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PEEKSKILL

1 his is an emergency alert issued on behalf of the
United States government. An attack on federal
property occurred in Boston, Massachusetts last

evening. This is a federal offense. The perpetrators remain at

large and answer to the names of: Amanda Burrow, Chiara

Burrow, Joseph Connolly, Ethan Ramsey, Victor Reyes, Bene-

dict Schultz, and Harrison Young.

While the Justice and Protection Division is doing every-
thing in its power to capture them, President Starkley is urging
all citizens to remain on alert. Be aware of your surroundings.
These criminals are highly dangerous. If you notice anyone or
anything suspicious, please contact your local Justice and
Protection Division immediately.”

Amanda pressed her cheek next to the cool windowpane,
hiding her face as much as possible from the people
surrounding her, and stared outside. The vibrations of the bus
engine rattled against her skin. They had to be close to Westch-
ester County by now. The trip had taken longer than if they had
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just driven themselves. But driving a stolen car belonging to a
dead JPD officer—an officer she had killed—certainly would
have put a target on their backs. Thankfully, unbeknownst to
her, Joe had pocketed a stash of cash from the JPD officer she
had shot in Boston. They used that earlier this morning to
purchase the bus tickets, yet even now, Amanda questioned
that decision. When would a fellow passenger click on an
emergency text or news alert on his or her phone? The
passenger would then see her picture, or maybe that of Chiara
and Joe, who sat in the seat behind her. Any second now
someone could glance up and recognize them as the highly
dangerous criminals.

She gazed at the bleak sky overhead. A distant plane
climbed higher and higher, soon passing into thick clouds and
out of sight. Maybe Ethan sat on that plane. Or maybe he had
already safely crossed the Atlantic, on his way to Antwerp—
without her.

The buzzing of the emergency broadcast system inter-
rupted the chorus of the pop song on the radio, followed by the
replayed announcement. She cringed inside, dreading the
moment when she heard her own name said aloud. “This is an
emergency alert issued on behalf—"

“Oh, you gotta be kidding me.” The oversized man sitting
next to Amanda shook his head. “This must be the fiftieth time
were hearing this. Someone just shoot them, and get it over
with already!”

Amanda raised her eyebrows and nodded, her voice caught
in her throat.

The portly man pulled a bag of cheese puffs from his duffel
bag, stuffed underneath the seat. He opened it and popped a

few in his mouth, licking the cheesy debris from each finger
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with a certain fastidiousness. He extended the bag toward
Amanda.

“Hungry?”

“Uh, no thanks. I'm fine.”

He shrugged one shoulder and shoved a handful of puffs
into his mouth. His cheeks bulged, but he managed to still
speak, little specks of crumbs flying from his lips. “I turned five
criminals into the JPD just last week. Theyre crawling like
snakes all over the place. The only solution is to wipe ‘em all
out.”

“Yeah, for sure.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “We’re
pretty close to the next stop, right?”

“Huh? Next stop?” He peered past her and out the bus
window; she wrinkled her nose at the pungent cheese scent on
his warm breath. “We’re crossing the Beacon Bridge now. Then
it’s just a 1i'l down Route 9, and we’ll land in Peekskill. Is this
your first time coming here or something?”

“Im just on a school break. Visiting some family, that’s all.”

The bus followed the traffic across a long bridge, passing a
few boats that dotted the choppy waters of the Hudson River.
All along her journey this river had seemed to follow her.
Maybe she would finally be able to follow it back home, back to
the peaceful Adirondacks with her father and sister.

Not long after, they passed a correctional facility, an
imposing fence topped with barbed wire lining the perimeter.
The sprawling brick building stood as a fortress while a watch-
tower loomed like a giant, patrolling the area. Row after row of
windows stared like blank faces at her; what prisoners might
live there, cut off from the free world outside?

The bus stopped at a red light at the busy intersection of

Route 9. Amanda observed a hamburger joint out her window.
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A young woman, around her age, walked out of the popular
chain, fumbling with her purse and pausing on the sidewalk ...
maybe searching for her phone. Two older men with dark
countenances exited their nearby vehicle and confronted her.
The woman looked up, fear in her eyes, and raised her hands in
a helpless gesture. One man seized her wrist, roughly pulling
her toward him. The other man held out a scanner, the red
laser light flashing against the pale skin of her forearm. She
tried to pull away, but the man clenched her arm ever tighter,
his face wrinkled in disgust. The men exchanged glances and
shoved the woman to the pavement. Her purse flew to the side,
the contents spilling over the sidewalk. Then the men began
kicking and pummeling her helpless body. She curled into a
ball, covering her head with her hands, but her assaulters
continued to beat her. Even over the noise of the bus engine,
Amanda caught the woman’s terrified, high-pitched screams.

Amanda watched, horrified in disbelief. A few people
neared the restaurant and glanced at the scene. Yet, instead of
coming to the defenseless woman’s aid, they carefully stepped
around the trio and entered the restaurant, as though they had
seen nothing of importance.

The light turned green and the bus pulled away. Amanda
craned her neck, her breath coming quickly, hoping to leave the
scene on a hopeful note: maybe some savior coming to the
victim’s assistance. But instead her last sight was the men’s fists,
rising and falling on the woman’s motionless body.

The man next to her jeered. “Serves her right, that idiot.
Should've known the JPD would be checking for NCP
membership.”

Amanda’s stomach churned, and she covered her right arm

with her left hand, as though that weak defense would
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somehow hide the fact that she didn’'t have the NCP member-
ship chip implanted underneath her own skin.

The bus followed a twisting, circuitous route as it wound
between two steep walls of rock on either side of the road. Ever
higher the road climbed, with the waters of the Hudson
following them far below. Amanda stared at the sights they
passed: a family-owned body shop, the lot filled with dented
and rusted vehicles; a small Mexican restaurant, complete with
a cheesy cactus sign out front; a traffic circle with no traffic, the
surrounding shops boarded and closed. Amanda furrowed her
brow: it seemed hard to believe this place lay just outside New
York City. It felt more like a small, sleepy town far from any
population center.

But no. Maybe she shouldn’t consider it a sleepy town; she
looked upon a frightened town. That had to be the reason she
saw so many houses and shops boarded up, windows smashed
to pieces, no trespassing signs and caution tape surrounding
porches or entryways. The Justice and Protection Division
clearly ruled here. NCP posters lauded “freedom from the law”
on telephone poles, sides of buildings, and storefronts. She
gulped: how would they possibly find her dad in a place so
hostile to the opposition?

The bus came to a stop, and the passengers sprung from
their seats, anxious to finally depart. The man next to Amanda
swung his bag over his shoulder, nearly slamming her in the
face. Amanda darted a glance at Joe and Chiara, standing
behind her. They wore emotionless masks and didn’t look in
her direction—a safety precaution surely.

Amanda followed the flow of traffic off the bus. She met the
cold March air gratefully and walked intentionally away from

the other passengers, assuming Joe and Chiara followed her.
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She looked to the left and sucked in her breath: a JPD officer
stood nearby, staring at each passenger exiting the bus.
Amanda pulled her hood over her head and hurried her steps
as fast as she dared without appearing too frantic.

But where would she go? She looked up and down the
street: a pharmacy, a corner deli, a used bookstore. Two men
sauntered toward her on the sidewalk, guns in holsters on their
hips: probably more JPD officers. This place was crawling with
them! Amanda made an about-face and darted into the book-
store, praying that Joe and Chiara would safely follow her.

“Good afternoon!” A chubby-faced woman waved at her
from behind a box of books. “Can I help you find anything?”
The woman wore a noticeable “I Stand With the NCP” pin on
her tight-fitting sweater.

“Uh, no thanks. Just looking.” Amanda gave a weak smile
and moved toward the back of the shop. The front door soon
opened, and Amanda caught the sight of Joe and Chiara now in
the shop.

“Hi there!” The woman flashed a big smile, the mole on her
left cheek rising with the effort. “What can I do for you young
folks?”

“Oh, nothing. We're just looking.” Chiara tucked a strand of
blonde hair behind her ear.

“Give me a holler if you need anything.” The shop woman
turned to her pile of books.

Amanda waited in the back corner of the shop, watching
Joe and Chiara draw closer until they stood about ten feet
from her.

“Are you looking for any book in particular?” Joe turned to
Chiara, his eyebrows raised. Amanda knew he spoke to her too.

Chiara frowned. “I have no idea actually. No idea at all.”
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Joe exhaled. “Lots of choices out there.”

“And we might choose the wrong one.” Chiara inclined her
head around the bookcase, surveying the area. Then she darted
a glance in Amanda’s direction.

Amanda bit her lip. They had no plan. They landed here in
Peekskill, where somewhere their dad and the opposition
group were located. But how could they find them, especially
when the JPD patrolled the area with such control and unfor-
giving dominance? Her heart beat faster, anxiety clutching at
her lungs. They had no plan. Ethan would have known what to
do: he would’ve figured something out. Just this morning, only
a few hours ago, he had stood in front of her in the gas station
parking lot. But then he left, and now she was alone ...

She shut her eyes for a second, recollecting herself and
willing the lump in her throat to depart. No, not alone: she was
never alone anymore. She pictured Morgan’s face in her mind’s
eye, his blue eyes full of the serenity she sought. Morgan, show
me where to go. Lead me to my father.

She opened her eyes. Joe and Chiara each flipped through a
book, silent—waiting for her direction. One thing seemed
apparent: they couldn’t stand in this bookstore all afternoon.
And they likely wouldn't find their dad today. So, at the bare
minimum, they had to find a safe place to spend the night.

The door to the bookstore opened. Joe and Chiara’s heads
shot up, staring toward the front of the store. A child’s voice
called out and an adult answered. Amanda relaxed her shoul-
ders and then approached the others.

“We can't just stand here. This has to look sketchy.” She
lowered her voice to a whisper. “Look, we just need to find
somewhere safe to spend the night.”

“Hey, check this book out.” Joe spoke loudly and handed
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Chiara another book. Then he spoke under his breath. “Fine,
but where the heck is somewhere safe?”

“We can keep walking outside. Maybe we’ll find some-
thing?” Chiara shrugged.

“The three of us walking together might raise some red
flags, but—" Amanda stopped mid-sentence. The door of the
shop opened again. She strained her ears, trying to listen over
the sound of the child’s jabbering in the next aisle over.

“Hi there! Can I help you find something in particular?”
The shop owner spoke.

A man answered in a deep baritone. “Not something. Some-

one. Three someones, actually.”

1

Damn that punk. Little does he know—I've got help.

Barrett remained tied up in his Cambridge, Massachusetts
kitchen, mouth stuffed with a napkin and taped over with
industrial-grade duct tape. He had no apparent means of
escape. His pockets emptied, Barrett waited for the execution of
his plan. He hadn’t lost this fight, and Ethan hadn’t won. Ethan
might claim victory here but this was just one skirmish in the
war ... the war that Barrett would eventually win.

I hate that little waste of life.

CREEK!

The door leading to the garage opened loudly, perhaps
from the force of the man who opened it. A very tall, muscular
man entered, gun in hand and a thin, black leather skull cap
covering his shaved head. Violent and borderline obscene
tattoos covered his forearms and neck. A solitary gold hoop

earring glimmered in the light of the overhead light.
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He inspected the house like a dog sniffing every corner, gun
out and ready to shoot someone dead. Peering out the front and
side windows, he locked the front door with a click. The situa-
tion was stable for now.

“They gotchu good, huh, boss?” Tyrell started to guffaw,
self-assured that the house was empty. “Lemme get you outta
this real quick in case them bastards return.”

Tyrell untied his boss as fast as a sailor would undo a knot,
cutting the rope around Barrett’s wrists with powerful snips,
and then removing the duct tape with olive oil, ripping out
some of Barrett’s stubble.

Barrett shouted out a base profanity.

Despite all his manhandling, Tyrell proved one of the best
bodyguards Barrett had ever had. In his fifth year of service,
Tyrell was truly the best of the best. But first and foremost,
Barrett was damn smart to have him on hand that night,
crouching in the corner of the garage, ready to pounce like a
powerful mountain lion.

But he had to remember that, right now, Tyrell was all he
had. He couldn’t appeal to anyone in Starkley’s Cabinet. Not
even the more moderate Secretary of State, Clint Hill, would
touch this volatile case; not that Barrett would even want to
grovel at those jerks’ feet for help anyway.

“Man ...  wish that kid woulda seen me hiding there in that
garage. Would have killed ‘em all ... maybe next time.” Tyrell
stared off into the distance, focusing his attention on no partic-
ular object. “How’d your reunion with your son go, boss?”

“Take a look, and see for yourself!” Barrett gritted his teeth
slightly as he shook his arms and legs to lessen the cramps of
tied-up confinement. “The bastard’s still breathing, but so am I,

and that’s all that really matters. Let the NCP take care of him.
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He’s their problem now, not mine. He’s as good as dead out
there.”

Barrett waved his hands somewhat feverishly. “We don’t
have much time at all. We’ve got to get the hell out of here and
precisely now. The JPD will be looking for Lance, who’s lying
dead over there, when he doesn’t return to the station. They’ll
know my mission failed—if they don’t know already. My
chance to show those jerks allegiance has slipped through my
fingers, not that they would have trusted me anyway. I need to
lay low for a while until I've got some compelling collateral
that’ll give me the upper hand again.”

“Okay.” Tyrell's monosyllabic reply revealed his lack of
understanding of the situation and the swiftly forming plan.

“You got my old credit card, the one I had under that jani-
tor’'s name? I used it for pleasurable purchases to get around my
ex-wife, if you know what I mean.” Barrett’s attention drifted
for a moment, remembering something he wished he had right
now. Maybe later.

“Yeah, boss—I've got it here in my pocket.”

“Fine—Tlet’s roll. You drive me to some random rental home
in Maine, which I'll book on the way, and we’ll be safe ... for a
while. We’ll take your car.” Barrett rubbed his hands together.
He was always one step ahead of them.

Snaking through the side streets of Cambridge and passing
through Harvard Square, they followed a serpentine path to get
out of the Boston metro area. The JPD blocked intersection
after intersection looking for any clues in the case of the
arsenal bombing, making their escape that much more
difficult.

“Damn it! They've got some sort of checkpoint ahead. Go

around it! Go around it!” Barrett raised his voice from the back-
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seat of the gray Civic and gave the back of the driver’s seat a
heavy punch.

“Boss, I can’t. That’s it.”

A burly man with a thin red mustache and sunglasses—
despite the night hour—stared at Tyrell. “License and party
registration.”

Tyrell fumbled around his compact car’s glove compart-
ment, tossing some old pens, crumpled papers with insurance
information, and the car’s owner’s manual onto the car floor.
Finally he found his license.

But by now the JPD officer had turned away and stared at
the car behind them, his gun raised.

BANG! BANG!

Barrett craned his neck to spot a man lying on the roadside,
blood pooling around his still body.

The JPD officer turned back to them, grabbing the paper-
work from Tyrell. “That guy thought he could make a break for
it. That’s what happens when you don't listen to the JPD.” The
officer threw the license back into the car. “Give me your hand.”

Tyrell held up his hand, and the officer pulled a scanner
from his pocket. The rice-sized chip within his flesh between
his thumb and index finger proved the right combination to
prove party membership with his license.

“Go ahead.”

The rest of the drive passed without incident. Once they got
on I-95 and out of the metro area, they had pretty smooth
sailing.

“I got us a place in Scarborough.” Barrett crossed his arms.
“Looks like a miserable dump, but it’s the best I could find on
short notice.”

They arrived just before dawn. “This may be a craphole, but
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no one in the NCP will bother coming here to look for us.”
Barrett smiled slightly with self-inflated glee. “I've got to use my
company’s software to find the weak underbelly of the NCP and
use it for my own advantage.”

I've got to look out for number one.

The determined mantra of his entire life reverberated once
again in Barrett’s head. “I'm not working for any party now. I

am my own party. And I always win.”



2

THE COMING DAWN

manda froze. Joe gripped Chiara’s hand.
“Now, listen here,” the shop owner said. “You've
come into my shop about five times this week. I
can't keep stopping my work to deal with your dirty business! I
just got a new shipment in, and I've got to unload it, and I'm the
only one on for this shift. I've got a business to run here,
alright?”
“Shut your mouth or we’ll permanently end your business
—and your life!”
“Daddy, where are the stories about the unicorn and the
fairy?”
“Fine, I'll answer your questions, but keep in mind this is a
private business—”
“The NCP is everyone’s business and if you're not willing to
assist, then we’ll arrest you, just like all the other dirty traitors
and scumbags in this city!”

“Daddy, can I get these three books?”
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“Hold on, honey, I got a message from work I've got to
check.”

Joe crouched down, pulling Chiara with him, and scurried
to the back of the store, waving for Amanda to follow them.

The shop owner’s voice rang with impatience. “Who are
you looking for now?”

“Three individuals. We suspect they may have arrived in
Peekskill today. These are the images.”

Joe opened the back door that read “STAFF ONLY.” As soon
as Amanda followed him through, she shut it with trembling
fingers.

The baritone voice seemed to call after her. “The first one’s
named Amanda Burrow.” A cold sensation of dread poured
over Amanda.

“Come on, this way!” Joe sprinted down the hallway, Chiara
and Amanda at his heels.

“What if there’s no way out back here? They’ll have us
cornered!” Chiara called.

“Better start praying then.” Joe opened another door and
quickly shut it: a closet, filled with cleaning supplies.

Chiara and Amanda scrambled, opening and closing the
doors available to them: a bathroom, an office, a supply closet.
Amanda grasped the door handle at the far end, her palm
sweaty and blood pounding in her ears. The door opened to a
shadowy staircase, going up and down.

“Let’s go!” she called, already racing down the staircase, Joe
and Chiara directly behind her.

They emerged on a back alley, away from the stares of
people on the street. It connected to a path that followed
behind the adjacent street buildings. “Keep going,” Joe urged.
“That JPD officer will be out here any minute.”
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They ran down the dirt path, navigating around piles of
junk, discarded building materials, and garbage. Bright lights
from the buildings around them shone against the growing
darkness of the March evening. Still, they fled, seeking the
safety of a place unknown to them. For now, they were together
and the JPD officer remained out of sight. That’s all that
mattered.

Then, minutes later, they hit a brick wall. They had reached
the end of the path; the only available escape was down the
alley back to the street.

Joe squinted behind them. “I still don’t see the JPD officer.
But he’d have to be a complete idiot not to follow that path. It
was the only real escape for us.”

“So he’ll be here any minute. Great.” Chiara rubbed her
arms. “What do we do now?”

Amanda turned toward the street. “We could keep
running.”

“Or hide.” Joe scanned the alley. The scent of fried food
filled the air and Amanda stared up at the windows above
them, spotting dishes and hearing the clanging of pots. They
apparently stood next to a restaurant.

Amanda walked over to the large dumpster nearby, filled
with black trash bags. A cloud of flies hovered over the garbage.
She gripped the edges of the dumpster. “Want to give me a
boost up, Joe?”

A chuckle stopped them cold. “I've got a better option for
you.”

The three of them whipped their heads, right to left,
seeking the unfamiliar, female voice that spoke to them from
an unknown place.

“Down here.” A pale hand waved at them in the darkness.
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Amanda peered closer: an open window in the basement of the
building held the face of a woman, looking up at them with a
friendly expression. She waved them toward her. “Come on,
hurry up if the JPD is after you.”

Chiara, Joe, and Amanda exchanged glances. Who was this
who offered them help? Could they trust her? But then, above
the sounds of the restaurant kitchen, came the heavy stomping
of running feet, coming down the dirt path toward them.
Without another moment’s hesitation, the three of them scram-
bled to the ground, crawling and then lowering their bodies
through the open window into the darkness of the basement
below.

Joe reached out a hand to Amanda as she jumped down to
the floor of the basement. At that moment, a pair of black boots
flew past the window, down the alley and to the street.

Joe let out a low whistle.“We just missed him.” Chiara
wrapped her arms around him, placing her head on his
shoulder.

Amanda breathed a sigh of relief and turned around to the
woman who stood in the shadows a few feet in front of her.
“Thank you for helping us.”

The woman stretched out a hand, placing it against the
concrete, unfinished basement wall, leaning her body against
it. In the darkness, lit only by the exterior lights overhead in the
alley, Amanda could just see the outline of the woman’s face,
which slowly slid to the floor as she lowered her body to a
sitting position. Her voice came faint and whispery. “Well, it’s
not exactly comfortable, but no one’s discovered us yet.”

Amanda crouched down as well, wanting to be on eye level
with the woman. “Us? You and your family live here?”

The woman huffed in reply. “No. Not my family.”
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Joe and Chiara took a seat next to Amanda in the awkward
silence that followed. Amanda couldn’t tell if the woman
invited questions or if she preferred to end the conversation.
Thankfully, Joe came to the rescue.

“We just got into Peekskill today,” he began. “Didn’t expect
the JPD to be on our tail so fast.”

“The JPD owns Peekskill. Now that New York is only open
to NCP party members, they are slowly expanding their control
outward from there. I wish I could’ve gone further, but here’s
where I reached and here’s where it ends for me. [—” The
woman stopped, breaking out into a dry cough, hacking into
her sleeve.

Amanda waited until the coughing fit ceased and the
woman rested her head back against the wall. “The JPD is
searching for you too? Are you part of the opposition?”

Amanda just made out the woman’s head, shaking from
side to side. “No. Oh gosh.” She rubbed her eyes. “I feel like my
life is nothing I expected it to be. I mean ... if you only knew.”
She laughed bitterly. “I'm a registered member of the NCP.”

The tiny hairs on the back of Amanda’s neck stood up. Joe
tensed beside her.

“But you have nothing to fear from me, not now at least.”
The woman sighed. “About eight months ago I was living in
Queens with my husband. I worked as a management consul-
tant for a large enterprise in Manhattan. I loved my job and I'd
just gotten a promotion. My husband and I were active
members of the NCP—we had been for years. We attended
weekly meetings and gave significant contributions to the
party.”

Chiara leaned forward. “So what happened?”

“I found a lump. Out of the blue, one morning in the
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shower. I reassured myself that it had to be a cyst or something
benign, you know? I mean, I was in perfect health. I have no
family history of breast cancer and experienced no other symp-
toms. But the doctor came into the room after my biopsy and
told my husband and me that’s exactly what I have: stage four
breast cancer. He gave me twelve to fifteen months to live.”

Amanda swallowed. “I'm so sorry to hear that.”

“Well, youve already shown more sympathy than my
husband. Once he heard my diagnosis, he immediately began
researching the nearest quarantine area.”

“Hoboken.” Amanda remembered listening to her
estranged roommate, Nikki, reveal that her father went to a
quarantine area. “It’s in Hoboken, New Jersey, right?”

“That’s the one.”

Joe scratched his head. “What about treatment options?
Surgery or chemo or something?”

“Oh, I attempted all those, over my husband’s protests. I had
my own savings, which I gladly would have used for any kind of
treatment or clinical trials—anything to try and fight this
cancer. But doctor after doctor refused to see me. ‘Why bother?’
they said. Stage four is one foot in the grave and the other on a
banana peel. They didn’t consider me worth the time, effort,
and money. They all advised me to get it over with and end my
life instead of dragging it out in one prolonged struggle. No one
would give me a chance. I belonged to the walking dead.”

Amanda stared at the face in the shadows, her eyes wide.
“You didn’t have any other family or friends who could help?”

The whispery voice faltered and trembled. “No. Even my
kids wouldn’t help me. We have a son and daughter, both
attending an Academy. We raised them according to the princi-

ples and ideologies of the NCP. Apparently we did too good of a
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job. My kids agreed with my husband, my daughter even
offering to drive me herself to the quarantine site in Hoboken.”

Joe exhaled. “Oh man. That’s twisted.”

“It certainly is.” The woman took a deep breath. “So one
night, while my husband slept, I left. I drove away without even
leaving a note. I traveled as far as I could manage that night. I
stayed here for a little bit, just trying to get my bearings and
make a plan, but then the JPD began overtaking the city. I
feared that, if they found me and learned my condition, they’d
just kill me then and there. I had heard stories of that
happening to others. So I went into hiding.”

“And you've been here ever since?” Chiara’s voice carried a
note of incredulity.

“Seven months and counting in this basement.” She began
to chuckle, but it soon devolved into a raspy cough. A few
moments later she managed to collect herself again. “I didn’t
plan on this, but now I'm too weak to leave the basement even
if I wanted to. I'm grateful for the time though. Not everyone is
given an opportunity to prepare for death. And I've made a
decision that I'm not dying with cancer; for now, with each day
that passes, 'm choosing to live with cancer. I mean, if you
think about it, we’re all dying a little each day. Any one of us
might not wake up tomorrow. And it’s not as though we’re
somehow entitled to tomorrow. Death is coming for me, but it’s
coming for all of us, some day. How we choose to live prepares
us for how we’ll die.”

Amanda glanced downward at the dusty, concrete floor. She
brushed some dirt off her jeans, trying to avoid the mental
image rising from some nightmarish corner of her mind: a dark
mahogany coffin. Even all these years later, she remembered

how the bright sunshine streaming through the stained glass
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windows shone on the sleek wooden surface, so glossy and
smooth as she ran her fingers over it ... a small touch to say
goodbye ...

Amanda cleared her throat. “'m Amanda. And this is my
sister, Chiara, and our friend, Joe. Is there anything we can do
to help you?”

The woman pulled herself along the floor, closing the space
between them. She extended a hand, her cold, thin fingers
curling around Amanda’s. “I'm Dawn. It’s nice to meet you all.
You can keep me company for now. That’s the best help.”

Joe shook Dawn’s hand, his eyebrows furrowed. “Didn’t you
say other people live here with you?”

“Oh, yes, but Jade comes and goes during the night. It’s her
busy time, since she can do more under the cover of darkness.
And Larry is totally unpredictable. I can never depend on him.
You'll meet them both eventually. But tell me a little about
yourselves. What brings you here?”

“Um.” Amanda glanced at Chiara and Joe, chewing on her
lower lip.

“Well, Amanda and I are looking for our dad. He’s supposed
to be here,” Chiara said.

“Why are the JPD after you?”

“So ... ” Joe rubbed his chin.

Chiara jumped in again. “Our dad is a leader of the opposi-
tion, and we want to help him fight the NCP.”

Amanda nodded: Chiara had told the truth—just not the
whole truth ...

“Good luck. I'd fight if I could.”

“Well, you saved our lives tonight.” Amanda gave Dawn a

half-smile, which she probably couldn’t see in the dark.
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Joe attempted to stifle a yawn. “So you’ve contributed to the
cause.”

“You seem pretty tired. We can talk more in the morning if
you’d rather sleep.”

Amanda considered denying her exhaustion out of polite-
ness, but her whole body ached with fatigue. Even as she
thought about it, her eyelids seemed weighted down and her
head began to drop toward her chest. She jerked her head up
and rubbed her eyes. “Sorry, but sleep sounds really good right
now. We just dozed a little as we drove out of Boston last night.”

“We don’t have any blankets or pillows or anything like
that.”

Joe laughed. “Who needs those? If you had any idea of the
crazy places I've slept ... ”

Chiara jabbed him in the ribs and he quickly shut his
mouth.

Joe and Chiara huddled together, a single unit with hands
clasped together. Amanda lay near them on the unwelcoming
concrete, remembering another cold, dark night just like this
one, except they rode on a train and Ethan had his arms around
her ... But now she could only wrap her arms around herself
and close her eyes, remembering when Ethan had said
goodbye to her this morning.

A shuffling at the window woke Amanda with a start. Her
eyelids flew open. Chiara and Joe remained motionless, undis-
turbed by the noise. Amanda could just make out Dawn’s still
figure against the adjacent wall. Outside the window the dark
sky had begun to lighten. Amanda squinted, distinguishing the
noise again above Joe’s snores. She crouched, tilting her head in

an attempt to see better outside. Maybe an animal roamed the
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alley, searching for food? She stood and took a few tentative
steps closer.

The black silhouette appeared outside. Before Amanda
could react, the figure lithely dropped into the basement room.
The person, at the sight of Amanda before her, jumped back
for just a moment, gasping.

Amanda turned toward Dawn’s still-sleeping figure. “Dawn,
do you know—"

Two hands shoved Amanda against the wall behind her,
knocking the breath from her chest and pinning her in place.
The prick of a knife against her neck froze her and stilled her
heart.

“Who the hell are you?” a youthful, feminine voice hissed in

her ear, hot breath intruding upon Amanda’s goosebumps.



JADE

1 ade, is that you?” Dawn staggered to get up, but sank
back to the floor. “It’s okay. They're friends.”
The hand pushing Amanda against the wall
slackened just a little. “Positive?”

“Hey!” Chiara, now wide awake, sprang from her position
on the floor, rushing to Amanda’s side. “Let her go!”

Joe awoke with a start, his mouth dropping open. “What—"

“Jade, please.” Dawn opened both hands, palms up,
appealing.

The girl released Amanda, taking a few steps back and
withdrawing the knife. “Sorry. It’s a crazy, sick world and you
can never be too careful.”

“Oh, yeah. Sure. No problem.” Amanda pocketed her trem-
bling hands.

“They just arrived here last night,” Dawn said.

“Our dad is fighting with the opposition.” Chiara crossed
her arms. “We’ve come to join him.”

Jade grunted. In the dim light, Amanda watched her toss
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her long hair behind her shoulder. Her thin hair fell like
strands of silk nearly to her waist. Jade had a wide forehead
and large ears that slightly stuck out from her head. She
walked over to Dawn, kneeling next to her, and pulled some-
thing from her coat pocket. “Carter gave me this roll. You
should have it.”

Dawn locked her jaw. “No, you take it. Or give it to the
others. They probably haven't eaten.”

Jade pushed the roll into Dawn’s hand. “You need to eat
something.”

“You know T'll probably just vomit it up, and then it’s a
complete waste.”

“Take a few bites for now and leave the rest for later.” Jade
stood up and cast a glance in Amanda, Chiara, and Joe’s direc-
tion. “So they’re here for their dad?”

“Not my dad,” Joe said. “I'm not related to them.” He jerked
his thumb at Amanda and Chiara. “At least not yet. Maybe one
day by marriage.” He winked at Chiara, who grinned in return.

Jade whipped something from her other coat pocket and
Amanda shut her eyes, stunned by the brilliant circle of light
flooding her and the others.

“Hey!” Joe put both hands in front of his face. “Can’t you
douse the light a bit?”

Shekept the flashlight on them. “Hey! I know who these
people are!” Her voice rose, her words coming more quickly. “I
bet they haven't told you the whole story. Their faces are plas-
tered on every news report across the city. They blew up the
NCP arsenal in Boston!”

“Well, not exactly, you know. We didn't do the actual
pyrotechnics. And, come on, knock it off with the spotlight!” Joe
jumped forward, yanking the flashlight out of Jade’s grasp. He
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turned it around, shining it in Jade’s face. “Whoa. You're even
younger than me.”

Amanda stared, shocked at the girl standing before them.
Jade’s height deceived her: she couldn’t have been more than
fifteen.

Jade raised her chin. “I'm not that much younger. I can take
care of myself! And give me back my flashlight!”

Chiara inserted herself between Jade and Joe. “We can take
care of each other now. I'm Chiara.”

Jade eyed them. “Did you really help blow up the arsenal?”

“True story.” Chiara smiled.

“Not bad.” Jade pulled a second roll from her pocket. “You
guys can have it. If you tell me how you did it—how you got rid
of the NCP’s arsenal.”

Joe lowered the flashlight from Jade’s face. “Score! That’s a
deal!”

Jade tossed the roll to Chiara, who divided it into thirds.
Amanda tried to parse out her portion as Joe and Chiara told
their story, but her appetite got the best of her and she
consumed the whole thing in a matter of minutes. As Joe and
Chiara related their experiences, Amanda stared at the floor,
saying little.

She didn’t want to remember their time in Boston because
it only reminded her of the fourth member of their party—
Ethan—and she felt even more strongly his absence now, her
heart aching more than the pangs of hunger in her stomach.
She missed him ... how much she missed him ... she couldn’t
even dwell on it too much because if she did, she might start to
fall apart.

But isn’t that what she did after her mom died: she stifled

all her grief and sadness, repressing it and refusing to acknowl-
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edge and work through it? She somehow hoped it would dissi-
pate, stuffed in the back corner of her consciousness. Instead it
only stifled her, turning her into an emotionally disengaged
person, impenetrable to friends and family, with walls around
her heart so thick and imposing she lived a solitary, bitter,
lonely life.

Yet what could she do now? It was not as though she lived
safe at home and had the luxury of putting on some emo
music, grabbing a box of tissues, and crying her eyes out over a
pint of ice cream. She came to Peekskill to fight. She had to be
strong. She had no choice but to smother her feelings for Ethan
and pretend her heart wasn’t completely shattered into a
million pieces.

“So, yeah, that’s pretty much it.” Joe tossed the last crumb of
roll into his mouth, finishing his narration of events. “And here
we are.”

“Cool.” Jade examined the three of them in the now-
morning light, an admiration in her wide, brown eyes. “I'd love
to blow up some NCP buildings.”

Chiara grimaced. “I don’t know. I'd rather not do it again.”

Jade puckered her lips. “And now you need to find the
opposition that’s hiding out here? Seems a strange place for
them to pick, with all these JPD officers everywhere. Why’d
they come here?”

Amanda shrugged. “I have no idea. My dad didn’t tell us.”
She gazed at Jade, an idea forming. “It seems like you know the
area well. Maybe you could help us find the opposition?”

“I'll find out what I can. But I can’t promise you anything,
that’s for sure.” Jade stretched out her long legs and crossed her
hands behind her head.

“We’ll take any help we can.” Chiara frowned. “I don’t think
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it’s wise for the three of us to tramp around the city, searching
—not if the JPD alerted the city that we’re here somewhere.”

“Hear that, Jade?” Dawn asked. “Now we’re all relying on
you.”

Jade smirked and raised her eyebrows. “It's not bombing
buildings, but if I can do something to hit the NCP, I'm in.” She
stood up and began to hoist her body through the window. “It’s
still early enough to make some rounds before the city wakes
up. I'll be back ... hopefully with some intel.”

And before anyone could say goodbye, she had wisped
away like straw in the wind.

Dawn struggled to her feet, clinging to the concrete wall.
Chiara hurried to her side, putting Dawn’s arm around her
shoulders.

“Sorry ... I just need to use the toilet ... there’s an unfinished
bathroom in the back corner.” Dawn raised a limp hand, indi-
cating some shadowy part of the room, past some wooden
stairs. Amanda could just make out a toilet and sink.

“No problem.” Chiara wrapped her free arm around Dawn’s
shoulders. “Take your time. I can help.”

Dawn took a shaky breath. “Thanks. I just need a sec.” She
closed her eyes for a moment. “I get lightheaded when I stand
up after sitting for so long.”

“Happens to all of us!” Joe joked, trying to lighten the mood.
“Especially thick-headed guys like me.”

“Actually, you all should use the toilet soon.” Dawn glanced
at them. “The restaurant owner usually comes in every
morning to work and if he hears the toilet flush down here,
he’ll get suspicious.”

Amanda cocked her head. “So no one knows you are down

here?”
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“Oh, well, Jade befriended the dishwasher who works the
evening shift most nights. He tries to give her some extra food.
But beyond him, no. I don’t think anyone else knows we're
down here.”

“Let’s keep it that way.” Chiara gave her a grim smile and
they began a slow trek toward the “bathroom”—if one could
dignify the spot with that name.

The four of them had settled back into their spots and, not
long after, footsteps sounded overhead—the restaurant owner,
just as Dawn had said. The old floorboards creaked as he
walked about the first floor. Amanda felt like a mouse, hidden
in the basement, whose nocturnal activities remained
unknown to the inhabitants of other floors.

Joe bounced his knee up and down as he sat, staring out the
window. “When do you think Jade’ll come back?”

Dawn shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Have you known her for long? Why is she hiding from the
JPD?” Chiara asked.

Dawn glanced downward, the wrinkles on her face
furrowing deeper in her skin. “Jade ... well, I've known her for
the past six months. Around the end of the summer I began
looking for a place to stay. I met Jade at a nearby food pantry
run by an Episcopal Church—it’s closed now, of course. She
told me about this basement and she began staying with me
from the first night. I guess we both needed each other. I
depend on her for food and information; I guess she needs
someone to care for. It’s in her nature.”

“She was alone?” Amanda cocked her head. “No family?”

“Jade’s a survivor: it’s in her blood, I think. She constantly
amazes me by her tenacity, right from the beginning. You see,

her mother tried to abort her, but she somehow survived the
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procedure. The doctors would have killed her then and there,
but her grandmother found out what happened and demanded
that she have the newborn. The mother didn’t care either way,
so the grandmother got custody.

“The woman was already elderly, so Jade became the care-
giver even as a little girl. Jade loved her grandmother dearly:
she was all she had in the world. But when her grandmother
got seriously ill, the NCP had her transferred from the hospital
to a quarantine site. Jade never got to see her again. The NCP
had her killed—alone and uncared for, in some ‘freedom to die’
medical facility. Jade was only ten at the time. She feared
becoming an orphan under the ‘care’ of the government—
many of those poor kids end up killed too, if they don’t perform
high enough on standardized tests and qualify for entrance into
an Academy.”

“I didn’t know the NCP murdered children.” Amanda shook
her head, disgusted. “I mean, I knew they did terrible things
but children?”

“Too much deadweight for them to bother with I suppose.”
Dawn narrowed her eyes. “Can’t have anyone holding our
nation back from its full potential, right? That’s the first and
really only priority.”

“And the one that gives the NCP the most money,” Joe
grumbled.

Chiara swallowed. “Poor Jade. I can’t even imagine that ... so
many people who preferred her dead than alive.”

“I guess that’s why she has taken me under her wing.”
Dawn sighed. “Jade is fiercely loyal to me, even when I've told
her time and again that she has a better chance on her own.
The girl comes back every day with food for me. I have no idea

how she manages it. She even got some medicine for me once
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to help the coughing. I didn'’t tell her that I think the medicine
will do little; the cancer’s probably spread into my lungs by
now.”

Amanda rubbed her eyes. A weight seemed to fill her. So
much sadness, so much hurt and pain ... that intermixed with
the bleakness of the empty, dust-laden basement, cold and
barren, seemed to fill her with despondency. The sun barely lit
the downstairs room. Everything seemed dark here.

“Strangers in the night ... exchanging glances. Wond'ring in the
night ... What were the chances? ... We'd be sharing love before the
night was through!”

The thunderous singing, horribly off-key, came to them
through the open window. Amanda jerked her head toward the
unexpected noise (she didn’t dare call it music). Joe, meanwhile,
cringed and covered his ears.

A pair of loafers stopped before their entryway, corduroy
pants—faded at the knees—appeared next as the person knelt.

“Dooby-doooby-doo ... ” The crooning filled the room as an
older man let himself down into the basement. Amanda stared
at him, her eyebrows raised: he seemed out of place here. A
pair of suspenders kept his corduroys from falling down. A
busy Hawaiian shirt, filled with palm trees and coconuts, did
little to complement the faded football jacket he wore—some
vintage piece from a school likely no longer open. He shuffled
back and forth in a strange waltz by himself, repeating his
dooby-doooby-doos, seemingly unaware of their presence.

“Good morning, Larry,” Dawn called over his singing.

He paused and glanced at her. “Eh? What’s that? Morning
already?”

Dawn cocked an eyebrow. “Youre the one with the watch,

not me.”
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Larry raised his arm in an exaggerated manner, squinting at
the old timepiece on his wrist, the leather band faded and
worn. “It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking
thirteen.”

Joe leaned over toward Amanda and Chiara. “Last I
checked, it was still March.”

Larry clapped Joe on the back, almost throwing him
forward. “In like a lamb, out like a lion, they say!”

Amanda moved closer to Dawn. “Um ... this is your other ...
roommate?”

Dawn huffed. “Meet Larry, everyone. Larry? Larry? Larry!”
Dawn shook her head, her voice straining with effort.

“Eh? You talking to me?” Larry scratched his cheek and
then took a toothpick from the pocket of his Hawaiian shirt,
which he proceeded to use to clean between his teeth, spitting
every few seconds out of the corner of his mouth.

“We have some newcomers.” Dawn pointed at them.
“Amanda, Joe, and Chiara. Theyre here, trying to join the
opposition.”

“What’s that?” Larry turned toward Amanda. “You got a
supposition for me?”

Amanda looked at him. He had a lazy eye, which seemed to
look past her, and she didn’t know how to hold his eye contact.
“I suppose you know something about the opposition?”

“Crikey, I'm opposed to cheap wine and buses that run
more than fifteen minutes behind schedule.” Larry burst into
raucous laughter.

Amanda and Chiara exchanged glances.

Joe scowled. “Look, we’re talking about the opposition!” He
stood next to Larry and shouted into his ear. “Opposition! We

need to find someone!”
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Larry tilted his head. “Who’s MIA, kid?”

“Our dad,” Chiara answered, leaning forward. “Do you
know where we can look for him?”

Larry tapped his lips. Then he stood up straight, his eyes
closed. When he spoke, he sounded like someone making a
recitation in school. “We seek him here, we seek him there. Those
Frenchies seek him everywhere. Is he in heaven?—Is he in hell? That
demmed, elusive Pimpernel!”

“Forget it.” Dawn half-closed her eyes. “Half of the time I
can't tell if he’s totally drunk or just got a few screws loose.”

Joe chuckled in agreement and Chiara turned away from
Larry, a sulk on her face.

Larry, meanwhile, settled down across the room from them,
a strange smile on his lips. In the silence that ensued, he began
to sing under his breath, just loud enough for Amanda to hear.
“Welcome to the Hotel California. Such a lovely place, such a lovely
face...”

After another verse and chorus, he sung himself to sleep,

silent aside from an occasional muffled snore.

i

Davis marched down the sidewalk and took a deep breath.
The air here in Arlington felt warmer than when he left his
home in Vermont yesterday. Despite the cooler weather there,
he had enjoyed his furlough—he certainly waited long enough
for it. The years passed like days during his time of service: not
that he nursed any resentment. He valued his work, work he
considered indispensable. That’s why he devoted his entire life
to it.

Even so, he felt within himself that growing need for a
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break, some time away to recharge. His ex-wife had always
complained about his tendency to overwork. She could never
appreciate the sacrifice he made for his nation. He wasn't in it
for money or prestige, though he liked those too; most of all,
however, he valued freedom. Four generations of Davis men
had dedicated themselves to the preservation and strength-
ening of this country. The job taxed and drained him most days
but he would never give up. You gotta do what you gotta do. He
knew what loomed ahead too: it would demand more effort,
intelligence, and skill than any of his previous assignments.
This had made his last furlough even more necessary.

He recalled the tranquil days of his furlough—tranquil but
productive. His brother, who lived in his house and helped
with the dogs, agreed that they had made great progress. Blitz
especially had shown marked improvement in his training.
Davis had added an additional weight to his chain and Blitz
responded well. Davis pulled out his phone now and checked
the spreadsheet he shared with his brother where they
tracked Blitz’s training schedule and full nutritional intake.
His analytical eyes surveyed the data, nodding to himself.
Good ... very good. He’s ready for the next show. Blitz’s campaign
had proven lucrative so far. Two more wins and he’d be
named grand champion. But Davis wouldn’t think about
victory just yet; he would put in the steady, controlled, diligent
work.

He sent a quick text to his brother, Max, asking him to keep
a close eye on Sentry. Her puppies would come soon—any day
now. She had three litters before and handled everything like
the champion she was but these puppies were purebred; he
didn’t want to lose a single one. They’d bring in a big profit.
Max kept petitioning to keep one of them but Davis objected:
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they already had a dozen dogs in the backyard and he doubted
if they had enough space for another.

It took little time to reach the Pentagon. The National Citi-
zens Party’s relocation of the U.S. capital to New York City
meant much less traffic here in Arlington and across the
Potomac in Washington D.C., among many other
consequences.

He passed through security and fingered the gold buttons
on his dress uniform, two parallel rows, perfectly straight ... like
soldiers. His finger lingered on the top button and he glanced
down: a lone string, loose from the button, dangled like an
escapee. He pulled at it, trying to force the rebel back into
place, restoring order. It resisted, stubbornly sticking forth and,
with a sudden grab, he yanked it free, tearing it loose. He satis-
factorily flicked it away, discarded on the Pentagon floor,
doomed to be forever trodden underfoot.

Adjusting his silver glasses, he continued his march
through the massive complex: any destination in the Pentagon
required a ten-minute walk at minimum. Davis had visited the
Pentagon more frequently in the past few months—they had
much to plan—yet he still hardly penetrated the massive build-
ing: the largest office building in the world. Military men and
women wearing serious expressions swarmed all around, each
on his or her own vital mission. He passed a poster on the wall:
an image of a Justice and Protection Division officer, with the
words “If you see something, say something.” Davis stared
ahead, his blank face showing zero change of expression,
though inwardly he appreciated the irony of the moment.

He made his way toward 3A277: third floor, A ring, closest to
the second corridor, room seventy-seven. He rapped on the

door, which opened to a barrel-chested man, square and squat,
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whose buzz cut did little to diminish his flaming red hair.
“Morning, Captain.”

Davis saluted. “Colonel, sir.”

The Colonel turned about-face and sauntered to his desk.
Davis closed and locked the door behind him, then stood in the
middle of the room.

The Colonel remained silent, his face scrunched up as he
squinted at his computer screen, his fingers flying across the
keyboard. Davis learned by now that everything happened on
the Colonel’s timeframe, and no one could rush him. Davis let
his gaze rise to the large portrait of President Truman, hanging
on the wall behind the Colonel’s desk.

A few minutes later the Colonel leaned back in his chair,
the springs groaning. His red hair seemed brighter in the fluo-
rescent overhead lights. “I expect you have taken care of the
business we discussed last time.”

David nodded. “Everything, sir. All is how you ordered.”

“Fine, very fine.” Hicks gestured to a chair in front of his
desk. “Take a seat.”

“Thank you.”

“I've been busy myself. I can’t do too much all at once, of
course. But here and there—transferring this one, reassigning
that one.” The Colonel’s face darkened for a moment. “Not that
I have many men to work with. But I've done my best, and you
should have more than enough support by now. There’s
certainly a majority there.”

“If T may, sir, exactly how much of a majority?” Davis had
enough of a job to accomplish; he didn’t need to worry about
keeping his own men in line. He needed precise numbers, not
generalities.

The Colonel returned to his computer, clicking and typing.
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“There’ll be about ten percent who are undecided. Possibly
opposed.” The Colonel stared at him, waiting to judge his
reaction.

Davis didn’t blink. “Ten percent is manageable. Either they
assist us, or we will take care of them.” His mind, quick to jump
a few steps ahead, moved on. “What is my timeframe? When is
the targeted date?”

“That is largely within your control. Once youre on the
ground, assess the situation, and I'll let you recommend a date
to me. I'll approve or veto at that point.” The Colonel leaned
forward. “I hope you're keeping grounded. Don't let this assign-
ment get to your head. You obviously can deduce the historical
significance of what we’re about to do. You start thinking too
much about that—your name in history books—and it will
cloud your thinking.”

“I don’t think about that, sir. If I fail this mission, then my
name will appear in the history books for the wrong reason. I
won't take that risk for mere vanity.”

The Colonel nodded. “Very good. Very, very good. That’s
what I liked about you from the start: steady, controlled,
dependable.”

Like a stonewall. Davis had spent his Academy years, before
Military School, studying the Civil War. He toured the battle-
fields at Gettysburg, Fredericksburg, Manassas, and Petersburg.
Stonewall Jackson became a kind of idol to him. Little did he
know that, twenty years later, he would find himself in such
similar circumstances as his military hero.

“We arranged your air travel this afternoon. I want you to go
directly to your assignment. As I said, you'll find conditions

favorable.”
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“Do you have specific instructions as to my initial tasks,
Sir?”

“The JPD is very active in that area. They've spread out
from the city. The NCP will not restrict their blockade on the
major cities to just those cities; soon, they will extend their
reach to every city across the nation. They've already started. I
recommend close contact with the head of the Division. His
name’s Simmons. Keep a tab on their actions.”

“Yes, sir.”

“We’ve maintained a working relationship with the JPD.
Don'’t let that change now, when it’s so critical. No need to rock
the boat and draw any kind of attention to yourself, especially
when you are so close to headquarters.”

“I'll reach out to Simmons immediately and keep regular
contact with him.”

“If you need to speak to me, call my new number.” The
Colonel wrote the series of digits on the pad of paper lying on
his desk. “Study it. I'll give you one minute. I won't risk having it
written down.”

Davis obeyed, reciting the number and finding clues to
commit it to memory: the last three numbers, for example, were
similar to his address a few years ago. Forty-five seconds later he
had it down. The Colonel made him repeat it back a few times and
then placed the paper with the number on it into the shredder.

The Colonel stood. “Any final questions, Captain?”

Davis stood up as well. “No, sir. Thank you for your time.”

“Contact me with any questions.” He opened the door and
paused. “How are your dogs doing?”

“I've got one who’s showing tremendous gameness. My

brother is watching another who’s about to have a litter.”
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“What'’s the breed?”

“Cane Corso.”

The Colonel raised his eyebrows. “Very nice. Will you keep
any pups?”
“If my brother has his way, we will.”
The Colonel chuckled. “That’s quite the hobby you two've
got.”

“It’s something I've enjoyed since childhood.”

“Well, I'm more into golf myself, but to each their own.” The
Colonel reached out his hand. “Take care, Captain.”

“You as well, Colonel.” He straightened up, saluted, and
turned about-face. The gaze of President Truman seemed to
follow him out the room. In just a matter of hours, he would

arrive in Peekskill.
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KILLER ANGEL

ade returned about midday. She jumped into the
basement room, but Amanda’s hopefulness quickly
dissipated: Jade wore a long frown and shook her head
at them.

Jade opened her hands, palms up. “I've got nothing guys. I
can’'t get any leads. Any opposition people I know are either
hiding or in jail.”

Dawn lifted her head up from her slumped position. “Can’t
Carter do anything?”

“You know he’s a member of the NCP. He only helps me out
because he likes how I look.”

“It's only been a few hours.” Chiara attempted a smile. “It’s
not likely you'd find anything so quickly.”

Jade rolled her eyes. “It wouldn’t be so hard if there weren’t
a million JPD officers around everywhere.”

Larry rolled a toothpick between his pointer finger and
thumb. “So Sauron the Great left his hold in Mirkwood and

now reigns in the Dark Tower of Mordor, eh?”
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‘I don’t know what the heck youre talking about.” Jade
scowled. “Maybe you can make some sense for once and do
something to help us!”

“Don’t waste your time,” Dawn said. She picked at the roll
from earlier, putting tiny crumbs into her mouth. “He’s off his
rocker.”

“How’d he end up here with both of you?” Amanda asked,
still watching Larry, who now pulled a small notebook from his
pocket, along with a golf pencil, and began writing—seemingly
oblivious to them and the conversation.

“I went into a restaurant to order some food.” Jade took a
seat near them. “Larry sat at the bar, a drink in his hand. When
I left, he followed me. I shouted at him to leave me alone, but
he said he wouldn’t hurt me—he just needed a place to sleep
that night.”

“That was five whole months ago.” Dawn creased her fore-
head. “And he’s still sleeping here!”

Jade shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t hurt us at all. I mean, he’s
harmless.”

Joe narrowed his eyes. “Seems to me the crazy ones can
come pretty unhinged when you least expect it.”

Larry’s voice thundered above the conversation as he
paused, his pencil midair. “Is Mr. Heathcliff a man? If so, is he
mad? And if not, is he a devil?”

“See what I mean? Gibberish!” Joe snickered.

“No, not gibberish.” Amanda shook her head. “He’s quoting
Wuthering Heights.”

“Huh?” Joe wore a blank face.

“You've never heard of it? It’s a work of classic literature.”

“You forget,” Chiara said, an arm around Joe, “we aren’t all

Academy graduates.”
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“That doesn’t mean you couldn’t pick up a book every now
and again. You two do know how to read.” Amanda gave them a
knowing look.

“Nah.” Joe sat back, stretching his legs. “I'd rather just watch
the movie.”

Jade laughed, clearly sympathizing with Joe and Chiara.
The three of them fell into a conversation about movies, a new,
refreshing topic that seemed to revive them and offered some
distraction from their plight. Amanda didn’t partake: she didn’t
watch many movies, much preferring books instead.

After a few minutes, she stood up and knelt next to Larry.
He hummed “Hotel California,” just loud enough for her to
hear, and flipped through the pages of his little notebook.

She cleared her throat a little. “Tolkien, Bronté, Orwell—
you're very literary.”

“Eh?” Larry chewed on the pencil’s eraser. “Urinary? Toilet’s
back there in the corner if you need to use it.”

“I—I'm good, thanks.” Amanda paused, debating how to
proceed. “My favorite author is Dostoyevsky.”

Larry’s lazy eye rested on her. “Those be fightin’ words, little
lady.”

Amanda opened her mouth to answer, but he continued
before she could say a word.

Larry dropped his voice to a low murmur. “A book is a loaded
gun in the house next door. Burn it. Take the shot from the weapon.
Breach man’s mind. Who knows what might be the target of the
well-read man?”

“The problem is that not everyone is a well-read man
today.” Amanda stared at her shoelaces. “And those who are
educated, are reading the wrong kinds of books.”

Larry had resumed his scribbling without commenting.
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“What brought you here?” she asked.

He winked at her with his good eye. “The circus didn’t need
any more clowns.”

She gave him a half-smile, but wasn’t ready to give up. “Why
is the JPD after you?”

“Who said they were after me? Maybe I just like it down
here. Great ambiance, no?”

Larry stood up and bowed, tucking his notebook in his
Hawaiian shirt pocket. Without further ado, he climbed
through the window and disappeared.

Dawn huffed. “Gone drinking, I suppose.”

Jade kept them company the rest of the afternoon, but
when night fell, she also left, determined to find a lead and
some food. Dawn had become very sullen—she said a severe
migraine plagued her. She lay prone on the floor, unspeaking.

Joe, Amanda, and Chiara stared at each other in the shad-
ows. Twenty-four hours had passed since they entered the
basement. They seemed no closer to finding their dad and the
opposition group.

Joe paced back and forth, running his hand through his
hair, a gesture Amanda recognized from his dad. “Man, I'm
going stir-crazy here. In another day or two, I'll be as loony as
Larry.”

Chiara cupped her chin in her hand. “We might end up
like Dawn—trapped in here for months without a way to
escape.”

Amanda bit her lip. “Don’t say that.”

Joe put both hands on the windowsill and began to pull
himself up.

Chiara flew to her feet. “What do you think you're doing?”

“I gotta get some fresh air.”
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“No!” She rushed to Joe’s side. “What are you thinking?
Someone could see you!”

Joe sighed. “There’s no one even freakin’ out there. Chill,
alright?”

Chiara placed her hands on her hips. “You know there are
JPD officers crawling all over the place. It’s just our luck that
you stick your head outside and they’ll happen to see you. And
then everything’s ruined!”

“Oh, come on! It’ll be for like five minutes. There’s a dump-
ster right outside the window. I might find some leftover food
in there.”

Chiara scoffed. “Like some soggy fries from a few days ago
are worth it. Don’t be so stupid.”

“So now I'm reckless and stupid, huh?” Joe’s cheeks began to
turn red.

Amanda watched the two of them, silent. Their disagree-
ment pained her, but part of her found some degree of selfish
consolation in it. Every touch of affection, word of support, and
look of devotion exchanged between Joe and Chiara reminded
Amanda of the man she loved ... and who didn’t love her in
return. It was hard to play third wheel to the world’s most
perfect couple. Sure, Joe and Chiara didn’'t have an Academy
degree. They were young, inexperienced, ignorant in the eyes
of the world. But Amanda knew enough by now that Joe and
Chiara’s love mattered more than degrees and accolades. And
compared to them, she was a mere pauper: Ethan had stolen
her love—spat upon, rejected, and tarnished it. He left her
penniless.

Chiara’s eyes began to fill. “Alright, fine. Go outside. Who
am I to tell you what to do, right?”

Joe spun around and put one hand back up on the
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windowsill. Then he paused for a long moment, unmoving. He
turned around again, looking at Chiara. He shrugged, his voice
lower and more deliberate. “You know, it’s really not that
important.”

Chiara frowned and glanced down. “No, I mean, if you
really want to go out for just a minute ... it’s not that big of a
deal. You'd probably be perfectly fine. I'm just overreacting.”

“Nah, I don’t have to go.” Joe walked over to her and, with
both hands cradling her chin, gently raised her face to look at
him. “Who are you to tell me what to do? You're only the most
important person in the world to me.”

Chiara threw her arms around him and he spun her
around, her heels leaving the ground. A moment later, they
both began laughing and Joe brushed a piece of hair from
Chiara’s face.

Amanda excused herself, claiming that she needed sleep.
Sleep wouldn't help her though. She crept over to her book bag
in the other corner, placing her head on top like a kind of
pillow. She waited as Joe and Chiara whispered together, their
arms around each other. In time, their whispering faded away.
Chiara’s head rested on Joe’s chest, his arms wrapped around
her. They slept. Amanda did not.

She stared at the dark ceiling and saw Ethan’s hazel eyes.
She heard his voice in her memory, words like knives cutting
her inside ... the last words he said to her: See you, Amanda. See
her when? He was probably already hobnobbing about
Antwerp by now. In a matter of days, he wouldn’t even think
about her—maybe she had already left his thoughts. How
large of an impact could she have made on his life, if he could
walk away from her so easily? She had just been a blip, a tiny

dot in the diverse, eclectic range of experiences he collected
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from life. She could never have meant to him what he meant
to her.

She pulled the zipper on her bag, inching it open and
trying not to awaken the others. One by one, she removed the
items inside: some art supplies and sketching paper, a box of
matches, a few seashells she had found in Plymouth, the piece
of paper with Raeley’s name and number on it, and then ...
Amanda lifted out the canvas at the bottom of her bag. She
stared at the image, painted so long ago in her childhood. How
even younger she seemed, that girl who painted this so many
Christmases ago.

This one painting represented her treasured possession.
She shifted a little on the floor, so the beam from the nearby
streetlight landed on the image, illuminating it. Amanda stared
at the painting of herself, holding the umbrella formed of
three, interlocking hands. The raindrops fell as tears all around
her, but she stared at the puddle before her ... the puddle that
once held the beautiful, ethereal face of the woman—the
Mother who had spoken to Amanda in her heart, thanking her
for helping Ethan. The Mother was no longer there though;
Amanda and Ethan had profaned her cherished work and now
an empty hole remained. She had nothing else to remember
Ethan by: no photograph of them together, no special memento
he bought for her on a special occasion, no love letter ... just a
destroyed painting. She fingered the frayed canvas, just as he
had touched it that night. This was all she had of him ... and it
was nothing.

Footsteps pummeled the alley outside, along with the
stifled sound of cries. Joe and Chiara awoke. Amanda threw the
contents of her bag back inside and sprang to her feet. A

moment later, Jade jumped into the basement room, her face
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stained with tears and her hands shaking. Her jeans had a tear
at one knee, revealing a bleeding cut. Her hair looked tousled
and both shoelaces had come undone.

Dawn gasped and stumbled to her feet as well. “Jade! What
is it? What happened to you?”

Jade ran to Dawn and began crying, her shoulders heaving.
Dawn caressed her back and held her. Joe, Chiara, and Amanda
exchanged worried glances.

“Check there’s no one following her,” Chiara said under her
breath.

Joe half-raised his head out the window, staring left to right.
He came back inside and shook his head.

“Can you tell us what happened?” Dawn asked.

Jade took a shaky breath. “I—TIll try.” She rubbed her eyes.
“I found someone I thought could give us some information. I
thought I recognized him as one of the guys who worked at the
food pantry we used to go to. So I figured he was safe. I found
him in a bar and waited for him to leave.”

Dawn tsked. “You shouldn’t be out alone at night, talking to
strange men you don’t know.”

Jade’s eyes blazed. “It’'s never been a problem before! And I
would’ve been okay tonight, too, except this guy ended up a
turncoat. I was exactly right: he had worked at the church. But
then he went over to the NCP. I only said a few sentences before
he grabbed my arm and began pulling me toward his car. I
started fighting him tooth and nail—I bit him and kicked him.
He started swearing and saying he’d make sure the JPD took
good care of me. He had his car door open and I began scream-
ing. I didn’t care if I woke the whole city.”

Chiara stared, wide-eyed. “How did you ever get away?”

Jade’s lower lip trembled and she turned white as a ghost.
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“As I screamed, there was a gunshot. The guy fell to the ground,
dead, his brains blown out.”

“Who did it?” Joe demanded.

Jade stared blankly ahead, her mouth ajar. “Larry.” She ran
her tongue over her dry lips. “Larry shot him.”

“Larry!” Dawn’s jaw dropped open.

“How ... where ... Larry?” Joe furrowed his brow.

“He must have been in the bar and heard the noise outside
or something ... ” Jade turned to them, mystified.

“But how’d he know it was you who needed help?” Joe
scratched his head. “There’s fight streets and arguments all the
time.”

“Maybe he followed you without you knowing it?” Chiara
offered.

Dawn raised her eyebrows. “Still seems pretty incredible he
happened to be in the exact right spot at the exact right time.”

Amanda’s heart began beating faster, a possibility raised in
her mind. The words tumbled out of her mouth before she
could stop them. “Maybe,” she breathed, “he’s an angel!”

A moment’s silence followed. Dawn, Jade, Joe, and Chiara
turned and stared at Amanda.

Amanda shuffled her feet, her cheeks burning. “I mean, it
could happen ... right?” She smiled weakly at them.

Joe snorted. “Well, if he’s an angel, he’s a killer angel.”

“Let’s stay focused on the facts.” Chiara looked at Jade.
“What happened next?”

“Larry gave me this.” Jade pulled a wad of cash from her
pocket and turned to Dawn. “It’s enough money to buy what-
ever you need: medicine, blankets, food. You'll finally be
comfortable and have what you need.”

Dawn’s eyes filled and she hastily wiped a tear that escaped
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down her cheek. “I can’t believe it. Where did Larry ever get
that amount of money?”

“There’s more too.” Jade took a piece of paper from her
other pocket. “Larry said he wouldn’t come back here—he’d
have to go to a new city. But he made me promise to give you
this.”

Jade walked over and gave Amanda the paper.

Mystified, Amanda opened the folded paper: it belonged to
Larry’s small notebook. She read aloud the scribbled words:
“What do you think, wouldn’t thousands of good deeds make up for
one tiny little crime?”

Chiara cocked an eyebrow. “What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“Dostoyevsky.” Amanda stared at the words. “I told him that
Dostoyevsky is my favorite author. It’s a quote from Crime and
Punishment.”

Joe chuckled. “What, so the two of you have a book club or
something goin’ on?”

Amanda ran her finger over the words. One tiny little crime
.. she wouldn’t consider killing a man a little crime. But the
image of the JPD officer she had shot in Cambridge still
haunted her. If she spent the rest of her life doing good, maybe
it would tip the scales and God could forgive her for taking
someone’s life? What measure of good could ever do that?

Jade interrupted her musings. “Larry said one other thing
too. He told me that the curly haired girl would know where to
find the opposition.”

They all stared at Amanda again.

“What?” Amanda gaped back at them. “I ... Larry never told
me anything ... How could I know? What special knowledge do
I have that you don’t?”
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Jade shrugged. “I'm just reporting what Larry said.”

“And then what happened?” Chiara persisted.

“He told me to get the hell out of there. So I did.”

Silence fell upon them.

Chiara looked at Amanda. “Think back to everything Larry
said to you. Is there something he might have mentioned—
some kind of clue?”

Amanda wracked her mind. “Honestly, I have no idea.”

They spent the next couple of hours, late into the night,
analyzing and reanalyzing everything. But as much as they
worked the puzzle, no answers came.

Joe at last sighed and threw himself down on the ground. “I
give up. Could it have killed Larry to just tell us where to find
the opposition?”

Chiara yawned. “He was cryptic to the very end.”

“You say cryptic; [ say crazy.” Joe shut his eyes.

Jade sighed. “All I know is that he saved my life.”

Dawn patted her hand.

Amanda lay down for a second time that night and closed
her eyes, but her mind couldn’t slow down. What did Larry
mean that she knew where to find the opposition? She pictured
Larry as she last saw him: writing his note (perhaps the one she
now had in her pocket), humming “Hotel California.” Amanda
listened to the lyrics as they played in her mind: Welcome to the
Hotel California. Such a lovely place, such a lovely face. Plenty of
room at the Hotel California. Any time of year, you can find it here.

You can find it here.

She bolted up, her heart hammering. “Jade! Jade, wake up!”

Jade mumbled in response.

Amanda ran over and shook her. “Is there a hotel here in

Peekskill?”
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Jade opened an eyelid. “Huh? Hotel?”

“Yes!” Amanda shook her again. “One with lots of room ...
um ... open all year ...”

“There’s the Inn on the Hudson up on the mountain. And
the Sleep Suite, by the bus station. Oh, and the Golden Bridge
Hotel across from the power plant, but that’s been closed for a
while now.”

Amanda held her breath. “No, it’s not closed! That’s where
the opposition is: at the Hotel California!”

Jade rubbed her eyes. “I said it’s the Golden Bridge Hotel
though.”

Joe and Chiara looked at Amanda, wide awake.

“Dad.” Amanda smiled at them. “We can find him now!”



