nah, man, that’s someone fucking with you. This is where you wanna be.”

	“Oh, okay. Cool.” He looked at Isabelle and shrugged.

	“So you guys just get into town?”

	“We’ve been here a couple weeks. Helpin’ out at the, um,” he waved a hand.

	“Supply dump,” Isabelle said.

	“Yeah, working with Paulie and his crew, if you know them.” Wrench said this, then right away regretted bringing up the name, not knowing how the others were doing.

	“Don’t know ‘em.”

	“Where y’all from?” the second man asked.

	“Originally,” Wrench said, “Chicago area.”

	“Shit’s pretty fucked up out there, huh?”

	“So I hear. Haven’t been back in a while, been bouncing around out here the last few years.”

	“Yeah, I fuckin’ get that.”

	Much to the Free Courters relief they fell silent after that.

	Ahead they emerged from the more claustrophobic streets. They passed some parkland and parking lots that had been overrun by the Liberty Guards. Tanks and armored personnel carriers and drones, perhaps the convoy they had seen earlier, were parked in rows next to a set of camouflage netting tents.

	The street here had no car traffic but was being used by pedestrians, forced from the sidewalk by Liberty Guardsmen who stood watch on the edge of the camp they were establishing. That edge, along the sidewalk itself, was becoming more precisely defined as other Guardsmen set up segments of razor wire fencing and rows of sandbags.

	The crowd had gotten thicker here as well. People on foot, dressed like Revolutionary soldiers or wearing rubber president-face masks or just hauling oversized flags, converged into a northward moving stream.

	They arrived at last back at the National Mall. Capitol Hill loomed large to their right, lit up by spotlight beams that had been set up around it. Directly ahead was a thick cloud of smoke rising up from something. Flickering lights danced among the thickening crowd in that direction.

	“Come on,” one of their escorts turned to say. “See if we can find a better view over here.” They broke from the general flow of the growing crowd around them, moving toward one side. Without much conviction Wrench and Isabelle followed, hoping they might get separated in the crush. Unfortunately their hosts kept turning around and checking that they were keeping up.

	The air around them started to become as thick as the crowd, and just as acrid. Wrench lifted his mask some and bent down for a clean breath. He glanced around, but those around him did not seem to care.

	At last they broke through to come up toward the Capitol Reflecting Pool. The pool itself was drained, leaving the area as just a concrete depression. Within that, however, had been dumped a gigantic pile of coal. It sat in uneven mounds scattered all along the former pool, and burned in uneven clumps. This close not only was the smoke uncomfortably thick but the heat given off was starting to become intense, enough to dispel the winter that still hung around most of the city.

	They continued forward, pushing and angling through the crowd, until they were able to get right up to the edge of the pool. The bed of coal began just a few feet in front of them, though this coal was not yet actively burning. The whole thing looked like a giant barbeque pit, with red glowing embers concentrated around the larger piles, and actual flames and thick smoke rising at the peak of these mounds.

	Over to the west side of the reflecting pool, they could see, were a mixed line of pickup trucks, moving vans, and two-wheel trailers, all of them loaded down with more coal. Men with shovels were unloading this into the pile. They would wind up each time and hurl each shovel full as far out toward the center mounds as they could.

	Wrench took only a second to stare at the scene, then he spun away, crouching down and bracing himself on his knees. Isabelle stepped over for a closer look at him.

	“Are you okay?” she asked.

	He pushed his mask up off his face and took a breath. “This,” he said, then turned to her and continued at a whisper. “This is the killing fields.”

	“What?”

	“It looks,” he swallowed, glanced around, leaned in and lowered his voice even further. “It looks just like the killing fields at Camp Paradise. Where they burned the bodies.”

	Isabelle nodded slowly, turning to look around some more. She leaned back toward Wrench and whispered. “I don’t see any bodies.”

	He just stood there, hunched over. Then he nodded.

	“Come on.” She tugged on his arm. Wrench readjusted his mask and stood up again.

	Stepping forward and looking closer they saw there were people moving about in the hellscape that was the former reflecting pool. It seemed suicidal, but they moved among the piles of burning coal, sticking to areas away from the main mounds. Their job seemed to be to sweep and shovel coal chunks scattered around, gathering toward the main piles. It was difficult to see them through the haze, but the people out there did not appear to be wearing anything that would protect them from the smoke or the heat.

	“Wow, they got a big one going tonight,” one of their escorts said.

	“Yeah,” Wrench said. “It’s, uh, it’s getting pretty smokey, huh.” He hoped this might plant an excuse for a graceful exit.

	“Nah. Fake news. Smoke can’t hurt ya.”

	“Yeah,” his compatriot said. “It’s like with cigarettes. Liberal fake news hysteria.”

	“Just like with global warming. Too bad we don’t have any libtards here right now, could show ‘em this, let ‘em try to explain global warming then.”

	“They’d just keep saying the same things anyway. Bunch of tards.”

	“That’s why we’ll just keep burnin’ it. They’ll get it one way or the other.”

	A part of Wrench started to wonder how burning coal like this disproved climate change. Then he remember who and what he was dealing with. “Sure,” he said.

	“Oh look, we’re just in time. The Blot is about to begin.” They pointed and then started moving off through the crowd.

	Wrench hesitated, wondering if they could just let these two head off, and then slip off in the crowd. Isabelle, however, moved to follow them right away, and Wrench did as well when he realized they were moving away from the thickest part of the smoke.

	They circled around to the east side of the reflecting pool, and continued to make their way along its edge. Most of the coal piles, being shoveled in from trucks on the west side, were concentrated over there, leaving this side less smokey and hot.

	Moving around also brought this side of the reflecting pool into better view. In a line out in the burning fields, facing toward Capitol Hill, were set up a row of tall wooden crosses. Heat from the coals had started some of these smoldering. They had not quite ignited yet, but when they did it would be a row of burning crosses.

	Continuing to dodge through the crowd they made their way up to a monument that dominated this side of the reflecting pool. It was in fact a monument to Ulysses S. Grant, with a central podium that held a statue of the general atop a horse, surrounded by four smaller podiums with sitting lions. Lines hung with flags had been strung up between each lion statue and the central statue. Spot lights set up all around illuminated it in a harsh, white light.

	As they got closer they saw there were other changes as well. Symbols that looks like Egyptian hieroglyphics had been crudely carved into all the podiums. Christmas wreaths and sprigs of holly and mistletoe adorned the flag lines and statues. Also, at the front of the monument, at a railing facing the reflecting pool, there had been set up some kind of alter. It looked vaguely like a horse saddle, made of metal, set up on its own small dias of cinder blocks.

	Their hosts once again jostled their way to the front of the crowd. Wrench and Isabelle found themselves just off to the side of the whole monument, with a clear view of what happened next.

	It started with a series of drum rolls. Some pyrotechnic displays created fountains of flames erupting from near each lion statue, adding further to the air quality problems. Then, a figure emerged at the front of the monument, coming forward and stepping up onto the cinder block dias.

	He was shirtless, though he had some kind of open, fur-lined vest. His face was painted like Duncan’s head been, in an American flag pattern, which seemed a good sign for the others. This man also wore some kind of horned Viking helmet, though it looked like it might be plastic.

	The pseudo-Viking man stepped up to the alter and lifted his hands. The crowd around cheered, and another stream of fireworks erupted from around the monument. The Viking kept his hands raised, looking around and basking in the applause and the coal heat. He kept at this for a little bit, until, in a quick rush, all of the crosses out in the field fully ignited. As flames erupted up their heights the Viking thrust up his arms and shouted, “let the Blot for America begin!”

	There was an even louder cheer from the crowd. Wrench took the opportunity to lean over and whisper to Isabelle. “What is a Blot?”

	She held up a hand to him, paused, then pointed. With the crosses now burning there was a new, increased level of illumination on this side of the burning fields. Wrench could now see, being led up toward the Viking and the alter, was a young black-skinned boy. He looked perhaps ten years old, and as far as Wrench could see was completely naked, save for a dog collar around his neck, a gag in his mouth, and a blindfold. Two leashes were attached to the collar, each one held by a man in white Ku Klux Klan robes.

	“Oh God,” Wrench let slip, then quickly ducked his head, hoping nobody had heard.

	The Klansmen led the boy up to the saddle-shaped alter. Putting him right in front of this they hefted him up and over, so that he was laying on his belly across the saddle shape. Although from where Wrench stood he did not have a great view, it looked like they then proceeded to tie down the boy’s arms and legs to the base of the saddle alter.

	Then, one of the Klansmen pulled out a long, curved, ornate knife. With this he cut the gag and blindfold free from the boy, who looked up and around. Even at this distance the Free Courters could see the terror in the boy’s eyes.

	The two Klansmen retreated back toward the center of the monument, and the Viking-man stepped forward again. With a single tug and a flourish he ripped off his pants, as if they were designed to be torn off in just such a fashion. He waded this up and pitched them out into the crowd in front of the alter. The Viking was naked underneath them. He grabbed his own testicles to prop up his erect penis, and then postured and waved this toward the crowd, who let out a loud cheer in turn.

	Then, positioning himself, grabbing either end of the saddle-alter, the Viking proceeded to sodomize the little boy.

	The boy screamed out, the piercing scream of a child tinged with a terror felt in one’s soul. The crowd cheered and laughed. The man let out a groan and continued to thrust, the boy continued to scream, and Wrench thought he might be sick. He turned away, reaching out and finding Isabelle’s shoulder, which he had to use to prop himself up. For her part, Izzy stood there like a statue.

	The whole scene continued for a minute or two. Between the screaming, the burning coals, and the cruel laughter and jeers from the crowd, it seemed like the hellscape image was complete, even more so by the way the duration of the whole ceremonial torture stretched out into an agonizing eternity.

	Up on the alter the Viking just kept going. As his pace increased he suddenly slowed and lifted up his arms again. The crowd let out another loud cheer as the two Klansmen rushed forward again. One came up and grabbed the hair of the boy from behind, jerking his head up and back. The other Klansmen, wielding the ceremonial knife from earlier, slit his throat in one clean gash.

	As blood erupted out and the boy went limp the two Klansmen both produced cups in their free hands. They used these to collect the spilling blood, and when they were full turned and held them up toward the crowd. In the increased light the cups could be seen to be golden chalices, inlaid with jewels, like a vision of the holy grail.

	“The blood of Christ,” the two Klansmen shouted.

	“Oh Lord our God,” the Viking now said, leaning over on the saddle again to brace himself and catch his breath, his voice failing at first but then finding its strength. “Purify this mongrel blood and transmute it in your holiness, that all the unclean may find salvation.”

	“Blood of Christ!” the Klansmen again said, then turned toward the Viking. He took the cup from one, drank from it, returned it, then did the same with the other.

	The Klansmen took drinks themselves, then stepped forward to the edge of the monument and lowered the cups down into the waiting crowd, where arms reached up eagerly to grab them.

	The Free Courters could not see what happened to the cups of blood after that. The Klansmen, however, jumped to their next task. As the Viking stepped back and away from the alter another Klansmen emerged, this one carrying a long, metal rod. With help from the first two, these Klansmen took the rod and rammed it through the body of the boy, in through his anus and piercing up out his severed throat. The original two Klansmen then each took a hold of one end of this giant skewer and hefted the dead boy between them.

	“Body of Christ,” they shouted.

	“Body of Christ,” The Viking shouted as well, as did the crowd in turn.

	Below, in front of the monument, some people started to part away. Down there, it could now be seen, they had collected some of the burning coal into a long fire pit lined with rocks. A couple of sturdy metal braces stood at either end of the fire pit, clear from their size they were meant to support the human skewer between them.

	The Klansmen carried the body around to the fire pit and set it above the coals. Perpendicular rods attached to the ends of the skewer allowed it to be turned, which the two Klansmen began to do. The child’s body started to roast.

	“Line up,” the Viking shouted, having returned to his spot on the alter. “Line up to partake of the body transubstantiated and made pure by the power of Christ!”

	It was, at that, all they could take. Both Wrench and Isabelle, as if by some unspoken mental link, each chose that moment to run.

	They turned and fled, Isabelle in the lead, heading south and angling away from the reflecting pool and the hellscape. People in the crowd were pressing forward to line up or get a better view. They jostled the Free Courters but otherwise ignored them as they passed.

	At first the smokey air seemed thicker, and everything seemed to be closing in around them. Then suddenly they were clear. People stood here at the outskirts of the crowd, spread out enough to allow for personal space. The two Free Courters broke into an all out run.

	Wrench was dimly aware of passing by the outskirts of the Liberty Guard camp, seeing the razor wire fences still being put up in sections. They passed by small clusters of people, standing around or heading toward the ‘festivities.’ These people watched the two masked figures tear past at a dead run. Some shouted random, obtuse comments, but otherwise they did nothing.

	Further on even these small groups of people thinned to nothing. They were somewhere south of Capitol Hill now, entering a section of ruined buildings. Isabelle ran without a sense of where she was going, and Wrench just followed along behind her.

	They reached a city street lined with rubble to the point that cars could no longer pass. Isabelle dove into this, weaving and jumping over concrete chunks. There were no active city lights here, and the light and heat of the hell they had left behind was gone. As the chill darkness started to seep in they slowed, and at last stopped.

	Isabelle, moving forward as if on a final gasp of inertia, staggered into a side alley. She reaced a wall, leaned against it, and sank down to a sitting position. Wrench leaned against the wall, pushed his mask up onto his head, and threw up.

	“Oh my God,” Isabelle said, her voice cracking. She pushed up her own mask, oblivious to the risk, and wiped away tears. “Oh my God, Wrench. Did you see? Did you see?”

	“I saw, I saw,” Wrench said. “I puked.” Taking a moment to catch his breath, Wrench fumbled around for where he had a flashlight clipped to his belt. He turned it on and stared at his vomited lunch in morbid fascination. “I never thought a person could puke from just seeing something.”

	“They, they,” Isabelle could not get further, her voice cracking again. It was threw a sob that she continued. “You saw what they did?”

	“I saw, I saw,” he said, still trying to catch his breath. “They raped, and murdered, and ate that child.”

	He turned his flashlight toward Isabelle. She had curled up into a ball, leaning there against the concrete wall. As the light fell on her she turned to look up at him.

	She again pushed up her mark, this time almost pulling it off to reveal her whole, tear streaked face. “Let’s just get out of here,” she said. “Let’s get back to the truck and just bail.”

	“We gotta wait for the others.” Wrench came over and sat down next to her.

	Her face contorted in another sob. “They’re already dead. How could they not be? Out in all this. We should never have come here, Wrench. We should never have come to D.C. and never should have come to his place. This is hell on Earth.”

	“I know.”

	She buried her face against her knees. Wrench just sat there, keeping the flashlight on her. Then he realized this was pointless and turned it off. They sat in the darkness.

	“Was this what it was like?” she asked him at almost a whisper. “In the camps. Was that what it was like?”

	He shook his head, which she could not see in the dark. “No,” he said, then paused long enough that it seemed he would not say more. “No, it was never like that.”

	“Do you really think there’s any chance the others will make it out alive?”

	“We’ve never said their odds were good, but if there’s a chance I’m staying, to do whatever I can for them.”

	Isabelle nodded, which again could not be seen in the dark. “What do we do? Do you think those guys will be suspicious we ran off?”

	“Not sure they noticed. We can make up something. Maybe, um, we had like a remote alarm in the truck that was triggered, we thought somebody was fucking with it.”

	“Yeah, okay. Okay,” this little bit allowed her to collect herself. “Okay, that’s good. We should still go check out that Tidal Basin back up exit too.”

	“Should we do that right now?”

	With some effort she gathered herself, then nodded, then realized and said, “yes, definitely. Let’s get out of this dark alley.”

	As they stood up Isabelle pulled out her mobile, its screen providing some minimal lighting. “I still haven’t heard anything from the others. I still have no signal though, so . . .”

	“I haven’t heard anything either. Hopefully they’re having a better evening than us.”

	On the other side of the National Mall, at just that moment, Duncan and Rat were having a completely uneventful evening. They were still waiting.

	Getting to the White House had been no problem. They had walked casually past the tailgate party on its front side, around the curved drive, and right up to the front entrance. There were guards there, wearing camouflage fatigues without patches, their faces painted in clown makeup. This, and their heavy rifles, made them intimidating, but all they did was ask for tickets. When presented with these, one guard stamped them, handed them back, and waved the two of them through.

	Once inside they found themselves simply dumped off. There were no signs or ushers or hosts to direct anybody. The entrance hall itself looked in poor shape. There was graffiti on some of the walls, not in spray paint but done in charcoal or carved with a knife. These depicted symbols that looked like Nordic runes or Egyptian hieroglyphics, or perhaps just generic occult symbols. Along one wall paintings of past presidents had been defaced, with glasses and mustaches and penises drawn all over them.

	It also looked as though the room had once had various chandeliers, busts and vases and ornate lamps on podiums, and various decorative furniture, all of which had been broken, trashed, and swept into a pile at the far end of the room. 

	There was no direct lighting in this room, though adjoining rooms and halls left light spilling in. There was also nobody else present.

	“My mom used to tell this story,” Duncan said as they came to stand in the middle of the room, looking around and still finding nobody present. “When she, my mom, when she was little, there was an economic crisis, this is pre-energy crisis I think but still some economic downturn, it completely devalued the house she was living in, that they owed a bunch of money on. They were so behind on the mortgage that her parents, my grandparents, they decided to just bail. They packed up their stuff, left the keys and a note on the kitchen counter, and moved out. Stopped paying for the place, didn’t care if it all just burned.”

	“You’re saying the White House is so devalued it’s no longer worth it to keep paying its mortgage?”

	He nodded. “That is exactly what I’m saying. Let’s go find the kitchen, maybe there’s a note from the previous owners on the counter.”

	Despite this comment they both just stood there, looking around at the many exits to this room and having no idea which way to go, even if they were serious about finding the kitchen.

	Before they could come to any decision another group entered. They looked like soldiers from the first World War, dressed in mud-slicked overcoats, bowl-shaped helmets, and heavy looking gas masks. They carried with them some very modern armaments, not just heavy rifles but mortars, rocket-propelled grenades, and even a flame-thrower backpack. The group, a dozen strong, ignored Rat and Duncan. Instead they veered left and headed straight into an adjoining hallway.

	The two Free Courters looked at each other, shrugged, and followed behind. They were lead through some corridors, up a set of stairs, and into an ornate room far better maintained than the entrance hall. This place was still decorated for Christmas, with an oversized Christmas tree and an overabundance of wreathes and light strings and tinsel.

	Standing around in this room, in addition to the troopers they had followed, were some other odd individuals. In a high-backed, decorative, uncomfortable looking chair sat a man dressed like a cowboy, or perhaps more like someone who had just stepped out of the Australian outback, or perhaps even more appropriately, like a modern American vision of someone from the Australian outback. He wore a wide brimmed hat, a thick, worn leather coat, and carried a whip and a pistol on his belt.

	Another man, wearing an entirely white suit and smoking a giant cigar, stood admiring the Christmas tree and paid no attention to anybody entering.

	Near the mantle, that almost did not look like a mantle for all the wreaths it was covered with, stood a set of twins. The two women were dressed in identical poodle skirt dresses, differentiated only by the shade of the trim. They were talking with a corpulent man wearing a suit a few sizes too small and torn in places from the effort of containing him. His skin was a blotched wreck, with alternating areas of a bright red rash and areas that looked like burned scar tissue.

	In the far corner stood two priests. One looked like a Catholic priest. The other looked like the priest of some ancient pagan religion, dressed like an Egyptian pharaoh and holding a tall staff with an ornate snakehead top.

	Taking all this in, Rat and Duncan moved off to one side of the door, keeping space between themselves and the rest of the guests. Some of the troopers they had followed began speaking with the pseudo-Aussie cowboy, or among themselves, but otherwise everyone ignored these newcomers.

	“Do you think we’re in the right place?” Rat whispered to Duncan.

	“We have to be, right?”

	She looked around the room with undisguised confusion. “Who knows?”

	They were interrupted then by a petite blond woman bouncing into the room. She had long legs, a short skirt, a tight button-down top, and a vacant smile, as if those had been the exact job requirements advertised. Right away she approached the troopers. The lead among them turned to face her, his gas mask still in place and creating an odd contrast. His dark, silent visage made it seem she was talking to some speechless evil spirit.

	“Lieutenant Coney?” she read from a tablet she carried in a bubbly voice.

	The lead trooper gave a slow, solemn nod.

	“They’re ready for you.” She gestured toward the exit.

	With even, plodding steps the trooper exited. The blond woman went to follow, but then noticed the other two newcomers in the room.

	“Oh, hello,” she stepped over to Rat and Duncan with an even bigger smile. “Didn’t see you there. Can I get your names?”

	“Sure,” Duncan said. “It’s Paulie.”

	“Jackie.”

	“Uh-huh.” She noted that down on her tablet, making no comment about the lack of last names. “Okay. Just wait here, they’ll call you shortly.”

	That was when the waiting started. The blond woman returned at irregular intervals, taking people out in ones and twos. The Aussie guy, the man in the white suit, and some of the other troopers all got called away. Duncan found a seat to collapse in to, and Rat stood next to him, arms folded, nervously tapping her foot. Later she tired of this and took a seat as well on the footstool that went with Duncan’s chair, and then they waited some more.

	The twins and the large man with the ravaged skin were having a discussion about the philosopher Frederick Nietzsche. At first it seemed interesting, with the twins talking about how Nietzsche’s philosophy established the need for a free libertarian state that allowed for the betterment of society through economic survival of the fittest, while the heavy man argued how those same teachings required a rigidly hierarchical government to impose ‘master morality’ upon the otherwise decadent and permissive culture.

	This argument, however, only seemed interesting, because after about ten minutes of listening, Rat realized they were arguing in circles. More than that, they seemed to be playing on a loop. Each side had about ten to twelve specific talking points that they kept repeating, often verbatim. Each one would wait while the other spoke, then, regardless of what had just been said, launch into a talking point of their own, seemingly chosen at random from their predetermined list. It did not take long before Rat started hearing repeats. It was like listening to the argument a pair of AI chat-bots that had been programmed to simulate an argument might have.

	Whatever the remaining troopers and the two priests were talking about it was in lowered voices she could not quite overhear.

	Rat leaned over to speak to Duncan in her own hushed tone. “Duncan.”

	He opened his eyes and sat up. “Yeah?”

	“You were asleep.”

	“No.” He stared at her, glanced around the room, returned his gaze. “Yes. How long have we been here?”

	“Over an hour.”

	“You think they’ve forgotten about us?”

	“They keep coming and collecting people.” Rat looked up and around the room herself at the surreal scene. “This is all so weird. It’s not at all what I expected.”

	“Do you suppose they’re calling us out so slowly because each person gets some personal, one-on-one time with the White Paladin?”

	“Or because they’re leading each little group off to the slaughter.”

	“There is that.”

	Rat turned back to him with a cold look. “I’m serious Duncan. Doesn’t this remind you of in-processing at Camp Sylvan?”

	He furrowed his brow in thought. “No, honestly. Except that they’re both waiting rooms. But the waiting rooms there strived to seem totally normal. This place has been creepy since we arrived.”

	Rat hugged her arms to herself and looked away. “Part of me thinks we should just bail right now.”

	“We’re so close though.”

	“I’m not sure we are. I don’t think any of this is going to be like what we expected.” She shook her head slowly as she spoke. “I don’t think we’re gonna get a shot. I don’t think we’re gonna have any chance of success, regardless of what sacrifice we’re willing to make.”

	Duncan sat up some and stared at Rat, who in turn stared off into space a moment further before turning to him again. “Do you have any reception on your mobile?”

	“None,” he said after getting his out. “No messages either. Want to try the walkie-talkies.”

	“No, not yet. In fact, did you make sure yours is off? We don’t want the others trying to call us and interrupting us in the middle of some dinner conversation.”

	“Like some movie. That’s actually a good idea.”

	They fell silent, the other conversations in the room becoming a background murmur as they were both became absorbed in their own thoughts.

	This was at last disturbed by the arrival of the blond woman again. She had said something, and neither of the Free Courters had heard just what. They both looked up and realized she was announcing their assumed names.

	“Right here,” Duncan said as they stood up.

	“Great,” she smiled. “Come with me.”

	They were lead a couple rooms over to a stately dining hall. A long table, filled with fine place settings and elaborate center pieces with candelabras and wilted flowers, dominated the room. Getting closer they saw some of the place settings had been disturbed, the plates and glasses containing half eaten meals. Interspersed among these were clean sets, seemingly at random.

	In contrast to the full table there was almost nobody present in the room. At the head of the table sat a man in a tuxedo and a trucker hat with the Nationalist party emblem on it. He had a pair of giant, round glasses and a pronounced over-bite, and gave them a blank look as they entered.

	Next to this man, occupying the seat to his right, was a dead body. Fishing wire had been used to tie this body to the chair and had been strung from it up to a chandelier above the table, keeping the body sitting upright. Nevertheless, the ashen complexion and dead eyes left little doubt this short, goateed man was dead.

	A little ways down sat two of the troopers they had seen earlier. Their gas masks were removed and placed in the middle of the table nearby, but otherwise they still wore all their gear, including their weaponry. Having never seen their faces before it was impossible to tell which two these were, but both of them wore hard expressions and visible scars.

	“Packing in even more,” one of them said with total disgust. “We’re full.”

	The blond woman ignored him as she turned to Rat and Duncan. “You’ll find name tags with your place settings,” she gestured to the table.

	“Uh, thank you,” Duncan said.

	“Of course. Enjoy.” With that she left.

	Hesitantly they approached, but those present had already gone back to eating. Circling around a bit they found their spots, situated right across from each other a few seats down from the troopers, with dirtied plates full of food to either side of them.

	They sat down, both forcing smiles toward the others at the table, who eyed them as they continued eating.

	“Hey,” Duncan said with a nod. “How’s it going?”

	“Best day of my life,” the trooper on his side of the table said.

	“It’s a celebration,” the man in the tuxedo said. “Help yourself to the wine.”

	He gestured, and Duncan realized that, among all the clutter on the table, there were wine bottles set out at evenly space intervals. He reached for the closest one, but as he picked it up he realized it was open and empty. He held it up to the light to confirm this. Then, turning, he reached to grab a different wine bottle, only to find this one empty as well. He held its open mouth up to an eye, tried tipping the bottle upside down into his wine glass, but found nothing.

	Looking up and down the table, they could see that all the wine bottles were open and empty.

	“I don’t think there’s any left,” Duncan said.

	All three living people down the table glared at him with narrowed eyes. “Are you saying the White Paladin is not being a gracious host?” the tuxedo man asked.

	“No, no. You know, it’s okay, I’m not big on wine myself. More of a beer guy.”

	This got a slight nod from the tuxedo man. “Like a real man. Save the wine for the ladies.” He turned to look at Rat.

	“Oh, I’m good, thank you,” she said.

	“Are you refusing our hosts graciousness?” Again his voice took an abrupt edge.

	“No, not at all.” Rat glanced in front of her. Next to the empty wine bottle was a carafe of water. With one of the center pieces between this and the people at the end of the table, Rat leaned forward, picked up the water, and poured it into the wide-mouthed wine glass in front of her. “I meant I was just getting some for myself,” she said. She held up the glass and drank, then flashed a smile down the table.

	The others just returned this with their same contemptuous looks, then went back to eating.

	Duncan and Rat glanced at each other. There were a lot of uninspired and half-eaten meals around the table, consisting of salads and soups and chicken dinners. Their own plates, however, were empty, and the exact source of the food was unclear. The rich elegance of the setting made it seem like there would be wait staff on hand, but none were around.

	By now the room had also fallen quiet. The only sounds were those of clinking silverware and the soft chewing of the other three present. Duncan would have been glad to get up and serve himself, but looking around he could not identify even which direction he might go to find a kitchen or buffet spread, assuming such things even existed. Instead he just looked around, admiring the room. There were Norman Rockwell-style paintings around the room, though depicting more modern scenes, showing people with cellular phones, electric cars, quirky energy crisis-era homes. There were also paintings of past presidents, done not as portraits but in similar domestic scenes. Abraham Lincoln serving Thanksgiving dinner. Teddy Roosevelt and a young boy chasing a dog along an arcology promenade. Ronald Reagan chatting with Andrew Jackson at the end of a bar.

	There was also still the dead body sitting at the far end next to the tuxedo man. Having noticed it again now, Duncan found he could not stop staring. It was the body of a young man, it appeared, with some elaborate tattoo that just peeked out above the collar. He was wearing a button-down denim shirt, making him the most ordinarily dressed person here. There was a half-eaten salad and an almost empty glass of wine in front of the body.

	For her part Rat had started digging in her purse. Duncan felt a vibration from his boot. As subtly as he could he reached down and pulled out his mobile. He found Rat had created a wireless hotspot in order to text between them. Her text read ‘WTF?’

	He looked up at her and just sort of shrugged.

	She glanced around, flashed a smile down the table, though the men down there remained hunched over their meals and paid no attention. Keeping her head up as much as possible and her mobile in her lap she started typing another message.

	When his mobile vibrated again Duncan looked down. ‘What is going on here?’

	He texted her back. ‘IDK.’

	In response she sent a terrified scream emoji.

	Duncan sat up some in his chair, propped his elbows on the table, and looked down toward the tuxedo man. “So, um, are we expecting more?”

	“You wanna cram in even more?” one of the troopers asked.

	“No, I don’t want to, I was just asking if we were expecting them.”

	“If you expect more that means you want more.”

	“I, uh, I don’t follow.”

	“Why would you ask about more guests,” the tuxedo man said, “unless you wanted more?”

	This just got Duncan exchanging more worried glances with Rat, uncertain how to even begin responding. “It was just a question. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

	The three grumbled some things under their breaths as they returned to eating. “You said it,” one of the troopers said, a little louder than the others. “It meant something or you wouldn’t have said it.”

	It was not clear to Duncan if the man was just mumbling to himself or if he expected a response. He hesitated, glanced at Rat, decided his best move was to stay quiet.

	Without looking up from his plate, the other trooper started talking in that same not quite a mumble, not quite out-loud volume. “Meant he wants more people here. Fuckin’ tard speak, wants to be inclusive, bring in every loser and parasite and nigger and fag out there.”

	Both Rat and Duncan were a little taken aback by the escalation into racial slurs, enough so that they almost did not realize that the tuxedo man had started speaking at full volume.

	“Nobody expects something if they don’t want it. What kind of stupid person would do that? Think about it. Expecting something even though you don’t want it.”

	The two troopers both looked up and chuckled a little at this.

	“That’s like wanting to get shot,” one said.

	“Fuckin’ suicidal, yeah.”

	“What it is,” the tuxedo man said, “is a lack of faith. Lack of faith in God.”

	“I told ya, bunch of tard talk.”

	“Talk,” the tuxedo man said, projecting his voice even louder, “of people who don’t believe in God, who know they are not in God’s graces and God will not answer their prayers. That’s the kind of person who expects bad things they don’t want to happen. The truly faithful only expect God’s deliverance and their own just rewards, because they know that is what they shall receive.”

	“Amen, sir,” one of the troopers said.

	“Shut up, bitch!” the tuxedo man shouted, though his comment, they saw, was directed not at the troopers but at the dead body. The tuxedo man reached back and slapped the body with a backhand across the face. This jostled the wires holding it, causing it to sway and wobble in an odd way. They all watched as its oscillations damped back down to nothing.

	Without further comment the three went back to eating.

	At this point the Free Courters were too unnerved to try saying anything. The whole room fell back into a low quiet.

	In his lap Duncan felt his mobile vibrate again. He looked down at Rat’s latest message. ‘Get out?’

	He glanced up at her, scowled, shook his head, then waited while she texted again.

	‘This is insane. R going 2 kill us. Killed others.”

	When Duncan looked up, Rat gave a slight nod toward the seats to either side of her, both of which had half-eaten chicken dinners on them.

	Trying to stay nonchalant, Duncan set his mobile on the table. He rested his elbow on the table and his chin on that hand, leaning forward to conceal the mobile as best he could, then started typing with one hand and watching the mobile out of the corner of his eye.

	‘Need 2 find WP,’ he texted.

	Rat glanced at her mobile, looked at him, slowly shook her head, then sent a response. ‘Not here. This is asylum.’

	Again Duncan resumed his concealed texting pose. ‘Need 2B sure.’

	Seeing this reply Rat closed her eyes and hung her head.

	At the other end of the table the tuxedo man suddenly sat up and opened his eyes wide.

	“It’s just inflation,” he said. “It’s just fucking inflation. Inflation happens all the time.”

	“That’s right,” one of the troopers said.

	“You can’t fucking say it’s hyper-inflation or a new Great Depression. That’s wanting bad things to happen. It’s fucking stupid. It’s just normal inflation.”

	“The Jews need everyone to think it’s a Great Depression,” the other trooper said. “It’s part of their plan.”

	“They’re buying up farmland, you know,” the first trooper said. “The billionaires. They bought it up with Farmageddon.”

	“Yeah, wonder what they’re planning there,” the trooper said in a way that made it sound like he did not wonder at all, though Rat and Duncan were left clueless. The Free Courters again exchanged a look, not sure if they should be more horrified by the particular topic or by the jarring way it suddenly got brought up.

	“Of course, they’re all in on it. The Soros’ and Hallidays. They think they’re the next reincarnation of Karl Marx.”

	“It doesn’t become an economic crisis,” the tuxedo man said, “unless people expect it to be one, unless they want it to be one. Liberals wanted a crisis to destroy President Hanson. That’s why they’re evil and need to be exterminated.”

	“Just so, yes,” the troopers said.

	“That’s why President Drake is the greatest president ever. Not only is he going to finish what President Hanson started, he’s going to go beyond that to finally return this whole country to real Americans.”

	“Uh-huh. Amen.”

	“On his first day,” the tuxedo man seemed like he was no longer speaking specifically to anyone at the table. “On his first day he’ll sign orders to eliminate all the political correctness that has destroyed this country. The war will be won easily after that.”

	“Mmm, yeah.” The troopers were nodding slowly without looking up from their food.

	“Then, on his first day, he’ll repeal all the laws holding us back. Starting with those amendments of Northern aggression that ruined this country. There won’t be any fake talk about ‘equality’ or ‘inclusiveness’ after that.” He made air quotes and spoke the words in a whiney, sarcastic tone. “Then we can set about just banning all these niggers and fags from voting.”

	“That’s right,” one of the troopers said. “They’ll be our slaves instead.”

	“Just so. Bought and sold as is their place. They were happier back then, without all this agitation and protesting and poverty. Good slave-holders cared for them, looked out for them. They were much better off.”

	“We gonna have fag slaves too?” the second trooper asked. “I don’t know I want any of those. What would ya do with ‘em?”

	“Make ‘em suck your dick,” the first trooper said.

	“That’s fuckin’ gay.”

	“The fags aren’t humans,” the tuxedo man said. “They’re worse than the nigger sub-race, they’re sub-human. Have animal control deal with ‘em. Neuter ‘em. Keep ‘em as pets if you want. Exterminate some if there are too many.”

	“I say just exterminate ‘em all,” the second trooper said. “Maybe kill all the niggers too. Either that or send them back to Africa. Free up jobs for real Americans.”

	All of them suddenly turned to look down the table. “What do you guys think?” the first trooper asked. “Kill ‘em all or keep some as slaves?”

	Despite the three all turning to look down the table, it took Rat and Duncan a second to realize they were being addressed, such was there surprise at the turn this conversation had taken.

	Duncan cleared his throat. “Well. I would think, of course, you’d have to kill all the ones who are Muslim, for sure.”

	“Right, he’s got a point,” the second trooper said. “Don’t want no terrorists infiltrating your slaves. Rile ‘em up, won’t make good slaves anymore.”

	“So true,” the tuxedo man said. “These libtards and their ‘diversity is our strength’ mantra have completely undermined the country. That’s why things have gotten so bad. President Drake, the greatest president ever, is going to create a better society and culture by replacing ‘inclusivity’ with exclusivity. Everyone knows being exclusive is superior. Conformity, our shared Judeo-Christian traditions, those are our strengths. Until we get back to those we’re just going to keep rotting from the cancer of liberalism and multiculturalism.”

	“Amen,” the troopers both said.

	“That’s why our work here, with the Army of Civilization, is so important. That is why we need a White Paladin, a knight of the faith to push back and destroy the barbarism of Muslims, the rot of liberals, the moral degeneracy of the fags and the Satanic Demon-crats.

	Hearing this Duncan stuck onto a key point, unable to resist the chance to segue. “Speaking of the White Paladin,” he said. “I had heard maybe we would get to meet her here tonight? Do you know if that’s going to happen?”

	“Meet ‘her’?”

	“I, um,” Duncan felt a cold flush come over him. “We’re talking about Gina Denton, right? The, uh, the . . .”

	“You speak the true name of the chosen!” This was part question, part shout from the tuxedo man, and Duncan glanced around while taking a moment to suppress he rising panic.

	“You’ll have to forgive him,” Rat said, her own voice dropping a little and taking on a huskier quality. “My husband is not known for his sense of propriety.”

	“Yeah, uh, sorry,” Duncan said. “I’m just, you know, I’m excited to meet, um, you know, the White Paladin.”

	“Of course you are,” one of the troopers said. It was impossible to tell from his tone if this was meant as serious or sarcastic.

	“Do you guys, uh, do you know anything about that?”

	“About what?” the tuxedo man asked.

	“About meeting the White Paladin?”

	“Our invitations,” Rat said, “mentioned joining the White Paladin, said this was a celebration in honor of the anniversary of the Boston Tea Party, and of course tomorrow’s wonderful inauguration.”

	“Right, yeah,” Duncan nodded. “It would be rude to at least not introduce ourselves to our host.”

	“I think it’s time for dessert,” the tuxedo man said with a clap of his hands. He reached over to the dead body next to him, into its lap, and from there pulled out a small bell. It made a tinkling chime when he rang it.

	“You guys wanna go first?” a trooper asked them.

	“Oh, no,” Duncan shook his head. “Please, by all means, go ahead.”

	The tuxedo man rang the bell again, all the while staring at the dead body. At first nothing happened. Duncan and Rat shot another apprehensive glance across the table, and Rat reached down to her lap to start typing another text on her mobile.

	Before she could send it a blond woman, dressed in a gratuitous short skirt and tight shirt with several top buttons undone, walked in from one of the side doorways. She carried with her a long tray, like might be used to hold a tea set, except lined up on this were a row of six syringes. They were arranged in an exact row, as if to be presented. Each one had an extra long needle and a metal handle and plunger. It made them look like something out of a Victoria-era medical horror tale.

	The woman walked up to the tuxedo man, bent over some, and held the trey out. He just sat there, staring right at her, then slowly reached up and took one of the syringes. “Help out our pussy-ass friend too, would you sweetheart,” the tuxedo man nodded to the dead body sitting next to him, then slapped the woman on the ass as she turned away.

	The waitress, if that was the term for her, left a syringe sitting on the table in front of the dead body, then moved on, delivering one to each person at the table. Duncan and Rat both took one with apprehension and a growing dread. The waitress then returned to stand over the dead body, syringe in hand.

	“So, um,” Duncan held up his syringe, examining it. The clear plastic showed a viscous, gelatinous fluid inside. “So this is dessert, huh?”

	The tuxedo man held up his own syringe with a grand gesture. “These holy instruments contain the ‘so-called’,” he hesitated on this word for added emphasis, “Genetic Toxin Virus.”

	Duncan held up his syringe again, examining it in a new light.

	“Liberal traitors in this country call this a ‘war-virus’ and say it was released as a ‘war-crime.’ It’s the excuse they used to kill or arrest our legitimate government in their pathetic power grab. Of course there never was a ‘war-virus’ of any kind. This stuff doesn’t do anything. That’s why we inject ourselves, to exonerate the fallen and expose the liberal-lie for the anti-American plot that it is.”

	“Not really what I think of when I hear dessert,” Duncan said.

	“Our cuck friend will go first,” the tuxedo man nodded toward the dead body, “show us how it’s done.”

	They all watched while the waitress propped up the dead body’s left arm on the table. She took the syringe and inserted it into a vein just below the elbow. The body was dead enough that no blood flowed out, despite the size of the needle. She poked it a ways in and depressed the plunger. Whether it was the congealing blood of the dead body or the viscousness of the liquid, this proved somewhat difficult. The waitress eventually resorted to using both hands, muscling the syringe to empty. In the process the needle slipped a little out of the body’s arm, and some of the clear substance spilled out onto the table.

	Through all this the waitress stood bent over the table, and the men around her were not subtle about staring at her rather than what she was doing. Duncan, however, found himself too horrified to look at anything other than the massive needle.

	Once the syringe was empty the waitress collected it back up on her tray. She stood upright again and flashed a smile.

	Everyone just sat there, the men at the end of the table all staring at the dead body or the waitress. Finally the tuxedo man turned and said, “as you can see, nothing. This virus has no affect because it isn’t real. It’s a liberal plot, a lie straight from the depths of Hell meant to destroy our great nation. Now, who wants to go next?”

	Nobody responded to this. Duncan tried to keep his expression neutral while meeting the cold gazes of the two troopers.

	“Let’s all go at the same time,” Rat said. “Right? Where we go one we go all.”

	“Ah, an excellent idea my dear,” the tuxedo man said.

	Duncan shot a terrified look across at her, but she just gave him a single nod.

	The tuxedo man held his own arm up, while the troopers set there’s on the table. Rat kept her arms in her lap. Taking a deep breath Duncan rolled up one sleeve and found some veins in his arm, then aimed the syringe to a point between these.

	“Ready,” the tuxedo man said. “One, two, three, go!”

	Gritting his teeth Duncan plunged in the needle. There was an initial fiery stab, then a coldness seeping into him as he began to depress the plunger and the room temperature fluid entered his bloodstream.

	On her side Rat had set up to inject into her right arm, the one away from their hosts. She took the cloth napkin from her place setting and laid this out over her needle. When the tuxedo man called ‘go’ she began depressing the plunger without ever sticking the needle in her arm. The contents of the syringe spilled out onto her forearm. She found that even without resistance it was difficult to move the plunger, but she got the syringe emptied as quickly as she could.

	At the same time Rat had fished a pocketknife out from her purse, which she gripped in her right hand. Once the syringe was empty she put it aside in her lap, flipped open the pocketknife, and jabbed herself in the forearm. She winced at this, but made sure to drive it forward enough to get a drop of blood. Quickly she wiped away the blade and stashed it back in her purse.

	As the men at the end finished they set their syringes aside and raised their punctured arms in the air. Seeing this Duncan and Rat did the same, Rat still keeping her cloth napkin pressed against her wound with her other hand.

	“Now,” the tuxedo man said, “we shall see who the true faithful are. Those that are unaffected by the virus are those with true faith in God and America and the White Paladin. Those that become sick are the traitors, the un-America, the liberals and fags and chinks and spicks and chugs and cucks.”

	“I thought there was no virus,” Duncan said.

	The tuxedo man dropped his arm down, prompting all the others to do the same. “That’s the sort of talk I expect from the faithless.”

	“I just, no, sorry, I was just confused there for a moment. I’m with ya.”

	Leaning back in his chair the tuxedo man looked around at all those present. The whole room fell silent again, without even the low mumble of the three men eating anymore. The troopers leaned back as well, watching each other and the tuxedo man. Eventually all of their gazes drifted toward the waitress, who still stood there with the trey, smiling at them.

	Duncan felt his mobile, sitting in his lap, vibrate. He looked down at another text from Rat. ‘This how others die.’ He looked up at her and she again nodded to the empty seats to either side of them.

	He made a motion like he was stretching out his punctured arm and used this to move into position to text her back. ‘But GTV not 100%?’

	Rat took a long time to respond. ‘Who knows what in those syringes.’

	Duncan glanced at the empty syringe sitting next to his empty plate on the table. Then he turned to look at the others.

	Right away he noticed that one of the troopers had turned bright red and started to shake. Slowly all of them seemed to become aware of this, but all they did was settle into staring. The trooper reached out and pushed his helmet back, in the process toppling it off his head. Doing so revealed that his whole face looked like it had received a nasty sunburn.

	The trooper wiped away sweat from his brow and ran his hand through his hair. As he did a large clump of it came out. He looked at this in confusion, then dropped it as his body went through some convulsion.

	“You okay?” Duncan asked of the trooper.

	“He’s fine. Obviously,” the tuxedo man said.

	“Um, are you sure? Sir, sir, do you need help?”

	The trooper did not respond, but managed to stop convulsing. He sat in his chair with his head leaned back, breathing hard.

	“Sir,” Duncan said again.

	“Why do you keep insisting he isn’t okay?” the tuxedo man asked. “I told you, there is no virus, so nothing is happening to him. All of us are fine.”

	Duncan opened his mouth but found he had absolutely no response for this. The trooper went through another convulsion, let out a wheezing breath, and collapsed out of his chair. Duncan pushed his own chair back to look, thinking the trooper had just died. Instead though he was now continuing to convulse, in short, sudden spasms, as he lay on the floor.

	Looking up Duncan met a stern, cold gaze from the tuxedo man. Rather than respond Duncan turned away, instead looking to Rat, but she just stared back with the same incomprehension.

	Before more could be said there was a sudden shout from the doorway where the Free Courters had first entered the room. They turned to see the hostess lady that had taken their names and escorted them here entering. Following behind her were some more of the troopers they had seen earlier, all still wearing gas masks, and the man dressed like an Australian cowboy.

	“Stop,” the cowboy said. “Stop, this is a fake!”

	Everyone turned without comprehension to this intrusion. The cowboy rushed ahead, the rest moving behind, as he came up to stand near Duncan and Rat. He held up in one hand an electronic tablet, and pointed with the other hand.

	“These two are fake!” he said.

	The hostess came up alongside him. “I’m really sorry about this,” she said to Duncan.

	“Don’t be sorry, they’re fakes. These two, right here,” the cowboy kept pointing, “gave their names as Paulie and Jackie. I knew there was something off about that, and now I know what. Paulie and Jackie ran the supply depot in the east part of town, and I know because I made runs with them sometimes. But they’re both dead!”

	“What?” Duncan said. “We are obviously not dead. We weren’t even affected by the fake GTV.”

	“That’s true,” Rat said. “Sounds like we’re not the ones with a lack of faith.”

	“I can prove it,” the cowboy held up the tablet again. “Right here, video proof.”

	He manipulated the tablet to get a video playing. As he did the tuxedo man and remaining trooper got out of their seats. They literally stepped over the still convulsing body of the disabled trooper, ignoring him as they came around to stand in front of the cowboy.

	Glancing over Duncan saw that Rat had gotten out of her seat as well, though she was on the opposite side of the table from all this. With a shrug Duncan got up as well, joining the others to gather around the video.

	It was both shocking and yet not surprising at all when the cowboy started the video playing and it showed the four men lined up against a white backdrop. Duncan and Rat had both seen the video before, but they watched while keeping their expressions neutral. The video was right at the point where the four men simultaneously flipped off the camera and shot themselves.

	The cowboy let it get past this part, then pulled back the tablet and stared.

	“What the fuck was that?” Duncan said, filling his voice with all the bravado he could muster despite a cold dread in his stomach mixing with an on-setting ache in his joints that he worried had something to do with the virus. “That was just four dudes shooting themselves. That could have been anybody.”

	“It says here,” the cowboy pointed. “Look at the description by whoever posted it.”

	They all had to lean in to read the print description beneath the video. It listed the names of the four men, and noted nothing more than that they had ‘owned the libs.’

	“What the fuck?” Duncan said.

	“That’s the real Paulie, and the real Jackie, those guys, right there.”

	“No it isn’t, dumbass. I think we know who the fuck we are. Those could be anybody. Some tard posts a video on the internet, could label it anything. The whole fucking thing looks fake to me. No way that blood is real.”

	“Those are the real Paulie and Jackie,” the cowboy said. “I know because I knew them, I worked with them.”

	“I’m sorry to have to ask,” the hostess said, “but you two are the Paulie and Jackie that have been working at our supply depot?”

	The thought occurred to Duncan that he should lie about this, say they were some other couple. Before he could decide though Rat answered. “Yes, we are.”

	“See, see,” the cowboy pointed at her and shouted at the hostess. “I told you, they’re fakes!”

	“How does that make us fakes?” Duncan said. “You invited the couple that works at the supply depot, named Paulie and Jackie, and that’s us. I think you’re the fucking fake. This whole thing looks like some liberal fake news video meant to sew discord. You’re probably working for some liberals who are trying to get rid of us and rob our depot.”

	“Yeah, good point,” Rat said. “We have had some break-in attempts recently. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

	“I don’t fuckin’ think so. You’re probably the two that robbed them. Probably killed the real Paulie and Jackie yourselves, took their places.”

	“You know,” the trooper that had been dining with them said. “This guy here did say he wanted more people at dinner.”

	“That’s right,” the tuxedo man said. “Sounded like he wanted to make this a socialist party.”

	“I fuckin’ told you!” the cowboy was almost jumping up and down as he shouted. “They’re fucking fakes.”

	“I never said anything about socialism,” Duncan turned to the tuxedo man. “You’re the one that brought it up. Maybe you want this to be a socialist party.”

	“You’re accusing me!” he said incredulously.

	It was impossible, as far as Duncan could tell, to read the body language of these people, to tell if this guy truly was some leader they might defer to. He decide to double down, folding his arms and staring down the shorter tuxedo man. “You’re the one that keeps talking about socialism.”

	He stood there with his arms still folded and a defiant stare. The cowboy, however, suddenly leapt back and pointed to his arm. “What the fuck is that?”

	Without thinking Duncan held out his arms. He saw that his left sleeve was still rolled up. Around the spot where he had injected the needle there was an area of skin that had bruised, turning an unhealthy looking shade of greenish-yellow, with little purple marks around its edges.

	“It’s my arm,” Duncan said. “What do you think, dumbass?”

	“He’s been marked,” the trooper said. “By the virus.”

	“There’s nothing there, dude. It’s just my arm. Just like that guy,” he waved toward the other trooper, who appeared to have either died or passed out over on the floor. “Nothing wrong with him or me.”

	“He was a failure,” the tuxedo man said in a cold, even tone. “He lacked faith, so God let the poison destroy him. As He is doing to you. You bear the Mark of the Beast.”

	“What? That’s . . .”

	Both the trooper and the cowboy interrupted, pointing and shouting at the same time. “The Mark of the Beast!”

	One of the gas-masked troopers that had entered stepped forward. “The Mark of the Beast has shown itself! Seize them both.”

	Before Duncan could react there were half a dozen troopers surrounding him. They grabbed his arm and twisted it behind his back, then drove him forward, knocking him over face first onto the ground.

	On the other side of the table Rat thought about using this opportunity to escape. Glancing behind her though she saw the waitress had been joined by some other wait staff. They stood there with hard looks focused on her. She realized running while in the middle of an enemy camp would at best delay the inevitable, and was more likely to get herself shot.

	Troopers circled the table and grabbed her. Despite her not resisting they twisted one of her arms behind her back, then drove her forward onto the table. Plates and centerpieces were knocked off or knocked over, and the troopers pushed her some along the length of the table, it seemed for no other reason than to cause a little more destruction. Rat let out a little yelp of pain as she was jammed into a candelabra.

	“That’s right bitch,” one of the troopers said. “We got ourselves the beast and the harlot here.”

	“On the eve of the greatest day in American history,” the tuxedo man said. “It surely is a sign. The White Paladin will want to see these two for certain, to judge them personally.”

	“Take them to the White Paladin!” the Aussie-cowboy shouted.

	Hearing that Rat turned her face downward, resting her forehead against the table and clenching her eyes. Through the noise of the troopers and other people here stomping about she heard, unmistakably, the sound of Duncan as he started into a hysterical laugh.
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	From the balcony outside Mick’s condominium there was a clear view of a bright red sunset. Standing at the sliding glass door, looking out, The General of the Free Court Alliance stood apart from everyone else. She was not dressed in her usual insignia-less uniform, having replaced this with jeans and an amorphous hoodie sweater. She was unarmed.

	The rest of the room was focused on the television. A news stream was replaying clips from former President Hill’s speech that afternoon. Hill himself sat at the little bar that separated the main room from the kitchen, in between Senator Wilkerson and Mick’s wife, all of them turned around to face the screen. Behind them their host, the new Speaker of the House, stood behind the bar.

	On one side of the room several members of Mick’s caucus and some would-be delegates to Mick’s would-be constitutional convention were gathered around Tall Tia. Some recognized Olivia Torrence, one time Supreme Court clerk, and wanted to know how she was doing. On the other side of the room Annina and Shamana were unrecognizable in cheap, dark pantsuits. They, along with Rez, dressed down in a ratty cloak and hoodie, were talking with Marcus Bernard. They made the gangly man seem even more awkward under their blank, insistent stares.

	At the bar Mick leaned forward. “You looked pretty good up there.” He realized nobody was listening. “Thomas. You looked pretty good up there.”

	Hill turned around in his chair. “Oh. Thank you. Not sure it matters, but thank you.”

	“I think it’ll make a difference. That crowd is still out there, they were saying.”

	“Yeah. You’re more optimistic than me.”

	Next to the former president, Senator Wilkerson turned around in his chair as well. “Drake is not going to resign. I mean, realistically, it won’t happen.”

	Mick tapped one hand on the countertop. “You don’t think the protests will put pressure on him?”

	“No,” Wilkerson said with a resounding thunk to his voice. He looked up and chuckled a little. “I mean, he has to do something about them, but he won’t resign.”

	“If he doesn’t he’ll risk things turning violent.”

	“He wants things to turn violent. He’ll call in the military and gun down a bunch of people, then if he does that he has, like, an excuse to form a new security agency and start mass arrests.”

	“He’s going to do that anyway.”

	“Yes. So he’ll use whatever excuse he can to do it.”

	Mick topped off the senator’s drink and slid it across to him. “So you think President Hill shouldn’t have returned for this inauguration?”

	“I mean, I don’t think so.” The senator turned slightly in his seat. “It’s your decision though.”

	“I’m kind of hoping I prevented things from turning violent,” Hill said.

	“Well, that is literally what you called for,” Wilkerson waved a hand behind him toward the clips still playing on the television. “At least nobody can blame you if they do.”

	“Except they can.” Those around Hill all turned as Anthony Collins walking across the room. Like several other of the potential Constitutional convention delegates he had been speaking with Tall Tia, but now it seemed the entire room had been drawn into this one central conversation. “Despite lacking evidence they’ll blame Thomas for anything that goes wrong.”

	“The right-wing news streams will,” Wilkerson said, “but who pays attention to them anymore?”

	“Everybody. That’s the problem. Nobody will pay for unbiased news. They all watch the big name news streams that are too afraid to contradict the Nationalist party line.”

	“I don’t think anybody really believes them though.”

	“They say they don’t,” Mick smiled here. “In polls, they claim they don’t believe, but they go and act like they do. I wouldn’t have been elected, otherwise. They vote for Nationalists and enough of them believed and voted to get Drake elected.”

	“Drake didn’t win the election,” Wilkerson said.

	“I know, but he came close enough, right, so he could get over the finish line by cheating, which he can do because everybody believes the news streams that say he didn’t cheat.”

	“Guys, this is . . .” Hill started, then threw up his hands. “We’ve been over all this before. We can’t change the election.”

	“We shouldn’t legitimize it though,” Wilkerson said.

	“That’s a good point,” Collins said to Hill. “You don’t have to attend this inauguration as if this were all normal and legal.”

	“If we keep trying to re-litigate the election we’ll end up nowhere. Whether Drake is legitimate or not, and whether he honors our agreement or not, we have to accept that he’s going to be president for now and move forward with that.”

	Wilkerson shook his head and slumped a little in his chair.

	The loud chiming sound of the doorbell rang in through the room all of a sudden, startling a few people. Mick’s wife got up to answer, and conversations paused.

	When she returned to the main room she was followed by the stocky frame of Hill’s former chief of staff. Right away the former president was standing up to greet him.

	“Angel.” Hill enunciated his name even as he opened his arms and wrapped up as much of the big man as he could in a hug.

	“Umph,” Angel said as the air was squeezed out of him. “It’s good to see you again, sir.”

	Hill let him go and took a step back. “I’m sorry we couldn’t talk earlier. Did you get my message.”

	“I, uh, yeah. I did.”

	When he said no more Hill tilted his head to one side and raised his eyebrows. “And?”

	“I, um, yeah. It’s good.”

	“Good to hear. Come on in.”

	“Can I get you something?” Mick asked.

	Angel shook his head as he sat down next to Hill. “So, for real,” Angel said. “It’s good to see you, sir. Honestly, I didn’t expect to ever see you again.”

	“Yeah.” Hill sort of grunted this answer and seemed about to say more, but then did not.

	“I’m told you were rescued.”

	Hill looked over at the Free Courters standing at the edge of the room. “I suppose I was.”

	“Did they really intent to put you on trial?” Collins asked. “As in, a rigged trial, with a bought off judge?”

	“It sounded like it would have been a blackmailed judge, but yes, that’s what they told me.”

	“Yet you decided to return here?”

	“You don’t think I should have either?” Hill looked him straight in the eye.

	“No,” Collins said, “and I don’t think you should remain in the city.”

	“I intend to leave as soon as possible after the inauguration.”

	“I meant now,” Collins met his gaze with a concentrated seriousness. “I think you should leave immediately.”

	“You think Drake will try something before the inauguration?” Angel asked.

	“I think he’s going to move against the protestors outside the Green Zone, and against us. All of us, everyone in this room. We’re a conspicuous target even now, if Drake gets word that this meeting is happening.”

	“Yet you showed up here,” Mick said.

	“Would Drake really move against his supposedly loyal Speaker of the House?” Angel asked.

	Collins shook his head in resignation. “That shtick can apparently fool a district’s worth of voters, but at some point Drake has got to clue in.”

	“I don’t think he does, honestly,” Senator Wilkerson said. “Sometimes the leader of a cult becomes the most brainwashed member. Also, I don’t think Drake will do anything until he’s officially inaugurated, but that doesn’t mean his proxies won’t, just like they did with Speaker Alexander.”

	At the mention of her name a pall fell over the gathering, spreading out even into other, unrelated conversations. Only the low murmur of the news stream clips and the sound of a fan running somewhere in the building permeated the room.

	“You think Drake was responsible for that?” Mick asked.

	“Not directly,” Wilkerson said. “That doctored photo was created by Senator Grace.”

	“It was the kind of juvenile scheme either of them might have thought up,” Collins said. “But you’re right, senator, it doesn’t matter. All these Nationalists, they’ve always known they’ve got unhinged followers out there who will take a hint and run with it. Every election they get out vigilantes and drive down Democratic turnout by saying there’ll be widespread voter fraud and implying somebody ought to do something about it.”

	“So, respectfully, I have to disagree with the distinguished senator, and, um, special prosecutor.” Marcus Bernard stepped over to enter the conversation.

	Wilkerson just stared at him for a second. “You disagree?”

	“I disagree.” Marcus came to stand next to Angel. “I don’t think President Hill should leave town.”

	“You don’t think he’s in danger?”

	“He’s in danger wherever he goes. But I don’t think Drake will try anything, not with that crowd outside the Green Zone.”

	“You don’t think his first act as president will be to have us all arrested?” Collins asked.

	“No, I don’t, actually,” Marcus shook his head. “I think he’s too savvy for that.”

	“How do you mean?”

	“Well, right now Drake is a dictator who just came to power in a coup. His grip on power is unsteady. He doesn’t know if he has the full support of the police, or the military, and he knows that a large part of the population doesn’t like him. So he has to consider that a power play could backfire.”

	“Yeah,” Mick leaned forward across the bar. “Like I said, he doesn’t want things to turn violent, and if he arrests all of us he could start a riot.”

	“I think that is what he wants though,” Collins said. “It’s an excuse for mass arrests.”

	“If he wins the riot,” Marcus said.

	“Wins the riot?”

	“Right,” Marcus chuckled with a self-effacing grin. “If there’s a riot and Drake can get enough police and military units, loyal police and military units, I should say, get them into the city to suppress it he ‘wins’. After that he could start arresting everybody.”

	“Right,” Mick nodded, “but if he can’t get enough security personnel to keep things under control the riot could end with him in the guillotine.”

	“As of this afternoon,” Angel said, “General Quinn and his Liberty Guard are still in the D.C. area. It would take them a few days to get up here.”

	“There are a lot of Nationalists among the police and marines though,” Collins said.

	“There are also a lot of people who still believe in the rule of law,” Marcus said, “and a lot of people who just don’t want to put their life on the line for Drake. So it’s impossible for us, or him, to know how things go once we start down that path.”

	“That makes sense,” Collins said, “as long as you’re right and Drake is that savvy. He’s already had the president arrested once before.”

	“He had him arrested and quickly slipped away onto a train. Also, important note, he didn’t try to arrest anybody else, including any of us. It seems like he thought he could whisk away the president, or, sorry, Mr. Hill, whisk him away quietly. Now he knows he has to tread carefully.”

	“So where does that leave us?” Wilkerson asked.

	“It leaves us this deep,” Angel said, holding a hand up at eye level.

	“I still plan to go to the inauguration tomorrow,” Hill said. “Maybe we all should. After that though I’m getting out of town, like Emily planned to do. We’ll just have to roll with things from there.”

	“I’m not going,” Mick said. “No way.”

	“You’re the Speaker of the House,” Wilkerson said.

	“No way. I’m gonna site security concerns. Drake still hasn’t appointed a vice-president, so I’m second in line of succession.”

	“Hmph,” Wilkerson shook his head. “Well, it’s against my better judgement, but I’ll be with you, sir.”

	“Thank you,” Hill patted the senator on the shoulder, then looked around again. “Do you think Alton will be?” he asked.

	“Last we’ve heard the vice-president is still being detained in Baltimore.”

	“That sure sounds like a power play,” Collins said.

	“It’s like the president being arrested by Peacekeeprs,” Marcus said, “Drake has called it ‘security concerns’ and avoided letting much out to the press. Keeping it quiet is key for him.”

	“So that’s why I have all of you,” Hill said, looking around at the room. “I’ll be attending the inauguration to show that we respect the rule of law, then I’ll leave, head home for real this time, but if Drake tries anything before then, tries to arrest me or something, I need all of you to make sure he doesn’t do it quietly. Unless we start calling for violence I have assurances things will stay peaceful.”

	“Assurances?” Wilkerson asked.

	Hill turned slowly toward the patio door. Standing on that side of the room, a little removed from the center of conversation, the Free Courters stood and watched.

	“Um,” Angel said, breaking the brief silence. “Have we met?”

	“They call me The General.” She stepped forward to stand at the end of the kitchen counter. “I’m the closest thing the Free Court Alliance has to a commander.”

	“Just The General?” Wilkerson asked with a smirk.

	“Most of us don’t have names anymore.”

	She said this with such finality that nobody quite dared follow up at first.

	“So where does the Free Court stand in all this?” Collins asked.

	“I intend to follow the lead of the president.” She nodded toward Hill. “But I’d be lying if I said I can speak for all of us.”

	“So, um,” Collins stepped forward, standing between Hill and the Free Courters. “I don’t mean any offense, General, but, the Free Court is a designated terrorist organization. If we mean to claim to respect the rule of law can we really be associating with . . . with terrorists?”

	“Work with us or don’t, but know that choosing not to won’t make us go away.”

	“I hear Velacruz tried to work with you before,” Collins said. “I see where that got us all. Have you given second thoughts to allowing the rule of law a chance?”

	“I am still doing what I can to achieve our goals. No more and no less.”

	“But you’re not resorting to violence?”

	“Not yet.”

	“I don’t find that encouraging.”

	“Please, Anthony,” Hill used Collin’s first name. “I don’t want to rehash this argument. Everyone’s here because they agreed to follow my lead, and I’m not advocating violence. So let’s start talking about what things look like after the inauguration. We need to be thinking about how long we give Drake to resign, and what we do when he doesn’t.”

	“There is some argument that the agreement you signed with him actually is legally binding,” Collins said. “That’s debatable though, and of course it’s unenforceable regardless.”

	“Also,” Mick said, “it doesn’t specify a time.”

	“Also, also,” Wilkerson said, “you may have violated it by returning to Philadelphia.”

	“Not that the courts can be relied on anymore,” Hill said. “Which is why we need to start talking about our next step.”

	“What is that? You want to try an impeachment vote?”

	“What we need,” Mick said, “is to pursue a new constitutional convention.”

	This comment got a mixture of smiles and grimaces, which were quick to evolve into several side conversation. In short order Collins and Marcus were debating the wisdom of trying to call a constitutional convention, while Senator Wilkerson and a couple of congressman who had been listening quietly started discussing impeachment over a failure to abide by the agreement to step down. Mick’s wife Trisha asked another ‘lib-owning’ representatives if President Drake would be trying to do anything about the situation in New York City, and Angel got into a discussion with Hill and Representative Tucker about congress blocking any executive action Drake might attempt, which turned quickly into reminiscing about Emily and how much that had lost with her death.

	After a while Hill took note that the Free Courters had all migrated out to the patio, where the setting sun was flaring light across the downtown skyline. He slipped away to go to the bathroom. Upon his return Hill made another slip, passing through the crowd of side conversations to step out onto the balcony as well.

	As he slid the door shut behind him the Free Courters all turned to stare.

	“Is this a safe place to talk?” The General asked.

	“It is.”

	“It doesn’t seem safe,” Annina said. Without her trademark uniform and heraldic tabard she seemed like a different person. Even her voice and her facial birthmark seemed lighter.

	“It’s as safe as we can get. Mick is paranoid, he has this place swept for bugs every other day.”

	“It’s not bugs we’re worried about,” The General nodded back toward the door.

	Hill glanced behind him. Sunlight was no longer reaching the main room, so the only lights were those spilling over from the kitchen. It was almost too dark to pick out individual faces.

	“You’re worried we might have a traitor in our midst?” Hill asked.

	“I’m worried you might have a blabber mouth.”

	“Well they can’t hear us out here.” All the same he dropped his voice as he said this. “Why don’t we make it quick?”

	“Is the plan still on?” The General asked.

	“It is.”

	“It didn’t sound like it was on,” Annina said, “from the way you’ve been talking.”

	“I’m encouraging everyone to keep things peaceful. Maybe I should take my own advise.”

	“You having second thoughts?” The General asked.

	“No. I’m having third or fourth thoughts. But I keep coming back to the fact that we’re out of options. It’s still go for me if it is for you.”

	“We’re about to find out.”

	Again The General nodded toward the door. Hill turned to see it opening. Tall Tia stepped through, followed by Angel. They closed the door and moved to join the little huddle.

	For a moment they all stared at each other without speaking.

	“You trust this guy?” Shamana asked of Hill.

	“Angel was my chief of staff. So yes.”

	“You’ve told him?” The General asked.

	“Uh-huh.”

	“And what do you think?”

	Angel met her stare, glanced away. “I wasn’t in favor.” He paused, glanced around at the hard looks from the soldiers surrounding him. “But the president was determined, and I’m not gonna let him down at the eleventh hour.”

	“You can get a gun into the Green Zone?”

	His reply was hesitant. “I know of a way.”

	“That did not sound confident,” The General frowned.

	“Yeah, so, the problem is I don’t know if I can get into the Green Zone. I don’t have a city pass.”

	“Oh, that’s right,” Hill groaned. “How did you even get here today?”

	“I talked my way through the checkpoint with my Federal Center badge.”

	“The checkpoint? You only had to get through one?”

	“I’ve been staying at the transit port since you were arrested. I had planned to go home after you left but I didn’t know if it was safe.”

	“So you just stayed there?” Hill looked at him perplexed.

	“I was trying to come up with a plan. Obviously didn’t think of much.”

	“Alright, whatever,” The General said. “Do we need to get Angel into the Green Zone, or can someone else smuggle in this gun.”

	“It’s going to require someone with Executive Tower access,” Angel said.

	“Is this something maybe I can help with?” From behind Annina and Shamana, Rez stepped forward, pulling back his hood to enter the conversation.

	“You,” Angel blinked in surprised recognition. “What are you doing here?”

	“I joined up with these guys,” Rez nodded to The General.

	“You, wait, what?”

	“Hey, I know I sold you out earlier, but it’s not because I wanted to. I was literally being threatened with my life.”

	“How did you end up joining with the Free Court though?”

	“I was on the train taking President Hill back to Columbus.”

	“All of the defecting representatives were,” Hill said.

	“What happened to the others?” Angel asked.

	The General gave a nonchalant shrug. “We cut some of ‘em loose. The others are dead.”

	“Yet you let this guy join you?” Angel pointed to Rez.

	“He asked.”

	“Oh. That’s all it takes, huh?”

	“There was a lot more talk of castration than I’m usually comfortable with,” Rez said, “but otherwise, yeah.”

	“So can you get a gun into the Federal Center?” Annina asked of Rez.

	“I don’t know. I don’t have Executive Tower access.”

	“Do you have an official invite to the inauguration?” Angel asked.

	“No. But I do have an extra city pass and Green Zone pass. They were suppose to go to whoever I hired as a chief assistant, but I never got around to hiring anybody.”

	“Can we get those transferred to Angel then?” Hill asked. “Or is it a whole bureaucratic process?”

	“I already have the passes in electronic form,” Rez said.

	“Even though they haven’t been assigned to anybody?” Hill tilted his head in confusion.

	“I don’t know, Larry Elmo gave them to me. Said to just pass them along to whoever I hired.”

	“Does that mean the SAP was also providing you the money to hire this assistant?”

	“Yes it does.”

	This got a wry smile from The General. “There’s something fitting about using the Nationalist’s corruption against them. So we can get Angel and Rez into the Federal Center, with a gun, correct?”

	“Sounds like we can,” Angel said. “But the next problem is getting it to President Hill.”

	“Is there no out-of-the-way place to hand it off?”

	Angel shook his head. “The inaugural ball is taking place in a gala room of the Senate Wing. Access to that area will be limited.”

	“Won’t you be able to get in though?” Hill asked.

	“Not without passing through separate security. The same problem applies if I give the gun to you before you go into the Senate Wing.”

	“There’s an extra layer of security we have to get passed,” The General said.

	“So I can cover that part,” Tia said.

	“You have it covered?” Hill and Angel both turned toward her, standing in the back of the little gathering.

	“Uh-huh. I’ll be on the wait staff.”

	“What?”

	“I told you I had connections.”

	“Is that a good idea?” Hill asked. “What if you’re recognized?”

	“I won’t be.”

	“Okay. Can you elaborate on that?”

	“No.”

	There was an awkward pause.

	“More importantly,” The General said, “how will you get a gun through security.”

	“The staff has their own entrance. Without much security. Honestly, I can get a gun in myself that way, no need to involve anybody else.”

	“You sure about that?”

	Tia furrowed her brow toward The General. “That’s what my contacts are saying.”

	“Mmm, I don’t know how much I want to rely on that.”

	“Even if it was true in the past,” Annina said, “security will probably be tightened tomorrow.”

	“Actually, my contacts think it’ll be worse,” Tia said. “Because Drake has put his Liberty Guards in charge, and it sounds like they’re kind of incompetent.”

	“Ehhh, I still don’t like it,” The General said. “Angel’s way seems safer.”

	“Except there’s an extra handoff.”

	“How would all this work then?” Hill asked. “This gala thing begins, Angel and Rez get the gun, somehow pass it to, um, Tia, she gets it past security into the Senate Wing, then passes it to me?”

	The General nodded. “I think that’s the plan.”

	“It sounds way too complicated,” Tia said.

	“Doesn’t sound that complicated to me,” Hill said.

	Tia gave him a critical look. “You ever been part of a heist before?”

	“No. Have you?”

	She did not respond, and the rest of them fell quiet too, looking around at each other, waiting for somebody to reply.

	“Well, I don’t know of any other way to get around all the security that’ll be present,” Hill said. “Really, I’m not sure how you’ll pass this gun off to me. Once I’m inside there’s going to be a lot of people, and cameras, watching me. Probably even before I’m inside.”

	“Alright, well what about in the bathroom?” Tia asked.

	“You want to hand off the gun in the bathroom? The men’s room?”

	“We’ll do it like the Godfather. I’ll get a janitor’s cart, go to clean out one of the bathrooms, plant the gun behind one of those toiler cover things in a stall. It can all happen before the gala even begins. You go later and pick up the gun.”

	“What about the first handoff?” The General asked. “How does Angel get you the gun?”

	“We can do that out by the loading docks,” Angel said. “If security is as lax as you claim it shouldn’t be a problem.”

	“If security is that lax,” Tia said, “I can just smuggle in the gun myself.”

	“What if it isn’t lax though?” The General asked.

	“We can still make the handoff there,” Angel said. “How Tia gets the gun back into the Senate Wing I don’t know.”

	“I’ll get it in,” she said. “Don’t worry about that part.”

	Hill stared off into space as he considered this. “Is there a backup plan?”

	“For which part?” Angel asked.

	“Any of it.”

	“Which part needs one?” The General asked. “Should we try to get a second gun into the Green Zone, have a backup handoff plan to get it to Tia?”

	“I could just bring a gun myself,” Tia said again.

	Once more this got a head shake and scowl from The General. “No. You’re our only person who can get into the Senate Wing to deliver the gun to President Hill. If you get caught entering the Green Zone the game is over.”

	“Yeah, okay,” Tia said with resignation.

	“Having two guns just sounds like it increases the chance of one being found,” Hill said, “and making people suspicious.”

	“I think you’re right, unfortunately,” The General said. “We’ll have to go with what we got, and be ready to improvise.”

	“Is this how your army normally operates?” Hill asked.

	“No.” She smiled. “This is a lot more planning than we normally do.”

	Before Hill could respond the sliding glass door behind them opened. They all stopped to turn and stare.

	“What’s everyone doing out here?” Trisha asked.

	“We were out watching the sunset,” Tia said, “and then got to talking.”

	“Well food has arrived, so come on in.”

	“We’re getting food at this thing?” Annina asked.

	“Catering,” Trisha said. “Hope you don’t mind.”

	“Not at all.”

	This got a nod, and the Free Courters all rushed in after their hostess. Angel and Hill lingered near the back.

	“You still sure you want to go through with this?” Angel asked in a low voice.

	“No.” Hill stared at the still open sliding glass door, then turned and stared into the sky. There was a patchwork of street lights and dark regions across the city, reaching to the skyscrapers of downtown in the distance. Angel remained next to him, staring without speaking. “I really hate telling everyone today to stay calm and not resort to violence and then . . . planning what we’re planning.”

	“It’s not too late to pull the plug on it all.”

	Hill stared a little further at the closing day beyond the balcony.

	“No.” He shook his head. “No. I hate it, but The General is right. Conceding power to Drake won’t stop the violence. It’ll increase it.”

	“That justifies what we’re going to do?”

	“No. Maybe. I don’t know. Our job isn’t to justify it. This is a war. Our job is to do what we have to do, and hope down the line some historians find a way to justify us.”
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	At first it had seemed like a good idea to meet in Senator Grace’s old office. The place had been untouched since the senator himself stormed out with a gun less than a week earlier. Now though, as he sat at the desk in the front room, Drake found himself eyeing the picture wall with a sense of distaste.

	He could not say what it was about it that was disturbing, other than the fact that it included a lot of people from the previous administration. All of them were losers, killed or rounded up as war criminals, and Drake fought against the reminder that he must not go out the same way.

	The room was dark, lit only by ambient light spilling in from Grace’s personal office and from the hall outside. It was well past midnight, and there was no other activity anywhere about. The only other person in the room was Larry Elmo, and he sat on one of the cushy chairs absorbed in his mobile.

	Drake tapped his hand on the desk in impatience.

	There was a knock on the ajar door. Both men looked up to see Mr. Roy standing there.

	Roy, the short, bluntly build former chief of staff to a Texas senator, wore a suit jacket with a plain shirt and no tie. It accentuated his build, which filled the doorway as he allowed the door to swing open. He stood there, looking around at the room and its occupants.

	“So,” Roy said. “I understand you wanted to see me, Mr. President. At this hour, for some reason.”

	“I did.” Drake said, then paused. Roy just met his stare. Larry did not look up from his mobile. Drake got up from his seat and came around the desk. “Mr. Roy. How have you been getting along since Frank’s death?”

	“I’ve been getting along fine.”

	“You’ve found work?”

	“I’ve had work this whole time.”

	“Oh? A senator’s staff still works for him even after he dies?”

	“I was never an employee of Senator Grace. Mr. President, before you go on, why are you sitting here in this dark room in the middle of the night?”

	Drake folded his arms and leaned back on the desk. “Mr. Roy, do you think this room could be bugged?”

	“Bugged?” It was Larry who answered, at last looking up from his mobile.

	“Bugged. Tapped. Under surveillance.”

	“By who?”

	“Hill. Or his Democratic allies.”

	“I doubt it.”

	“Frank was rather paranoid about that,” Roy said. “He went over the place searching for bugs on a regular basis.”

	Drake continued to stand there, looking around and taking in the whole room. Then he let out a low grunt of approval and gestured to the others. “Come with me.”

	He headed back into Grace’s inner office. This room was not much brighter, lit only by a single, decorative lamp in a far corner. Larry followed along, dropping into the first seat he encountered and falling back into staring at his mobile.

	The president circled around the big desk and took a moment to admire the safe. The painting that had once concealed it was gone, but its door was shut. Drake stared at it, then turned toward the window. It was dark outside, moonlight streaming in through the blinds. He moved to close them.

	“Sir, what is this about?” Roy, now standing in this darkened doorway, asked.

	Drake smirked as he returned to Grace’s big desk, flopped down, and propped up his legs. “Come in and close the door, Mr. Roy. I assume you’re aware of the events earlier today.”

	“Which events, in particular, are you referring to, Mr. President?”

	“Thomas Hill has returned to Philadelphia.”

	This got an intrigued look from Roy. He at last stepped into the room, closing the door behind him and moving to stand in front of the desk. “I did see that, I saw he made a speech this afternoon, to the crowd gathered at the Green Zone’s west entrance. I was surprised because I thought you had him arrested.”

	Drake drummed his fingers on the desktop. “I did not have him arrested. He was arrested by the New Ohio Peacekeepers.”

	“Alright. I was also surprised because I thought, in the announcement when he stepped down, he said you had reached agreement, and, well, the implication was that President Hill leaving town immediately was part of that agreement.”

	It was Larry that again asserted himself in the conversation. “That was the agreement. He was suppose to leave town and stay out.”

	“This sounds like a good thing then,” Roy said. “He violated the agreement first.”

	“Nobody cares about the fucking agreement!” Drake barely restrained himself from shouting, his voice rising then dropping back down. “Nobody expected me to honor it anyway. Our supporters never expected me to honor it and will be happy when I don’t, and the Democrats never thought I would either.”

	“Why did President Hill agree to something if he didn’t think you would honor your part?”

	“Because he’s stupid.”

	“Okay,” Roy stared, waiting for more. “So has anything changed now?”

	“What changed,” Drake again started loud, then lowered his voice again. “What’s changed is that now he knows we’re going to arrest him. He knows I’m not going to step down after the inauguration.”

	“Okay,” Roy shrugged. “So what? What can he do?”

	“The problem,” Larry said, “is this agreement isn’t legally binding.”

	“So what does that mean?”

	“It means nobody can force Cornelius to step down as president, but it also means that Hill can come back to town if he wants. Legally, we can’t arrest him.”

	“I can do whatever the fuck I want,” Drake said. “If the president does it that makes it legal.”

	“So why not just arrest him again?” Roy asked.

	“Because before I knew Hill was too much of a pussy to risk violence.”

	For a moment the room fell silent.

	“You think . . .” Roy stretched out the words, prompting Drake to continue.

	“Hill knows we’re not playing by the rules, and he’s not going to either.”

	“Okay, but what exactly do you think he’ll try to do? In his speech this afternoon he talked about wanting to attend the inauguration like past presidents have done, to pass the torch,  show the American people their government still works as the founders intended, all that good stuff.”

	“He said that because he had to. Typical liberal lies. He’s planning something.”

	“You really think he’ll try to incite his followers to violence? 

	“Maybe. Probably.”

	“How did he even get back here?” Larry asked.

	Drake shook his head. “All I know it the train he was on never arrived in Pittsburgh. It may have been hijacked by terrorists or something.”

	“By that you mean the Free Court?”

	“Obviously. For all we know they’ve infiltrated the city already, could be coordinating an uprising to reinstall Hill. Fuck!” Drake dropped his legs off the desk, leaning on it instead and running his hands through his hair. “And we don’t have fucking Quinn here either.”

	“Where is General Quinn?” Larry asked.

	“Still at the fucking Pentagon.”

	“I understand he’s finally securing D.C.” Roy said.

	“Didn’t you order him to bypass D.C. and come straight here?” Larry asked.

	“Yes!” Drake clutched at his hair with his hands in frustration. “Yes. And to make matters worse the Marines at the transit port refuse my orders. They say their chain of command passes through the Defense Secretary and the current acting president.”

	“That is technically true,” Roy said.

	“I am the fucking president! God fucking damnit! If there’s a riot the local police have no hope of holding the Green Zone. Even worse if there’s some kind of organized siege.”

	“You really think it’ll come to that?” 

	“I have no idea. We need to be prepared. Hill knows we’ll use force and he must be prepared to do the same.”

	“He’s shown a certain restraint so far,” Roy said.

	“Trying to arrest me is restraint?”

	“It was a pretty half-hearted attempt, if you ask me.”

	“Pff. Fuck that. Hill is dangerous.” Drake paused, looking around at the room. Then he got up from the desk and walked around to stand face to face with Roy. “I assume, Mr. Roy, you’re aware of what happened earlier this week to the former speaker.”

	“Ms. Alexander and her assistant, yes, I saw that too.”

	“That was some quality work on your part.”

	“I don’t take your meaning.”

	The president took a step forward, such that his height had him bending his neck down toward the shorter man. “I think you do, Mr. Roy.”

	Roy took a step backward. “Mr. President, I’m not sure what discussion you intend to have, but I think it would be a good idea for it to end right now.” He took another backward step and began to turn toward the door.

	“Wait,” Drake reached out toward him, stopping just short of actually grabbing an arm. “Wait. Don’t misunderstand me, Mr. Roy. I know exactly what happened.”

	“Mr. President, I do not want to know anything about what you know or when you knew it. I think . . .”

	“Fuck, man, let’s cut the bullshit. We’re in Frank’s office, this place is safe. Larry is trustworthy.”

	Larry looked up from his mobile to meet Roy’s glance. Roy held it, then turned back to Drake. “Mr. President . . .”

	“We’re in a war here, Mr. Roy. The fate of the country is at stake. This isn’t a time for pussy-footing around. I know Frank hired people to assassinate the speaker. I know you facilitated his doing so.”

	“I am here, Mr. President, as the sole remaining representative of the state of Texas, against the wishes of the current government of that state but in accordance with my job and the laws of the United States. That is all I know.”

	“Fuck, Roy, come on. I know, you know, fucking Frank knew. You hired those killers, which is why I need your help now.”

	Once more Roy glanced over his shoulder to eye the door. Slowly he turned back to Drake.

	“Don’t you control an entire army, Mr. President?”

	“Yes, of course.”

	Roy waited for more, slowly realizing it was not coming. He glanced at Larry, who managed to look on with an implacably passive stare.

	“I know you’re here representing Texas,” Drake said. “I also know you have some pretty shady contacts. That’s why I need you now.”

	“Well, first off, Mr. President, you should know neither I nor the late senator are in any way connected with the murder of Speaker Alexander.”

	“God fucking damn it, Roy, I . . .”

	“I’m serious!” He shouted loud enough to stop another presidential tirade. “Senator Grace wanted to hire some men to kill the Virginia house delegation. They’re mostly Democrats and wiping them out would have resulted in a Nationalist majority. I provided the contacts and accompanied the senator to make the arrangements. We had an agreement, but it was to assassinate the Virginia delegation, not Alexander, and the men we dealt with are not the ones arrested this morning.”

	“So,” now Drake took a step back, furrowing his brow. “What?”

	“The people Frank hired didn’t do anything. I believe they bilked him. They took the money and skipped town. Probably headed south somewhere.”

	“So,” Larry said, getting up out of his seat. “Who were these guys arrested for killing Emily?”

	“I don’t know, but I suspect they’re exactly what they look like. A couple of lowlifes who took the law into their own hands.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“They were out for vigilante justice. As they saw it.”

	“Justice for what?”

	“For what Alexander was accused of. The whole devil worshiping sex cannibal cult thing.”

	For a second Larry just stared. Then he started laughing.

	Drake gave the lobbyist a hard stare, then turned back to Roy. “So you had nothing to do with hiring these assassins?”

	“No sir, I can definitely say I did not.”

	“They just decided to do it themselves? Because of that photo?”

	“That’s my guess.”

	Drake scowled and looked away, and Larry just laughed harder, dropping back into his seat and turning back to his mobile.

	“I’m sorry I couldn’t be of any help,” Roy said. “I’ll just . . .”

	“No, hold on. You still can be.”

	“Sir? You remember the part where I said the contacts I had took the money and ran?”

	“I know, but that’s not what I need now.”

	“Okay.” Roy paused, staring at him. “What do you need?”

	“Mr. Roy, you’re aware that Frank had a safe in this office, right,” he turned and gestured toward the wall safe.

	“I am.”

	“You know the combination, do you not?”

	“I do.”

	“Do you know what else Frank kept in that safe?”

	With wide eyes Roy glanced between Drake and the safe. “I never knew anything about what he had. He just gave me the combination, said it was in case something ever happened to him. I assume he gave it to a few people.”

	“He has a bomb in there.”

	Roy opened his mouth, closed it, stared at the safe, turned back to Drake. “A bomb?”

	“A bomb, Mr. Roy.”

	“Why did Senator Grace have a bomb in his wall safe?”

	“For the same reason Frank did anything,” Drake tossed a hand. “The same reason he always swept this room for bugs. He was paranoid. That’s not important right now though.”

	“I don’t think I like where this is going.”

	“Mr. Roy, I need you to take out the bomb, and I need you to plant it. Here, in the Federal Center. Before the inauguration tomorrow. You think you can manage that?”
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	Some time during the night the rubber-band on Wrench’s mask had broken, and he had ditched the thing. With his coat zipped up against the cold it meant he no longer had any visible semblance of a costume. Isabelle, walking beside him, still wore her rubber super-hero mask and somehow still remained completely buttoned up despite the previous night.

	They were walking down a busy street on a cold, clear, sunny day. For all that this ‘Freedom Zone’ had seemed crowded the night before it was even more so during the day, and they wondered if this was because people were up and about or because more people kept arriving.

	This street was line with tall office buildings in various unique footprints. Large, imposing signs on granite blocks out front, or splayed across the tops of the buildings themselves, proclaimed them to be various cogs in the federal bureaucracy. The parking lots full of trailers and campers and tents, the broken windows with people hanging laundry, the rooftop trash can fires, and the general smell of the area told a different story.

	“This is a bad idea,” Isabelle said at a mumble. She started to slow her walking speed, resulting in Wrench pulling ahead a little. “This is a bad idea in a string of bad ideas.”

	She came to a stop. Wrench was forced to stop and turn around to face her.

	“We should go back,” she said. “We should get out of here.”

	“We haven’t heard from the others yet.”

	“Because they’re dead,” Isabelle said at a hissed whisper.

	“We don’t know anything,” Wrench lowered his voice as well. “They could be alive or dead, free or prisoners, anything.”

	“They’re dead. Or they’re beyond our help if they’re alive. We can’t do anything here, Wrench, except get ourselves killed.”

	“You made it through last night and you want to give up now.”

	“I wanted to give up then.”

	“You were sent on this mission to protect those two.”

	Even through the mask, Wrench could feel the hard stare in Isabelle’s eyes. “I was sent to get them as close to their target as possible. That’s what I did. Our staying here and dying with them doesn’t accomplish anything.”

	“For all we know, they succeeded, got out, and are waiting back at the truck wondering where we are.”

	“If they succeeded we would have heard about it. It would be all over this place,” she gestured toward the nearest office building turned refugee camp, “even without internet. If they’d even failed that news would be everywhere.”

	“Which means they haven’t had their chance yet. They might be hiding, or playing along because they got sucked into some larger ruse. Or, you know,” Wrench held out his hands with sudden realization. “Maybe the whole thing was a bust, the White Paladin never showed at this party, and they just hung out there and said racist stuff and then left and came to find us.”

	From the droop of her head Wrench presumed this may have gotten through. “Why haven’t they answered our texts then?”

	“Have we had service at any point since we got here?”

	“We had it all night near the marina.”

	“Right, but what are the odds they got service anywhere?”

	“They never tried the walkie-talkies either.”

	“Those have limited range. Who knows where those two got too last night.”

	She looked down again at her feet. “Okay. Fine, let’s check the truck.”

	They resumed walking. A short ways forward they caught sight of the green wall of stacked auto-cab wrecks that marked a boundary of the Freedom Zone. The nearby auto-cab hub where they had left their truck looked dark, but on the street out front a large crowd was gathered.

	As they got closer they saw the crowd was jostling to get toward the local Metro Station entrance. They skirted along the outskirts of the crowd, intending to loop around to the auto-cab hub across the street.

	“What is going on?” Isabelle asked.

	Wrench just shook his head. He could not tell if the crowd was just at a bottleneck as they flowed down into the metro, or at a jam stop, locked out and unable to move forward.

	“Guess that exit is off the list,” Isabelle said at a mumble.

	As they continued to skirt the crowd a woman near the edge turned and spotted them. Right away she stepped over to intercept their path.

	“Excuse me,” she said. She was a middle-aged woman, a little frumpy and slightly taller than Isabelle, with long, greying hair and a whole lot of layered clothing. “Excuse me.”

	They both stopped and stared at her.

	“Oh, I’m sorry. Excuse me. Are you, um, are you part of the, um, the Jump gang?”

	“The Jumpies?” Wrench asked.

	“Yeah, yeah.”

	“I, um, yes, technically, we are.”

	“Do you know anything about the food distribution?”

	Wrench and Isabelle glanced at each other. “I’m afraid we don’t,” Isabelle said.

	“Oh, I’m sorry. I thought the, um, the Jumpies were supposed to be handling that.”

	“Some of them, yeah, might be,” Wrench shrugged. “We’re kind of new.”

	“Oh, okay,” she offered a broad smile. “So am I. We just got here yesterday afternoon.”

	“Here, as in, the Freedom Zone?”

	“Uh-huh. We’re from Reading, originally.” Who exactly she meant by ‘we’ was unclear, as nobody else seemed to have joined her in this conversation. “It’s a nice little town, but there are terrorists up there, burning everything. A lot of us had to just get in our cars with whatever we could grab and get out of there.”

	“Why come here?” Isabelle blurted out the words without thinking.

	“Oh, well, we heard the one billionaire lady was here giving out food.”

	“The White Paladin?” Wrench asked.

	“The what?”

	“That’s what she calls herself, the billionaire. The White Paladin.”

	“Oh. I don’t know anything about that, we just heard she was giving out food to all the real Americans that came here, and that it was the people dressed up in Halloween costumes who were distributing it, and I saw you,” she gestured to Isabelle, “and I thought maybe . . .”

	“Sorry,” Isabelle said.

	The two Free Courters turned to move away, but the lady stepped forward with them. “You wouldn’t know, by chance, who we might talk to, or, um, if there’s some other place to go where . . .”

	“Lady, I’m sorry. This place,” Isabelle stopped, shook her head. “You don’t want to be here. I’m serious. If you have any way of getting out of here, you should.”

	This got met with a perplexed tilt of the head from the woman. “Where else would we go?”

	“Anywhere but here. I’m totally serious. After what I saw last night, I think I’d rather take my chances with the terrorists.”

	“Oh?”

	Looking around, Wrench realized there were some others from the crowd nearby who had started listening in. He stepped forward to insert himself. “I’m sorry. We’ve had a really rough past couple days. I agree, there have got to be better places to go, I just wish I knew them, and I wish I knew where they were handing out food. I’m sorry. We gotta get moving.”

	Putting a hand on Isabelle he nudged her, and she drifted along after him as he moved away. They circled the rest of the way around the edge of the crowd to make their way to the auto-cab hub entrance.

	Wrench stepped up to one of the hard plastic screens that served as windows and looked around some inside. It was dark, but there did not seem to be anybody home. “I think it’s clear,” he said, then turned back to Isabelle to find her staring off into space.

	“Izzy?” Wrench stepped over to her, leaning down to look at her eyes. “Izzy,” he whispered. “Don’t lose it on me now.”

	She blinked and looked up at him. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, you’re right.”

	“Let’s go check the truck.”

	Inside they found the lot almost empty of vehicles, just a few nondescript, beat up coupes down at the far end and their own truck.

	It did not look disturbed, which was a relief. They came up to it and looked around. There was no sign of damage or tampering, but also no sign of the others.

	“So they didn’t make it here,” Isabelle said.

	“Or they did and moved on. I would hope maybe they would leave a note or something.” He checked his mobile again, for all the futility that entailed. “What do ya think?”

	“I think if they were free they’d have gotten back here already.”

	“Agreed. Even if they didn’t get to the truck itself they’d have been watching for us.”

	“So they’re either captured or dead.”

	“Or still playing along in some long game. But let’s consider,” Wrench leaned against the driver’s side door of the truck, tilting his head forward to keep their conversation at a whisper. “If they’re dead, there nothing we can do but get out of here. If they’re captured, same deal. We can’t rescue them, not without knowing more and a lot more help, and I don’t see how we’re going to get that hanging around here. Same deal if they’re embedded and working the system.”

	“You think we should get out of here?” her voice sounded both sad and hopeful.

	“I think we wait the rest of the day. Give them twenty-four hours. That’s what Duncan asked for. If we haven’t heard of anything by then, we get out of here before nightfall. Find a place with internet access, maybe back with Clair and Post, and see if we hear anything.”

	“How long do we wait there?”

	“One step at a time.” Wrench sighed. “You know the worst part? We may just never know. I was ready to never see them again, but I didn’t consider they may go off and we may just never hear anything at all.”

	Isabelle nodded to this with a slow rhythm.

	“Hey!” A loud voice interrupted them. “You do have food!”

	They turned to see the woman who had approached them earlier, now standing there in the empty car park. She was trailed by a younger man who looked to have once been much heavier, but now had folds of skin hanging from his jowls and arms as loose as his t-shirt.

	“Uh, lady, no,” Wrench held out a hand to her. “There isn’t any food in this truck.”

	“This is one of the food delivery trucks,” she said. “I saw them earlier coming in.”

	“We deliver more than food.”

	“So you do know about the deliveries,” she put her hands on her hips as an accusatory edge entered her voice.

	“I mean, the people we work with, we, they, deliver all sorts of things. This is our first run.”

	“This is your first run and you’re already quitting?”

	“We’re getting this dropped off and getting out of here, for sure.”

	“What’s in the truck then?” the younger man with her asked.

	This had Wrench hesitating. He glanced at Isabelle.

	“Electronics,” she said. “Electronic components. Some blankets and clothes. Stuff like that.”

	“Well we could use extra clothes,” the woman said. “We didn’t have time to pack much when we left.”

	“I, um,” Wrench shook his head. “I don’t know if we’re suppose to just start handing stuff out like that.”

	“Well why not?”

	“That, I don’t know if that’s how their system works. Like I said, this is our first . . .”

	“You know what?” Isabelle said, her voice rising some to match that of the woman interrogating them. “Alright. You can have some.”

	“I, um,” Wrench looked at her. “Are you sure?”

	She turned and looked up at him, her bright eyes cutting through the mask. “These people were driven from their homes by the Free Court Alliance. I think this is the least we can do for them.”

	“I, well, okay.”

	With that Isabelle started walking around toward the back, and Wrench moved to follow. At the rear of the truck he fumbled with the keys, leaning down toward the lock and using this opportunity to whisper to Isabelle. “Are you sure about this?”

	“These people are desperate,” she whispered back. “They’re not going to leave us alone.”

	He got the key and inserted this into the roll-up door. “They don’t look desperate.”

	“Oh, they do. They’re trying to hide it, but they do.”

	With a heave, Wrench got the roll-up door sliding open. Inside the back of the truck was revealed to be mostly cardboard shipping boxes. Most had haphazard, hand-written labels, or no labels at all. The more interesting stuff they had brought was hidden toward the front end of the cargo area.

	Wrench climbed up into the truck itself, moving around and looking among the stacks they had, trying to identify them. Isabelle, however, went straight for a smaller box within easy reach. From within she pulled out a smaller box, the size of a shoe box but labeled with all sorts of nutritional information in small print, making it look like it was wrapped in newspaper.

	With a nod Isabelle gestured the woman over, then waved again, ushering her forward into a conspiratorial whisper. Both the woman and the younger man with her came forward, leaning in around Isabelle.

	“So there is a little bit of food in this truck,” she said. “You can have some, if,” she raised her voice and held up a hand to emphasize this word. “If you don’t tell anybody where you got it. We can’t have that crowd out there mobbing us.”

	“Um, well, thank you,” the woman said, taking the ration box as Isabelle offered it toward her. “But, um . . .”

	“Hey,” came a shout from behind. They all turned to see a half-dozen more people entering the lot via the car entrance. “They got food over here.”

	As she turned back to the woman, Isabelle’s shoulders slumped. “You already told people.”

	“I told them I was going to investigate. I thought this might be where they distributed it when I saw you guys go in.”

	“Alright, get out of here,” Isabelle waved her away. “Go, hurry, before this turns ugly.”

	“Thank you,” the woman said, backing away. “Thank you.”

	Already the group of people were closing on the truck, with another cluster entering the parking garage behind them.

	“Okay, okay,” Isabelle stepped forward, holding out her hands. “We don’t have much. Form a line.”

	“Is this where they’re giving out food?” the lead man in this new group asked as he approached.

	“We have a little bit,” Isabelle said at a shout, directing her words down toward the other people coming over. “You can have it, but it’s not a lot. Form a line right here, or you’re not getting any.”

	Turning she climbed up into the back of the truck next to Wrench.

	“Fuck,” he said, speaking under his breath. “What do we do?”

	“We give them the food, and hope this doesn’t turn ugly.”

	“It will turn ugly.”

	“I know. Start thinking of a plan.”

	Turning around Isabelle pulled another ration box out and handed it to the first man to have approached. “One each. There isn’t a lot.”

	“Thank you,” the man said. Despite her trepidation it seemed the crowd was at least starting to form the semblance of a line. The bad news was that it was quickly growing, reaching toward the lot entrance and snaking around the corner.

	The people at the front of the line were already starting to crowd forward. Isabelle grabbed another ration box and jumped down out of the truck. “Okay guys, guys,” she held up one hand. “Give us space, no need to crowd in.” She handed the next man the box. “Keep it calm, we’ll give you what we can.”

	Up in the truck Wrench started unpacking the cardboard box Isabelle had opened. He passed the ration boxes down to her one at a time, and she handed these out to the people in line. It did not take long before the had emptied all the rations.

	Prying open a crate Wrench found it filled with cans of soup. He started passing these down to Isabelle, who handed one to the next person in line.

	“Wait, what is this,” the man who had just received it asked with obvious annoyance.

	“It’s what we have.”

	“You gave the last lady a full meal box.”

	“And now we’re out. It’s down to soup cans.”

	“You got all those other boxes in there.”

	“These,” Wrench gestured to some other crates the man was pointing to. “These are blankets.” He opened the crate and pulled one out. “You want a blanket?”

	“Come on, give me two cans at least.”

	“Look at the line behind you,” Isabelle gestured.

	He did, but just turned back. “Come on, man,”

	“Hey,” the next man in line stepped forward. “You got yours, make room.”

	“Hey, fuck off.”

	The second man shoved his way forward, muscling past the first. Isabelle started to hand him a soup can, but the first man reacted, surging forward and shoving the second, knocking him to the ground.

	Before anybody else could react a series of gunshots echoed through the parking garage. Even in this space they were loud enough to hurt, sending echoes drilling into everyone’s ears. The man who had started the fight took several rounds in the back, his body jerking, stumbling forward, and collapsing onto his erstwhile opponent.

	From beyond an interior bank of elevators, making their way through some concrete column, emerged a group of Jumpies. Among them might have been the same guys Wrench and Isabelle had followed the night before, but today they all wore Halloween masks. They were also all carrying automatic rifles.

	“What the fuck is going on here?” one of them shouted at the top of his lungs, his voice almost competing with the echoes of the gunshots.

	The man who had been shoved down, and it seemed thus been spared getting shot, scrambled out from underneath the bleeding man on top of him, getting up and moving off to the side to rejoin the crowd.

	The Jumpies came forward to stand and stare at the truck. It was only at this point that Wrench and Isabelle realized they were talking to them.

	“We’re, um,” Isabelle glanced around, “we’re distributing food.”

	“Distributing food?” The lead Jumpie wore some kind of deformed, exposed brain monster mask, and continue to shout far louder than necessary.

	“Yeah. Isn’t that what we’re supposed to do?”

	“You’re just giving it away?” another Jumpie, wearing a green ogre mask, yell-asked.

	“Well, yeah, that’s . . .”

	“That’s socialism!”

	From somewhere in the watching crowd someone yelled out, ‘socialism?’ as both a question and an accusation.

	All of a sudden some of the crowd were inching back a little ways, opening up distance as if the food in the truck were toxic. Others in the crowd remained where they stood, looking around in confusion.

	“These fuckers are socialists!” came another shout from the crowd.

	Isabelle was unable to contain her words. “You guys gotta be fucking kidding me right now.” She turned to look at Wrench, only to find he had slipped out of sight, moving to the front end of the truck’s cargo area.

	Time seemed to freeze, everyone just staring at each other with expectant looks. Finally Isabelle held up the soup can she still had. “So, do you guys want this or not?”

	With people having backed off it was now an older man at the front of the line. He glanced around, realized nobody else was stepping forward, than did so himself.

	Another gunshot ripped through the garage, cutting down the man before he could reach Isabelle. He fell right there, but was obviously not dead, instead wheezing audibly as a pool of blood expanded around him.

	“Not so fast, Mr. Neo-Marxist!” the lead Jumpie in the brain-monster mask said.

	Isabelle just stood there, holding out a soup can toward the air, as the rest of the line started to back away, and wondered at how just a minute ago these people backing off would have seemed like a good thing.

	Again the Jumpies did not say anything more, just staring at her through their masks.

	“So, um,” Isabelle held out the can toward them. “Do you guys want these?”

	“I don’t think so, comrade,” the lead Jumpie heavily enunciated the last word in a way that surpassed just sarcasm to also encompass total contempt. “You know, I had my doubts about you guys last night. You seemed a little cucky to me.”

	“They bailed on the Blot at the best part,” another Jumpie said. “Before they could get any of the Eucharist.”

	“Yeah,” the lead Jumpie nodded. “I’m not so sure you’re really one of us. Maybe we should take off that mask and see just what kind of post-modern cuck you are.”

	They started to advance forward at a slow walk. Isabelle glanced around, but realized other Jumpies had fanned out to almost surround them. Her clearest route of escaped looked like toward the crowd, which did not really seem clear at all. Instead she found herself backing toward the passenger side of the truck.

	Before she could decide to turn and run though, more of the Jumpies, perhaps true to their name, jumped her from behind. One grabbed her arm and pulled her aside, then she felt others grabbing at her mask. She swung with the soup can, making contact, and at least some of the grips fell away. But as she struggled and slipped loose the Jumpies managed to keep a grip on her mask. With a painful scrape the rubber mask came off as Isabelle came free.

	Behind her she saw a pair of Jumpies who had circled around that way, one with blood pouring out his nose, the other with her ‘Incredible Hulk’ mask in his hands. Both of them looked shocked and took a step back, as did the larger group of men in front of her.

	“Oh my God,” the lead Jumpie said. “It’s a monkey!”

	“Izzy!” Wrench shouted.

	She spun around to see a much more imposing version of Wrench standing in the truck. He had put on some kind of gas mask. It was the kind of thing she did not even realize they had, but that Duncan or Rat, in their usual way, must have decided to pack with their gear. The gas mask had a side cartridge filter like she was used to seeing. The eye pieces though, in fact the whole upper part, looked more like some robot head, with hard metal angles. She realized it went all the way back, covering his whole head, effectively integrating a combat helmet with the gas mask. There were flaps that looked like headphones and, she realized, must be hearing protection, on the sides. The eye windows were thin, rectangular slits with a slight red glow to them.

	It looked like Wrench had stepped out of the wardrobe of some old, cheesy science fiction movie. In his hands he held some kind of long, black cylinder. At first Isabelle thought this was another food can of some type. Then she saw him pull a pin from it and pitch it forward.

	Isabelle started to turn to follow the arc of the object, then caught herself. At the last second she clenched her eyes and spun back away.

	The flash-bang grenade landed right next to the lead Jumpie. It went off.

	The world spun and slammed into a new state. Isabelle felt herself pushed backward, and for a second it seemed as though the hand of God was jamming her against the rear bumper of the truck. There was a piercing in her head that went beyond sound, canceling all other noise and drilling into her thoughts.

	She opened her eyes. She had managed to not get blinded, yet still found it difficult to see. It was like experiencing all the unpleasant aspects of being drunk. She staggered forward, finding herself unsure on her feet. Then a hand was grabbing hers.

	She felt herself get pulled forward. At first she thought to resist, but had no ability to do so, instead being so off-balance that all she could do was stumble in the direction she was pulled to avoid falling over face first. Like a heartbeat coming back to life on an electrocardiogram, she felt a shape taking form from her flatlined thoughts. The person pulling her forward was Wrench, trying to move at a run while dragging her along.

	Realizing this Isabelle started reorienting herself. She reached out and grabbed Wrench’s arm, steadying herself, and kept her grip as she paced herself alongside him.

	They passed through the side entrance, back out onto the street. The daylight hurt her eyes, but she squinted and focused on Wrench, who pulled her ever forward. There was still a crowd out here, but they were no longer jamming up to the Metro Station across the street, instead having spread out, split between those still at the Metro entrance and others encircling around the auto-cab hub. They watched with plain incomprehension as the two Free Courters rushed past.

	Further up the street, Isabelle found the world tilting back to its normal angles. The piercing in her eyes subsided to a hum, over which she could hear other sounds. She let go of Wrench and simply started running alongside him.

	“Where . . . we . . . going?” she tried to ask, her words coming out between strained breaths.

	“Just run!”

	Isabelle glanced behind them. They had a good head start, but there were at least half a dozen Jumpies now in pursuit. One of them fired his rifle into the air, another fired at them, though his shots missed wide. Another fired indiscriminately into the crowd, for no discernable reason.

	They were running northward, along the same route they had taken the previous night when they were following the two Jumpies. In the daytime it all seemed different, as if there were more buildings and more trees and more of everything out here.

	They emerged from among the various federal office buildings and onto the National Mall. The Liberty Guard camp they saw being set up the night before was now more established, with long stretches of razor wire fence, a swinging, manually moved gate, and sandbags piled to form gun emplacements. Interestingly these were set up with the guns directed north and west, toward the main body of the refugee crowd.

	Wrench and Isabelle raced along the length of the razor wire fence. Up ahead, toward the Capitol Reflecting Pool, they saw some more interesting developments had taken place since last night. There was still thick black smoke rising from spots, now into a clear blue sky. On the western edge of the pool though there was now a line of drone tanks. The tanks faced outward, toward the sprawling refugee camp further down the Mall.

	Behind the line of tanks the various assortment of trucks loaded with coal were still present, but there was no longer anybody shoveling it into the giant coal bed. Instead soldiers moved amongst them, forming a line right behind the drone tanks, which they used for cover.

	The crowd from the night before seemed to be mostly present as well, except they had been pushed back away from the coal bed. Instead they formed a thick throng facing off in front of the tanks, with a dozen yards of no-man’s land between the two.

	It was toward this space, between the opposing sides involved in some kind of face-off, that the two Free Courters were running. Wrench chanced a look behind them. The Jumpies were still there, having closed some distance. It seemed more people had joined the chase, such that they were now trailing a whole crowd of angry, shouting people brandishing guns. When Wrench looked around a few of them let out bursts of fire. These went wide in the air, but did draw the attention of some of the Liberty Guardsmen in the nearby camp.

	They reached the end of the razor wire fence, where it turned into a row of sandbag gun-emplacements. Rather than continue straight forward, into the potential line of fire of the soldiers and tanks, Wrench gave a burst of speed and veered to the right, in-between a set of gun emplacements and into the Liberty Guard camp.

	Guardsmen were manning these guns, but they were focused on the crowd to the north and seemed blind-sided by the arrival of people from a different direction.

	“Whoa, whoa!” several soldiers shouted, spinning and pivoting to train rifles on Wrench and Isabelle. Further into the camp there was a large squad of soldiers with their rifles readied, moving up toward the line of tanks. When they saw the two Free Courters though they spun on them as well.

	Seeing that they were suddenly surrounded, Wrench tossed down the rifle he had slung over his shoulder, sank to his knees, and threw his arms in the air. “Sanctuary!” he yelled.

	Isabelle followed Wrench’s lead, dropping to her knees and raising her arms. The Guardsmen did not open fire, but kept their rifles drawn. Their expressions seemed more confused than anything.

	With a quick motion, Wrench undid the straps on the helmet/gas-mask he wore. He tossed this to the ground in front of him, then yelled out louder. “I would like to request asylum.”

	Both the Guardsmen and Isabelle shot him perplexed looks. There was no time for any further exchange, however, because somewhere behind them gunfire erupted.

	The pursuing Jumpies had caught up and were now attempting to rush in between the gun emplacements as well. Some of them had thought it a good idea to open fire at the same time. Wrench dove all the way to the ground, one arm flailing out and managing to grab Isabelle, dragging her down as well. The two of them lay there, face down on the grass, arms on their heads.

	Around them the Guardsmen reacted to this provocation with their own hail of gunfire. Machine guns within the sandbag foxholes spun around to this new threat. Automatic fire cut into the heart of the pursuing gang. Its lead elements, who had already slipped in between the sandbag emplacements, were ignoring the Guardsmen and rushing toward their Free Court quarry. They ran straight into a hail of automatic fire from the soldiers who had been moving behind the front line.

	A brief few seconds of gunshots and screams whirled around Wrench and Isabelle. The Jumpies had not been equipped or prepared to rush a fortified position and took appalling losses. In short order their survivors were fleeing.

	The Guardsmen who had been involved in this gunfight quickly rushed off, their own attention now focused on the bigger crowd on the Mall. Wrench and Isabelle lay there a few seconds further, than sat back up and realized why they had been suddenly left alone.

	All along the width of the National Mall the crowd was surging forward, toward the line of gun emplacements and tanks. In response some crowd control drones were rolling forward from among the heavier tank drones, moving to support the line of soldiers who stood with arms held out, encouraging the crowd to back off.

	Closer in, Isabelle noticed a news crew standing next to one of the sandbag emplacements, the camera getting images of the crowd and a blond newswoman. Over the shouts of the crowd and her own residual ear ringing, Isabelle could not make out what the reporter was saying. She did hear distinctly though when someone in the crowd nearby shouted, “why are you protecting them?”

	Wrench grabbed up his combat helmet and rifle from where he had dropped them. “What is that thing?” Isabelle asked.

	He looked it over and shrugged. “Not exactly sure. Something Rat grabbed. I assume she got it from the Martial Law depot we raided back in Newark.”

	“What does it do?”

	“I think it’s suppose to network with other, similar helmets, somehow.”

	Isabelle shook her head, realizing she was still feeling groggy from the flash-bang and was becoming distracted from the deteriorating situation around them. Somewhere nearby there was another burst of gunfire, and the crowd started to surge toward the gun emplacements. Crowd control drones opened fire, causing a wave of people in front of them to collapse under an assault of microwave radiation. The bulk of the crowd continued forward though, starting to overrun the front line.

	“I think we should get the fuck out of here,” Isabelle said.

	As a reply Wrench just got to his feet, quickly moving from a jog to a full run. They moved away from the crowd, deeper into the Liberty Guard camp. Around them soldiers were scrambling forward or in other random directions, focused on other things and ignoring these two strangers in their midst.

	The ran across a former parking lot now filled with tents and armored transports. In front of them the dome of the capitol building loomed against the clear sky, its peak shrouded in black smoke from the still burning coal fire.

	They reached a roundabout, where the Guardsmen camp came to an end with another fence of razor wire. They stopped there for a moment, confounded. Then, realizing, Wrench swung his rifle off his shoulder, revealing that it had mounted to its under-barrel a combat knife bayonet. He detached this, handed the rifle to Isabelle, then set about cutting out a segment from the lowest run of razor wire.

	Wrench managed to cut himself on the wire despite everything, but he ignored this, getting down and crawling on his stomach across the asphalt and out of the camp. Isabelle watched behind them, wondering if anybody even cared at this point if they left. Regardless, nobody noticed, with all attention focused on the battle on the other side of camp. Automatic fire was now continuous over there, punctuated by occasional louder explosions.

	She got down and crawled out of the camp after Wrench. Once they were both through he started to take off running again.

	“Wait,” said Isabelle. He stopped and turned to find she was moving after him at a walk. “I don’t think anybody is after us.”

	They walked at a fast clip, as if they just had somewhere they needed to be, rather than the dead run of fleeing prisoners.

	“Where are we going now?” Wrench asked.

	“I don’t know. Just away. I don’t think we can wait here any longer for the others.”

	“Unfortunately. This is the same way we ran last night.”

	“It is?”

	“I know, it looks so different in the daylight.” Wrench pointed to some ruined buildings up ahead. “That’s where we hid, in the rubble over there. If we continue beyond that we get to the whole mine field zone that Duncan and I scouted as a possible entrance to this area.”

	“You’re suggesting we cross that?”

	“It’s the closest way out now. And I think you’re right, we definitely need to get out of here.”

	Isabelle stopped and looked behind them. There was nobody in pursuit, nobody else even moving along this street. They still heard gunfire, more distant now but still uncomfortably close, ringing out. She turned to look at Wrench. “Agreed. Let’s find the nearest exit and get the fuck out of here.”
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	It had taken General Quinn several days to realize that the Secretary of Defense ought to have an office at the Pentagon. In retrospect it seemed strange it did not occur to him earlier. Yet he had been sleeping in his mobile headquarters since leaving Norfolk, and when the Liberty Guard arrived in Arlington he had just stuck with that pattern, traipsing around the Pentagon through various meetings all day and retiring at night back to the command center in the parking lot.

	None of his staff had mentioned the existence of the secretary suite either, but that was less surprising. Many of these men, after all, were the same people who had been running things the past several years and so were at least partly responsible for the current clusterfuck in Asia.

	By the day of the inauguration Quinn was firmly ensconced in his Pentagon office. He sat on the oversized recliner couch his predecessor had left in the outer part of the suite, surrounded by generals and staff. On the giant television across the room was a live stream-cast of the inauguration. Thus far it was all pre-game, commentary from studios and footage of people arriving outside the Federal Center. Nevertheless Quinn insisted upon watching.

	So far he had shooed away several people demanding his attention. A deputy in a Civil War officer’s outfit, bearing an update on a protest that looked to be turning violent in New York, was told to simply leave. A general with news of more sabotage at the coal-diesel plant in Richmond was invited to sit down and watch, but when he sat down and tried to continue speaking was told to shut the fuck up. More than one young, harried aide came in with messages from President Drake, demanding updates or status or reports. Each of these was dismissed in ever more hostile terms.

	The news stream kept showing coverage of the parades and rallies marking the celebration. There was an especially large gathering in Memphis, where shots of the crowd showed a large contingent of civil war reenactors, or at least people dressed the part, waving rifles and Confederate battle flags. Quinn kept cycling through different news streams, trying to find more on this particular crowd, though mostly he just wound up seeing the same footage of it repeated on different streams.

	More often he saw footage from Louiseville, Kentucky, where a rally and counter-protest had clashed and escalated into violence. There was some distant footage of what looked like street battles, fought with military grade firearms, black smoke rising from beyond the buildings in the background. It was tough to tell from that footage just what was happening. An aide came in at one point saying they had received a call from the governor of Kentucky, who could not get hold of the president and was requesting some type of assistance. Like other aides bearing messages Quinn sent this one away without a response.

	Grabbing his mobile again, which was synched to the television, Quinn again searched for coverage of Civil War rallies. He ended up finding an actual military parade taking part that morning in Atlanta. It was not obvious, even to the Secretary of Defense, just what military units were taking part in this parade, but from the video they had some tanks and armored personnel carriers, along with some miscellaneous police drones and pickup trucks with improvised armor plating.

	“Now,” Quinn sat up and spoke in his typical drawl, “ain’t that a sight. Can someone find out precisely who is involved in this parade. Seems I don’t recall dispatching any forces down to Atlanta.”

	“Sir?” Standing next to the general, having just arrived in the room, was Shelby Plame, looking confused.

	“These forces, parading in Atlanta,” he gestured to the television. “Do you recall, Mr. Plame, my sending troops to Atlanta?”

	“Uh, no sir, I do not.”

	“Well someone needs to find out who these men are that are exceeding their orders.”

	“It’s possible, sir, that they’re some of the many units around the country that have stopped reporting to the Pentagon.”

	“Well if that is so I should like to know exactly who they are. Is that not the sort of question I might pose to my chief of intelligence.”

	“We’ll look in to it right away, sir, but in the meantime there’s something you might want to see.” Plame gestured furtively to the television.

	“And what is that, Mr. Plame?”

	“Um.” Shelby looked around the room. Quinn was the only person currently sitting on the oversized sofa. Several generals and men in Confederate officer uniforms stood around the edges, either staring blankly at the television or hesitantly at their feet.

	Stepping forward Shelby sat down next to Quinn and pulled out his mobile. “May I?”

	“Of course, good sir.”

	Synching with the television, Shelby pulled up a different news stream and switched to its current live-cast. It showed an aerial view of the National Mall in D.C. The whole thing was a parking lot-refugee camp, with campers and trailers spread out among a packed field of cars and tents and people.

	As the camera panned over it caught sight of Capitol Hill. Thick, black smoke rose from a gigantic open fire pit in front of the capitol building. Around the fire pit a row of main battle tanks and heavy drones had taken up position, with infantryman interspersed among them.

	In front of the line of tanks there was a series of trucks in a variety of sizes. Among them were several tractor-trailers, towing open topped coal cars, along with numerous smaller pickups whose cargo beds were also filled with raw coal, as dark as the smoke cloud rising behind the soldiers.

	More infantryman and some crowd control drones moved among these coal trucks. In front of them there was a wide swath of open field. The camera jerked and zoomed in on this area. It came into focus, revealing this part of the Mall was filled with bodies and small, smoking craters. The craters were streaming out grey smoke that rose in the prevailing wind to mix with the black coal smoke. A lot of the bodies were still moving, though mostly to crawl in random directions.

	Throughout all this the news stream had a banner at the bottom of the clip that read ‘Clashes on National Mall.’

	As the live-cast played a voice over made sporadic comments, but they were drowned out by General Quinn. “What, Mr. Plame, am I to make of this?”

	“Protestors on the Mall, sir,” Shelby said. “I’m concerned things are turning ugly.”

	“So what is your point then, suh? There are clashes of this sort happening all over the country, I am given to believe.”

	“Yes sir, but, um, this is D.C.” Shelby paused as if that should be all the explanation necessary. “That’s, um, that’s our people they are clashing with. We’ve got a lot of Liberty Guards over there right now. In fact, I believe you sent them over with the express mission of securing the coal supply.”

	Quinn sat up a little as he considered this. “You are quire right, Mr. Plame. Tell me, who precisely is assigned to the National Mall?”

	Shelby just looked at him blankly, then realized and turned to the men huddled around the edges of the room. A general in modern uniform stepped forward.

	“Sir, that would be the Twelfth Liberty Guard battalion.”

	“Confound it, suh, I can’t keep track of your names. You is the commander?”

	“Commander, sir? It’s, uh, it’s Colonel Shelton.”

	Quinn considered this, then nodded. Then suddenly he stopped and his head started to twitch. “Now, Colonel Shelton. General, did not Ms. Blackwell ask to be embedded with that unit?”

	The officer stammered, looking around for help. “I don’t know, sir.”

	Quinn turned to Shelby, who could only stare blankly before shaking his head.

	“I am almost certain.”

	Scrambling, Quinn found his mobile again and retook control of the television. Pulling up the FoxUltra news stream found that it did not have any current live-casts.

	“Hmm.” Quinn stared in puzzlement. Then he went to the top news clip on the stream, posted about fifteen minutes previously.

	The shot showed a view of the National Mall, the spire of the Washington Monument plainly visible in the background. On the open field of the foreground was a large crowd. They looked agitated, waving signs and chanting something in syncopation, but there was no audio at first. On one side of the screen there was a line of soldiers in full combat gear. Some of them could be seen holding out open palms toward the crowd as if to get them to step back.

	Then the audio cut in and the noise from the crowd proved to be a cacophony. From off screen stepped Delores Blackwell, her blond hair popping against the backdrop of the crowd. As the audio cut in she was already speaking.

	“. . . it seems the National Guard is going to get involved now, they’ve brought in riot control vehicles, could you get a shot,” she pointed down the line of soldiers, where some drones were moving forward among them, “coming in now. I’m gonna need to clear out of here soon, it looks like they intend to deploy the anti-crowd measures. This,” a gust of wind whipped at her hair. She pushed it out of her face as she turned back to the camera. “This, what you’re seeing here is protestors, um, clashing with the Liberty Guard here on the National Mall. We’ve already seen things start to turn violent. There was a, um, there was a brawl, of sorts, we saw. The National Guard is stepping in now to . . .”

	Somewhere in the background some dark objects, rocks or garbage or something, was highlighted against the sky as it arced from somewhere in the crowd toward the soldiers. Something landed somewhere near Delores, just off camera, and she flinched and ducked.

	“That was . . .” she started to say, turning back to the crowd. The soldiers were still holding their ground, not reacting to this provocation.

	“Why are you protecting them?!” Someone near the front of the crowd shouted. Some more objects arced through the air. This time the camera pivoted in an attempt to follow them. The thrown items were lost in a blur of motion.

	Down the line, a pair of armored drones with heavy turrets lurched into view. From these protruded the large funnels of microwave or ultrasonic based crowd suppression weapons. As the camera lingered on this shot one of the drones rolled forward a little, and its turret pivoted. Nearby a few members of the crowd suddenly broke and ran, some of them falling hard onto the ground.

	Before anything more could be seen the camera pivoted back to Delores. In contrast to the people further afield, some in the crowd near her were rushing forward toward the line of troops. Somewhere in the crowd some people were chanting ‘U-S-A, U-S-A!” though it was almost drowned out by other noise.

	“They’re protecting the lame stream media too!” Someone very close to the camera shouted.

	“We, um,” Delores was looking off at the crowd. She paused, then turned back to face the camera. “We should get out of here now.”

	Off camera somewhere there was a burst of a gunfire. The camera view jostled and blurred. When it resettled it was on the line of soldiers. The crowd was now surging into them. A nearby drone pivoted, and some people in the crowd convulsed. There was a loud chorus of screams, and another gunshot, followed in short succession by the chatter of automatic gunfire.

	People in the crowd broke around this end of the line of troops, spilling forward to move around drones and gun emplacements, toward the camera. Something happened out of the shot, and the view was jostled and blurred again.

	When the focus came back it was on Delores again. She was scrambling away from the onrushing crowd. The camera shot showed her running forward, away from the cameraman, for a brief second. Then the crowd was upon her. A man with a baseball bat arrived first. He ran right up and took a full swing that hit her across the back. The blow was enough to send her sprawling forward in the grass.

	“Fuck the fake news media!” someone shouted as more people arrived at the downed reporter. Men carrying crowbars or metal piping, quickly surrounded Delores, raining blows down on her.

	The camera shot shook again as the cameraman resumed running. Another voice, presumably the cameraman himself, shouted “hey, hey, no, we’re Fox, we’re FoxUltra.” Before he could say more the camera went through a wild convulsion, accompanied by a loud crashing sound and a blur of pixelation across most of the shot. Then the view steadied, this time from the ground. Among a field of legs could be seen Delores, or at least her coat, streaked with blood. The camera pivoted up, catching a man looming above against the sky. He had a pipe, also covered in blood, raised above his head.

	“No, no,” the cameraman said, raising a hand up into the shot. The man brought the pipe crashing down, and the video went to black and ended.

	The news stream automatically flipped back to its selection screen, a list of other video clips displayed along one side while the next video sat queued up and about to start playing.

	“They actually posted that?” Shelby said, more to himself. “That’s ghoulish.”

	He turned to look at Quinn. The general stared at the television with a blank look.

	“Sir?”

	Slowly Quinn turned to him. When he spoke there was no trace of his southern accent. “That was Delores.”

	“That,” Shelby stammered, unnerved by the blank look of the secretary. “I’m sorry, sir.”

	“They killed her.”

	“I saw,” he glanced around, but none of the others present were reacting. “I’m sorry.”

	Quinn looked back at the television, now playing the next clip on the news stream, this one with more footage of clashing protestors elsewhere in the country.

	“Fuck.” Quinn said, shooting up to his feet. From where he had left it on the couch next to him he grabbed up his belt, which still held a holster and saber, and fastened this even as he walked out of the room.

	Shelby and the officers all scrambled to follow. Quinn walked at a clip that was almost a run, and they all had to hurry to catch up. “Sir,” Shelby said as he came up alongside the general. “Where are we going?”

	“The situation room.”

	It was a short walk from the secretary’s office to the Pentagon’s state of the art situation room and command center. The room had an elevated section at its back that served as a conference room overlooking the main area, which was filled with display screens and giant touch screen map tables and, at its center, a holographic projector. Currently the projector displayed an image of the globe, slowly rotating. The screens around the room showed maps of the continental United States, or the D.C. and Baltimore area, with an array of colors and symbols representing the status of deployed troops.

	A pair of officers in modern military dress stood at the railing overlooking the main room. A handful of other people, also in uniform, manned stations next to the display screens down below. All of them looked up as Quinn and his large entourage came crashing into the upper conference room area.

	“Mr. Secretary, I . . .”

	“Are you the officer in charge here?” Quinn was still talking without his southern accent.

	The officer seemed taken aback. “I . . . yes sir, I am.”

	“What’s the status of our remaining cruise missiles?”

	“Sir?”

	“Did you not here me, boy?” Slowly, but now noticeably, the accent started to return. “Our cruise missiles.”

	“They’re,” the officer stared at Quinn as if trying to figure out just who he was talking to. “They’re still back with the fleet in Norfolk.”

	“Do they have the range to strike a target this far north?”

	“How far north sir?”

	“Where we are.”

	“You want to strike the Pentagon?”

	“No, you fucking moron,” the accent was gone again. “Can they reach D.C.?”

	The officer stared with wide eyes. “Um, yes, sir.”

	“What else have we got deployed here?”

	“Here at the Pentagon? Sir, all we have are the anti-aircraft batteries and artillery stationed at Reagan Airport, and your security contingent. Everything else is across the river.”

	“Good enough.” Quinn turned to look out at the display screens across the large room. “Show me a tactical display of the D.C. operations area.” He paused while the people down below realized he had given them an order. A moment later the complex, color-coded map of D.C. had been switched to the large central monitor on the opposite wall.

	“General,” Quinn looked to the officer in charge. “I want all cruise missiles and artillery batteries we have to perform a concentrated strike on the National Mall.”

	There was a long pause, minds racing to catch up with implications. “I . . . what?”

	“Did you not fucking here me? I want all available firepower concentrated on the mall, on the fucking rioters in the National Mall.”

	“Sir, those are civilian refugees.”

	“They’re anti-American terrorists and a threat to national security.”

	“Sir,” now Shelby stepped forward, moving to physically intercede between Quinn and the officer whose personal space he was starting to impinge upon. “Sir, those were our troops in that video. We’d be attacking our own people.”

	“Thank you for that brilliant bit of intelligence!” Reaching forward with both hands Quinn grabbed Shelby on one shoulder and shoved, sending him stumbling to one side and almost falling to the floor. Right away Quinn was back in the face of the situation room officer. “I have given you a direct order, suh.”

	“That,” the officer backed away to reclaim some personal space. “Sir, Director Plame is right, we’d be attacking our own people.”

	“You know what, fucking forget the mall. I want the entire city targeted. Anywhere there are protesting mobs.”

	“Sir, I can’t . . .”

	“Are you refusing a direct order!?”

	The officer seemed baffled. He looked around at the other generals arrayed behind Quinn, at Shelby, leaning against a conference room chair on which he had caught himself, at the personnel down on the situation room floor. Somewhere in all that the officer found his resolve. He pulled himself up to his full height and straightened out his uniform. “Mr. Secretary, I’m sorry, but I can’t in good conscious carry out that order.”

	“I see.” Looking down at his belt Quinn located the pistol he always carried. He undid the clasp on the holster and drew out the gun. Before anybody could quite realize what was happening he leveled the pistol at the officer’s chest and fired.

	“Holy shit!” a civilian staffer behind Quinn shouted. Everyone else remained silent even as they stared with wide eyes.

	The officer stumbled backward and fell to the floor. Quinn advanced on him. The other officer who had been monitoring the situation room, some young aide to the commander, seemed to think about intervening, but the Defense Secretary still had his pistol drawn and at the ready.

	“For refusing a direct order,” Quinn said as he came to stand over the officer, “I charge you with treason . . .”

	On the ground the officer managed to prop himself up on one elbow, his other hand gripping at where blood flowed out from the wound in his chest. “I . . .”

	“And as the Secretary of Defense in a time of war I invoke my total authority to find you guilty of this charge and sentence you to death!”

	“No, no!”

	The officer managed to sit up enough to free up his arm, holding that up toward Quinn. The gesture was ignored as Quinn thrust his pistol forward and fired. The shot went through the officer’s hand and struck him in the cheek. He collapsed back to the floor again. Quinn kept advancing, now straddling the officer as he worked the action on his pistol. Everyone else in the room continued to stare in disbelief as he leveled the gun to point straight down at the officer’s forehead, then pulled the trigger, creating a big splatter of blood across the carpet.

	“Now,” Quinn turned around and holstered his pistol, his voice dropping again into his southern drawl. “General high and mighty has been relieved of his duties. Who may I presume does that leave in charge of operations?”

	There was a tense pause. Then from among the crowd another officer with a chest full of pins on his uniform stepped forward. “I am, sir.”

	“Very good. General, can I count on you to follow my orders?”

	This officer hesitated as well, also glancing around at the others in the room. “Yes, sir.”

	“Splendid. I have ordered a full scale bombardment. You may commence when ready.”

	Again there was some hesitation. Nobody in the room said anything. The officer turned and stepped up to the railing overlooking the main room. “You heard the secretary. Order the Third Liberty Artillery to prep for hot fire. All other artillery crews to move to active status immediately. And contact Admiral Holden.” The officer paused and drew a deep breath. “Patch him through to my line up here. I’ll give him the order for the cruise missile strike personally.”
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	An eclectic crowd was assembled in the original Senate chamber. The central lectern sat empty, but in front of this was a larger desk with three frowning figures. The first was a man wearing what appeared to be a baseball hat that had been complete wrapped in tinfoil. He had similarly foil-wrapped gloves on his hands. He wore a pair of tinted goggles that gave him a distinct, insectoid look, and a bandanna around his face that he kept pulling down and putting back into place.

	The second, middle figure was a morbidly obese woman who had a stack of donut boxes in front of her. She was eating these in a slow, drawn out way, taking bites and chewing in slow motion, keeping her mouth open throughout and leaning forward, as if this were what everyone had come here to see.

	The third figure was a guy in full, white KKK robes, complete with hood.

	Rat and Duncan had been deposited in the space in front of this central desk. They were on their knees with hands zip-cuffed behind their backs. Both were still dressed as they had been the night before, though Rat’s dress was crumbled and hanging oddly everywhere, and the American flag face paint Duncan wore had gotten smeared and run together into a jumble of primary colors.

	Around them a weird crowd occupied the rows of desks that encircled the chamber, or sat in the viewing balcony above. There were people wearing masks, depicting dinosaurs or dragons or random facial disfigurements. There was a woman who had an elaborate set of angel wings that crowded out the seats next to her, along with a wire frame halo above her head and an overflowing collection of empty beer bottles on the desk in front of her. There were a group of men who had turned their desks into a partial circle and were playing poker. There were a couple of individuals scattered around wearing KKK robes but in a blood red or deep blue color. There was one man, right in the front row, who had an arsenal of firearms and other, more exotic weapons laid out in front of him, and was in the process of cleaning one of his guns.

	There were also guards, though they were dressed just as randomly as everyone else and were differentiated only by their standing at the room entrances around the edges with rifles in hand. A pair of them had brought Rat and Duncan into this room and forced them down, but then wandered off. Nobody seemed to be paying attention to them now, and there was a low murmur running through the room’s crowd.

	Rat leaned over to look at Duncan. “How are you feeling?” she asked in a low voice.

	“Ugh,” he shook his head. It was hard to tell with the face point, but his skin did look a little flushed, and he was definitely sweating profusely. “I think I’ll live. Just, sort of have a bunch of joint aches and random itches everywhere.”

	“Yeah, that’s what I’ve heard GTV does sometimes. It could be a lot worse.”

	“I didn’t think it was suppose to come on so quickly.”

	“Well normally it’s contracted from contaminate water, where it’s probably defuse. Who knows how concentrated a dose you got. For that matter, who knows if it was GTV at all?”

	“You think it was something else?” Duncan looked at her, and she could see his eyes were bloodshot.

	“Who knows? They said it was GTV, but with these guys? Could have been anything.”

	“Well whatever it was it doesn’t seem to have affected you.”

	“I didn’t inject myself.”

	“What?”

	“I faked it. I emptied the syringe onto my arm and wiped it away with the napkin. I thought you would do the same.”

	“Ah geez,” Duncan shook his head. “That’s why you called to do it at the same time. That was a great idea I wish I’d had too.”

	Rat paused and glanced around. There still did not seem to be anybody paying attention to them, so she shuffled a little closer to Duncan and leaned in to whisper. “The guy behind you has a whole lot of firepower on his desk.”

	He looked straight at her with painful red eyes. “Okay.”

	“Do you think you can get loose?”

	“Right now I can barely move.”

	“Do you think you could maybe cause a distraction?”

	Duncan looked away, off into space. “Yeah,” he cracked a wry smile. “That’s something I can always manage.”

	Rat was about to say more but was interrupted by a slight commotion. The chamber stirred as one of the rear doors opened. Stepping in was a man dressed like a priest and carrying a trumpet. He stood to the side of the door and played out a tune that neither of the Free Courters recognized. After this entered a figure they recognized as the White Paladin.

	At least, they recognized her face, but only after staring a bit to be certain. Pictures they had seen online always had her in some skirt suit or some understated dress. Entering now she wore an all white suit with white trim lacing; white, rhinestone studded cowboy boots; a white straw hat with a ridiculously oversized brim; and, on her hip, a white handgun in a white holster.

	Following into the chamber behind her were a set of men dressed like Vikings, except in white. They had white fur vests and white horned helmets, and white war paint on their faces, which seemed to defeat the purpose of war paint. Each one carried a tall wooden cross, from which were draped flags. One flag was the stars and stripes, done in black and white with a single blue stripe in the middle. The other was the Army of Civilization flag, the red, white, and blue swastika. Each of these crosses also had a large pinwheel on top which seemed to be decorated with sequins, such that when they spun and caught the light just right they sent sparkling reflections dancing across the room.

	The trumpeter played a series of blasts, and some in the crowd rose, though only about half. Duncan and Rat looked at each other, wondering if they should stand as well, but they had been pushed down when they were first brought in here and decided it better to just not move.

	The White Paladin made her way up to the central, high lectern and took a seat. Her two white Viking escorts followed and took up positions flanking her against the back wall, displaying what seemed to be her war banners.

	From somewhere behind the lectern, the White Paladin produced a comically oversized white gavel. It looked the size of a sledge hammer, and took both arms and some effort to heft it. As she pounded the gavel, the low murmur of conversation around the chamber subsided.

	“Order, order in the court,” the White Paladin said in a booming, projected voice.

	The three individuals at the desk in front of her all pulled out laptop computers and began to type on these. The obese woman shifted hers to one side to type with one hand while continuing to eat her donuts with the other. This caused her laptop to protrude into the space of the Clansmen next to her. In response he shifted his own computer down, turning away from her. Doing so brought his screen into view from those out in the chamber. From where she knelt Rat could see that the computer appeared to be turned off. Its screen was blank. At first Rat thought the screen had some special film that prevented it from being seen from anywhere but straight on. Then she noticed it was not just the screen, it appeared the guts of the machine had been ripped out as well. The laptop was an empty frame with a keyboard and a black screen and visible empty space beneath. Nevertheless the Clansmen dutifully sat there typing on it.

	Rat was about to nudge Duncan and point this out, but the White Paladin banged her gavel again. “Order in the court. Herald, if you will.”

	The priest with the trumped stepped up to stand next to the White Paladin. He produced a tablet computer of his own and read from this.

	“The case of the United States of Freedom vs. Liberal Traitor Paulie and Liberal Traitor Jackie, assumed names, who are guilty of being Libtard traitors to this country, of liking and promoting socialism, and of bearing the Mark of the Beast.”

	The White Paladin shuffled through some papers in front of her. Then she produced a pair of bifocals, put these on, and looked over them at Duncan and Rat.

	“So,” she said. “You must be Paulie,” she pointed to Rat, “and you’re Jackie.”

	They glanced at each other. “Actually,” Rat bobbed her head. “Other way around.”

	“No it isn’t.”

	Both of them gave her perplexed stares. “What?” Duncan asked.

	“Paulie isn’t a guys name. Paul, yes, but Paulie is obviously a girls name.”

	“Well, um, Paul can be short for Paulie.”

	“No, it can’t.” She took off her bifocals in a gesture of frustration. “I’ve known a lot of Pauls, and some Paulies, and they’re not short for each other, ever. You are obviously Jackie.”

	“That’s, um,” Duncan looked around. The three jurors, or whoever they were at the desk in front of the White Paladin, were busy typing on their laptops. The priest-herald just stared, and around the room it seemed few people were paying these proceedings any attention at all. “You know what, sure, whatever.”

	“That’s what I thought,” she put her bifocals back on. While looking down through her papers she asked, “so how do you plead?”

	The Free Courters looked at each other, having not expected to be asked this question, or really to be in any kind of trial at all. “Um, not-guilty?” Rat said half as a question.

	“Alright,” the White Paladin hefted her gavel and banged it down. “Add perjury to the list of charges they are guilty of. Call your first witness.”

	Duncan blinked a few times then turned to Rat with a questioning look. All she could do was shake her head. She was about to say something when the priest-herald shouted.

	“The court of the White Paladin calls Officer Demmet Homborg.”

	There was a slight stirring around the chamber, then far off to one side a figure stood and came forward. As he got closer Rat recognized him as the tuxedo-man from the night before, whose name she had never heard at the time. He still wore the same tuxedo, though his trucker hat had been replaced by what looked like a golf visor. He came forward and stood at the desk next to the three jurors.

	“State your name,” the priest-herald said.

	“Demmet,” the tuxedo-man answered.

	“Is that with a D?” the White Paladin asked.

	“It is, yes ma’am.”

	“Ahem!” the priest-herald made a loud clearing of his throat and stomped his foot.

	“I mean,” the tuxedo-man said. “Yes, your honor.”

	“So,” the White Paladin said, “your name is Emmet with a D?”

	“That’s correct.”

	“Why a D?”

	“Well, my dad was Emmet, so they called me Demmet to differentiate us.”

	The White Paladin peered at him over her bifocals. “So your name is really Emmet?”

	“No, it’s Demmet. They named me that to avoid having two Emmets.”

	“But they would have named you Emmet. And your dad’s not around here, so you’re an Emmet. Really he should have been the Demmet, as in Dad Emmet. You’re just Emmet.”

	“Well . . .” the tuxedo man adjusted his visor nervously.

	“Emmet Homborg,” the White Paladin banged her gavel, then leaned forward to speak with the three jurors. “Did you guys get all that?”

	They all turned and nodded vigorously toward her.

	“Alright,” the White Paladin laced her fingers and looked over her bifocals again toward the tuxedo-man. “Emmet. Could you describe the guilt of the two traitors.”

	“So, these two came to the celebration at Your Honor’s House last night, claiming to be some of the workers from one of Your supply depots.”

	“Are they?”

	“Are they what?”

	“Are they workers from a supply depot?”

	“I thought so at first, but they started promoting Neo-Marxist ideas.”

	“Like what?”

	“Oh, well.” It was a strange contrast, the regal pose the tuxedo-man, Demmet, had struck the night before, versus this trembling figure shooting furtive glances around the chamber. “They wanted more people invited to the party. They suggested it should be open to everybody.”

	“That’s a socialist idea,” the White Paladin said, “not a Neo-Marxist idea.”

	“Oh. Apologies, Your Honor, I don’t know the difference.”

	“Socialism is equality of outcomes, where everybody gets the same thing. Neo-Marxism is about overthrowing our traditions.”

	“Oh, of course. Thank you, Your Honor, I see.”

	Duncan leaned over to Rat to whisper, “is that really the difference?”

	She turned to him with an arched eyebrow and a disgusted look. “What do you think?” she said without even trying to whisper.

	Others around the chamber turned to her. “You have something to add?” the White Paladin asked.

	“I can’t imagine adding anything to these proceedings,” Rat said.

	“I thought Marxism was a type of socialism,” Duncan said without looking up. He coughed, then took a deep breath, looking haggard in the process.

	“Sounds like you know a lot about socialism,” the tuxedo-man said, with obvious malice.”

	“Order.” The White Paladin hefted her giant gavel and dropped it down a few inches to bang it. It looked as though there may have once been some kind of pad to bang the gavel against, but that this was now shattered into scattered pieces.

	With another cough, Duncan managed to lift his head and make eye contact with the White Paladin, who stared over her bifocals at them. Rat met the stare as well, keeping her expression neutral.

	“Socialists want to take from those who produce and give it to freeloaders and parasites,” the White Paladin said, addressing her comments more to the chamber at large. “That’s the definition of socialism. Do you deny that is what you attempted to do last night?”

	Rat tilted her head, wondering if answering at all was even worth while.

	“Actually, I just wondered out loud if more people were coming,” Duncan said. “Then your boy, Emmet, over here, he started talking about socialism. Seemed like he knew a lot about it, obviously way more than I did. Started talking about being the reincarnation of Karl Marx. Or maybe he meant you were the reincarnation of Karl Marx, I’m not sure.”

	“Everybody should know about socialism,” the White Paladin said. “We have to know our enemy when we see him. I make sure everybody here in the Land of Freedom has knowledge of what we’re fighting.”

	“That sounds pretty socialist to me,” Duncan said.

	“What?” The White Paladin, the tuxedo-man, and several others around the chamber all blurted this at once.

	“You want everybody to have equal knowledge. That’s equality of outcome. Sounds socialist.”

	“Socialism applies to just material wealth, not to ideas,” the White Paladin said.

	“Right, applying socialism to ideas and power structures is what Neo-Marxism does.” Saying this seemed to take an extra effort on Duncan’s part, who then bowed his head and started coughing. It was a dry, heaving cough that wracked his whole body, yet when he was done it settled out into a laugh.

	“You think you’re funny?” the White Paladin asked.

	With another effort Duncan looked up again. “I think it’s all pretty funny.”

	“This trial is a very serious matter.”

	Duncan laughed again. “Well don’t mind me. You should get on with it then.”

	The White Paladin let out a great sigh, taking off her glasses and rubbing her forehead. “Alright, where we were. Could one of you read back the transcript, from before we got on this side topic.”

	The three jurors, who Rat now began to think of as just stenographers, all turned to look at the White Paladin. “Um,” the man in the tin-foil wrapped baseball hat said. “Which part?”

	“Before we started talking about the difference between socialism and Neo-Marxism.”

	“Oh, um, okay.” He looked down at his laptop computer. “Um, you said, um, socialism is about materials, not ideas.”

	“No, before that.”

	“Oh, okay, um,” the man kept throwing furtive glances down at the other two. The woman in the middle has stopped eating donuts and was also looking about nervously. The Clansmen was impossible to read, but he continued to ‘type’ on his laptop shell at the same pace as before. “So, um, you said . . .”

	“You said to call the first witness,” the woman suddenly said, triumphantly.

	“Right, you said to call the first witness.”

	“No, I meant after that,” the White Paladin said.

	“Oh, um,” the tin-foil hat man leaned in over his laptop, squinting, and began typing again, or at least moving his fingers as if they were typing.

	Rat began to wonder if there was anything on any of their screens, or if the other two laptops were also just empty shells.

	“I, um, well,” the man continued to struggle.

	“Oh, for God’s sake!” Rat said. “You called up Demmet as the first witness, then told him his name was Emmet and asked him how Paulie and I are guilty. He talked about how we showed up at the party last night, how we’re workers at one of the supply depot but he didn’t believe us because he had started spouting Neo-Marxist propaganda and tried to blame it on us. Then you asked what exactly he was accusing us of saying, and he started talking about bringing more people to the party, and you told him that was socialism, which is how we got on this topic.”

	“That’s not what I said,” the White Paladin said.

	“Yeah,” the tin-foil hat man sat up and gave Rat a perturbed look.

	“Oh, okay,” Rat said to the juror-stenographer-grifter, or whoever he was. “Why don’t you tell us what she said?”

	“Ahem!” the priest-herald stepped forward next to the White Paladin again. He did not so much clear his throat as say the word associated with the clearing of a throat in a loud tone.

	The whole chamber fell quiet. Everyone was staring at Rat. “What?” she asked.

	“Ahem!” the priest-herald said again.

	Rat still did not have a reply. She looked around, finding the place had gone rather quiet, everyone staring at her. She glanced at Duncan, but he had lapsed back into exhaustion, sitting on his haunches with his head hung.

	“Okay, I give up, what?” Rat said.

	“Ahem!”

	“Fine, whatever,” she turned to the tin-foil hat man again. “Don’t tell us what she said.”

	“Ahem!” The priest-herald stomped his foot this time for extra emphasis.

	“My God,” the tin-foil hat man said.

	“This is the worst case of blasphemy I’ve ever witnessed,” the donut woman next to him said.

	“What?” Rat looked around. “I give up, give me a clue.”

	“See,” the tuxedo-man pointed. “They are socialists, and atheists as well. They know nothing about reverence or decorum.”

	“Reverence for what?” Rat asked him.

	“For Your Honor,” he gestured toward the lectern.

	“Wait a second,” Rat looked around. “If I had said, tell us what he said?”

	“Ahem!” The priest-herald kept at this as if it were his reason for existence.

	“Tell us what they said?”

	“Ahem!”

	Rat looked around at them all, her expression now more curious than confused. “Tell us what Your Honor said?”

	Nobody replied to this, though she noticed several people, including the three jurors, relax their postures and lean back in their seats.

	“Are you,” Rat started, paused to consider just stopping here, decided to go ahead. “Are you all trying not to acknowledge that the White Paladin is a woman?”

	“Ahem! That is the sort of outburst that will clear this court room,” the priest-herald raised up his trumped and blew out a single blast of a note. “Your Honor?”

	“Have the miscreant muzzled and let’s get on with things,” the White Paladin said.

	From the back of the chamber a pair of guards came forward. Rat twisted to look over her shoulder nervously. They came up right behind her and put a drawstring bag over her head. It was thick enough she could see nothing through it. They tightened the drawstring some around her neck, though she could still breath. Then she thought she heard their footsteps receding. She waited, afraid to let out a breath, but nothing happened.

	“Paulie,” she said at a whisper. There was no response. She managed to lean over and nudge Duncan. “Paulie, what’s happening?”

	Duncan looked at her. “They put a bag on your head.”

	“I know. What else are they doing?”

	“Um. Nothing, it looks like.”

	“Nothing?”

	“They’re looking at paperwork, I think. The guards went back to their posts.”

	“This is muzzling?”

	“I guess so.”

	Despite her better judgement Rat found herself raising her voice. “This is muzzling? You guys realize I can still talk.”

	“Order,” the White Paladin went through the effort of banging her gavel again. “Alright,” she turned to the tuxedo-man. “So I guess we’ve learned you don’t know the difference between socialism and Marxism.”

	“I am sadly ignorant, Your Honor.”

	“You are also ignorantly sad.”

	There was no response to this. Rat tried looking around, but of course could see nothing through the thick material. “Was that supposed to be a clever quip?” she asked.

	“The muzzled witnesses will not speak,” the White Paladin declared. “Have that comment stricken from the record and everyone’s memories.”

	There was a strange moment of silence after this, with Rat wishing she could see what was happening. All the chamber was just sitting motionless though, so there was nothing to see. Then the White Paladin turned back to Demmet.

	“Do you mean,” Rat said before anybody could speak again, “that I can interrupt you for a good thirty seconds every time I say something now?”

	“Have that comment fully stricken as well,” the White Paladin said, followed by the same moment of silence. Rat giggled to herself, but decided to let things play forward a bit.

	“Did you have anything more to add, Emmet? About what you witnessed from these two traitors?”

	“They also bear the Mark of the Beast.”

	“You don’t know what socialism is but you know the Mark of the Beast?”

	“I saw them turn yellow and red on their arms when they took the serum of faith. Your Honor can see, the one is still stricken with God’s plague.”

	       “You think the Mark of the Beast leads to contracting one of the plagues?”

	“Does it not, Your Honor?”

	“The Mark of the Beast denotes those who will be consumed by the Beast itself when it turns on the sinners and heathens.” The White Paladin leaned back and addressed her herald directly. “It sounds like Emmet may have an Un-American lack of knowledge about the basic facts of life.”

	“No, no, Your Honor. Please, um, I’m sorry.”

	“So they spoke of socialism and bore the Mark of the Beast. Was there anything else?”

	“There are also fakes. They are not who the claim they are.”

	“So who are they?”

	“I don’t know. Liberal spies, I assume.”

	“And how did you come to find this out?”

	“Well,” the tuxedo-man continued to fidget nervously. “I saw a video with the real Jackie and Paulie, where they were both killed.”

	“So you knew Jackie and Paulie? How did you not immediately recognize that these two were fakes?”

	“I don’t know them. I just heard, I mean, I read, or saw, in the video, it was the Jackie and Paulie from the supply depot, and they got killed.”

	“How did you know it was the real Jackie and Paulie in the video?”

	“Well, it was labeled that. And others who do know them recognized them.”

	“But you didn’t?”

	“No, Your Honor.”

	“That felt true though!” shouted a man sitting back in the chamber, somewhere behind the tuxedo-man. Everyone turned in that direction. Up near the top sat a man dressed like an Egyptian Pharaoh, his robes glittering gold. “I saw them, they felt like fakes. That proves they are fakes.”

	“Yeah!” All around the chamber people started shouting their agreement, cheering or clapping or stomping feet.

	“Order, order!” the White Paladin shouted, struggling a little as she got both arms on the gavel to heft it and let it drop. “Order. I won’t tolerate such outbursts. Have that man muffled!”

	The Pharaoh just sat there while guards came up behind him. They had a cloth, drawstring bag like the one on Rat, and tried to put this over his head, but with his elaborate snake headdress it did not really fit. Instead it managed to come down enough to cover the headdress and the man’s eyes, leaving his nose and mouth exposed. The guards tightened it like this, examined what they had done, shrugged, and returned to their posts.

	Rat had no idea what was going on here, but heard Duncan chuckling again next to her.

	“Strike that outburst from the record,” the White Paladin said to the jurors, and then added to the chamber at large. “But everyone remember it, as a lesson.”

	Everyone nodded vigorously, and the jurors resumed their typing with extra speed.

	“Okay,” the White Paladin turned back to her witness. “Is there anything else?”

	Demmet paused, then shook his head. “I think that’s it, Your Honor.”

	“Alright then Emmet, you’re excused. Let’s move on.”

	The tuxedo-man bowed and headed for an exit.

	“The next order of business,” the priest-herald read from his computer tablet. “Is to detain Emmet Homborg for unlawful carnal knowledge of socialism, to be tried at a later date.”

	Everyone looked, but the tuxedo-man had rushed ahead and already slipped out the door. They all stared, as if expecting him to return, but he did not, and nobody moved to do anything.

	“Let’s keep this moving,” the White Paladin rolled her hand to indicate moving forward.

	Next to her Rat heard Duncan start to chuckle. “Did they just say he had unlawful carnal knowledge?” she asked.

	“That’s what I heard.”

	“So he had sex with socialism?”

	“That is the implication.”

	Up at the lectern the priest-herald played out a brief tune on his trumped again, then held up the tablet and announced, “next witness. Thor Jackhammer.”

	This had Duncan cracking up. He alternated between laughing, couching, and heaving, hunching over as if might vomit or collapse, then recovering and hurting himself again with more laughter.

	“Are you okay?” Rat whispered to him.

	“I’ll live.”

	“What is so funny?”

	“They just called a male porn star as a witness.”

	“Does he look like a porn star?”

	Duncan paused to consider this. “Not really. He’s that Outback cowboy guy that brought in the video at dinner last night.”

	Indeed it was the cowboy from the previous night, still dressed much the same, except he now wore a bowler hat and a monocle. It occurred to Duncan at that point that he was going for some kind of Teddy Roosevelt look, though he lacked the mustache.

	“Mr. Hammer,” the White Paladin said. “Describe how you discovered these two traitors.”

	“Well, I felt there was something false about them.”

	They all waited, as if he would go on, but he said nothing more.

	“Is that all?” the White Paladin asked.

	“Of course. Is it feels false isn’t that a sign from God. What more do you need?”

	“Did you not find a video though?”

	“Oh yes, I did. That just confirmed it though.”

	“Could you describe this video?”

	“It was awful, Your Honor. It showed the two traitors, over there,” Thor Jackhammer, or whatever his name was, pointed to Rat and Duncan. “It showed them murdering the real Paulie and Jackie, who I have worked with before, at their supply depot, and I know. They murdered them in cold blood. Gunshots to the head at point blank range.”

	“It was worse than that!” A random woman in the chamber jumped to her feet to yell. Other than her hair being in a giant up-do there was nothing odd about her appearance, which in this place was odd in itself. “They raped and tortured them first. It was gruesome!”

	“Order!” the White Paladin shouted, as around the chamber people broke out in cheers and applause and shouts of other awful things they had seen in the video.

	“They arsoned the supply depot after the murder!” someone yelled.

	“They committed pedophilia on an adult man,” came another shout.

	“They also committed tax fraud on the video!”

	“And pass interference!”

	The White Paladin struggled to lift her giant gavel again but seemed too tired from the effort. Giving up she smacked her hand against the lectern. “Order.”

	It took a minute, but the outcries and cheers at last settled down. The White Paladin shuffled through some of the papers in front of her, put her glasses on, shuffled through them again.

	“Alright, are we ready for the next witness?”

	“If you’re finished with this one, Your Honor,” the priest-herald said.

	The White Paladin paused, bracing her chin on one fist in contemplation.

	At the back of the chamber the main doors suddenly flung open. Everyone turned to see a man wearing army fatigues and a tricorn hat standing in the doorway. His face was covered in soot or dirt. He was bleeding from his upper arm, and he held a cloth in place over this wound with the other hand, though it did little to prevent blood spilling down his sleeve.

	“Everyone!” he shouted. “Your Honor. They’re attacking!”

	“What?” the White Paladin shouted back.

	“The Liberty Guard. They’re protecting liberal sabotagers who infiltrated the camp. They’ve opened fire on the crowd out front. There’s a riot going on!”

	“I knew it,” the White Paladin jumped up from the lectern and started to circle around. “I knew we should never have let them into the Zone.”

	“You were right,” the tin-foil hat juror said as he and his fellow jurors also got up. “They were compromised, infiltrated by the deep state.”

	The priest-herald blew out a tune on his trumped as he rushed after the White Paladin, and the two cross-flag-pinwheel bearers fell in line behind him. Everyone in the chamber began rushing for the exits. Some of them walked right past Rat and Duncan, almost trampling them in their rush but never sparing them even a glance.

	A minute later the entire chamber was empty, save for the two Free Courters bound on the floor. Duncan remained slumped down, still looking haggard. Rat tried to look around, but of course could still see nothing.

	“Paulie,” she said. Leaning over she nudged him again. “Paulie? What happened?”

	He took a deep breath, sat up, and looked around. “Looks like everyone left.”

	“Everyone?”

	“Everyone. Including the guards. Including the other guy they muzzled.” Duncan sat up a little more, straining to try to see into the far corners of the balcony, but he could spot nobody else present.

	Rat leaned forward, contorting herself to get her head pointed down, then shook herself to try and get the hood off. It remained it place. She tried to contort further, to pin it with her knee and pull it off, but could not quite reach. “Duncan. Duncan, could you help me here. Just . . .”

	They fumbled around, until Duncan at last got a knee on the loose sack. Rat wriggled and shook, before finally managing to pull her head out. She sat up, her hair a fuzzy mess, and looked around.

	At first all she could do was stare. “You’re right. They all left.”

	“That’s what I said.”

	Rat shuffled around some on her knees, taking in more of the chamber. She ended up doing a full circle, coming back to face Duncan. She shook her head and spoke now at full volume. “These people are insane.”

	“You just realizing this now?”

	“No, not insane in a conventional way. They weren’t born with a mental illness or suffer some traumatic incident. They’ve made themselves insane. When faced with realities they don’t like they’ve chosen to reject them and believe in fantasy, and they’ve done that so many times they’ve completely lost touch with reality.”

	“I feel like we’ve known that since we heard about those guys that wanted to drain a literal swamp.”

	“It was one thing to hear the story of those guys second hand, or see that suicide out of spite video. But hearing these people in person.”

	“Should we maybe do something?” Duncan asked. “Since they left us alone.”

	“Yeah, we should.” Rat looked around. “Looks like our friend with the weapon stash left most of it here.”

	She stood up and moved to the front row desk. The man had grabbed some guns on his way out, but the one he had been cleaning was still partly dismantled on the desk, and various other weapons still sat in cases scattered around.

	With a grunt and some effort Duncan got to his feet as well, his hands still cuffed behind him. He staggered over to stand next to Rat.

	“Oh, perfect,” she said. From among the weapons she spotted a combat knife. She twisted around to grab this with her hands still cuffed behind her back. Holding it underhand, she tried to cut through the zip-cuffs that bound her. Unfortunately their position on her wrists gave her little leverage. She tried sawing but the blade did not seem quite sharp enough; she tried holding it in different positions but that also got her nowhere.

	“Um, Duncan, here, hold this knife so I can cut myself free.”

	Duncan took hold of the knife in his own hands, behind his back. Rat turned to be back to back with him and got her own cuffs onto the blade, but pulling up just caused the knife to shift in his loose grip.

	“Duncan. You’re gonna have to grip it harder.”

	He smiled. “You’re saying you want it harder.”

	“Yes, grip it harder.”

	Duncan resettled his grip. “You like it hard, huh?”

	“Oh, geez, God damn it Duncan, just hold the knife.”

	She got her cuffs onto the blade again, but the hard plastic was proving tougher to cut through than expected.

	“Duncan. Duncan, you need to grip it really hard.”

	“Really hard?”

	“Yes, really,” she stopped and laughed. “God damn it.”

	“Hey, I’m having trouble keeping my knife firm. It happens to a lot of guys.”

	“Just, here, flip it around so the blade is up and I’m pushing down.”

	“Oh, good idea, new position, that always helps.”

	“Ugh,” she sighed, but then laughed. “Here, no, I’ll, okay, give me the blade, here, okay, now I’m handing it back to you. Just hold it like that.” After some more fumbling she got the knife positioned in his grip with the blade up. “Okay, now just hold it steady.”

	“As hard as I can, you got it.”

	“Ugh, don’t make me laugh. Just, hold still.” She pushed down, tried sawing the cuffs across the blade, pushed down some more.

	“Maybe if you called out my name a few times it would help.”

	Rat started to laugh, turned this into a low yell, gave one last push, and cut through the cuffs. Her arms sprung free, and she held them in front of her, almost in surprise.

	“Okay. That was harder than it looked.”

	“That’s what she said.”

	“Shut up Duncan.” She took the knife from him and started sawing through his own cuffs, which turned out to be much easier with her own hands free now.

	“So was it as good for you as it was for me?”

	“I, ugh,” she laughed, then slouched forward and rested her forehead against his outer shoulder. “Is this really the time for low-grade humor?”

	“Maybe this has all been the time for low-grade humor.” He turned to her. “For real, what else can you do? We have to take these people seriously, yet what else can you do but laugh at how ridiculous they are?” He looked up and around at the still empty chamber.

	“So what do we do now?” Rat asked.

	“I guess we just walk out, huh.”

	“Can you walk?”

	Duncan took a few tentative steps. “Yeah, I’ll be okay.”

	Looking at this Rat sighed. She grabbed a gun from the table, went to tuck this into her pants, then remembered she was still wearing her black dress from last night. Instead she shoved the gun into Duncan’s waistband, then took one of his arms and put this over her shoulder, taking some of his weight. Despite his much greater mass she managed to support him.

	“You know,” Duncan said as they made their way toward the main doors. “Everything these people do is projection. You ever notice that?”

	“You sure you’re okay?”

	“I’m sure I’m not. But think about it. They accuse us of committing voter fraud, because they’re involved in massive election interference schemes. They accuse us of listening to fake news, because all their news is literally made up. They accuse us of wanting to get rid of the constitution, because they’re busy declaring martial law and suspending the constitution. They accuse us of hating America, because they hate America.”

	They had reached the doors. Walking out into the corridors of the Capitol Building they found few people around, and those that were rushed past without sparing them a glance. “You think these guys hate America?” Rat kept her voice low.

	“Oh yeah. Everything America truly stands for? They hate that. It’s the opposite of what they want. They’re all about blood and soil, race and religion, that’s what they want to define America. They hate what America truly is.”

	“Duncan, maybe you should stop talking.” Rat glanced around, though there appeared to be nobody in earshot.

	“It makes you wonder,” he said. “They accuse us of being socialists.”

	“Because they’re socialists?”

	“Because they wish they were. Deep down, that’s what I think. They want free stuff, same as anybody. Really, at the end of the day, they wish rich people would buy them some nice stuff. They have no problem with Gina Denton coming in here and spending millions to feed and clothe them all. They want to be socialists as much as anybody. They just don’t want to admit they ever needed help. That would be worse than anything. Worse than death.”

	Duncan took his arm off her shoulder. “I think I can walk on my own.”

	“You sure?”

	“All my joints ache, but I’ll make it. Where do we go now?”

	“The rotunda is just ahead. Not totally sure we want to go that way.”

	Somewhere outside there was a thunderous boom. They paused, looking around. It was followed a few seconds later by a series of louder booms, causing the whole building to shake. Duncan wobbled, steadied himself on Rat, stood up straight again.

	“What the hell was that?” she asked.

	“I don’t know. Let’s go see.”

	Still moving at Duncan’s weakened pace they made their way to the building’s rotunda. People were rushing in from various directions, hurrying past them toward the west exit. Rat and Duncan continued in that direction, trying to look casual and unhurried.

	They emerged on the top of the capitol steps, looking out on the National Mall. The refugee camp out here was on fire. Looking toward the Washington Monument they saw the campers and trailers parked out there ablaze, as were several of the buildings that flanked the mall. A massive explosion rumbled over them, and a thick cloud mushroomed up from some location further down the mall, out of sight.

	Closer in they saw the still burning coal fires that filled the reflecting pool. The black smoke from these was being carried north, blocking the view in that direction. The coal fire was surrounded by tanks and drones, with smaller crowd control drones and infantrymen scattered among them. They were fighting a pitch battle with the crowd, who looked to have penetrated their ranks and turned the whole thing into bedlam. Between the sounds of distant explosions there came cacophonous waves of gunfire in an entire symphony of calibers and fire rates.

	In the street at the bottom of the stairs they saw the White Paladin herself. She was easy to pick out, in her all white outfit, with her flag bearers nearby, the pinwheels on the top of their standards catching the sunlight and sending sprays of sparkles across the nearby crowd. She was thickly surrounded by a crowd now as well, composed perhaps of people from the senate chamber, but also a larger collection of individuals in camouflage outfits with heavy firearms.

	Leading this assembly from the front, like some ancient monarch riding into battle, the White Paladin marched steadily forward across the green in front of the capitol, toward where a line of drones had taken up position around the Reflecting Pool coal fire. These drones were focused on the crowd trying to overwhelm them from the other direction, so the White Paladin and her extended entourage/army were not taking any fire.

	Suddenly, something streaked out of the sky and landed somewhere among the drones. It was impossible to tell if it was a missile or an artillery shell or a bomb, but it hit with a giant explosion. Drones and tanks and fighters on both sides went up in an eruption of dirt and smoke.

	The sound wave hit Rat and Duncan with a palpable force, causing Duncan to wobble and steady himself on her again.

	Before the dust from that explosion could settle another incoming munition, flashing as bright as the sun for a second, screamed out of the sky like a falling star. This one landed in the green, almost on top of the White Paladin’s group. In an instant the whole assembly around her disintegrated into a miasma of dust and smoke and shrapnel.

	Both Free Courters were shaken by the force of this even closer blast. They both reached out, grabbing each other’s arms to keep themselves upright. There was a ringing in their ears now, and the heat made their faces feel flush even at this distance. Rat took a few steps backward, moving to just outside the Capitol’s entrance, pulling Duncan along with her.

	“Did, uh,” he gestured out toward the battlefield in front of them, trying to find both the words and the volume to speak them at. “Did the White Paladin just get blown up by a missile?”

	“Or an artillery shell. Yeah, it looked like it.”

	“Was there any way she could have survived that?”

	Rat gave him a skeptical look. “I’m uncomfortable with how close it was to us. Everyone that followed her out there is dead.”

	“So,” Duncan turned to look her in the eye. “Mission accomplished?”

	Rat paused, meeting his gaze, then turning back out toward the bedlam. The echoes of these last explosions had faded enough to once again reveal the underlying layer of ever present gunfire. Yet her gaze drifted upward, toward the clear blue sky.

	“Yeah,” Rat smiled. “Mission accomplished.”

	“That was easy, huh?”

	She gave him a perturbed look. Duncan just turned, his gaze tracking upward the same way hers had.

	Still keeping his eyes locked ahead and upward, Duncan extended out a fist toward Rat. “Well done Rachel,” he said.

	She shot him an even more annoyed glance, but he was not looking at her. She instead turned back, also looking out, at the battlefield but also beyond. Without turning to him she reached over and bumped her own fist against his. “Well done Lawrence.”

	Then the artillery shells started hitting the capitol building itself.
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	Drake again found himself in Senator Grace’s old office, except this time it was light out. Drawn blinds shielded the bright sunlight, and all the lights were off. He could have opened the windows to let the sun in, or at least turned on the light, but he didn’t. It seemed better this way.

	He sat at the desk, staring at his mobile. A blinking light indicated a message for him. In fact he knew it to indicate multiple messages, yet he refrained from picking it up. The person he wanted to hear from would not send a message, and even if he did Drake would prefer never to have a record of receiving it.

	The only other occupant of the room, Larry Elmo, was staring at his mobile, as usual. Whatever he was involved in Drake did not care to ask.

	The door, left ajar, creaked a little, and both men looked up. It creaked some more as someone pushed it open. Then Mr. Roy poked his head in and looked around.

	“Fuck,” Drake jumped up from his seat. “It took you long enough.”

	Roy slipped in and quietly closed the door behind him. Then he glanced around, letting his eyes adjust to the low light, before stepping forward to stand in front of Drake at the center of the room. Belatedly Larry put his mobile in his pocket and looked up at them.

	“Is it done?” Drake asked.

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Where we spoke of?”

	“Yes.”

	“Excellent. So here’s my plan.”

	“I don’t think,” Roy started, but Drake was speaking over him.

	“I’ll be up on stage. I’ll be talking about coming together, healing the nation, that sort of stuff. And then I’ll say that, in the spirit of reconciliation, I want my Democratic opponent up with me on the stage, to be part of this swearing in. I’ll invite Hill up, get him up on stage. Then I’ll say something like, ‘you know what, let’s get everyone up here.’ Then I’ll step down, off the stage, over to the table where we’re seating the senate Democrats and those guys. I’ll gesture for them all to come up, act like I’m egging them on, rallying them out of their seats, all that. Larry, you should join me at that point.”

	“Okay,” Larry said flatly, barely getting the word in between Drake’s torrent.

	“You can rally some of our people as well. Especially if there’s somebody in the caucus giving you problems. Get ‘em up on stage. We should be going for our enemies because this is suppose to be about reconciliation. Anyway, that’s the key moment. When we’re off stage, Hill is up there, the other Democrats are gathering, that’s when you set off the bomb.”

	Both of them looked at Roy. “Um, sir . . .”

	“What?”

	“I won’t be setting off the bomb.”

	Drake fixed him with a stare as dark as the room. “Why not?”

	“First off because I’m just here right now to tell you it’s done. I’m leaving after this,” Roy took a meaningful glance around at the room, “meeting. I’m going straight to the airport. I’ll be on the next train or flight back to Texas.”

	“What? Why?”

	“Sir, you’re about to blow up your defeated rival for fear of losing control of the government you were supposedly elected to lead. I realize it’s kind of hypocritical to criticize you for it since I enabled the whole thing, but I really think you should reconsider.”

	“That’s not going to happen. The Democrats are . . .”

	Roy held up his hands to get a word in.

	“Yes, I know all that,” Roy said. “That’s why I’m leaving. Senator Midford was right. This country doesn’t work anymore. She was elected lieutenant governor in Texas last year, and I’m going to go work for her again.”

	“You’re going to defect? You realize Texas declared themselves seceded from the Union right? They’re traitors.”

	“Whatever they are, they’re not blowing each other up.”

	“So who cares,” Larry said. “Go. Just give us the trigger, I’ll be in charge of the bomb.”

	“I can’t give you the trigger.”

	“Why the fuck not?” Drake started to yell, then caught himself. He lowered his voice and cast a suspicious look around the still dark and otherwise empty room.

	“Because there is no trigger. This isn’t a triggered bomb.”

	“What?”

	“It’s a time bomb. It’s set to go off at exactly noon.”

	“What?”

	“That was what Senator Grace had in his safe. You asked me to plant the bomb from his safe, that’s what I did, so this is what you get. Noon exactly, per the official senate clock. I suggest you synchronize your watch.”

	Drake looked down at the high-end watch he wore. “Fuck,” he mumbled.

	“I can undo it. Give the word and the bomb doesn’t go off, nobody will ever know about it.”

	“That’s not going to happen.”

	“Then don’t be standing on that stage at noon.”

	“Fuck Roy, how am I supposed to pull that off?”

	Roy just shook his head. “I don’t know. That’s your problem.”

	With that Mr. Roy turned around and walked toward the door.

	“Roy.”

	He stopped and turned back to Drake, waiting for him to say something more. The president-elect just stood there.

	“Good luck, sir.” With that Roy exited.

	Drake turned to Larry, still watching with a passive stare.

	“Can we time this exactly right?” Drake asked.

	Larry shrugged. “Sure. How hard can it be?”

	*             *             *

	The Federal Center’s Senate Wing had its own loading dock. Security was a joke, the kind with a lot of setup and a cringe-inducing punch line. The white van they drove in was stopped at a guarded gate that consisted of a heavy barricade that could raise and lower out of the ground. It was a fancy, high-tech looking thing meant to prevent any vehicle from just plowing through, and definitely worked far better than the flimsy chain link fence to either side. Regardless, any vehicle pulling up to that gate, were it loaded with a car-bomb, was already close enough to do serious damage to the Senate Wing.

	Perhaps, Tia thought, they assumed a car-bomb could never make it inside the Green Zone in the first place, except at the eastern checkpoint their driver had flashed a pass that the guards did not even scan before waving them through. It was not until here at the Federal Center that anybody took a real look, holding some mirror on a stick down low to look under the vehicle, sniffing around it with high-tech hand held sensors and intimidating looking dogs.

	The police guards opened up the back of the van as well, presumably just to make sure it was not loaded with black-clad ninjas. All of them in the back started to hold up their own individual passes to be scanned, but the guards did not bother. They glanced around instead at the white-clad caterer people, saw everyone was holding up something that resembled a badge, and closed up the door.

	Tia cursed silently at all this, realizing how right she had been about security. She could have tucked a gun into her slacks underneath her apron, or strapped one to her chest beneath her breasts, and easily gotten through security. For that matter, a duffle back filled with rifles tucked under her seat would not have been discovered.

	The van pulled forward and up to a loading dock tucked away at this end of the long Senate Wing. Already several others had arrived, and in short order a few more had cleared security and joined them. These ones had nothing but food in them, all of it shipped over from restaurants in Riverside, owned by Drake’s companies, under contract with his campaign.

	As they started taking food in Tia easily lost herself in the bustle. As she entered the building itself on one trip she dropped off a stack of trays in the kitchen, then slipped out a side door.

	In the hallway beyond she found herself face to face with the caterer manager, a thick woman with a severe stare.

	“Hey boss,” Tia said.

	“Olivia. Sneaking off already?”

	“I’ve got work to do.”

	“Where are you trying to get to?”

	“Are you sure you want to know the answer to that?”

	The caterer boss folded her arms and drew a deep breath. “I’m sure I don’t, but if you’re heading this way I need to ask.”

	“I just need to get to the maintenance closet over there.”

	The boss tilted her head to the side, staring as if expecting more. Tia just smiled and stared back, not adding anything.

	“Jesus,” the boss said. “Alright.”

	“Thank you.” Tia turned toward an adjoining hall.

	“Olivia,” the boss woman said. Tia stopped, turning back to her. “Something you should know. There’s already been some,” she frowned, “unusualness around here today.”

	Tia glanced around, making sure they were still alone in the hallway. “How so?”

	“The contractors who came in early this morning to set up the stage and the auditorium. They were not any of our usual people. They looked sketchy.”

	“Sketchy?”

	“Lots of tattoos. Lots of long beards. They looked like a biker gang.”

	“Did they get everything set up?”

	“They did, and quickly, but also secretly. They bribed the security chief to keep everyone else away from the auditorium while they were setting up.”

	“They bribed the Secret Service?”

	The boss shook her head. “Security here isn’t Secret Service. They’re part of the local city police. Their chief is some Nationalist sycophant.”

	“Huh. They took the bribe though?”

	“As far as I know. They let the contractors work and kept everyone else away.”

	“And you have no idea who these contractors were?”

	Again the boss lady shook her head. “They’re not any of the people I’ve ever seen working here or at Riverside. Like I say, they looked more like a biker gang. I did recognize their leader though, or at least the guy who was handling things for them.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“He’s a Nationalist staffer by the name of Stephen Roy.”

	“I can’t say I know him.”

	The boss shrugged. “Maybe it’s nothing.”

	Tia paused, staring off into space. Then she shrugged as well. “Okay. Thanks for the tip.”

	Again Tia started to leave, only to be interrupted again. She turned her head but remained with her body poised to move down the hall.

	“One other thing,” the boss said. “When this is all over, am I going to find myself answering uncomfortable questions about what you did here today?”

	Tia glanced away down the hall, hesitating to respond. Then she looked back and said, in a flat voice, “yes. Almost definitely.”

	“Okay. Anything particular I should tell them?”

	This got a hint of a smile. “Tell them I was a down on her luck friend you were giving a chance with this job and you had no idea what I was planning and that you had planned to fire me after I slipped off to avoid work. Something like that. Or, you know, if you want, you could just tell them the truth.”

	*            *            *

	Behind the Executive Tower of the Federal Center there was a multi-story garage filled with recharging stations. A central, wireless traffic network directed autonomous cars around it in a tight fitting ballet. As they dropped off people out front they got on the network and navigated their way around back, squeezing into the tight packed spaces and hooking into recharging cables lowered from overhead.

	The cars here were almost all black, ‘for official use only’ standardized government vehicles. They could be called to pick people up out front, preventing officials and dignitaries from ever having to wander back to the parking garage at all. Nevertheless on the second floor there was a loading platform, set up like a bus stop, from which it was possible to summon a car as well.

	An enclosed walkway spanned over some of the loading docks from the tower to this parking garage. It was one of those architectural elements left over from a time when this place was a hotel, and was subsequently forgotten. Even, it seemed, by security.

	Angel walked through a set of unguarded doors, out onto the walkway. Windows along the edge of the wide corridor looked out on the center’s extensive loading docks. Over toward the Senate Wing there was already a bustle of activity as caterers and event planners arrived from the arcology.

	Pausing, Angel glanced around, then glanced behind him. Rez entered the walkway as well.

	“There’s nobody here,” Angel said.

	“That’s a good thing,” Rez replied as they both started to walk forward.

	“Not even security though.”

	“There are security cameras.”

	“I noticed.”

	They continued on in silence.

	“Think it’ll be a problem?” Rez asked.

	“Just stick to the cover story.”

	They arrived at the loading platform on the other side, the only place in the building really meant for human access. The whole garage, not just parking spots but all the driving lanes, was jammed with black cars, so many having arrived at once for the inauguration that it had overwhelmed the system.

	Angel and Rez stood there, watching. The cars moved about chaotically, sometimes backing up and swerving off to let an identical looking car get past, or to create a lane for a car moving the opposite direction. With everything jammed up all of the action was slowed, cars moving one at a time, or sometimes a few in a tight line in syncopation, or two cars far apart in the gridlock performing movements that prompted nearby movements of other cars in a flowing cascade that eventually opened some space somewhere far from both the originators. It was like watching a computer trying to solve a complex, three-dimensional sliding tile puzzle, everything moving in a pattern only an algorithm could appreciate.

	“You have the licence plate?” Rez asked.

	Angel indicated so by holding up his mobile.

	“Are we gonna be able to summon it back here?”

	“That’s a good question.” They both stood and stared at the orchestrated dance of the autonomous cars.

	“Do we know which spot it’s in?” Rez asked. “Just walk to it ourselves?”

	“That seems dangerous.”

	“There are sensors all over here. None of the cares gonna run into a person.”

	“You’re more trusting than I am,” Angel said as he shuffled through screens on his mobile. “It does say its lot number.” He glanced up and around at the garage. “I think it’s on the next level up.”

	“I think we’re gonna have to go to it. No car is getting out in this mess.”

	They both hesitated, looking at the chaotic motion of the traffic jam.

	“You know if there are any cameras around in there?” Angel asked.

	“A bunch, but they’re all gonna feed into the central navigation system, not security.”

	“Can security access them later though?”

	“I have no idea.”

	Angel sighed and shook his head. “Well my career is probably over anyway. Let’s go.”

	On one edge of the loading platform there was a chainlink-enclosed stairwell, another leftover from previous architectural purpose. They entered and ascended a flight of stairs, but on the level above found that the gate back out of the stairwell was locked.

	“I think it’s an emergency exit only,” Rez said. “It probably only opens from the outside here, and only lets out on the ground floor.”

	Angel leaned it to examine the gate. There was enough of a gap in the chainlink that he was able to force his arm through. From there he got hold of the handle on the outside and pulled the gate open.

	“A well designed system,” Rez said with dry sarcasm.

	Beyond they entered an area meant exclusively for autonomous cars. There was no human walkway, and the recharging cars were parked right up against the wall to access their plugin chargers. The two were forced to walk behind the parked cars, pressed against their rear bumpers yet only inches away from the line of erratically shifting cars in the midst of arriving. They made the harrowing journey, nerves on edge, deep into the jam.

	Almost every car here was black with only minor variations in model design, but at last Angel stopped and pointed to one.

	“Alright, here it is,” he said. “Licence plate matches.”

	The recharging cars were also parked extremely close together, making it difficult to move between them and impossible to open their doors.

	Rez turned sideways and shimmied down between a pair of parked cars until he got next to the front passenger door or their target. “Wish we’d thought to leave it near the back.”

	“I wish we’d known what this was gonna look like,” Angel said.

	With some contortion, Rez managed to partly kneel, partly bend down until his hands could reach underneath the vehicle. Feeling around he found where a paper bag was taped to the undercarriage. They had secured it quite well, and it was difficult to peel off. He squatted some more, getting a better grip, and with some tearing got the thing free.

	As he twisted to stand back up Rez made a little switch, stuffing the remnants of the bag and its contents into his suit jacket pocket and from there pulling out his mobile. He held this up toward Angel. “Found it.”

	“Awesome, let’s get out of here.”

	*           *           *

	Luke had not timed his day well. For some reason he had thought the inauguration would be happening over at the Riverside Arcology, leaving the Green Zone quiet on a Sunday. He had left his mobile in his locker and been holed up without news for a few days. Now we was dismayed to find massive crowds outside the Green Zone and massive traffic within.

	He hiked on foot to the Federal Center and slowly made his way through security among all the VIPs. Once through the lobby though he found the Executive Tower was as quiet as expected.

	He still wore his suit and still carried his firearm. His mobile with his Secret Service credentials was in his locker. The purpose of this whole excursion was to turn these in, which he had hoped to do quietly before getting out of town.

	The Secret Service locker room on the tower’s ground floor was empty. Luke quietly stuffed a few things into the duffel bag he carried. Then he grabbed his mobile from where he had left it on the upper shelf a few days and an emotional roller-coaster ago.

	There were a lot of text messages, but the one that caught his eye was from his boss.

	‘Know you wanted to do exit interview this weekend. Not good for me. Will be out. Can wait until Monday? If not, just leave stuff on my desk. Have flag from funeral. Can you deliver to Alexander son? If not, no worries.’

	Luke smirked to himself as he read this. He stuffed his mobile into his suit pocket and headed upstairs to his boss’ office. As expected it was open and empty.

	Stepping in he saw right away on the desk an American flag folded into a tight triangle. It had been draped over the coffin of Emily Alexander at her funeral a few days ago, the last time he had been here. Her body was suppose to go to Arlington to be buried, but that was all in limbo because the area might be a war zone. The flag should have gone to the family, but they had rushed out at the end, as visibly distraught as Luke felt, and then rushed back to New York, presumably to get out of town before Drake took over.

	Luke stared at the flag now, again ruminating on what had happened. It felt as much like a personal loss as a professional failure to him, and really it was equally both. All the more it hardened his feelings and sharpened his own reasons for going to New York. He gently picked up the flag and stowed it in a side pocket of his duffel bag.

	He was about to take out his sidearm and leave it on the desk when he heard a beeping. It sounded like a distant alarm going off. Looking around, there was nothing in the office that seemed to be making the noise, nor was it his own mobile.

	Stepping back into the hall, Luke looked in on a couple other offices. All of them were empty. He continued down to the main security center. In this darkened room there was a full wall given to a series of screens showing camera feeds from throughout the Executive Tower. More disturbingly, what the room lacked was anybody in the chairs watching these feeds.

	The annoying, beeping alarm was coming from here. Luke stepped in and scanned through the video screens. Right away he found the problem. The algorithm that monitored the feeds and flagged suspicious activity had found something. This was pulled up front and center at one of the stations. The audio alarm and an accompanying flashing light was calling for a human to have a look.

	It took a moment of staring for Luke to register what he was seeing on the screen. It was a camera out in the parking garage. A couple of figures were moving among the recharging cars and the autonomous maelstrom happening out there. He watched as one of them scooted in next to one of the recharging cars and retrieved something shoved in a paper bag.

	Luke let out a slow sigh. Then, finding the controls, he cleared the alarm, ending the beeping noise and letting the screen cycle to other things the algorithm had flagged. Apparently these were less suspicious, prompting only a blinking light without the annoying noise.

	Ignoring this, Luke stood up and looked around the security center. He noticed there were a few empty bear cans sitting at another one of the monitoring stations, while the main screen at another had been somehow switched from showing security camera feeds to a sports stream. Luke did not know how someone got this closed network system hooked up to the internet, and decided not to investigate. Instead he closed up the security center and made his way out toward the parking garage.

	By the time Luke got out to the loading dock, Angel and Rez had returned to the emergency stairway and dropped back down to this level. Angel was trying to repeat the move of getting a hand through the chainlink and opening the door, but unfortunately the chainlink here was more securely in place, making it difficult to get leverage.

	Angel quickly drew his hand back when he spotted the man in a sharp suit and dark sunglasses approaching across the loading platform. Both Angel and Rez stood in silence as this Secret Service agent strolled up to the stairwell and regarded them through the chainlink.

	“Gentleman,” Luke said.

	“Um, hi,” Angel said.

	The agent stared at them, studying their faces.

	“Are you Angel Morales?” Luke asked. “The president’s chief of staff?”

	“I, um, I am. I was Thomas Hill’s chief of staff, he’s of course no longer president.”

	“Now he’s my chief of staff,” Rez said with a smile. “Took the chance to hire the best.”

	“You’re one of the Ohio representatives, are you not?”

	“I am a representative from the New Ohio Authority. Technically from Illinois.”

	“I’m sorry,” Angel said, “you look really familiar. Have we met?”

	“Yes, sir. We have met on a couple occasions.” The agent took off his shades, placing them in his own suit pocket, and regarded the two again. “My name is Luke . . .”

	Even as he spoke Angel was nodding. “Right, Speaker Alexander’s Secret Service detail.”

	He responded in a slow, measured tone. “I was, yes.”

	“Oh, right, I’m sorry. That’s gotta be rough.”

	“It’s my burden. Right now I’m more curious about your own escapades. Do you gentleman mind telling me what you’re doing?”

	“Well,” Angel started slowly.

	“Oh, um, it was my fault,” Rez said. “Left my mobile in the car,” he held up his mobile. “Angel, like a loyal staffer, said he could find it.”

	“Uh-huh,” Luke folded his arms. “So you just walked through the parking garage?”

	“Hey, I was skeptical too, but turns out there’s enough safeguards around here . . .”

	“You know, all the cars here are locked when they’re recharging.”

	Rez stopped short and glanced at Angel, who did not respond at first himself.

	“I guess it was a good thing your mobile was taped to the bottom of your car,” Luke said.

	“Um,” Rez said, exchanging another glance with his co-conspirator.

	“You, uh, you monitor all the video feeds within the garage, huh,” Angel tried to sound calm as he gestured around at the interior of the parking structure.

	“Monitored by AI, that flagged the video you were on as suspicious.”

	Both of them just stared through the chainlink at Luke, trying to suppress a tinge of panic.

	“Can I assume, congressman,” Luke said, “that since you’re holding your mobile, the bulge in your suit is what you actually retrieved from the vehicle?”

	“I, what, no,” Rez glanced down at where his suit jacked did in fact visible bulge from the package he had picked up. He cursed to himself. “No, it’s just . . .”

	“Guys. I was a Secret Service agent. Recent events notwithstanding, I like to think I was a good one. I take it you’ve never attempted to conceal a weapon before.”

	“I, no, I mean,” Rez slumped his shoulders. “So, uh, so what happens now?”

	“Nothing,”

	“Nothing?” Both of them responded simultaneously.

	Luke glanced behind him, then stepped forward, right up to the chainlink barrier, gesturing for the others to do the same.

	“I’m going to pretend I never saw that thing,” Luke said flatly and in a low voice. “I don’t know what you plan to do with it, and I don’t think you should tell me. But I sincerely hope it takes out some of these Nationalist fuckers.”

	Rez raised his eyebrows to this, while Angel managed to keep a passive look.

	“You heard me,” Luke said, his voice even lower now. “I’d do it myself if I could.”

	Now both of his listeners had wide eyes. “Well . . .”

	“No, I’m serious. If I could . . .” he trailed off as he shook his head.

	“But you can’t?” Angel asked.

	“I’m off. I lost a principle. I lost two people, actually. I’m out.”

	“They fire you for that?”

	“No, no, but I’m required to take administrative leave. I don’t intend to come back, and I don’t think they would have me anyway. Too many people here know how I feel about this whole,” Luke waved a hand back toward the tower, “this whole fucking thing.”

	“You mean with Drake?”

	“I mean with Speaker Alexander. They fucking killed her. Those Nationalists, Drake and Senator Grace and all of ‘em. They doctor this photo and call her a cannibal. They killed her, as sure as if they put a gun in those psychos hands and told ‘em to go do it.” He kept his voice low, but that just made the growl of anger that had entered it all the more intense.

	“What are you going do then?”

	“I came here today to turn in my badge and firearm and clear out my locker, all that. After this I’m leaving town, right after I’m done here. I’m going to New York.”

	“New York is kind of a mess right now.”

	“That’s why I’m going. The Free Court needs soldiers.”

	“You’re gonna join the Free Court Army?” Angel’s surprise was such that his voice cracked back into full volume.

	“I’m definitely not gonna stick around here and serve some corrupt regime.”

	They paused, Angel and Rez exchanging a quick glance. Then Angel turned and looked out over the loading platform. There was still nobody else around.

	“If you can hang around town,” Angel said, “I know somebody you might want to meet.”

	“Oh?”

	“Assuming . . .” Angel stopped, glanced at Luke, then across the walkway again. “Call me later tonight. If you can’t get a hold of me just take off.”

	In reply Luke nodded, then glanced around himself. “You know, gentleman, I notice you decided to smuggle in a weapon through the parking garage. Not always the smartest move.”

	“Oh really?” Rez said.

	“We know the cars don’t get scanned as thoroughly when they come in here. Normally we monitor this loading docks carefully.” Luke smiled, put his sunglasses back on, then grabbed the handle on the stairwell gate, opening it to let them out. “Not that you have anything to worry about today.”

	“We don’t?” Rez asked as he stepped out onto the loading platform.

	“Trust me,” Luke said. “The cameras don’t matter. Nobody’s monitoring them.”

	“What?”

	“Nobody’s in the monitoring room.”

	“Are you serious?”

	“Completely. When Drake moved in he brought all his Liberty Guardsmen with him. They declared themselves in charge. I’m not the only one disgruntled. Most of the guys are more pissed about how Vice President Alston and his Secret Service detail haven’t returned. We all know he’s basically being held hostage but nobody dares say anything. A lot of the guys though, they’ve just stopped showing up, and the ones that do are being told to turn shit over to the Liberty Guard, so they don’t fucking care about any of it anymore. I might be the only Secret Servicemen on site today.”

	“Isn’t the Liberty Guard monitoring security though?” Angel asked.

	“No. I don’t know, maybe they don’t realize they should be, or don’t care. I don’t know, they’re completely fucking disorganized.”

	“So nobody’s monitoring the security cameras for this inaugural ball?”

	“The Senate Wing has its own separate system. It’s normally run by the local police assigned to the Green Zone, but I have no idea who’s there right now.”

	Angel grimaced at this, staring off into space.

	“The AI algorithms that monitor the security are still tagging things they find suspicious. It’s possible somebody will go in later and notice those. Maybe.” Luke paused, then took a step back. He straightened his posture, his expression, and his voice. “Anyway. Congressman, I’m glad you were able to find your lost mobile.”

	Rez just stared at this comment a few seconds before realizing. “Oh, yes, yes, thank you.”

	“If you need anything else, I’ll probably be around a little longer.” Luke flashed a quick smile. “Otherwise, if I don’t see you again, good luck to you.”

	“You too,” Angel said. “To all of us.”

	*          *          *

	Among the line of limousines pulling through the Federal Center’s front security checkpoint Hill felt a little overwhelmed. He was riding in the back of a black luxury car, with one of Angel’s underlings next to him and a pair of Secret Servicemen as his security detail up front. Having an aide along seemed unnecessary, though Hill suspected that once he got inside having someone to direct him through the crowds and reporters might be nice. The security seemed redundant. If Drake wanted him executed today there were plenty of Liberty Guardsmen around, and two Secret Servicemen were not going to stop them.

	The front lobby had an actual red carpet for arriving dignitaries. It was currently swamped by reporters, pressing hand held cameras or mobiles toward every person who had arrived, shouting out questions seemingly at random. His aide for the day, a young girl named Katarina, wore a pencil skirt and uncomfortable looking heels. She did not seem up to the task of helping push through this morass, and none of the security details here seemed to have the heart for it.

	As they pushed their way forward microphones and cameras were shoved into Hill’s face. “President Hill! President Hill!” He was never quite sure if the people shouting for him had a question or just wanted him to look their way for a picture.

	“President Hill, is it true you were arrested by the Liberty Guard last weekend?”

	“Ha,” he cracked a big smile. “No, no, that was a misunderstanding, that’s all.” This answer was given even as Hill and his entourage pressed their way forward.

	“President Hill, are you now running Speaker Alexander’s sex cannibal ring?”

	“President Hill, have you spoken to Vice-President Alston since you left office?”

	“Mr. President, do you intend to meet with President-elect Drake today?”

	This last question got a response. “I would like to.”

	“Have you been extended an invitation?”

	“No I have not, but I will meet with him, any venue, without conditions. Absolutely, yes.”

	“Even if President Drake refuses to step down as he promised in his joint statement you signed last weekend?”

	“Without conditions.”

	More questions were shouted, but by that point Hill had reached the glass door entrance. The red carpet continued on the other side, but the mob of reporters was kept out by a line of Liberty Guardsmen in combat gear. Emerging into the building felt like coming out of a tunnel, yet even as the space opened up the walls seemed to close in. Hill looked around at the armed guardsmen positioned all around the lobby, and at the bevy of Nationalist politicians lined up at the security checkpoint leading into the Senate Wing.

	They moved through the line quickly, security not bothering much with the entering senators. When it got to Hill, however, he found himself being subjected to a full pat-down and a search of all their pockets.

	“I’m sorry, sir,” the Liberty Guardsmen here said. “We’re not allowing mobiles or cellular phones in.”

	The Guardsmen was holding his mobile in a little tray, where Hill had put it while he went through the metal detector. He stammered a little at this.

	“You can fill out a form and we’ll keep it safe here for now, reclaim it later.”

	“Seriously?”

	“Oh, I got this, Mr. President,” Katarina said, quickly coming around to deal with paperwork.

	Not having his mobile, and being unable to communicate with Angel, did not sit well with Hill. He was about to protest, but at that moment, from out of the crowd mulling around just beyond security, stepped Larry Elmo. The lobbyist was unperturbed when Hill avoided eye contact and instead turned to walk away, pretending not to have seen him. Without missing a step Larry fell in walking right beside him.

	“Thomas.”

	“Larry,” Hill kept his voice flat. “Good to see you.”

	“It is, isn’t it?”

	This got a sidelong glance from Hill, in turn prompting a wide grin.

	“I was sorry to hear about what happened to Emily.”

	This got Hill at last to stop walking. He turned and stared at Larry. “I think we’re all quite sorry about that,” Hill said diplomatically.

	“Mmm. That’s a politician answer.”

	“You expected something different?”

	“You were friends, were you not?”

	Hill glanced away for a second, over Larry’s shoulder at the senators and VIPs gathered around buffet tables set up in the Senate Wing lobby.

	“You worked in Washington, Larry. It’s the same here. If you want a friend in this town you get a dog.”

	This got another smug grin. “There was a time when people thought of her as your attack dog.”

	“I’m not sure I like speaking of the dead this way.”

	“It’s meant as a compliment. I wish I had an attack dog as good as she was. I mean a media attack dog, of course, not a literal one.”

	“It may be a mistake, but I’m going to chose to take that at face value.” Hill met Larry’s gaze, holding it, staring into his eyes that contained the same self-satisfied smile. “Thank you, Larry.” Hill extended out a hand, and the lobbyist shook it.

	“Thank you, Thomas. For coming today.”

	Hill started walking again, Larry staying right in step with him. “Now you’re saying you’re glad I’m here?” Hill asked.

	“Someone needs to remind Drake he wasn’t elected king for life.”

	“Is that what he thinks?” Hill shot him another sidelong glance.

	“No, but he’ll convince himself eventually if he isn’t kept in check.”

	“I’ll keep that in mind.”

	“Do so. Also,” they reached the back of the buffet line, and as they stopped Larry turned to face Hill head on. “Don’t let him intimidate you. He’s far weaker than he seems.”

	“Why are you telling me this Larry?”

	Again this just got that trade mark shit-eating grin from the lobbyist. “Good luck, Mr. President.” He shook hands again, and walked away.

	*         *         *

	There was nobody on the parking garage loading platform when Roy arrived, and there was nobody around now as he stood waiting. In theory, he knew, it was possible to summon an autonomous car and get picked up right here, instead of out front. Today, though, arriving officials out front were keeping a steady stream of cars coming in to the garage, and the resulting traffic jam meant an extended wait for anyone on the loading platform wanting a ride to leave.

	The waiting had Roy getting fidgety. He kept glancing behind himself, at the walkway to the Executive Tower, or else around at the garage. Then he would check his mobile, look for an update on when his car would pick him up, refresh the status screen a few times without getting any changes.

	After a few minutes that felt like forever, the orchestrated sequence of autonomous car movements had one somehow fighting in against the flow of traffic and pulling into the open space next to the loading platform. With a hustle to his step Roy scurried down to get onboard.

	He was just about to open the door when a figure seemed to emerge out of nowhere, stepping off of the loading platform to lean against the vehicle, blocking Roy’s progress. A second figure was instantly standing right beside him.

	These two men both had a profusion of facial hair growing into wiry beards that reached down to their chests. The first matched this with long hair that spilled over his shoulders and seemed to almost merge with his beard. The other was shaved bald, and wore a wool cap on his head that did not quite cover the tattoo spreading out from above his left ear.

	Roy jumped at their sudden arrival. “Jesus,” he said as he recovered. “Fuck guys, you scared me.”

	“Getting out of here, Mr. Roy?” the long haired man said.

	“Yes.” He glanced around again at the otherwise empty loading platform, unsure where these guys had emerged from, or how he had been so preoccupied as to not notice them. Roy lowered his voice as he continued. “And you should be getting out of here as well.”

	“We will be.”

	“I mean right now. We all should have been out of here hours ago. We should be fucking out of town by now.”

	“Come on man,” the bald man said. “What’s the rush?”

	“Are you fucking kidding me?” Roy’s voice started to rise in volume. He shot a glance down the platform as he caught himself. “Do you have any clue what hell is about to be unleashed around here?”

	“So what?” the long-haired man said. “Ain’t nobody know it was us.”

	“They are going to be putting that together extremely quickly.”

	“No way, man. I told you, we’re professionals, ain’t nothing about this job makes us look suspicious.”

	“You fucking look suspicious just standing there. All of us, we’re already suspicious. Fuck, why did I let myself get talked into this?” He glanced around again. “Fuck, we don’t have time for this. Step aside.”

	Roy moved to bypass them and get into the car. The long-haired man, however, stepped up even closer, blocking him from moving at all.

	“Now hold on. No need to go rushing off.”

	“What?” Roy shot him a confused look. “What the fuck man? Are you even listening to yourself?”

	“Now come on,” the bald man said, placing his hands on Roy’s shoulders from behind and leaning around to speak. “No rushing off before we’re done talking.”

	“Fuck man,” Roy moved to squirm away, but the bald man clamped his hands down harder, and the long-haired man pressed himself even closer. “What the fuck do you guys want?”

	“Well, we were just thinking,” the long-haired man said, “ya know, we seen the money you was throwing around earlier.”

	“Which you have now! You’ve been paid.”

	“Oh sure, for the job. I ain’t talking about being paid for the job. I’m talkin’ about being paid for the information.”

	“The fuck man?”

	“Some people would pay nicely to know what we know,” the bald man said.

	“But we figure,” the long-haired man said, “you’d pay even better for them not to know.”

	“We figured we’d give you first offer. Seemed only fair.”

	“Fuck, you idiots are really trying to shake me down right now? Even,” Roy waved his hands and managed to slip out from between the two. “Okay, putting aside how stupid it is to attempt this right here, just outside the Federal Center, the fact is I have no more money. I have no cash money on me. At all.”

	“We’re not talking about your money.”

	“Yeah, we know you’re just the middle man, but we figure, as the middle man, you got connection to some deep pockets.”

	“We don’t care who either. Whoever they are they’ll pay to keep this shit secret.”

	“You idiots,” Roy said in a whispered shout. “You don’t have fucking time for this. It’s not going to be a secret in less than an hour.”

	“Looks like you’re on the clock then.”

	“What? No, you’re on the clock, and you’re out of time. Don’t you fucking get it? We need to not be here.”

	“Alright,” the long-haired man said, “guess we gotta do this the hard way.”

	Surging forward the two men half-grabbed, half-tackled Roy. He hunched over as he attempted to squirm away again.

	“What the fuck?” He shouted more as a generic curse than an actual question.

	The two men managed to get a hold of him and pull him forward. With a shove they bashed him into the side of the still-waiting autonomous car, the long-haired man slamming his own body against Roy to try to pin him in place. At the same moment the bald man slid open the car door. Like so many of the vehicles here, this one was a ‘stubby limousine’ with no driver seat, its entire cap taken up by a wrap-around bench accessed by the wide, sliding door.

	As Roy struggled to get free, the two men moved to grab him again. Roy surged forward with a shout, trying to break out and run back toward the Executive Tower. His legs, however, became tangled with those of the long-haired man, and both went crashing down to the pavement. A second later the bald man flopped atop Roy, pinning him in place again.

	Grabbing his arms the two hauled him back up on his feet. Roy tried to struggle some more, but the wind had been knocked out of him, and he found himself being drug backwards. With one man pulling and the other pushing the trio piled their way into the autonomous vehicle. One man pulled the door shut while the other began working with the touch-screen in front that directed the vehicle’s navigation system.

	Roy, having been flung across the vehicle cab to the bench on the opposite side, now straitened himself out and looked around. The bald man sat on the rear bench next to the door handle, while the long-haired man was near the front.

	“What the fuck?” was all Roy could manage.

	*        *        *

	The actual inauguration was to take place in what had once been a convention hall in this former hotel. For a while it had served as a committee room for the senate, but when the Nationalists consolidated congressional power they eliminated several senate committees as redundant bureaucracy, and the room was repurposed again, this time as a general meeting hall.

	It was an awkward room, longer and narrower than it should have been. The desks and conference tables that normally lived here were removed. Instead there were a pair of long tables running along either of the long sides, draped in fancy tablecloths and set out with plates and dinner settings. At one end was a stage platform, and on this were more tables, set up so that those sitting would face toward the audience of the wide room. At center stage, between the two tables, was a further elevated podium.

	Nobody sat at any of the tables just yet, but Drake was standing at the podium, surveying the layout. Some of the caterer staff were still setting things up at the far end of the room, cramming in some awkward extra tables down there to accommodate everyone. The room had pictures of past presidents along all the walls, but most of these were concealed behind rows of flags that hung limp from gold coated poles. Most of these were traditional American flags, though some were the Nationalist flag, or the Confederate battle flag, or the Army of Civilization flag, or flags for various federal departments, states, and branches of the military, all interspersed without any particular order.

	“Let’s move some of those flags up here behind me,” Drake said to one of the staffers getting things set up. There were more flags, seemingly grabbed from random around the room, in a row at the back of the stage. “Actually, no, leave those flags, but get some more from somewhere else and put them back here.”

	“Do we really need more flags?” Sydney asked. The lawyer had been hanging out near the podium, silently watching as Drake took in the room and shot out last minute directions.

	“That’s like asking if we really need more freedom.”

	“As in both questions do not actually make sense when you think about them?”

	Drake ignored this as he continued to take in the room. He leaned forward, gripping the podium, drawing a deep breath and closing his eyes. Then he checked his watch.

	“Sir?” Sydney said.

	“What, what?” Drake turned to her as he stepped down from the podium. “What now?”

	“Sir, I hate to keep repeating myself, but I really think you should be more involved with this situation in D.C.”

	“Fuck Sydney, why? Why do I have to constantly be monitoring something? What the fuck good is it gonna do?”

	“Have you seen the latest?”

	This got an exasperated sigh. “What is the latest?”

	“General Quinn has begun ordering missile strikes against the crowds.” Sydney pulled out a mobile from her purse and held up a paused video clip.

	“What? Why?”

	“As always the general’s motives are inscrutable, but those cruise missiles he’s using are a limited resource and not something that should be squandered on . . .” Sydney paused, trailed off, turned to look at her own mobile.

	“Squandered on what?”

	“Crowd control, as near as I can tell. As you say, it’s not clear why the general initiated this offensive.”

	“So there ya go. Maybe he had a perfectly good reason.”

	“Even if that is so the Pentagon is refusing to answer our phone calls.”

	“Of course. General Quinn doesn’t want to be bothered when he’s working any more than I do.”

	Sydney paused at this but kept a straight, impassive face. “Mr. President, right now you’re Defense Secretary has launched an unauthorized military offensive against a major American city.”

	“A cruise missile strike hardly counts as a military offensive.”

	“The missiles are part of a larger action, sir. Tanks and drones stationed at the Pentagon had already crossed into D.C. proper.”

	“Are these by chance the tanks and drones I was telling Quinn to get up here earlier this week?”

	“I imagine so.”

	“Then why don’t we count this as progress and move on.” Drake turned to walk away.

	“Mr. President, this is an escalating crisis.”

	Right away Drake spun back toward his lawyer, stepping forward so as to be face to face and speaking in a lowered voice. “The problem, Ms. Osgood, despite what should have happened, is that I am not yet actually the president.” Drake leaned back and brought his voice up to a normal volume. “Let’s just get through this inauguration, then we’ll deal with whatever mess Quinn has created.”

	Unperturbed by her boss’ mercurial moods, Sydney continued in her robotic tone. “In that case, sir, may I suggest speeding up the proceedings.”

	“No!” His shout had her uncharacteristically jumping back a little. “Absolutely not, this all goes forward as planned. We can’t be seen to be panicking or something.”

	She seemed about to respond, but hesitated.

	“Just,” he waved a hand and looked around at the room again. “Let’s stay cool. Everything’s under control.” Again Drake turned to walk away.

	“There is another issue Mr. President.”

	“Fuck, what?”

	The lawyer turned back to her mobile, noting that she had received yet another call from Stephen Roy. She dismissed this as he pulled up a different news stream video. “Have you seen this?”

	Drake peered in as Sydney held up the small screen. The video clip showed Hill entering the Federal Center. A reporter’s voice shouted to him off screen.

	“Mr. President, do you intend to meet with President-elect Drake today?”

	The response from Hill was sudden and earnest. “I would like to.”

	“Have you been extended an invitation?”

	“No I have not, but I will meet with him, any venue, without conditions. Absolutely, yes.”

	Sydney paused the video. “The press is already asking us about this, if such a meeting is going to go forward.”

	“Why the fuck would we meet with him now?”

	“I’m not saying you should, sir, just that we’re being asked for an official position.”

	“No. Tell them no. We’re busy with the inauguration, we don’t need Hill and his people hanging around messing up the transition even further.” Drake paused, looking off into space. “Actually, no, tell them nothing. I can use this.”

	“Sir?”

	“I’ll reference it in my speech.” He looked across the auditorium, where activity had picked up as more aides and caterers shuffled through. “Find me one of my speech writers, I want to make a last minute tweak.”

	*       *       *

	The caterer cart had a squeaky wheel that got louder as Tia pushed it out onto the asphalt. It rattled like a broken shopping cart as she continued forward, and made her feel conspicuous. Yet nobody paid her any attention or noticed that she was moving past the line of vans loaded with food.

	The loadings docks in the back of the Senate Wing was filled with activity. Different caterers and organizers jostled about between their vans and the loading docks. White vans, black vans, mini cargo drones the size of motorcycles, and even a couple autonomous semi-trucks were parked haphazardly across the lot. Behind all this the official use autonomous cars, after dropping off people up front, were stacked up in their own giant traffic jam as they waited to get to recharging stations in the nearby parking garage.

	Tia abandoned the caterer cart she had been pushing and moved along the line of waiting autonomous stub-limos. She circled around in back of one of the semi-truck trailers to arrive at the main vehicle entrance to the parking garage.

	Here she paused, sticking close to the trailer and glancing around the corner. Over here there were more vans parked right alongside the exterior wall of the parking garage, but there was no activity save for occasional jostling among the line of limos.

	Tia crept around toward the corner of the garage. Standing there, hidden between the concrete wall and a parked van, stood Angel.

	The former chief of staff was absorbed on his own mobile, watching news stream and found-video footage of riots. Despite there being nobody around he had the volume turned low,  instead just watching as rival protests clashed, riot control drones rolled, and violence erupted. It seemed there was something happening on the National Mall, but without sound all he could note was the news banners proclaiming a riot.

	“Fancy meeting you here.”

	Angel was startled and jumped a little as he realized Tia was standing right next to him. She smiled but said nothing more.

	“Geez,” he took a deep breath  and pocketed his mobile. “You scared me.”

	“No need to be so nervous. Everything’s going well so far, right?”

	“Relatively,” he fidgeted a little as he reached around and pulled out a package from where it was tucked into his belt under his suit jacket.

	“Is this the best place to be doing this?” Tia asked.

	“No idea, but here we are.”

	Angel glanced over his shoulder, at the drive that ran right behind the Executive Tower, toward the loading docks to the House Wing. It was quite over there, and there was still nobody around where they stood.

	Keeping his hands low he reached out with the gun he held, still wrapped in a brown paper bag. Tia accepted this without looking at it, sticking it into the pocket in the white apron that she wore. It weighed down the apron, unsettling her clothes a little and making her self conscious.

	“Okay. Anything else I should know?” she asked.

	“It sounds like the whole Secret Service is pretty disillusioned with Drake. There’s nobody manning the security center over here, but remember the Senate Wing has its own security.”

	“Alright, understood. Also, F-Y-I, apparently there were some shady contractors brought in to set up the hall where the inauguration is taking place.”

	“Shady in what way?”

	“The person who saw them said they looked like a motorcycle gang, and some Nationalist staffer bribed some guy in security over there to leave them alone while they were setting up.”

	“That’s interesting. Who was this staffer?”

	“I didn’t recognize the name. Stephen Roy.”

	This got Angel’s eyes wide as he faced her straight on. “Roy, did you say?”

	“Uh-huh.” She met his gaze. “That mean something?”

	“Well . . . maybe. If it does mean something it doesn’t mean something good.”

	Tia just starred in reply. “I should get back.”

	“You have your mobile with you?”

	She produced a small, clam-shell opening electronic device. “I have an old burner phone.” She turned it and held its back to him. “There’s the number.”

	Angel fumbled as he typed this number into his phone. “You shouldn’t need to contact me again,” she said.

	“I know. Just in case.”

	“Just in case, delete that number as soon as this is done.”

	“I’ll remember.”

	Tia stared hard at him, then nodded.

	“Good luck,” Angel said.

	“See you on the other side.”

	As Tia worked her way back through the parked vehicles, Angel turned and rounded the corner, walking along the side of the parking garage.

	Halfway down its length he reached an alcove where the emergency exit let out. Rez stood on the other side of the chainlink gateway here, ready to let Angel back in.

	“Everything go well?” Rez asked as he opened the gate.

	“It did. Our part in this is done.”

	“Alright. Should we grab one of these auto-limos and get out of here.”

	“Now?”

	Rez stared and blinked in surprise. “Well, yeah. What reason do we have to hang around here?”

	“Hmm. I guess you’re right. I just,” Angel paused, looking away, various emotions sliding across his face. “I worry Thomas might need me.”

	“We’ve done what we can. We’re not gonna do any more good here.”

	Still Angel hesitated to reply, letting the silence linger. “Alright,” he said. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

	*      *      *

	Between reporters with exclusive access, which must not have been too exclusive given how many he encountered, and greetings from his old staff and friends from congress, Hill had not had a moment to himself since getting through security. 

	Everyone was still mulling around in the Senate Wing lobby, waiting for the main auditorium to be ready. It looked like Drake had put off preparations to the last minute. Rather than complain though everyone was simply taking advantage of the open bar.

	Hill found himself surrounded by people from his own administration, eager to see that he was actually there and wanting to ask why he came.

	“This is the next phase of the battle,” Hill said. “Drake promised to step down. I don’t think he will. Either way we gotta do everything we can to keep him in check.”

	Sutherland, the Attorney General, was shaking his head. “I still don’t like any of this, Mr. President.”

	“I’m not the president any more.”

	“I know, and that’s part of why I don’t like it. Alton was never sworn in, and he’s not even here. The Liberty Guardsmen have him under house arrest in Baltimore. The country has no president right now.”

	“Literally,” Senator Gardner said. “Literally, the office of president is vacant. This past week, these guys have their departments on auto-pilot, Drake has been play acting, and the country is literally leaderless.”

	Hill shook his head. “Well, it’s not actually the first time in history something like that has happened.”

	“Either way we’re through the week now,” Carver, the out-going Defense Secretary, said. “For better or worse we’ll have a new president at noon.”

	“How does that work, now?” Gardner asked. “I thought, officially, inauguration day was always the twentieth unless it fell on a Sunday, then it got moved to Monday.”

	“It’s still the twentieth, always,” Sutherland said. “When it falls on a Sunday, the big celebration usually gets moved to Monday, but there’s still some smaller, official swearing in at noon on the Sunday.”

	“Is this Drake’s idea of a smaller ceremony?” Hill looked around at the mob of politicians and reporters around him.

	“I’m sure it is,” Gardner said. “A big ceremony would involve all the would-be rioters he gathered here last week.”

	“Is there a plan for a bigger celebration tomorrow?” Carver looked around at them in honest confusion. “I hadn’t heard anything.”

	“Me neither. Who knows?”

	“Not that Drake would invite us. I’m surprised he invited us to this.”

	“I’m extremely surprised he invited you,” Sutherland said to the former president.

	“I don’t think he actually did,” Hill smirked. “I just spoke to the protestors yesterday and said I’d be here, and then just kind of showed up.”

	“Good to know ex-presidents still have some weight to through around.”

	“So, um, Mr. President,” Gardner glanced around, then leaned in, inviting the others to do the same. “Just so I can get a straight answer. Were you really arrested?”

	“I was. By Peacekeepers. The New Ohio Authority forces. Drake had them do it to keep the whole thing at arm’s length.”

	“Aren’t you worried coming back here then? Once he really is president,” Gardner shook his head.

	“Maybe all of us should be worried,” Carver said.

	“Oh yes, we should be,” Hill nodded. “If any of you guys want to leave right now, I wouldn’t blame you.”

	“Yet you’re staying.”

	“I’m staying to fight. Leaving town isn’t going to be any safer for me, unless I go to Europe or something. Either way, somebody has to keep up the fight.”

	“Profiles in courage,” Gardner said. He stared at Hill, meeting his gaze with a hard look. “I’m serious, by the time this if over, I think you’ll qualify.”

	“I appreciate that, but I honestly hope you’re wrong. I mean, because it never comes to that.”

	There was a stirring somewhere across the room. The little gathering all turned to see people were beginning to file into the auditorium.

	“Looks like it’s about time,” Sutherland said. “You guys ready for this?”

	They all looked at each other. “I hope so,” Gardner said.

	*     *     *

	Walking like she belonged there, Tia pushed a cart down a long, nondescript hallway that made her think more of an old high school than a seat of government.

	She came to a double door leading into an open convention room. There was to be dancing and drinking here later in the evening, so as elsewhere there were right now people getting things set up. Tables lined the edges of the room, and streamers and balloons were being strategically placed. There was also a crew up on ladders installing a set of ornate chandeliers spaced along the length of the long room. Right now they had some of the electrical wiring disconnected, leaving the room mostly in darkness. Light filtered in from doorways opposite Tia, leading into a similar long auditorium where the actual inauguration itself was to occur.

	Tia parked her serving cart just inside the entrance, next to a set of fancy looking chairs that needed to be set up or moved somewhere else. She glanced around, then slipped right back out of the room.

	Across the hallway she came to the janitor’s closet she had left open. Inside was another cart, this one with a built-in mop bucket and a bunch of cleaning supplies. Reaching into her apron pocket she gripped the small handgun she carried. Glancing around, she pulled out the gun and put it on the janitor cart, hiding it under some grungy rags.

	Navigating through some unpopulated side hallways, she made it to an area that was mostly offices with little activity. Still pushing the cart she trundled down a new hallway. A single individual, a man wearing a dark suit, came walking in the other direction.

	As they got closer Tia recognized him as one Devin Barlow, Nationalist senator from Louisiana and member of the Senate Judiciary committee. From his look she got the uneasy feeling he might also recognize her. He kept his eyes on her even as she passed, slowly turning.

	“Damn sweetheart. How ‘d someone like you get stuck with this job?”

	Tia flashed a smile but otherwise ignored him as she arrived at the bathrooms. She came up to the men’s room, knocked on the door and called out “housekeeping.”

	Senator Barlow had not kept walking. “The men’s room, huh,” he said. “Let me check in there for ya.” He pushed past her and slipped in.

	Standing outside Tia closed her eyes and concentrated to slow her breathing. Even if this guy did not recognize her, he was not someone she wanted to be alone with. She glanced along the hallway, but found it was still empty. Angel had said this area would be deserted, which was why she was here in the first place, and she found herself cursing this bit of forethought.

	She glanced at the gun, still sitting on the cart. She grabbed this, along with some of the dirty rags she had covered it with, wrapped up the gun with these, and tucked it back into her apron pocket. Its bulk again made her self-conscious about the weapon’s visibility, but this location also meant it was more accessible.

	For a moment she considered bailing. Before she could weigh the options, Barlow reemerged from the bathroom.

	“All clear,” he said with a flex of the eyebrows. With a quick move that caught her by surprise Barlow stepped up closer to her, slipping between her and the janitor cart, leaning against the wall with one arm braced just above her shoulder. “In fact, looks like there’s no one else around at all.”

	Tia fought a reflex to reach for the gun.

	“Can I ask you something?” He did not wait at all for a reply. “You look really familiar. Do I know you from somewhere?”

	Keeping her voice as even as she could, Tia asked, “is that really your best pick up line?”

	“No, I’m serious, I’m sure I know you from somewhere.”

	“Maybe you’ve just seen me around before if you were here on the weekends.” She gestured to the caterer outfit she wore and the cleaning cart.

	“No, that’s not it. I’ve seen you at a party somewhere, like a Christmas party or something.”

	Tia shrugged and shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

	Staring further Barlow suddenly leaned back and snapped his fingers. “You were a clerk. For the Supreme Court. One of the liberal judges, right?”

	“Uhh, no,” Tia furrowed her brow and tried to look confused. “I’ve never been anything like that.”

	“No, I’m certain. Torrence, right? I never forget a face. Olivia, was it?”

	“No, sir, my name is Tia, and I’ve never been near the Supreme Court.”

	He looked down at her, staring hard, then got a sly grin. “What game are you playing here Olivia?”

	“Sir, I really think you have me mistaken for someone else.”

	“You always were a little vixen. What’s with the cleaning cart? You slip off for some kind of clandestine rendezvous?”

	“I have the cleaning cart because I’m the janitor, sir, and I didn’t slip off anywhere, this is my job.” Again, Tia found herself fighting to maintain this facade and not instead reaching for the gun. She realized she could absolutely kill this man right now, at this range, with him so distracted. Except a gunshot and a dead senator were not what she needed.

	“I didn’t think you worked in this town anymore. Who are you meeting up with?”

	“Seriously, sir, I don’t know who you are, but you have me mistaken for someone else.”

	“I never forget a face Olivia. Is this some little tryst you’ve got going here? Something to keep under wraps? Is it that dog Salazar? You always had a thing for him, didn’t you?”

	“Sir, please.” Tia raised up her arms to prevent him from leaning in closer. “I don’t know who you are or what you’re talking about. I swear I didn’t do anything, I’m just here cleaning the bathrooms.”

	“Okay, I’ll play that game. You’re here all by yourself, and some things around here are dirty. Very, very dirty.”

	He was leaning in more, his chest now pressing into her upraised hands. He would be looming over a lot of other women, but Tia had the height to almost match him. It put her in the perfect position to go for a knee to the groin, which could force him back and give her space to go for the gun. She seriously contemplated this, then concluded it was not worth ruining everything.

	Instead she ducked under his arm with a sudden little move, slipping out from under his looming figure. Before he could react she was scampering back down the hallway.

	“Olivia?” Senator Barlow called after her. “Where are you going?” She did not turn around. “You forgot your cart.” The senator watched her disappear around a corner. He shook his head and turned to walk off the direction he had been going.

	Once she had rounded a couple more corners Tia paused. She thought about waiting, then heading back, but she suspected Barlow had his offices near here and might be loitering around, hoping she would come back for the janitor’s cart. He might even post a staffer to wait for her, he was that kind of creep. Such thoughts brought up other memories, recalling the Christmas parties he had mentioned. She had been at some, and knew just how bad he could be while drunk. The smell of alcohol on his breath had brought back some unsettling memories from a different lifetime.

	Nevertheless, she had to go back. Trying to change the handoff spot now seemed like a disaster waiting to happen. She turned around to start back, hoping to approach cautiously and slip into the bathroom.

	Right as she turned around a pair of figures rounded the corner down the hall. They were part of the Liberty Guard, wearing combat fatigues and carrying automatic rifles. Tia froze as they looked up at her.

	“Hey,” one of them said casually. “You lost?”

	“I, uh, no, I just,” she stammered and pointed back behind her. “I was just going to clean the bathrooms and, um, forgot something,” she turned and rushed away, back toward the ballrooms where the inauguration was taking place. As she walked she heard one of the guardsmen scoff behind her. He made some comment she could not hear that made his fellow chuckle.

	Tia rounded a couple corners, getting out of sight of the guardsmen and back into the hall where the post-inauguration ball was to take place. Then she stood there, watching as workers and contractors moved about setting things up.

	The combination of her encounters with the senator and the two soldiers rattled her more than she thought was still possible in her life. She stood there pondering her options. Again she thought about trying to slip back, but found she had lost her nerve. Instead she slowly pulled out her burner cellular phone and, using its numeric keypad, began typing out a text to Angel.

	*    *    *

	In the backseat of an unmoving auto-limo, Roy dropped his mobile to his side in disgust.

	“She’s still not answering,” he said. “Nobody is answering. I tell you, they’re all too busy with the inauguration. We’re already out of time.”

	“Oh, we got plenty of time,” his bald-headed abductor said. The man sat at the very back, arms folded, trying to fix Roy with a menacing gaze that just came across as vaguely creepy. “Even when this is over there’ll be people trying to keep it quiet.”

	“Keep it quiet? That doesn’t make any sense. It’s an explosion. Everybody is going to know about it.”

	“But there’ll be an investigation, and there’ll be people who don’t want that investigation to find anything.”

	“That investigation will be implicating us,” Roy tossed his hands and slouched down on the bench. “All of us. We have to get out of here.”

	“Oh, we’re getting out of here.”

	“No we aren’t, we aren’t moving!” Roy turned to the front of the cab, where his other captor was still messing around with the touch screen. “We can’t even get out of the fucking parking lot!”

	“We could if this fucking thing would respond,” the long-haired man in front said, slamming his palm against the unresponsive touch screen.

	“That’s not going to do anything!” Roy said. “We’re in a traffic jam. The car isn’t gonna move until some of the incoming traffic clears.”

	“It should be making room. The fucking central computer knows how to clear lanes. If it would fucking just respond.” He was inputting different destination locations into the car’s navigation system, trying to get it to start moving.

	“Well it isn’t, and it doesn’t matter why not any more, we are out of fucking time! We should have been out of the Green Zone by now. We should be out of the fucking state by now!” Roy glanced between the two men. “Fuck, you know what, come on, we’ll be better of on foot.”

	Roy started to get up, but the bald men leaned forward and pushed him back into his seat. “You ain’t going anywhere.”

	“Except apparently to jail! Along with you two idiots. Fuck. Look, let’s just move, you can shake me down later. Fuck, I’ll even join you, we can all blackmail the people responsible, once we’re safely far away from here.”

	Roy got up again, this time sliding into a crouch in the middle of the limo cabin that put him within arm’s reach of the side door. He fixed the bald man with an expectant stare. “Well. Do you wanna a chance at this money you’re after, or do you wanna get arrested?”

	“We ain’t getting arrested.”

	“You will be if we just fucking sit here like this.”

	Before more could be said, and without prompting from anyone on board, the car door slide open. All of them turned in surprise.

	Outside a man in a suit stood on the loading dock curb, a gun drawn and pointed toward them.

	“Freeze!” Luke bellowed out the word, sending it echoing into the concrete caverns of the parking garage. “Hands where I can see them.”

	Roy put his hands up, and reluctantly the other two did as well.

	“Everyone slowly exit the vehicle, starting with you,” Luke pointed to Roy, then took a few steps backward to keep space between them.

	One by one they all stepped out of the auto-limo, hands held in the air.

	“Alright, gentlemen,” Luke said. “You wanna tell me what’s going on here?”

	Neither of Roy’s erstwhile captors responded to this, instead shifting their gazes away. Roy glanced between them, then took a step forward.

	“These men were trying to blackmail me.”

	Luke tilted his head slightly as way of a question.

	“Actually, they were trying to blackmail others through me.”

	“Nah man, that’s not it,” the long-haired man said. “We were just . . .”

	“Blackmail you over what?” Luke said, keeping his gun still trained on the trio.

	“It’s nothing man,” the bald man said, “we were just having a friendly chat.”

	Roy glanced between them again and then drew a deep breath. “These men planted a bomb a few hours ago.”

	“No way, man, that’s a fucking lie!”

	Luke ignored this, his attention focused on Roy. “They planted a bomb.”

	“Correct, at the behest of some well connected people. Now they were hoping to blackmail those same people.”

	“That’s a fucking lie,” the bald man continued. “We ain’t planted no bomb!”

	“There’s a bomb?” This question came from behind Luke. It caused him to jump slightly. He glanced behind himself, then rapidly realized this mistake. He quickly turned back to the men he was covering with his gun even as he shuffled sideways, getting everyone present into his field of view.

	The trio standing just outside the car were not as quick to react and remained standing there with their arms up. From the emergency exit stairwell at the far end of the loading platform, Angel and Rez approached, both staring in shock at the scene they had found.

	“There ain’t no bomb!” the bald man said.

	“What is going on here?” Rez asked.

	“I’m not sure,” Luke said. “You say they planted this bomb?”

	“That’s correct,” Roy said, even as both men now started protesting this as a lie.

	“Where?” Angel asked.

	Roy now paused himself, glancing down at the ground. He drew another deep breath. “There is a bomb planted beneath the stage where the inauguration is to take place. It’s set to go off at exactly noon. These men were part of the contractors brought it to convert one of the Senate hearing rooms into an auditorium for the inauguration. They planted the bomb themselves.”

	“That’s a fucking lie!”

	“Shut up!” Luke shouted. His voice echoed in the cavernous garage space, and he let this and the men’s protestations die out before continuing. “You’re saying these men wanted to blackmail you for a crime they committed?”

	“I’m sure it was a well thought out plan.”

	“We weren’t trying to blackmail nobody!”

	“Shut up!” Luke said again, pointing his gun squarely at the bald man who had interrupted. He stared the man down, then turned back to Roy. “Who ordered this bomb planted?”

	“I’m not going to say any more without a lawyer present.”

	Luke regarded him, then glanced to Angel and Rez. “Do either of you know this man?”

	“He’s Stephen Roy,” Angel said. “He was a chief of staff to Senator Rose and later Senator Milford, from Texas. Last I heard he was working for Frank Grace.”

	“I never worked for Senator Grace,” Roy said.

	“Who were you working for then?” Luke asked.

	“I’m not talking. Are you going to arrest me?”

	“I’m going to shoot you if you don’t start giving me answers.” Luke ripped off his sunglasses and took a few menacing steps forward.

	In turn Roy stepped back, shocked at the sudden, wild expression he saw in Luke’s eyes. “There is nobody else here, Mr. Roy. There is nobody monitoring the cameras here. I’m about to be put on administrative leave, and after that I’m heading north, to join with the fucking insurgency. I ain’t got shit to lose. Tell me what I fucking what to know.”

	By now Luke had closed, his gun right up in Roy’s face. Roy could have made a grab for it, but instead he stood wide-eyed, quivering slightly with surprise and terror.

	“I told you,” Roy said, a quiver in his voice, “these guys planted the bomb.”

	“But on whose orders?”

	“Mine.”

	“Come on Roy. Who hired you?”

	Roy swallowed hard and tried to meet Luke’s gaze. The Secret Serviceman was just staring back with the piercing glare of a cop waiting for an answer. “It was Drake.”

	“Drake planted a bomb for himself?” Angel asked.

	“He’s hoping to make it look like it was intended for him but have it end up blowing up his rivals. I wouldn’t be surprised if he blows himself up though.”

	Luke took a step back, relaxing his firing stance some as he eyed Roy. “You’re serious?”

	“Yes. That’s all I know.

	After continuing to just stare a moment further, Luke at last turned to the two ‘contractors’.

	“You two really planned to blackmail this guy?”

	“They planned to blackmail Drake,” Roy said.

	“We ain’t blackmailing anybody,” the two would-be blackmailers continued to protest.

	Luke ignored them, his gaze fixed on Roy. “This bomb. It’s real?”

	Roy sighed and seemed to deflate in the process. “Yes. It’s real. Senator Grace smuggled it in and had it in his office, God only knows why. Drake found it and wanted it planted. Look, would you at least promise to put in a good word for me or something, tell them I cooperated. The trials over this are gonna be painful enough.”

	Luke took another step back. “No, I’m not putting in a good word, because I’m not putting in any word.” He gestured with his gun. “Get out of here. All of you.”

	“What?” Angel stepped forward next to Luke. “You’re just letting them go?”

	“I’m letting them go.” Luke stared at the trio of criminals as he lowered his gun. None of them moved, instead staring ahead with incomprehension. “I said I’m letting them go!” Luke almost shouted. “Go, get out of here.”

	Right away the two ‘contractors’ dove toward the auto-limo, scrambling into the back seat.

	“That’s not going to get you out in time,” Roy said after them, his voice trailing off. “Oh, whatever.” He spun away, racing instead toward the emergency exit stairwell.

	“Wait,” Angel took a step toward Luke, his command doing nothing to slow anybody. “We can’t just let him go.”

	“Having the authority to arrest somebody,” Luke said as he tucked away his gun, “means also having the authority to not arrest them.”

	“But, I mean,” Angel looked from Luke to Roy, who was just disappearing down the stairwell, to the auto-limo, which sat with its door closed, still waiting to find a break in the stream of traffic. “I mean, there’s a bomb!”

	“Yeah, I heard.”

	“Shouldn’t we tell somebody about this?”

	Luke just stared at him. “Why?”

	“Why? Why? It’s a bomb. It could kill a bunch of people.”

	“It probably will. It’ll probably kill a bunch of politicians. Sounds like a win to me.”

	Angel just stared blankly.

	“I hate to say this,” Rez stepped forward to join them. “But I think Luke has a point. If there’s a chance Drake is gonna blow himself up, maybe we should just let him take it.”

	“He’s trying to kill President Hill though.”

	“Hill knew what he was getting in to,” Rez said, sternly holding Angel’s gaze. “I don’t know what you expected, but I’m pretty sure he understood this could be a suicide mission. Or at least, he expected to be arrested, right.”

	“What if Drake succeeds though? He’d have killed Thomas and there ‘d be nothing stopping him from fully seizing power.”

	“Is there a way we could warn President Hill?”

	“I can’t text him, they were confiscating mobiles at the Senate Wing lobby.” Angel paused, then pulled out his own mobile. “Maybe Tia could warn him.” He fell quiet as he gaze dropped to his mobile. “Ah. I got a text from Tia.”

	After an extended pause Rez stepped forward, eyeing the device. “What does it say?”

	“Fuck.”

	“It says fuck?”

	“No, it,” Angel sighed. “No, there’s a problem. It says ‘deliver failed, request alternate route’.”

	“That sounds bad.”

	Angel started to type out a text reply. “Ah, fuck, I’m just gonna call her.”

	He turned away slightly while he pressed the mobile to his ear, an audible ringing coming from it. Luke now stepped forward as well to join the conversation.

	“It sounds like Drake was your target.”

	Rez shot him a shocked look, that quickly faded to resignation. “I, um . . .”

	“No use trying to hide stuff now.”

	“Yes,” Rez nodded. “Yes he was.”

	“You intended to deliver that gun you smuggled in to President Hill?”

	“I, um, yes. Yes, that was the plan. Sounds like there was some complication.”

	“Alright,” Luke nodded. “Alright. I’ll take care of it.” He patted Rez on the shoulder, put back on his sunglasses, and started back toward the Executive Tower.

	“You’ll take care of it?” Rez asked, but Luke was already walking away, and Rez’s attention was caught by another conversation.

	“So where are you now?” Angel asked.

	“Just outside the Senate Wing,” Tia’s voice came over the mobile, just audible to Rez, standing next to Angel and leaning in to listen.

	“Do you still have them, um, the . . .”

	“I have it with me.”

	“Could you try sneaking over there again? There’s still time.”

	“No, no, like I said, it’s too risky. I’ll get caught, for sure.”

	“Look, I think maybe we just need to call this all off.”

	“What?” Tia’s voice broke a little louder over the line. “No. No, we can still do this, we just need a different drop off point. Pick a bathroom closer to the room where the inauguration is being held.”

	“I can’t contact President Hill. They were taking everyone’s mobiles when they entered the Senate Wing.”

	“They didn’t take mine,” Tia said.

	“I don’t know.”

	“Well, okay, we just need to get the message to him some other way. Could you have someone else get in here? Maybe Rez? Tell him the drop off will be in whatever bathroom is closest to where the after party is. He’ll have a chance to get over there after all the speeches and everything, when the whole dancing and partying gets started.”

	“No, that won’t work. We’ve got another problem.”

	“What’s that?”

	“I don’t think I want to say over the phone.”

	There was a long pause on the other end. “Okay,” Tia said. “Do you want to text it?”

	“That might be worse.”

	“So, what? Do we need to meet up again? Tell me telepathically?”

	Angel sighed and lowered his head and his voice. “There’s a bomb.”

	After another pause Tia responded at a whisper. “A bomb?”

	“Planted beneath the stage where the inauguration is occurring. It’s going to go off right at noon.”

	“And kill Drake? Who planted it?”

	“Drake did. He’s hoping to make it look like it was intended for him but ends up blowing up President Hill or some other Democrats.”

	“Okay. And it goes off exactly at noon?”

	“According to my source, yes. That’s all I know.”

	“Okay,” Tia said. There was a long pause, enough to make Angel start to think the call had been dropped. He glanced at his mobile’s screen, confirming he was still connected.

	“So, um,” Angel said.

	“Hold on, I’m thinking.”

	Angel stood there, waiting, the low din of the parking garage traffic drowning out any other noise. Again he started to think the call had been dropped.

	“Okay, you know,” Angel said, “we gotta just call this off and tell security.”

	“Tell security?” Tia’s voice rose to full volume in shock.

	“I mean, not about our plan, about the bomb.”

	“How do you know security isn’t in on it?”

	“I, well, they can’t be all in on it.”

	“Are you even sure about that?”

	“Um, well,” Angel stammered. “Well, definitely not the Secret Service.”

	“You said they weren’t manning the ship though. Also, it’s the Liberty Guards who are running things here.”

	“There’s gotta be somebody. If the plot is to make this look like Drake was the target and somebody else planting the bomb he can’t have his whole security force knowing. I’ll go right up to the Liberty Guard grunts at the lobby checkpoint if I have to.”

	“I think that’s a bad idea.”

	“Well we gotta do something. This bomb is gonna kill President Hill before he even has,” Angel hesitated, glancing around, “before he even has a chance.”

	“No. No, I got this. I have an idea.”

	“What?”

	“I gotta go. I’m gonna wipe this burner. You should do the same to your mobile.”

	“What are you going to do?”

	“I’m gonna handle it. I gotta go.”

	“But what,” before Angel could continue the call really did end. He glanced down at his mobile.

	“What’s happening?” Rez asked.

	“I don’t know,” Angel shook his head, then set about deleting things from his mobile. “But I think we gotta tell security about this bomb.”

	“That sounds like a bad idea to me too.”

	“Did you hear this conversation?” Angel pointed to his mobile.

	“Yeah, most of it.”

	“Well we gotta tell them, or else President Hill is going to be killed, without having done anything.”

	“I think Luke might be taking care of it.”

	Angel glanced around, realizing that Luke was no longer standing there with them. “Where did he go?”

	“I don’t know. He just said he was going to take care of it.”

	“Fuck. This is a fucking mess. We need to just call all of this off and inform security about this bomb.”

	Angel started to walk back toward the Executive Tower, but Rez held out a hand for him to stop. “I think that’s a really bad idea. I think we should follow that Mr. Roy’s advise and get out of here.”

	“We’re just gonna abandon President Hill?”

	“We can’t do anything for him. Either Tia and Luke are gonna work something out, or not. There’s nothing we can do out here.”

	“If we inform security we can stop this bomb, give them more time.”

	“Except Tia is right. We can’t stop the bomb,” Rez shook his head.

	“If we tell the Secret Service though. If we tell Luke.”

	“They can’t stop it, they’re probably locked out and completely mistrusted by these Liberty Guard people, who also won’t trust us. You’re right that this whole thing is a clusterfuck, but we’re not doing any good fucking the cluster even more. We should get out of here.”

	In reply Angel just stared at him, then turned and stared away toward the Executive Tower. “Alright,” Angel said. “If you want, you can leave. I’m gonna at least try to inform somebody.”

	“It’s a risk to yourself too, Angel.”

	“I know.” He glanced down, then straightened himself up, still staring away at the tower. “But a bomb in a crowded room, it’s gonna kill innocent people. I can’t just walk away.”

	Now Rez also shot a look back toward the Executive Tower and the Senate Wing. “You’re a better man than I, Angel Morales.” He stepped forward and held out a hand. “In case we don’t meet again.”

	Angel looked at this gesture in confusion, then seemed to realize. He shook hands. “I’ll see you on the other side, Mr. Rez.”

	With that they parted, Rez heading toward the emergency stairwell, Angel back across the walkway toward the main structure.

	*   *   *

	In the main auditorium Hill, and other Democrats, had been seated at the long table on the left, from the perspective of the stage. He seemed to have no special position of honor, being part way down the table, in between Gardner and his former cabinet members.

	It seemed that dinner was to occur after the swearing in and speech. The hors d'oeuvres the staff kept coming by with seemed designed more for looks than nourishment; so far Hill had nervously scarfed down a dozen of them and was hoping somebody would come around with more. He also hoped, among the servers coming around, he might spot Tia, if only to get a subtle nod to let him know everything was on track.

	Now, as he sat there, he saw Drake emerge from a side door and take his seat next to the podium on stage. He was followed closely by Chief Justice Benton, in his full judicial robe.

	It occurred to Hill that this might be as close as he ever got to Drake today. There had been no word back about a potential face-to-face meeting, and he had little sense of what the agenda was going to be after the speech and the dinner. Either way it was now far past time he readied himself.

	Looking across the room Hill could see the open doorways leading into a darkened room that, he knew, was being prepared for festivities later that evening. He had no idea if Drake, or himself, or neither would be present at these, but at the moment his focus was beyond this particular room.

	Hill got up from his seat and started to make the long loop around the tables.

	“Hey, where are you going?” Senator Gardner asked. “They’re about to start.”

	“I gotta go the bathroom,” Hill said with a forced smile.

	“There’s one that way,” Gardner pointed behind him.

	Hill shot a look in that direction. “Yes, but there are reporters that way too. I’m gonna slip out to one less used.”

	“Don’t be too long, it’s about to start.”

	This got the senator a smile and a nod, and then Hill rushed off. The adjoining auditorium was now all set up with balloons and streamers set to drop. Hill’s nerves were making him want to snack, and the unpopulated buffet in here felt like another missed opportunity.

	He got out to the hall beyond and quickly wended his way past some of the wing’s side offices. Hill found himself wishing they had decided on a closer drop point. It had been Angel who had picked this one, thinking it would be safer to put it far from the main crowd, but now he found the distance to be conspicuous.

	As he moved Hill felt too exposed. Propelled onward by nervous energy, it was all he could do not to break into a run. He speed walked down a final hall to the bathroom. A janitor’s cart sat parked outside, but he burst in all the same.

	There was another man at the urinal here who paid him no mind, yet made Hill self-conscious about how he was rushing. Then he realized he should roll with it and rushed forward down to the last stall. He waited there, sitting on the toilet and feeling like the most awkward spy ever. When he heard the other man leave Hill got up and reached down under the toilet bowl.

	There was no gun. He looked around, then got down on his hands and knees and looked under the toilet. There was nothing there. He checked under the toilet paper dispense and looked around for any other place a gun could be hidden.

	His nervous energy escalating, Hill moved to the next stall. Fortunately there was nobody else in here to wonder what he was doing. He checked them all, but found nothing. He went and checked under the sinks, under the air-dryer, around the garbage can, inside the garbage can.

	In all his time as president, Hill began to think, nothing had ever gone according to plan. He paused, taking a breath to prevent his nerves from overwhelming him. He really wished he had his mobile with him. He returned to the last stall one more time, just to double check, then looked at his watch.

	His absence was about to get conspicuous. Realizing he had no other choice, he washed his hands, straightened out his tie, took another deep breath, and headed back for the auditorium.

	*  *  *

	The Executive Tower had its own, smaller entrance lobby, next to the elevators and adjoining the Federal Center’s main atrium lobby. At a security desk in the tower lobby Angel found a lone Secret Service agent.

	Angel approached at a run, prompting the agent to push back from his desk as he looked up in confusion.

	“Excuse me,” Angel said. “I have reason to believe there is a bomb planted in the inauguration auditorium.”

	The look at the agent’s face just became more perplexed. “What?”

	“Sorry,” Angel said, catching his breath. “My name is, uh,” with some scrambling Angel grabbed his Federal Center ID, clipped to his suit jacket, and held this up to the agent. “My name is Angel Morales, I was the chief of staff to former President Hill. I have reason to believe there is a time bomb planted beneath the stage in the room where the inauguration is taking place today. Set to go off at noon. Over in the Senate Wing.”

	The agent stared for a long moment, prompting Angel to try to think of other things he should be saying. It was the agent that spoke next though. “Can I see that card?”

	Angel handed over his ID. The agent scanned it with some electronic device, then scooted over to a computer screen behind the desk. Angel watched, breathless, still feeling like he should say more. The agent scowled to himself, then picked up a hardline phone. He held up a finger to Angel as he pressed a button that had an audible ringing coming from the other end of the line.

	“Yes, hello. This is the Executive Tower security desk. I have a credible bomb threat against the inauguration proceedings.”

	There was a pause, in which Angel strained forward a little but was unable to hear the other side of the conversation.

	“No,” the agent, “no, this is Executive Tower security. Secret Service.”

	Angel could not tell what the response to this was, but it was spoken in a louder voice.

	“No, no sir, I’m not making a bomb threat. I have a report there may be a bomb in the inauguration hall.”

	Again the elevated voice responded, Angel not quite able to make out what was being said. “No, sir, I have a credible report of a bomb threat, not an actual bomb. The actual bomb is in your jurisdiction.” The agent was interrupted, and began talking over the elevated voice. “No, no sir, I’m not . . . no. No. Sir, there’s no need to insult me, I’m informing you of a credible security threat. There may be a bomb in the inauguration hall, and the threat is credible enough to warrant checking out, that’s all. I’m not . . . yes, I’ll hold.”

	The agent slumped his head a little and pinched the bridge of his nose. Then he looked back up at Angel, moving the phone mouthpiece aside and covering it with his hand.

	“How did you find out about this, sir?” the agent asked.

	“I was told it was there by a man who claimed to have planted it. He had access to the area and motive.”

	“Where is this individual now?”

	“He fled. I wasn’t able to stop him.”

	“He was here, in the Federal Center?”

	“Yes, I ran into him out by the rear cab pickup.”

	The agent was about to ask something else, but someone on the line picked up.

	“Yes, hello, this is,” the agent skidded to a stop mid-sentence. “Hello? Hello?”

	Angel stood and watched, no longer trying to hear the other side of the conversation.

	“Sir, are you there? I can hear you breathing.”

	The response on the phone this time was completely inaudible, but the sunken expression on the agent’s face communicated enough. “Sir. Sir, you do realize making death threats against a federal officer while in the course of official duty is a federal crime.”

	Shaking his head, Angel slumped down, banging his forehead gently against the high desk top.

	“No, sir, I’m not coming for you, I’m just informing you . . . No, not at all, sir, I simply assumed, as a reasonable, law-abiding person, you would want to be informed . . . Well, sir, I don’t make the laws, I’m just . . . Yes, I suppose it would . . . Yes, sir, I suppose being pardoned would mean you don’t have to worry about the law, but sir, I’m . . . No, sir . . . No.”

	“Is there anybody else you can call?” Angel mouthed at a whisper to the agent.

	“Sir . . . sir, no, I think you should take this seriously . . . No, sir, I’m not coming for you, I’m not trying to hurt you in any way. I believe President Drake may be in danger and that you should look into it . . . yes, I’ll hold.”

	His voice deflated some as he finished. Keeping the phone receiver braced against his shoulder, the agent scooted over to a different hardline phone. He picked up the receiver, pressed a button, and pressed it to his other ear.

	“Who are you calling now?” Angel asked.

	“Our security center.”

	“There’s nobody there.”

	“There’s always somebody there.”

	Angel started to reply, but then decided against it. He could not hear the other end of this second phone line either, but he watched the growing concern on the face of the agent as he sat there without anything happening.

	“I’m gonna go talk to the Liberty Guards at the wing entrance,” Angel said. “Maybe they’ll be more reasonable.”

	“Uh, sir, wait,” the agent started to call, but Angel was moving even before he finished the sentence.

	He got out into the main atrium lobby. Some reporters and late arrivals still buzzed around the central entrance, opposite Angel on the other side of the central fountain. Angel circled around, breaking into an all out run, to get to the entrance to the Senate Wing.

	A half-dozen Liberty Guardsmen loitered around the security checkpoint here. They all looked up in surprise when they noticed Angel approaching. He ran up to the closest one, then stopped to lean over and catch his breath.

	“Bomb,” Angel said through heaved breaths. “Bomb.”

	“What?” The guardsmen said, the others stepping forward to gather around.

	“There is a bomb,” Angel at last composed himself, standing up straight and looking the soldier square it the eye. “Sir. I have reason to believe there is a bomb in the inauguration hall.”

	“The inauguration hall?” The guardsmen asked, sounding almost like he did not even realize what was going on that day.

	“The auditorium, the conference room, where President Drake is being inaugurated. I believe there is a legitimate threat to his life.”

	“A threat to Drake’s life?” The soldier blurted this out in a way Angel could not discern as either shocked or incredulous.

	“I believe so. I was told by a credible source who claimed to have planted the bomb.”

	“Hey,” another of the guardsmen pointed at Angel. “Aren’t you one of those libtards?”

	Angel looked at him, blinking a few times as if dazzled by the question. “My name is Angel Morales. I was the chief of staff to former President Hill.”

	“Pff, Hill was never president.”

	“I, um,” Angel stammered, then turned back to the original guardsmen he had addressed, hoping for a better response. “Whoever he was, it doesn’t matter. I’m telling you there is a bomb in the inauguration hall.”

	“That is a good question,” the original guardsmen said, leaning back a little and bracing his hands on the butt of the submachine-gun he had strapped across his chest. “Why should we believe some Satanist who runs up here shouting about a bomb?”

	Angel looked around at the critical stares he was receiving from the soldiers, and a thought suddenly alit on him. “Gentleman, I am telling you there is a threat to Drake’s life. If I were really out to get him, why would I be warning you? If I wanted Drake dead I could just say nothing and wait for the bomb to go off.”

	This seemed, at least at first, to get through. Angel suppressed a smile as he saw the guardsmen looking around at each other in contemplation.

	“He’s right,” the lead one said. “The president may really be in danger.”

	“He needs us,” another one of them said.

	“You gentleman know what to do,” the lead one said, then turned to Angel. “Will you join us?”

	“Um, sure, of course.”

	“Alright, bring it in.”

	All of them stepped forward, forming up in a tight circle, arm’s on each other’s shoulders. Angel was at first in the middle of this ring, but then a couple of them opened up, creating a spot for him. Angel watched in total surprise, reacting without thinking, as he found himself putting his arms over the shoulders of two of these much taller guards, completing the circle.

	All of the Liberty Guardsmen bowed their heads and closed their eyes. Angel continued to stare without comprehension.

	“Dear Lord,” the lead guard said. “We pray to you, at this crucial hour, to ensure the continued safety and prosperity of the greatest president in this history of this country, ever, Cornelius Drake, and to ensure his unholy enemies . . .”

	“Guys,” Angel said, speaking over the guardsmen. “Guys.”

	There was a pause, then they all opened their eyes and turned to him. “Guys, what are we doing?”

	“We’re sending President Drake our thoughts and prayers.”

	“That’s,” Angel tried to say something but found he had no words.

	“Hey guys,” came a voice behind them. Turning, Angel saw a Secret Service agent about to move past the security checkpoint. In addition to his suit and sunglasses he carried a large duffel bag over his shoulder. In one hand he had an American flag folded into a tight triangle, like might be placed on a coffin at a military funeral. In his other hand he held up a badge toward them.

	His mind still racing from what was happening, it took Angel a few seconds to realize this Secret Serviceman was Luke. Again he was about to say something but found no words forthcoming.

	The lead guardsmen waved Luke on through. He slipped past the metal detector and headed on into the Senate Wing lobby.

	“Sorry about that,” the lead guards said as he turned back to the others. They once again bowed their heads and closed their eyes. “Dear lord, we pray to you . . .”

	“Guys, guys,” Angel said. “Guys, sorry to interrupt, but I don’t think I was clear before. There is, for real, a bomb about to blow up President Drake.”

	“We heard you,” another of the guardsmen said. “That’s why we’re praying.”

	“That’s, um, sure, not a bad thing, but don’t you think we should go over there and, you know, do something about the bomb first.”

	“We are doing something. We’re sending our thoughts and prayers.”

	“But, guys, the bomb is going to explode and kill President Drake unless we do something.”

	Still another guardsmen now interceded. “It’ll go off or not by the will of the lord.”

	“I, um,” Angel found himself stammering again.

	“That’s why we’re praying. With God all things are possible.”

	“You, um, don’t you think we should at least go check it out. The bomb, I mean.”

	“It’s not for us to decide these things. If it’s God’s will that President Drake be spared, then no bomb will stop him.”

	“And it is God’s will,” the lead guardsmen said. “He’s chosen President Drake to lead this country back to glory.”

	“Amen, hallelujah.” Some of the other guardsmen tilted their heads up or nodded in agreement.

	“That’s, um,” as he tried to say more Angel found a combination of hard and perplexed stares being fixed on him. “Okay. Sorry for interrupting.”

	“That’s alright,” the lead guardsmen said. “Um, where was I?”

	* * *

	Arriving back in the kitchen Tia looked around and saw a serving trey filled with more hors d'oeuvres. A different server was moving toward these, but she rushed forward to intercede.

	“I got it,” she said, scooping up the trey and heading out before the other server had a chance to respond.

	She took this straight on into the main auditorium. At the front end of the room, opposite where she stood, the heads of the Nationalist party were still gathering on the stage, and as yet nobody had taken to the podium.

	Slipping off to one side Tia made her way down the long line of flags along the edge of the room. As she got closer she saw that Hill’s seat was presently unoccupied. Nevertheless she continued forward until she came to that seat, now not more than twenty feet away from the main stage.

	Setting her trey down at Hill’s unoccupied spot she crouched down and leaned in toward the man next to him. Senator Gardner was watching those on stage and did not see her at first. “Excuse me, sir.”

	The senator jumped a little as he spun toward her. “Whoa! Please, don’t sneak up . . .” He paused as he actually took a look at her. “I . . . I’m sorry, but have we met before? You look incredibly familiar.”

	“Yes we have, but that’s not important right now. Angel Morales needs to speak with you. He’s probably in the Executive Tower, or maybe the main lobby, right now. He says he has a message for you that he needs to deliver in person. It’s apparently very urgent.”

	“Angel Morales?”

	She kept up a constant, wild-eyed smile as she continued. “The president’s, President Hill’s, chief of staff.”

	“I know who he is. Why is he in the lobby?”

	“Apparently he’s not on the invite list, but he says it’s of vital importance that you come speak with him immediately.”

	“Right now? The inauguration is about begin.”

	“Sir . . .”

	“Also, why is one of the waitresses delivering this message?”

	“Sir, I’m not a waitress.” Tia leaned in much closer to him. “I’m someone you know and should trust.”

	“Why should I trust . . .”

	“Senator,” she said firmly.

	“No, if Angel wants to talk to me he can contact me directly.”

	“Senator Gardner.” Tia reached out and grabbed his forearm in a gentle grip. He turned to look at her anew. “Sir. Back before the war, when you were on the judiciary committee, every year around Christmas your wife would get these elaborate pies in weird non-circular shapes that she would give to all your overworked legal staffers, and they would invite over the Supreme Court clerks for a big party, and I know that because I was among them.”

	He cocked his head a little as he stared at her. “Did you use to clerk for Judge Thornton?”

	“Senator, we knew each other in a past life. Unless the next time you want to meet is in the next life, I suggest you go find Angel, right now.”

	Gardner stared at her further for a second, then glanced back at the stage. “This better be as important as you say.” Tossing his napkin onto the table Gardner got up and rushed out of the room.

	Tia picked up her tray. Sitting on the other side of Gardner’s now empty seat was Senator Wilkerson. He had watched the exchange and was now staring at Tia with an intent look.

	“You.” Wilkerson said. “What are you doing here?”

	“Hors d'oeuvres?” she held out the tray to him.

	Wilkerson did not break eye contact with her. “What was that about?”

	Tia shot a glance around the room, but saw nobody else observing this exchange. She leaned in to speak quietly to Wilkerson. “Angel Morales is in the main lobby. He said he had an important message for the senator that he could only deliver in person. He said it was urgent. It might concern you as well.”

	“Angel Morales? He’s for certain there?”

	“That’s where he said he’d be.”

	With a perfunctory gesture Wilkerson tossed his napkin on the table. “That’s good enough for me.” He stood, then turned to the men next to him, his friends Senators Pickett and Salazar. “Come with me.”

	“What?” Pickett said.

	“For real. You guys need to come with me, right now.”

	The two glanced at each other, then shrugged and got up to follow.

	“What’s going on?” On the other side of Tia were Stafford Carver and Neil Sutherland. They had been talking to each other but noticed now as all the senators got up.

	“Angel Morales is in the lobby,” Wilkerson said. “He has an important message for us.”

	“What?”

	“I suggest, gentleman, that we all go find out just what Angel wants.”

	“Right now?”

	Wilkerson glanced at Tia. She gave him a decisive nod.

	“Right now, I’m afraid.”

	With that Wilkerson walked out of the room. The two cabinet members exchanged looks, then moved to follow.

	At the front of the room Larry Elmo got up from his seat and climbed up to the podium. “Alright,” he said into the microphone. “Alright, looks like we’re about ready to get started.”

	As attention throughout the room focused on the stage Tia began making her way back down the long table.

	***

	Taking an alternate route back, Hill found himself rushing down a central hallway toward the rear side of the auditorium. There were a longer route, but there were fewer reporters this way. As he approached he could here the muffled sound of a speaker coming from the open auditorium doors.

	Before he could actually reach the doors though he was intercepted. A vaguely familiar man wearing a suit and sunglasses, and carrying a duffel bag, stood in front of him.

	“Mr. President,” Luke said.

	“I’m kind of,” Hill started to say even as he tried to rush past.

	Luke was much quicker, moving to intercept. “President Hill, please.”

	Hill stopped to actually look at this man. “I’m sorry, I don’t really have time . . .”

	“Mr. President, I have something for you. From Speaker Alexander.”

	This got a critical stare from the former president, who stopped trying to rush forward and just stood there. “What?”

	With a flourish Luke produced a flag that had been tightly wrapped into a triangle. “I was going to deliver this to her son back on Long Island, but I think they would prefer you have it now.”

	“I’m, uh, I’m honored, but could we maybe talk after . . .”

	“It’s important, Mr. President. To me. Please, take it.”

	Holding the flag in one hand, Luke reached out with his other hand to grab one of Hill’s arms. The former-president was too surprised to resist. Luke took his arm and laid out Hill’s hand on top of the flag.

	As he did, Hill felt something hard and not at all like a flag underneath his palm. He looked down at the package in surprise, then back up at Luke, who gave him a single nod.

	“I, um, thank you. Of course, I’m honored.”

	Luke bowed his head again and stepped out of the way. “I’ll let you go, sir.”

	Without looking back, and forcing himself not to look down at the wrapped flag, Hill rushed onward.

	By the time he slipped back into the auditorium Drake was already at the podium taking the oath of office. Hill began making his way toward his seat, down an aisle crowded by people already in their seats on one side and flags on the other.

	Across the hall, in a doorway leading over to a loading area, Tia spotted Hill. Right away she moved to intercept him. At the doorway though the caterer boss was standing, and with a lightning chop of her arm she interceded in Tia’s route.

	This got the boss a withering look. She responded in kind, and spoke in a harsh whisper. “We’re suppose to stay clear until after the speech.”

	“What?”

	“I got specific orders from the president’s,” she glanced about for the word, “chief or something, I think. Servers stay clear until after the speech. The president doesn’t want anything interrupting or something.”

	Tia watched Hill enter the auditorium. She took a deep breath, avoiding eye contact with the caterer boss, and turned to walk away. As she did though she kept glancing over her shoulder, satisfying herself that the boss had gone back to watching the proceedings. As soon as she could Tia picked up her pace, heading to loop around toward the adjoining auditorium.

	The actual oath was so short that, even with Justice Benton reading it and Drake repeating, it was over before Hill got back to his seat. As the oath concluded and Drake stepped up to the podium the room rose in applause. Doing so everyone pushed back their seats almost to the rows of flags that crowded the edge of the room. Hill was forced to stop moving and remain where he stood, joining in the ovation.

	Drake gave a few waves and nods to the crowd. “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you.” He checked his watch. “Thank you, everyone.” He checked his watch again, then tapped his finger on the podium while he waited for the applause to die down.

	As everyone sat back down Hill resumed making his way back toward his seat. Up on the podium Drake spotted him, and smiled. “You know,” he said. “I was gonna save this for later on in my speech, but, ya know, bipartisanship is so lacking these days, and I want that kind of note to be the start of my presidency. President Hill.”

	Drake gestured toward Hill, who had just arrived back at his seat but not yet sat down, confused as he was about which was his since there were several empty chairs around his spot. He was focused on the chairs and took a second to realize Drake had said his name. He looked up with a dazzled expression, freezing in place.

	“President Hill, since you’re already standing, would you join me up here?”

	Hill’s mind raced at the possibilities, as if he were seeing a winning lottery number come up. He realized it was a good thing Drake had taken him by surprise with this announcement, because the look of shock on his face hid the overflowing joy. His chance to get close to Drake looked like it was going to be delivered to him.

	“You want me to join you?” Hill asked dumbly.

	“Right now, up here on stage. I want everyone, I want the country to know that whatever our differences, that there is still a spirit of bipartisanship in this city.” Drake stepped down from the podium and gestured, holding his arms out as if he might embrace Hill as soon as he arrived.

	Hill took a deep breath and started toward the stage. He hugged the flag he still carried to his chest with both hands, doing so in such a way that it concealed his right hand reaching into one of the folds, where he found purchase on the gun. He had no notion of what kind it was, how it would fire.

	As he made the long, epic walk, he realized then just how long it had been since he fired a gun at all. It had been before he went into politics, maybe even before he graduated college, and certainly before all the economic crisis, energy shortages, terrorism, and war had brought the country to this point.

	Drake edged his way along the stage, squeezed in between people sitting at the head table and the row of flags back there. As he got past Larry, the lobbyist stood up as well and started to clap. This prompted others around the room to do the same, though without rising from their chairs.

	There was a Liberty Guardsmen in full dress uniform standing on the end of the stage, at the top of the small stair leading up. He offered a hand to help pull Hill up, but Hill waved this off with a smile. Then he was standing on stage, just a few feet from his goal.

	There were a trio of Nationalist senators sitting along the stage table. Hill recognized them all as long time senators, former Republicans who he knew because they had voted with him on the Electoral College certification, though he could not remember any of their names. All of them scooted their chairs in as much as possible to create an aisle for Hill and Drake, even as they continued to clap and twisted around to watch.

	Drake still held his arms out wide. Hill walked toward him, extending his own arms out wide, mirroring Drake. Then, however, he brought his arms in again, reaching back into the flag fold, his right hand closing on the grip of the gun.

	In as smooth a motion as he could manage Hill pulled out the gun just as he came within a step of Drake. He did not bring his other arm in to support the weapon, did not aim, did not even think. He leveled the gun as best he could and fired.

	The round hit Drake in his left side chest. His face, for a brief second, distorted in confusion. Then he was falling, in slow motion as far as Hill could tell. There was a ringing sound echoing in Hill’s ears, and he realized it was from the gunshot, which must have been quite loud though he could not quite remember hearing it.

	Still moving without thinking Hill dropped the unfolding flag and brought his left arm in, gripping the handgun with both hands now, arms extended, trying to line up a center of mass shot. Just as he went to fire something grabbed his right arm. The gun jerked upward and a shot went off. This one impacted Larry, who had been standing behind Drake, in the left arm. The lobbyist flinched backward, stumbling into the flags as he gripped at his wound.

	The Liberty Guardsmen who had grabbed Hill’s firing arm let his momentum continue forward. He tackled Hill, allowing his larger mass to drive the former president to the floor and pin him in place.

	All of it took less than five seconds to play out. The audience had not even finished applauding before Hill was tackled. A collective murmur that in total became louder than spoken words echoed through the hall.

	“Aggghhh,” Drake cried out.

	More Liberty Guardsmen were now rushing the stage. They crashed and shoved through the crowded aisle to get to the wounded or else to help secure Hill. The former president lay flat on his chest, unable to move. The soldier managed to grab his left arm while still pinning Hill with his weight. He moved the arm around behind Hill’s back, twisting the arm to put him in a hold, though Hill did not and had no intention of trying to move. His right arm was extended out, though in the fall the gun had been knocked loose. It lay a few inches away, just out of reach, yet going for it again seemed futile.

	The guardsmen got up off Hill as he grabbed his right arm as well, puling this around to join his left arm. He had Hill positioned to apply handcuffs, but had none at hand, and so just remained like that, holding the former president in place.

	Straining his head around Hill looked forward, toward Drake. More Liberty Guardsmen were surrounding him now, ripping at his clothes to look at his wound. The narrow space between the head table and the clutter of flags though was giving them little room to operate, and they tripped over each other as they went.

	Beyond Drake, Larry was half standing, half leaning against the flags, ignored despite some profuse bleeding from where he clamped his right hand over his left upper arm.

	“We . . .” a gasped noise came from Drake. “No, no.” His hands waved as he seemed to try to shoo away the soldiers around him.

	“Mr. President. Mr. President, you’ve been shot. Please hold still, sir.”

	“No. No!” Drake writhed more. “We have to get off the stage.”

	Out in the audience most people were now on their feet. From near the stage, Senator Simon Johnson, another old-school Republican, shouted, “what is going on there?”

	Justice Benton, standing on the far side of the stage from Hill, turned to answer. “The president has been shot.”

	This sent another low gasp through the crowd.

	“Everyone!” A Liberty Guardsmen appeared at the front of the room, standing in front of the stage, holding his arms up for attention. “Everyone, please, I need you to clear the room. If everyone would . . .”

	“Nobody move!” There was a sudden commotion on the right side of the room. People turned to see Tia standing there. She stood with Senator Barlow, her erstwhile assaulter. She had her back pressed against the wall, an arm around the senator, and a pistol pointed at his head. “Nobody’s going anywhere.”

	More of the Liberty Guardsmen had by now entered the room and, not realizing what exactly was going on, drew their weapons and pointed them toward Tia.

	“Hold your fire,” their commander at the front of the room said. “Everyone hold your fire! Remain calm. Let’s all just . . .” he waved his hands in a downward motion.

	Tia turned a little to face the other politicians standing at the nearby table. They were a collection of senior Nationalist congressman and Supreme Court justices. The all looked on with horrified expressions as this server woman with a crazy look in her eyes held a gun to one of their own. Barlow himself seemed more confused than frightened, looking around at the soldiers scrambling about pointing guns in his direction and seemingly oblivious to the one pressed against his head.

	“You,” Tia shouted to the Nationalist politicians. “Move toward the stage.” She pressed the gun tighter against the head of her hostage and then jerked him forward, moving toward the stage herself. “Go on! All of you, toward the stage!”

	Up on the stage Drake continued to speak with a strained voice. “What? Fuck, what is happening? Larry?”

	“Fuck,” was Larry’s only reply.

	“Mr. President, please try to hold still.”

	“No. Fuck, no,” he waved his hands again, trying to drive away the men applying pressure to his wound. “No, we need to get off the stage.”

	“Mr. President please,” the guardsmen said, then looked up. “I need you people to all clear this area.”

	Judge Benton made an exasperated gesture toward the hostage situation. The guardsmen, behind the podium, could not see. He looked confused, then stood up.

	“Everyone!” Tia was still shouting, driving her hostage forward and penning in the other politicians. They crowded together as they moved forward, some climbing onto the stage, or onto its stairs, or pressing their way along its front. “Keep moving. Onto the stage.”

	“No!” Drake said, his voice a hoarse croak only those right around him could hear. Hill strained his head up again to look at his rival. “No.” With the soldiers who had been working on him all suddenly distracted, Drake managed to push himself to a sitting position and prop himself against the wall.

	Hill let his head fall and quietly thud against the stage. It seemed he was about to be arrested and his wound to Drake had not been fatal. The final, totality of his failure came crashing in on him, and he choked back a flood of tears.

	“Mr. President, please,” the guardsmen realized he was moving and returned to applying pressure. “You need to hold still.”

	“We need to get off the stage.” With another exertion of will Drake raised his voice, shouting as best he could. “Everyone needs to get away from the stage!”

	“Nobody fucking move!” Tia shouted down below. The politicians were all still staring at her in shock and horror. She had kept her back pressed against the wall, Senator Barlow a shield between her and growing squad of Liberty Guardsmen now in the room and covering her with their own drawn firearms.

	Up on stage Larry let out a laugh. It started as a chuckle, then grew, becoming a sort of hearty belly laugh that then had him wincing in pain.

	“Oh fuck,” he said, then started laughing again and looked down at Drake. “You fucking idiot. You’ve killed us all.”

	Drake stared at him, then lifted up his watch. He saw the seconds ticking down to noon. He tried to summon the breath to cry out again, but his lungs seemed spend. All he could do was watch as the second hand passed its last few ticks toward vertical.

	Then the bomb went off.
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	It was almost midnight when Angel, after three weeks away, came stumbling back to his house. Although the power was on in his neighborhood most places had their lights off. Angel himself felt so beleaguered and beaten, lights may not have mattered anyway. He navigated home on memory, his feet moving automatically, his mind elsewhere.

	At the door he fumbled with his keys, unaware that the porch light was on. He let himself in and stumbled into the living room.

	“Hello, Mr. Morales.”

	The voice got Angel to literally jump. He steadied himself against the wall and looked around, realizing now that the light in here was turned on as well. Standing next to the big television he had not used in months was The General of the Free Court, once more wearing her nondescript camouflage uniform. Sitting on the recliner chair near her was the Burned Man, his face wrapped up, his flak jacket hanging open. Near the far side of the room, at the opposite doorway, were Cowboy and Annina. Both looked more ostentatious than ever, Cowboy in rhinestone boots, glittering star-outline glasses with no lenses, and a bullet-proof vest covered in glitter; Annina with a glitter emblazoned cross on her tabard and a chain mail coif on her head.

	“Holy fuck,” Angel said in a yelp. “Oh geez, you scared me.”

	The General had her arms folded, leaning back against the television stand, and at first did not react in any way.

	“What are you doing here?”

	“We came to meet you.”

	Angel looked around. “How did you get in?”

	“Your back door was unlocked.”

	He looked over to the hallway leading to the back. “Fuck. It’s probably been left unlocked for weeks.”

	“It seems you survived the day.”

	Angel turned back to her, about to say something, then drew a deep breath. He walked over and collapse onto his couch, peeling off his suit jacket and loosening his tie. “Yeah. Let’s just say things did not go as planned.”

	There was some furtive glances among the Free Courters. “Everything seems to have worked out though, right?” Cowboy asked.

	“Are you kidding me?” Angel stared as he worked his tie all the way off.

	“Drake is dead. Mission accomplished, right?”

	“Thomas is dead, too. So are a whole bunch of other people.” Angel paused, looked at the tie he had just removed, then tossed it away on the floor.

	“You are not as sanguine about this as I expected,” The General said, in a rather melancholy tone herself.

	“We started a riot. I barely escaped the Green Zone with my life.”

	“Number one,” The General said, “I don’t think you can say it was us who started the riots today. And number two, did you really think coming home now would be safe?”

	“I, well, no, honestly,” Angel tossed his hands in defeat, “ but I had nowhere else to go.”

	“FoxUltra was naming you specifically among the ‘conspirators’ they claim planted the bomb to kill Drake,” Annina said.

	“Great,” Angel said sarcastically. “So does that mean people are coming to kill me?”

	“Definitely.”

	“So, wait,” he suddenly looked up and about at the Free Courters. “Is that why you’re here? First rule of assassination, kill the assassin?”

	“That only applies if your goal is to not get caught,” The General said. “We’re already getting blamed for this without evidence.”

	“We’re getting blamed for everything bad that ever happened to anybody,” Cowboy said.

	“Also,” Annina said, “it looks like all the assassins are already dead.”

	“So then why are you here?” Angel asked.

	“We came to offer you a ride,” The General said.

	“A ride?”

	“Out of town. We’re getting out of here, thought you might want to come along.”

	Angel looked up and around at all of them one at a time, trying to read their passive stares.

	“You don’t have to come with us,” the Burned Man said, “but I wouldn’t stay here if I were you.”

	Angel continued to look around, his gaze wandering farther now to the distant corners of the room, and perhaps further still. For a long while he said nothing at all, and the Free Courters just stood and watched.

	“A ride, huh?” Angel said.

	“We’re heading north, out of town,” The General said. “We’re gonna go to ground. You can come with us, or we can drop you off somewhere along the way.”

	“Do you have something else pressing you need to do here?” Aninna asked.

	“Hmph, no,” Angel shook his head. “I didn’t know what I was going to do even before Thomas died.”

	“Is there anything else in this town left for you then? Or in this house? I notice all you’re pictures are turned to face the walls.” Annina gestured around, prompting everyone, even Angel, to look themselves. In addition to some pictures hung in the hallway there were some on the television stand or on side tables, all turned away.

	Angel swallowed hard and hung his head. “My wife.”

	“Your wife?”

	“She disappeared, a few years ago. She worked for an environmentalist non-profit.” He took a deep breath. “I have no idea what happened to her. Actually, that’s not true, I know exactly what happened to her. I just didn’t want to think about it.”

	“I’m sorry,” Annina said. “If talking to fellow survivors helps, we’re the right people.”

	“Huh,” Angel gave a mirthless chuckle, then wiped his eyes and looked up again. “Yeah okay. Fuck it. I’ll take you up on that offer.”

	“Grab your things,” The General said as she took a step toward the door.

	“Right now?”

	“We leave as soon as you’re ready.”

	“In the middle of the night?”

	“In the middle of a war. Let’s go.”

	A few minutes later Angel left his house with the Free Courters, not even bothering to lock his front door. He dragged a wheeled suitcase behind him to where an army troop transport was parked just across the street. Angel marveled at how he had not noticed the thing there when he first got home, even in the darkness. Its tires were big enough that a ladder was needed to climb into the back, and it loomed over the street with a presence that could be felt even without seeing.

	Its diesel motor sent a roar through the neighborhood as it got underway. A half-dozen other people were riding in the back. Angel paused to glance around at the flak jacket drag queens and cos-players and eclectically dressed weirdos.

	Angel was at the very back of the truck, up against the tailgate. The General sat next to him, and across from them was a girl with a riot of rainbow hair. She sat slumped over, her hair in a sad droop that hid her face.

	“So what are you guys gonna do now?” Angel asked, to The General and her followers now seated around them.

	“We’re going into hiding.”

	“What?”

	“Hiding,” The General turned her stare toward him. “We’re going to ground.”

	“Doesn’t that mean,” Angel paused, glancing among the Free Courters nearby who were all listening in now. “Does that not mean waging some insurrection? Guerilla warfare?”

	“No, not at all. We’re not going to be fighting any war,” The General said, turning away to stare off into the night. “We’re not going to be killing any more people.” She paused, then shrugged. “Not if we can help it.”

	“So where exactly are you going then?”

	“Central Pennsylvania. Coal country. As it turns out, a,” she paused, considered the word, “an acquaintance of ours, happened to own an abandoned coal mine up there that he had converted into a giant post-apocalyptic bunker. Part of some survivalist fantasy or something. Anyway, he’s dead and the place is ours now. It would be pretty ridiculous for a single person, but I’ve invited everybody from the Free Court who’s tired of fighting to join me there.”

	“In an underground bunker?”

	“Or the surrounding lands. We’ve taken the whole area.”

	“It looked like a nice place to settle down,” the Burned Man, sitting next to Shamana, leaned in to say.

	“You’re serious?” Angel asked with widened eyes.

	The General shrugged and looked around at her underlings. This got a smirk from Cowboy. “It’s a nice little fortress,” he said, “with some nice equipment and some nice farm land nearby. Go there and set ourselves up as local warlords if we want. Or just cut the roads in and hunker down until everyone realizes the stupidity of all this.”

	“Then,” Angel again paused, trying to process the placid stares around him. “Then that’s it? Just run and hide?”

	“You would rather we continue the fighting and violence?” The General asked.

	“No. Well, maybe. I don’t know. I wish we could continue the fight without violence.”

	“That ain’t happening,” Burns spat out this retort.

	“Yeah, okay,” Angel said with a heavy sigh. “That’s it then, huh? We’re slipping away in defeat to go hide somewhere?”

	“What makes you think this was a defeat today?” The General asked him.

	“How was it not?” He held her stare for a second before realizing she was just going to return his questioning look. “I mean, we weren’t winning before, and today we just made things worse.”

	“How so?” Annina asked.

	“Well, there are dozens of cities rioting right now, including Philadelphia.”

	“Most of those cities were rioting before the bomb went off.”

	“They were, but Drake’s death made it worse. Not just his death, all the others.”

	“The others?” Cowboy gestured with a tablet computer he was carrying. “According to this, in addition to Drake, a couple dozen other Nationalist congressmen and the entire Supreme Court were wiped out in the blast. Personally I call that an unalloyed good. But even if not, we didn’t plant that bomb, and we weren’t involved in any of those riots, so I’m not sure how we made anything worse.”

	“We’re getting blamed for it. They say Hill planted the bomb, that it was strapped to him, calling him a suicide bomber.”

	“They were going to blame us no matter what,” The General said. “They were going to make stuff up about how we’re baby-eating Satanists no matter what we did.”

	“I guess so.” Angel sank a little further in his seat.

	“So, um,” Annina stared at him. “Do you really think we’re worse off now than we were this time yesterday?”

	“Maybe not. But it’s going to get worse.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	“Drake was officially sworn in. That actually makes him the shortest tenured president in U.S. history, but it also means he officially was president.”

	“So what does that mean?” Annina asked.

	“It means that determines the line of succession. Vice-president Alton, who should have been sworn in last weekend, he’s out of the picture. Drake never appointed a vice-president.”

	“Probably because he was afraid that would put pressure on him to resign like he agreed, even though he never intended to.”

	“Because it would put pressure on him, yes, and because he was paranoid. But since the vice-presidency is vacated the rules of succession devolve to the Speaker of the House. Who at the moment is Myron McDonald.”

	“Don’t know him.”

	“He was, is, one of the group that call themselves Lib Owners. Nationalists.”

	“So you’re saying we didn’t really change anything?” Cowboy asked.

	“Unless this guy is an admitted war criminal,” the Burned Man said, “he can’t be much worse.”

	“No, that’s not it,” Angel shook his head without looking up. “He’s a Nationalist, but he’s not. They’re fake Nationalists.”

	“What?” they all asked.

	“They ran as Nationalists to get elected, and they talked like Nationalists on the news streams. But they’re not, they’re liberals, extreme liberals. They own their liberalism. They voted with Speaker Alexander on every issue.”

	“I did hear about that,” Annina said. “I didn’t actually believe it.”

	“Does that make him the perfect president?” Cowboy asked. “Keep feeding shit to the Nationalist voters while never actually doing anything they want?”

	“The president is going to get a lot more news coverage than some congressman,” The General said. “I’m sure this charade won’t last much longer.”

	“Bingo,” Angel pointed at her. “He managed to fool the news streams and his constituents, but not the rest of congress. They know the score. Southern states are withdrawing their congressional delegations. Congressmen are already leaving town.”

	“So I’m still wondering what the bad part of all this is?” Cowboy said.

	“The bad part is that this is the prelude to civil war.”

	“We’re already in a civil war,” The General said.

	“It’s,” Angel slumped forward, rubbing his hands on his face. “No, this is worse.”

	“You keep saying that,” Annina said. “I still don’t understand how things got worse.”

	“The west doesn’t count. Two-thirds of Americas live east of the Mississippi.”

	“We’ve been fighting out here for the past year as well.”

	“Details. The point is there is a block of southern states that will declare secession before they accept a liberal president, and McDonald isn’t going to try to placate them or negotiate with them like Hill tried to do. He’s going to stick a finger in their eye and call for a new constitutional convention. That’s his big, pet issue. He’ll have the votes in congress to start it, and when the southern states don’t send delegations he’ll have the votes to turn the whole thing into a runaway convention and completely rewrite the constitution.”

	“So what does that mean?”

	“So unlike the first civil war the southern states have a military advantage. They’ve got state guards and militias mobilized, and Secretary Quinn commands these Liberty Guardsmen, who are really just what’s left of the army and marines that’s gotten back from Asia and haven’t defected and gone home.”

	“You think this Quinn will back the southern states?”

	“Of course. The guy goes around talking in a fake southern accent. He thinks he’s the reincarnation of General Lee or something.”

	The General looked over at Cowboy, then gestured for him to hand her his tablet. “Do we still have internet access here?” she asked.

	“We will until we move into the next neighborhood over,” Angel said, glancing out the back of the truck. There was no activity out on these streets, but most of the street lights were still on.

	Working on the tablet, The General pulled up a news stream and got a video queued up. “I don’t know about the motivations of this Quinn guy, but the reincarnation of Lee he is definitely not.” She passed the tablet along to Angel. “I assume you haven’t seen this.”

	Angel sat up to take the tablet and press play. The video was not a full news segment but instead the kind that pasted the text of a story, reduced to some pithy sentences, over still images.

	‘Army deploys lethal force against protestors on National Mall.’ As the video continued Angel shifted his attention to where this particular news stream was displaying the full text of the video in a side bar. He started reading.

	‘Forces at Pentagon launch artillery strikes and cruise missile attack into unarmed protestors,’ The concise summary of the video continued. ‘National Guard troops at protest caught in crossfire. Commander disobeys order for more missile strikes, Pentagon responds with artillery barrage on Norfolk.’

	Trying to read the full text and watch the video left Angel a little disoriented. “What?”

	“They’re attacking their own,” the Burned Man said.

	“They launched artillery at Norfolk? Why Norfolk?”

	“That’s where the cruise missiles were being launched from,” Annina said.

	“So,” Angel looked between the tablet and the Free Courters, trying to absorb all of it at once. “Wait, I’m not following all this.”

	“Hmph,” Cowboy suppressed a chuckle. “You can say that again.”

	“If you follow some of the links you’ll find an interesting story from a Pentagon source,” Annina said.

	Angel tapped on the hyperlink. This got him a story in text only. He held up the notebook and started skim reading.

	“Let’s see. A Pentagon staffer . . . spoke on conditions on anonymity because he feared his life might be in danger.” Angel glanced about with a concerned look, then continued. “Um, according to a Pentagon staffer . . . Quinn . . . watching news . . . became visibly agitated when he witnessed a favorite reporter killed by pro-Drake demonstrators at a rally on the National Mall.” He looked up from the notebook again. “They aired that video?”

	“You can follow the link to it right there.”

	Angel grimaced and instead kept reading. “Uh, so . . . Quinn ordered artillery and missile strikes against the crowd in the National Mall, despite presence of peacekeeping soldiers under his command on the scene. Uh, strikes were launched. Quinn orders more. Commander of ships docked at Norfolk refuses to launch more missile strikes. Quinn orders long range artillery at Richmond turned on Norfolk ship yards. Reports of ships burning at ship yards, including the aircraft carrier USS Enterprise.”

	Angel continued to skim over the article without reading aloud. At last he looked up again. “What is this?”

	“You know as much as we do now,” The General said.

	“Told you it didn’t make sense,” Cowboy added.

	“This . . .” Angel gestured to the notebook.

	“It’s what we’ve been hearing all evening,” Annina said. “Dude gets mad when his reporter girlfriend is killed, starts attacking everything. Some of his troops obey, some don’t, chaos ensues.”

	“He was attacking pro-Drake demonstrators?”

	“There were pro-Drake militia members occupying the mall, and refugees, in addition to Quinn’s own troops.”

	“But he specifically launched these attacks against the pro-Drake militia, against the Nationalists. Aside from the fact that his own troops ended up as collateral damage. It also says here that artillery at the Pentagon has begun shelling the refugee camps north of D.C.”

	“That’s what we’ve heard as well.”

	“But, those refugee camps,” Angel stammered, gesturing helplessly at the tablet and looking about in total confusion. “I mean, those people, they were fleeing you, weren’t they?”

	“Some of them,” The General said. “Some were fleeing the New Ohio Peacekeepers or Farmageddon. There were a lot of different refugees there.”

	“They’re more Nationalists though. Or at least, I don’t,” Angel shook his head. “They’re people likely to support Drake. And Quinn.

	“They’re his own people.”

	“This . . .” Angel gestured helplessly at the notebook again. “And people followed these orders?”

	“Sounds like the ones who didn’t got killed by the ones who did.”

	“This,” Angel held up the tablet, tilting it back and forth as if it were some visual illusion that would make sense from the right angle. “No. They can’t possibly be this stupid.”

	He looked up and about again, hoping for some kind of affirmation of this statement. Instead the Free Courters just starred at him.

	“You know,” The General said. “The first Civil War wasn’t actually a civil war.”

	Angel drew a deep breath. “How do you figure?”

	“The United States at the time was a bunch of loosely united, independent states. The southern states, when they seceded, they seized control of all the Federal buildings in their states pretty easily. Right away they became a functional, independent country. What we call the Civil War was actually a war between two fully independent countries with their own armies and their own mostly stable governments. The North conquered the South, but just like with Iraq or Venezuela, the occupation went poorly and eventually the North withdrew.”

	“So what makes an actual civil war?” Angel asked.

	“An actual civil war is what we’ve been fighting here all along. Unstable and weak central government. Multiple military forces without clear sides. Open rebellions. Armed groups without uniforms operating in civilian areas. Terrorism and insurgency. THIS is the Civil War, and if this General Quinn is siding with the southerners, then this first round has not gone well for them.”

	Outside their truck passed some invisible barrier, into a darker suburb, and a moment later the internet connection on the tablet gave out.

	A little further along they linked up with an armored fighting vehicle and a light tank drone in the parking lot of an abandoned grocery store. This little convoy rolled out and onto the freeway, driving at less than freeway speeds because of the frequent potholes and total lack of streetlights.

	“So you’re declaring all this a victory today, huh?” Angel asked.

	“It’s as good as I could have asked for,” The General said.

	“So now it’s just retire to the countryside?”

	“I doubt it’ll be that pleasant, but it’s a chance for something better.”

	Angel glanced around among the Free Courters, lit now only by the interior light of the transport truck and the headlights of the armored vehicle behind them. “And you invited me to join you?”

	“I’m inviting anybody that fought for us,” The General said.

	“That includes me?”

	“Fighting doesn’t necessarily mean wielding a gun. It can also mean delivering one.”

	Angel shook his head and stared into space. “I barely did anything at all today. I found out about that bomb before it went off and I still couldn’t do anything for Thomas.”

	“From what I’ve heard President Hill died a hero, and you are as well for what you did.”

	“Is that really all there is to it?”

	“I already said, you fought with us, you risked your life,” The General said softly. “You expect some ulterior motive on our part?”

	Angel turned to look out the back of the truck, at the armored fighting vehicle trailing right behind them. Its lights were all of the world he could see in that direction. “Can I ask you something else?”

	“It’s a long drive ahead of us. Go ahead, Mr. Morales.”

	“Why did you do it?”

	“Do which?”

	This got Angel to pause, as if he had not quite considered this response. “Any of it. You were fighting an insurrection against martial law, I know. Why rise up on New Year’s Eve? Why take those drones and launch a scorched earth campaign across Pennsylvania?”

	“Would you believe I was riding a wave not of my own creation?” The General said, staring him dead in the eye as she spoke. “That none of us are truly in control of this situation at all?”

	“That makes sense. I was hoping for a different answer.”

	“I wish I could give you one.”

	Angel turned to look out the back again. He let his arm dangle over the tailgate, feeling some of the wind eddies that swirled around the back of the truck as it drove.

	“Was it worth it?” he asked.

	“Which part?”

	“Any of it? Thomas told me, when he first told me about your whole plot, he told me you had given up any pretense of being right, morally right. He said you were just fighting to stay alive, to Hell with everything else. He was, I don’t know, he was distraught. He kept asking if what you had planned, if assassinating Drake was really justified.”

	“I take it you agree with him.”

	“I agreed with him on a lot of things, which is why I worked for him for so long. In the end he felt like he had no other choice, even though he thought history would judge him harshly.”

	The General drew in a deep breath. “I don’t have any reservations about what we did, or about the outcome. But you asked the right question. I’m not sure it was worth it.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“The Free Court started out to fight Nazis. There’s no other word for them. That’s what I thought we’ve been doing this whole time. But now I wonder if we were fighting Nazis the same way Indiana Jones did.”

	Angel stared at her with an askance look. “Indiana Jones?”

	The General smirked as she continued. “In Raiders of the Lost Ark,” she paused to look at him. “You’ve seen Raiders of the Lost Ark, right?”

	“A long time ago.”

	“Well the thing about that movie, Indiana Jones is the hero fighting the Nazis, but ultimately everything would have turned out exactly the same if he had just stayed home. Without our hero there the Nazis would have gotten the medallion and from that they would have captured the Ark of the Covenant, which they did anyway. Then they would have opened it and had their faces melted, which they did anyway. Our hero was nothing more than a witness to the whole thing. That’s how I feel. Like nothing would have turned out any differently had I just stayed home.”

	“Seriously?” Angel asked.

	She turned to meet his confused gaze. “Drake blew himself up. The Liberty Guard blew themselves up. Our enemies were so detached from reality they self-destructed. Did we need to be there to provoke that? Or would they have just blown themselves up on their own?”

	“Drake would not have planted a bomb if Thomas had not been at the inauguration.”

	“In theory. He might have been targeting other people with it too.”

	“I don’t think he would have taken the risk if he wasn’t killing someone who directly threatened his power.”

	“You may be right. From what I’ve heard it was maybe my people that helped promote the clusterfuck in D.C. today too.”

	Across from them there was a slight whimper and shutter from the rainbow haired girl. She pushed her hair back and looked up at them, tears in her bloodshot eyes.

	The General just stared with her arms folded. Angel looked between them, then leaned forward. “Um, are you okay?”

	Shamana stared back at him, then shook her head. “No.” She wiped away some of the tears.

	“When this all started,” The General turned to say to Angel, “I sent some people down to D.C. on a risky assignment. One of them had been,” she paused, glancing across the way, “close, with Shamana.”

	“It was complicated,” Shamana said.

	“Uh-huh. We got news today from that group. A couple of them survived, but . . .”

	“Oh,” Angel nodded.

	“My people, the survivors, they did report that they may have started the D.C. battle. They said they were being chased by a mob of militiamen, ended up running right into a standoff between the Liberty Guard and other militias. They thought it might have been the spark that set off the powder keg, and that sparked the stupid overblown response from that Quinn guy.” The General turned away and resettled herself in her seat.

	“So it sounds like you guys had a big impact on things,” Angel said.

	“Maybe. I don’t know. The powder keg was all arranged before we got there. If we hadn’t set them off something else would have.”

	“You think that means you’re not responsible?”

	“I’ll gladly accept responsibility if it’s warranted. I have no qualms about anything we’ve done, and if it was all necessary, then I’m glad we were here. If it wasn’t though, if we could have just stayed home and watched these guys implode,” she shrugged. “That kind of stings, actually.”

	“I’ve never thought about that before,” Angel said.

	“No?”

	“When you work with politicians, I guess you take for granted that actions have consequences, and so does inaction. It never would have occurred to me to ask if I could have gotten the same results by doing nothing.” He glanced back out into the night again, watching the road speed by at the edge of the armored fighting vehicle’s headlights.

	“For what it’s worth,” Annina said to Angel, “I agree with you. I think we did play a role here, and things would not have turned out the same without us. In fact, I, uh,” Annina started to say something, then all of a sudden her voice caught. They all looked at her as she sniffled and started to choke up.

	“Forgive me for what I’m about to say,” she said over a lump in her throat. “Maybe it’s good all of this happened.”

	“Good?” Shamana asked, turning to her and pushing her hair away again.

	“Good that we slaughtered a bunch of people and started a humanitarian crisis?” The General asked.

	“It’s at least good we got rid of Drake,” Cowboy said.

	“Like I said, I hope it was worth it.”

	“Not just that,” Annina said, tears still half-formed in her eyes. “I mean. God, I feel terrible just thinking this, but, I mean, maybe it’s good that all of it happened.”

	“All of it?” Cowboy asked.

	“All of it. Everything.”

	“As in?”

	“Everything. The war, the arrests, the martial law government, Drake. Everything, not just what we did, but,” she looked away, her voice trailing off. “Everything.”

	“You think it’s good that millions died in Nationalist prison camps?”

	“I don’t. I don’t think that’s good. I just, I don’t, I mean, I’m trying to say,” she started to stammer as he voice broke up again.

	“I think I understand,” Angel said. “It’s like, if Hitler doesn’t kill millions of Jews, does the modern state of Israel get founded? Do we get humanitarian interventions elsewhere? Do we get the Geneva Convention?”

	“More than that,” Annina said. She paused, taking a deep breath to resettle herself, then looked straight at The General. “I mean, from what I saw, the killing at Camp Arcadia was pretty indiscriminate. But not entirely. The people that died were, I mean, I don’t mean to say they deserved it, but the people that died first, they were the arch-liberals. They were the actual communists, or the people who thought the solution to racism was being prejudiced against white people, or people that thought the best way to stop environmental damage was human extinction. You don’t hear about a lot of that anymore, and not just because they were all silenced out of fear. A lot of people that made those arguments are dead.”

	“You’re saying that’s a good thing?” Cowboy asked.

	She sighed and turned to him, wiping a tear from her eye. “Before all this, the war and martial law and everything, would you have ever joined forces with someone like me?”

	Cowboy stared at her, blinking a few times in surprise. “That’s a good question. Would you have joined up with someone like me? An unapologetic, queer, cross-dressing freak?”

	“That’s the thing. I don’t think I would have. I was an unrepentant, self-righteous, Christian leftist, Jesus freak.”

	“Well, if nothing else,” Cowboy said, then paused, turning to meet her gaze. “I’m glad we got to be freaks together.” He held out a fist, and Annina bumped hers against it.

	“I am too,” Annina said. “This is the first time, maybe ever, that I felt like I have a home.”

	“So it’s good all this happened because it worked out for us?” Shamana sat up and asked with a hard edge to her voice.

	“Not just that. It’s that,” Annina stammered again before finding the words. “It’s like, we act like we’re monsters, The General calls us monsters all the time. But we aren’t. We never were. We were the reasonable ones. When there were calls for ceasefires we honored them, tried to let the rule of law prevail. We only attacked the martial law government when Drake declared he wouldn’t honor the ceasefire terms. We only started rampaging across Pennsylvania when we couldn’t negotiate with those conspiracy theorists. When we had the opportunity to run and hide we took that rather than level a town, and when we had the opportunity to end this with a single assassination instead of starving a city we took that option too.”

	Annina looked about at the Free Courters around the transport, all of them listening intently now to her words. “We’re the reasonable ones. The left-wing extremists that might have sabotaged us once, they’re all dead. It’s just, you know,” she looked down and sighed. “It gives me hope that maybe something better is possible, something other than civil war and bloodshed.”

	“For that to work,” Burns said, his gravely voice rumbling into the conversation, “the other side would need to go through the same process.”

	“I know, and I would not wish that on anybody.”

	“Me either,” Cowboy said. “Even those people back near Allentown. Even, you know,” he paused and sniffled a little himself. “Even after what they did to James, they didn’t deserve to be, you know, gunned down like that.”

	“I would love the chance to join forces with some reasonable right-wing counterparts of ours,” Annina said. “At one time I thought those militias gathering down in D.C. might be just that. But if Izzy’s last report is to be believed, they’ve devolved to human sacrifice.”

	“I wanted to work something out there too,” The General said. “I never thought we would be able to, but I wanted it.”

	“They needed someone like you,” Annina said to The General.

	“Yeah, where was the right-wing equivalent of The General?” Cowboy said. “Someone who talked a big front but was at least trying some side negotiations.”

	“You don’t think there was anyone like that?” Burns asked rhetorically.

	“I don’t know. All I ever saw were people out of touch with reality who ended up shooting themselves to spite us.”

	“I don’t think I’m any bastion of civility that should be emulated,” The General said. “I definitely would not want to meet my right-wing doppelganger.” She grimaced as she glanced away in thought.

	“What we really needed,” Burns said, “was the right-wing counterpart to that President Hill.”

	“You’re right,” Cowboy nodded. “He still wanted a non-violent solution even after they killed his grandson in cold blood. He was a bigger man than any of us.”

	“Thomas had a right-wing counterpart,” Angel said. “A fellow congressman. They worked together on compromise legislation.”

	“What happened to him?” Annina asked.

	“He was killed,” The General said. “Murdered by Nationalist extremists who thought he was weak.”

	The whole truck fell silent, as if in recognition of not only this single death but all it represented.

	“That about sums it all up, doesn’t it,” Cowboy said. Prompting some slight nods and murmurs of ascent.

	“Well,” Annina said after another bout of silence. “I guess, if I could go back in time and stop the Nationalists from ever taking power, I would. But since this is the world I live in, I think we should be thankful we have a chance at some kind of happy ending.”

	“Do we have a chance?” Angel asked.

	“You don’t think we do?” The General turned to him in reply.

	“Not if we give up.”

	This got Angel several perplexed looks. “You think we’re giving up?” The General asked.

	“You’re not continuing the fight. You’re fleeing, heading to some hole to hide in. I don’t blame you, I’m doing the same thing, but it sure sounds like giving up.”

	“I think our goal has been accomplished, Mr. Morales. We’re going home as victors.”

	“This is a pretty somber victory ride.”

	“It was a pretty somber victory.”

	Angel paused and studied her face in the low light of the truck. “What was your goal then?”

	“Preventing a new right-wing government from taking over and restarting the Nationalist program of arrests and death camps.”

	“You think you’ve prevented that?”

	“It’s civil war. No government of any kind is taking over.”

	“That seems like a pretty low victory standard.”

	“I told you it was somber.”

	Angel sat up to look more directly at her. “Have you really prevented any of that though? The Nationalists are still in charge in a lot of states, and now there’s nobody at all to act as a check on them going to the same extremes again.”

	The General met his stare, then grimaced and shook her head. “We did what we could.”

	“So that’s it? You were willing to slaughter civilians and torch cities to save yourselves, but won’t do anything for anybody else?”

	“You think I should be doing something else?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe not. But just saving yourself seems kind of selfish, don’t you think?”

	“Who do you propose I should be saving?”

	“Well,” Angel tossed a hand toward the night. “Everybody. Everyone you can. That’s what Thomas thought, and that’s why I worked for him. Maybe it was stupid idealism, and maybe that got him killed, but he thought of himself as the president of every American, and he’d have tried to save everyone he could. He’d have tried to save country, the nation. He’d have tried to save the Union.”

	The General returned his stare with an incredulous look. “Those things can’t be saved.”

	“Well not if we just run away.” He turned from her gaze and shook his head. “God, what am I doing? Am I really running away from this?”

	“Do you want us to stop and let you off?”

	“No. No,” he shook his head. “I guess that makes me a hypocrite.”

	“Angel.” She pronounced his name correctly, which got him to look up at her again. “There is nobody and nothing else we can save. The Free Court was never going to usurp the Nationalists, overthrow their state governments and free the people they’re still terrorizing. We were never going to restore order in the west and defeat all the murder militias out there. I feel bad for all the people on Nationalist hit lists in Nationalist states, and if any of them can escape to us I’ll welcome them. But I can’t conquer those states and free all those people. There’s a bunch of crazy people that are going to set about killing each other now, and we can’t save them from their own lunacy.”

	She paused, considered her words before continuing. “We can’t save the nation, there never was a nation. America has two nations, or four, or maybe nine. We were never one nation. We were different peoples merged together by an empire. We can’t save that empire, it was already squandered in a global war. We can’t save the country, it’s already overrun. We can’t save the Union, nobody wants a union anymore, not if it includes their enemies. The economy, moral progress, a bright technological future, the American way of life, we can’t save any of them, they were all lost even before the Nationalists took power. We can’t save the constitution, it’s already been burned.”

	She looked at Angel, holding his gaze, blinking a few times. “There’s nothing else left, Angel. We have nobody to save but ourselves.”
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