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Chapter	  1	  

 
Washington D.C. 
June 5, 2035 
10:38 PM 
 
Elissa Almeda closed her eyes, wishing she could keep them shut for the rest of the 

short ride back to her townhouse. After spending the entire day in an increasingly hostile 
Capitol Building, followed by a painfully long dinner with a few of her least favorite 
colleagues in the House of Representatives, the absolute last thing she wanted to do was 
field another round of questions. But there he sat, no doubt glaring at her from the 
Suburban’s shadows. Waiting for her to come up for air. 

“Don’t you ever take a break?” she said.  
“Not while you’re in D.C.,” he said. 
She shook her head imperceptibly, opening her eyes to the darkened interior. The 

well-lit building facades of embassy row came into crisp focus through her window, as 
the SUV slowed to enter Dupont Circle. Almeda tapped the glass twice with her index 
finger, replacing the scene with a muted, dark green version. The security agent seated in 
the driver’s side captain’s chair next to her tapped his window moments later, dimming 
the rest of the back seat area. 

“Thank you,” she said, pausing awkwardly while she struggled to remember his 
name. No use. 

“The lights are giving me a headache,” she added, hoping to cover up her momentary 
slip. 

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, flipping the compact optics attached to his communications 
headset in place against his face. 

She assumed that the binocular shaped device interacted with the window’s digital 
tinting technology, restoring his view of the streets surrounding the SUV. Almeda still 
wasn’t sure what to think of her new security team. They were slick, professional—and 
no doubt expensive. Someone was paying a fortune to protect her, and she wasn’t asking 
too many questions. Not with the secession question raging across California again. 

“So, what prompts my Chief of Staff to stalk me while I’m having dinner?” said the 
Congresswoman. 

“I just happened to be walking by Sonoma, when your security team offered me a 
ride” said Jacob Preston. 

“Uh huh. Mr. Leeds, can we keep my schedule and whereabouts secret from Mr. 
Preston after 10PM?” she said, smiling at Preston. 

Her new security chief craned his head between the front seats to address her. 
“Do you want us to remove him from the vehicle right now? This is a stable part of 

town,” he said dryly. 
“I can’t tell if he’s serious,” said Preston.  
“He’s not serious, and neither am I. Just making a point,” she said, catching the 

faintest trace of a grin from Nick Leeds, before he returned to scanning the road ahead of 
them. 



“Sorry I have to resort to hitching rides in armored SUV’s to secure an uninterrupted 
conversation with you these days,” said Preston. 

“It’s been busy. What’s up?” she said, turning her body as far as she could within the 
confines of her seatbelt. 

“I don’t think we can hold off taking sides much longer,” he said. 
“I don’t control the state legislature,” said Almeda. “I told them that.” 
“You’re a senior Congressional representative with a nuclear Triad plant and a 

nuclear desalination plant in your district, along with eight hundred thousand voters that 
have reelected you by a very wide margin for eleven terms. You have considerable sway 
with the state legislature,” he said.  

“It’s not that simple,” she said.  
“We’ve run the polls over and over again. The 49th District is not interested in cutting 

economic ties to the federal government. We’re letting a vocal minority hold court, and if 
we’re not careful, the sentiment might catch fire,” he said. “Look at what Sean Jarvis is 
dealing with in his district.” 

“His district’s demographic is a little more susceptible to secession fever,” she said. 
“50th district’s demographic is strikingly similar to ours,” said Preston. 
“I meant economically,” she added. 
“Point taken, but he has two gigawatts in solar farms near the Anza Borrego desert, 

which is enough to power most of the homes in his district,” said Preston. 
“Which they share with the state grid. We have twice that capacity with San Onofre 

alone, not to mention the runoff electricity created by the Del Mar plant,” she said. 
Preston didn’t respond immediately, which meant he was letting her statement sink 

in—with her. It was one of many annoying quirks that came with the thirty-nine year old 
political genius she’d hired in the wake of the California Resources Protection Act. She’d 
heavily lobbied the district’s state representatives to pass the unpopular act, nearly killing 
her political career in the process. Preston reinvented Almeda’s platform leading up to the 
2030 elections, singlehandedly returning her to Congress. She learned to live with his 
quirks.  

“People can do the math, and they start to ask questions when the answers don’t add 
up. That’s what Jarvis is facing,” said Preston. 

“The numbers add up. The state isn’t energy independent, or water independent. Not 
even close,” she said. 

“That’s not what people are hearing from the secessionists crowd. You don’t want to 
play catch up like Jarvis. I think it’s better to get out ahead of this one. Send a strong 
signal to the state and surrounding districts,” said Preston. “Ease some of our pressure 
here in D.C. California. No point in making more enemies than necessary. How was your 
dinner?” 

“The water is still free,” said Almeda. “Ironic for a restaurant named after a county in 
California.” 

“Did you have the avocado salad?” said Preston. 
“Of course,” she answered. 
“That must have cost a pretty penny,” he said.  
“I wasn’t picking up the bill,” she said. 
Five years ago, California had cut avocado and almond yields by half in response to 

the federal government’s continued refusal to deal with the Colorado River issue. States 



upriver from California had been siphoning off far more than their share of water from 
the withering river, for the better part of two decades. The U.S. Department of Interior’s 
Bureau of Reclamation turned a blind eye to the water pipelines diverting water to the 
growing number of fracking fields expanding across the parched Great Plains. The cuts 
had been presented as a protest, but they were mostly a necessity. Almonds and 
avocadoes were two of California’s most water intensive agricultural products, outside of 
beef and other livestock.  

“I hope that wasn’t the extent of your protest tonight,” he said. 
“It was about all I could manage with those two. I liked it better when the lobbyists 

were open about their manipulation—not hiding behind my colleagues at five hundred 
dollar dinners,” said Almeda. 

Preston laughed, and she thought she caught a stifled sign of amusement from the 
nameless security agent seated next to her. A few moments of silence passed, before 
Preston responded. 

“They’re getting really nervous about the secession issue. California’s already an 
inhospitable business climate for a number of major industries.” 

“Nobody is losing money. They make it sound like they’re destined for the poor 
house,” she replied. 

“It’s not just the money. They stand to lose even more control over the regulatory 
environment in the state,” said Preston. “It sets a difficult precedent, reducing their 
leverage in other markets.” 

“Which makes it harder to squeeze every dry penny out of those markets,” said 
Almeda. “It’s always about the money. At least they’re consistent.” 

“And relentless. I’m pretty sure most of my appointments tomorrow will revolve are 
the topic,” said Preston. 

“The session ends Friday,” she said. “We’ll test the waters when we get back to 
California. I don’t see any good coming out of the secession movement, either.” 

“None at all,” said Preston.  
As the car slowed for the final turn onto 34th Street, Nick Leeds turned his head. 
“Ma’am, a second team cleared your townhouse a few minutes ago. We’ll escort you 

to the door and take Mr. Preston to his residence, unless you’d prefer one of my agents to 
conduct a walkthrough with you,” said Leeds. 

“That won’t be necessary,” said Almeda. 
She suspected her new security arrangement included twenty-four hour coverage, 

though she had never seen a second car on the street. She had to admit that the recent 
increase in death threats made her a little wary. She’d lived with threats like these since 
she first ran for California State Senate, nearly thirty-one years ago. They had become a 
routine part of her life as a public figure. A part she had mostly ignored—until the change 
in her security detail. Someone was worried about the threats.  

“I’ll be fine too, Mr. Leeds,” said Preston. “I’m just a few blocks away. I could use 
the fresh air.” 

“Understood,” said Leeds, before quietly issuing orders through his headset. 
The SUV straightened on 34th Street, maintaining a steady speed down the cramped, 

one-way street. The driver abruptly stopped the vehicle when they reached the streetlight 
across from her townhouse. She tapped her window, revealing a red brick façade with 



black shutters. A small, concrete stoop with black cast iron railings guarded each side of 
the short stairway. 

The agent next to her whispered “clear,” prompting Nick Leeds to open the front 
passenger door and step outside. Through her window, she watched him glance up and 
down the sidewalk. The agent seated next to her reached under his seat, taking a squat, 
compact assault weapon with him when he exited the vehicle. She shook her head at the 
sight of the blatantly illegal firearm, casting a disapproving glance at Preston. 

“I didn’t see anything,” he said, as the door slammed shut. 
A few moments later, Leeds opened her door, offering his hand to help her down. She 

caught a glimpse of a gun barrel protruding from the right bottom of his suit jacket and 
hesitated. 

“I got it. Thank you,” she said, taking an exaggerated step onto the uneven brick 
walkway beyond the curb.  

Jacob Preston followed her into the humid night air, meeting her at the bottom of the 
townhouse steps. 

“Coffee at Saxbys?” he said. 
“6 AM sharp,” she answered. “Leeds, can you have a vehicle pick up Mr. Preston at 

5:55?” 
Leeds didn’t immediately respond, which was odd. The man had a well-honed 

precognition when it came to anticipating her questions.  
“Nick, do you think—” she started, freezing at the sight of her security chief in a 

combat stance, staring over the illuminated scope attached to his short-barreled rifle. 
“Back in the vehicle,” he hissed. 
She stared past Leeds, searching the shadows. 
“Is there a problem?” she said, instinctively taking a step toward the safety of her 

town house.  
A strong hand pressed down on her shoulder from behind, pulling her off balance, as 

a sudden snap fired past her head. A deafening fusillade from Nick Leeds’ weapon 
illuminated the tree trunk and red cobblestone next to the SUV. She tried to turn around 
to find Jacob, but a firm shove knocked her to the ground behind the SUV’s open 
passenger door. Almeda’s protest was masked by a discordance of hollow thumps and 
cracks striking the other side of the bullet resistant door. 

A burst of gunfire erupted directly above her, showering her with red-hot shell 
casings. She flipped onto her back, screaming—just in time to see part of the agent’s 
head splatter against the spider-cracked, passenger door window. Almeda pressed against 
the SUV’s doorwell, as his body crumpled to the cobblestone walkway in front of her. 

Beyond the dead agent’s twisted corpse, Jacob Preston lay in a motionless heap next 
to her townhouse’s stoop, one of his arms hanging limply through the bars of the metal 
railing. Her eyes darted from Preston to the front door, craving the perceived safety of the 
posh Georgetown home. 

Almeda gripped the SUV’s blood slicked elbow rest and started to lift herself off the 
pavement—when Leeds materialized. He stepped over the dead agent and jerked her to 
her feet with one hand, tossing her into the armored Suburban by her suit jacket collar. 

“We’re leaving!” he yelled, firing a quick burst down the street. 
“What about Preston?” she yelled, reaching for the door. 
“He’s gone,” said Leeds, slamming the door. 



Her fingers clawed at the leather interior, seeking the door handle. Muted thumps and 
sharp cracks filled the SUV’s interiors, seeming to come from every direction. The door 
didn’t budge when she located the handle. I’m locked inside she thought, raising her fists 
to pound on the sticky window. 

A blast rocked the SUV, spraying her with warm chunks. Almeda whipped her head 
toward the front of the vehicle, glimpsing a three-inch hole in the supposedly bulletproof 
windshield. The door opened, and she spilled onto the pavement at Leeds’ feet, still 
processing the ghastly front seat image. The driver’s headrest and most of his head had 
been missing. 

“Change of plans,” said Leeds, grabbing at her free hand. 
She shook her head and buried her hands under her armpits. Leeds grabbed her 

shoulder length hair and pulled her toward the townhouse, moments before the car door 
shattered from another explosive impact. She screamed at him and clawed at the ground 
to keep up, looking back at the mangled door she had moments ago assumed was safe 
cover.  

Finally reaching her feet, she stumbled over Preston’s body, glancing down long 
enough to see his glazed-over eyes, and a small bullet hole to the right of his nose. The 
grip on her hair eased, replaced by an insistent tug on her arm. Leeds pulled her deeper 
into the front hallway and kicked the door shut, turning to a severe looking female agent, 
who had somehow materialized in the townhouse. 

“There’s a fifty cal rifle to the south, covering the street,” he said, pausing to catch his 
breath. “At least three shooters in covered positions at street level. Two south. One north. 
Place a claymore at the front door. How does the back look?” 

“No good. Night vision sweep picked up IR beams. They’ll cut us down as soon as 
we step outside,” said the agent. 

“We need a new exit,” said Leeds. 
“Already working on that. Downstairs,” said the agent, removing a paperback-sized, 

olive drab object from a pouch attached to her tactical vest.  
The female agent brushed past them, dragging one of the antique wooden chairs from 

Almeda’s sitting room into the middle of the foyer. In one motion, she stepped on the 
ornately carved chair and jammed the olive drab object into the plaster ceiling by two 
barbed spikes. On her way down, she flipped a switch, which momentarily bathed the 
hallway beyond the device in a faint green light. The woman pushed the chair against the 
wall and jogged away from the front door, as Leeds yanked Almeda deeper into the 
townhouse.  

“Stop it. You’re hurting me!” yelled the congresswoman, reluctantly following him to 
the basement staircase. 

“My job is to keep you alive. You can fire me when this is over,” said Leeds, 
tightening his grip and pulling her down the staircase. “Watch you step.” 

“The basement is a dead end,” she stated, before the smell of dust and smoke hit her 
nose.  

“Not any more,” he said, triggering his weapon’s attached flashlight. 
The flashlight struggled to penetrate a thick layer of suspended dust at the bottom of 

the stairwell. A thunderous explosion rocked the townhouse above and behind her, 
showering them in wood and plaster fragments. A hand shoved her forcefully from 
behind. 



“Let’s go, ma’am,” ordered a female voice. 
Leeds pulled her into the dust-choked darkness, moving them rapidly toward a 

flickering light on the other side of the narrow space. As they approached the light, 
Almeda realized the source of illumination couldn’t possibly come from her basement. 
An explosion rumbled above them, dropping lines of dust from the ceiling in front of 
Leeds’ flashlight. 

“What the hell was that?” said Almeda. “Where the hell are we going?” 
“My team is working on a new exit,” said Leeds. 
“We should wait here until the police arrive?” said Almeda, pulling against his grip. 
“D.C. Metro police scanners are quiet. Nobody is coming for us,” said Leeds, ducking 

through a jagged hole in the basement wall. 
“How can they be quiet?” said Almeda, hesitating. “Where the hell are we going?”  
“Townhouse next to yours. Watch your head,” he said. 
She stumbled into the adjoining basement, tripping over broken bricks and wooden 

debris. 
“Why aren’t the police responding? What happened to the Capitol Police security 

detachment assigned to watch my residence?” 
“Ma’am. We don’t have time for this,” said Leeds. “My backup vehicles are a few 

seconds away.” 
None of this made sense. Who would want her dead badly enough to launch a high 

profile attack in front of her house? Anti-secessionists? Her colleagues in the House? The 
industries pulling their strings? Or were they all the same thing? The timing of the attack 
couldn’t be a coincidence. She’d just left a tense dinner meeting, no doubt sponsored by 
the same industries? 

“How dare they?” she muttered. “Maybe it’s time to cut our losses.” 
“Cut who’s losses, ma’am?” said Leeds, glancing furtively up the stairs leading into 

the adjoining townhouse. 
“California’s,” said Almeda. “They just fucked with the wrong congresswoman.” 
“If you discover that anti-secessionists are behind the murder of Jacob Preston, will 

you support the secessionist agenda?” said Leeds, shifting his stance to block the 
staircase. 

“Mr. Leeds, if we uncover any connection between anti-secessionists factions and this 
attack, I’ll personally barge onto the state house floor in Pasadena and demand that 
California cuts ties with the federal government—and seizes every industry asset within 
the state.” 

“I really wish you hadn’t said that,” he stated, pointing the evil looking weapon at her 
face. 

In a flash, she realized the mistake she had made with her brutally candid response.  
“I should have known,” she said, spitting in his face before he pulled the trigger. 
 
 

  



 
 

Chapter	  2	  
 

La Jolla, California 
June 5, 2035 
8:05 PM 
 
Deep scarlet ribbons of scattered clouds layered the horizon, dissolving into a dark 

blue sky. Mason Flagg sipped Canadian spring water from a tall glass, admiring the day’s 
quiet transition from his cliff side terrace. Occasionally, his glance dropped to the 
vanishing expanse of rippled ocean converging on the shoreline far beneath the balcony. 
He’d miss the view, but not the state. 

Nothing could save this place. Not the billions pumped into renewable energy 
projects by the state. Certainly not the untraceable millions transferred to Cerberus 
Group’s bank accounts to fund Flagg’s operations. None of it would make a shred of 
difference in the end. California faced a Malthusian-grade dilemma, only solvable by 
genocide—and the last time he checked, Cerberus didn’t accept that kind of work. Not on 
U.S. soil, anyway.  

The satellite phone lying on the table next to him rattled the smooth glass top, turning 
his head toward indigo blue hologram hovering an inch over the phone’s surface. 
“LEEDS.” 

“Answer call,” he stated. 
The holograph changed to “ENCRYPTED CALL IN PROGRESS.” 
“I assume our friend has retired for the evening?” said Flagg. 
“That’s one way to say it,” replied Leeds, pausing for a moment. “Can you step inside 

the house? We need to have a very private conversation.” 
Flagg stared at the softening colors in the distance, placing a half-empty glass of 

water on the white marble tabletop. He took a deep breath before grabbing the phone and 
retreating to the home’s main level safe-room.  

“I’m inside,” said Flagg, shutting the door to the eavesdropping-protected sanctuary. 
“Almeda’s dead,” said Leeds. “Successful assassination attempt at 10:45 Eastern 

Standard Time.” 
“I’m not in the mood for games, Leeds,” said Flagg. 
“That makes two of us. We were ambushed in front of her townhouse. Preston and 

three of my agents are dead, in addition to Almeda.” 
Flagg’s mind processed the implications. His continuously updated feed of 

comprehensive—and extremely expensive—field intelligence reports didn’t support the 
possibility of a separatist sponsored assassination attempt. Someone on the other side got 
nervous. 

“I need to make a few calls,” said Flagg. “Are you set for now?” 
“We’re not sticking around, if that’s what you’re asking. We took some pretty 

extreme measures to protect Almeda. Claymore mines aren’t on D.C. Metro’s approved 
list of personal protective gear, not to mention breaching explosives and armor piercing 
ammunition,” said Leeds. 



Something didn’t make sense. If the team used Claymores and breaching charges, 
Almeda must have made it into the house alive. 

“You used Claymores? What really happened to Almeda?” said Flagg. 
“We only used one,” said Leeds. 
“You didn’t answer my question,” stated Flagg. 
“Someone fucked up big time,” said Leeds. 
“I’m well aware of that. I just want to make sure it wasn’t you.” 
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” said Leeds, pausing before he continued. 

“Preston came through as predicted—and those dumbfucks killed him right in front of 
her. Next stop would have been an impromptu press conference at the airport, declaring 
her support for the separatists. No way I could let her walk out of that house alive. 

Flagg took a deep breath and exhaled. “That’s why I assigned you to babysit Almeda. 
I never have to second-guess your decisions. What are we looking at in terms of 
forensics? Any way this traces back to the protective detail?” 

“She took an unlucky bullet to the head, when we tried to move her to the backup 
vehicle,” said Leeds. 

“Witnesses?” said Flagg. 
“Negative. Strickland was killed in the same gun battle. She was the only other agent 

in sight of the congresswoman,” said Leeds. 
“Two lucky shots?” 
“Would you have preferred a different outcome?” said Leeds. 
“No. We can’t afford any loose ends,” said Flagg. “And I didn’t just order you to 

deep-six the rest of the team.” 
“The rest of her team was out of sight, clearing a path to the backup vehicle.” 
“What did you do with Almeda’s body?” said Flagg. 
“The backup team just delivered it to the George Washington University ER,” said 

Leeds. “They’ll stay behind to answer questions. As far as they’re concerned, I wasn’t 
here.” 

“Perfect. A Cerberus clean up team can handle the rest. I need you back in California 
immediately. I’m accelerating the timeline,” said Flagg. 

“I’m headed to Hyde Field. Should be airborne in forty-five minutes,” said Leeds. 
“I’ll call you with instructions, when I have them,” said Flagg. “I expect you to hit the 

ground running.” 
“How much of an acceleration are we talking about?”  
“I expect you to be here for the recovery phase of the Del Mar mission,” said Flagg. 
“Please tell me you’re not talking about tonight?” 
“California needs to wake up to a more pressing distraction than Almeda’s 

assassination. See you in roughly eight hours.” 
Flagg disconnected the call and sat on the edge of the mahogany desk dominating the 

center of the room. He had a long night ahead of him. Leeds had extinguished the most 
immediate fire, buying them a day or so before the separatist propaganda machine kicked 
into full gear.  

“Dial Raymond Olmos,” he said. 
“Dialing Raymond Olmos,” his phone responded. “Encrypted call in progress. 

Connected.” 
“Good evening, Mr. Flagg,” said Olmos. 



“Ray, I need to move up the timeline for the Del Mar mission,” said Flagg, pausing. 
“Is there any reason your team can’t execute the mission tonight?” 

Olmos paused a little longer than Flagg had anticipated. “Is there a problem, Ray?”  
“Negative. We’ll make it happen. Everything is pre-staged,” said the operative. 
“Good. I’ll meet you in Point Loma. What’s your estimated time of departure?” said 

Flagg. 
“Twenty-three hundred hours. We’ll make up the time on the water,” said Olmos. 
“I’ll see you then,” said Flagg. “Call me immediately if you run into a problem.” 
“There won’t be any problems, Mr. Flagg,” said Olmos. 
The call ended, leaving Flagg with the distinct displeasure of contacting his executive 

handler at Cerberus and explaining the mess their impatient clients had just imposed on 
the operation.  

 



 

Chapter	  3	  
 

 
 
Point Loma, California 
June 6, 2035 
12:09 AM 
 
Mason Flagg checked the illuminated dial on his watch again. So much for making up 

time on the water. They had already been pushing mission parameters with an eleven 
o’clock start. He walked up to Raymond Olmos, who was inspecting one of his divers’ 
MK27 rebreather rigs. 

“How much longer, Ray?” he said. 
Olmos, a squat, muscular ex-Navy SEAL answered without turning around.  
“This is the last rig.” 
“I feel like I’ve already heard that a few times tonight,” said Flagg,  
“Well, I didn’t anticipate my equipment tech getting pinched at a CPD checkpoint,” 

said Olmos. 
“He shouldn’t have been carrying a firearm under his front seat. We have specialized 

containers and procedures for that,” said Flagg. 
“He shouldn’t have been pulled over in the first place. His car was supposed to be off 

limits,” said Olmos. “Shit like that makes the team nervous. It’s not like we’re in town 
for a yoga retreat.” 

Flagg stifled a laugh. “The last thing I’d want to do is make your team of hardened 
operators nervous. I’ll see what I can do about preventing a repeat. Until then, make sure 
your team transports firearms in approved containers. Checkpoint detection systems are 
too sophisticated for the Ziploc bag under the seat trick.” 

Olmos slapped the dry suit encased diver on the shoulder and turned to face Flagg. 
“We’re ready roll, sir.” 

“We need to make up some time,” said Flagg.  
“I’ll take us over the horizon to throw off any of the Coast Guard radars that pick us 

up on the way out,” said Olmos. 
“Just stay out of obvious visual range from the coast. Even the navy’s newest radars 

have a hard time detecting these,” said Flagg, patting the gray-scale painted hull of the 
sleek, shallow-angled craft next to him. 

The Mark X SDP (Stealth Delivery Platform) had been designed to bring SEALs 
ashore undetected in the most radar infested maritime environments imaginable. The 
Department of Defense put the program on indefinite hold two years ago—leaving 
General Dynamics Marine Systems with a sizable, and unrecoverable research and 
development loss. Eager to plug the financial holes in their rapidly declining maritime 
portfolio, General Dynamics sold the program to Sentinel Group, Cerberus 
International’s parent corporation. 

Mason Flagg took possession of two experimental craft several weeks ago, in an 
unobserved nighttime delivery to the beach outside of the building. The radar invisible 
boats were instrumental to Cerberus’s plan to turn the tide against the separatists. 



“We’ll scan for thermal signatures on the beach and in the structures. That’s the only 
time we’re vulnerable to a beach sighting. Even then, we’re barely visible,” said Olmos. 

“All it takes is one self-styled vigilante with a night-vision scope to cast some serious 
doubt on the accident,” said Flagg, taking a step back. “Move your team out.” 

“Roger that,” said Olmos, turning the team that had assembled in front of the boats. 
“Power up the winches! Open the doors! It’s go time!” 

The squad dispersed, each team member tending to a different launch task. Within 
seconds, the harsh fluorescent overhead lighting switched a deep red glow, releasing a 
monochromatic cascade of crimson and maroon shadows. In front of each boat, an 
industrial grade, rolling bay door creaked to life, rising steadily on its track. A briny 
ocean smell instantly filled the two-story structure, carried under the doors by a brisk sea 
breeze. The boats started to move forward before the doors had cleared the halfway point, 
causing Flagg to glance at Olmos.  

“It’s all synchronized to minimize the amount of time the doors are open. Never 
know who’s watching—and from where. Can’t be too careful right?” said Olmos, barely 
concealing a smirk. 

The boats slid toward the rolling bay doors, their bows disappearing under the 
steadily rising hatches. A few seconds later, both of the MK X’s vanished into the 
darkness, barely discernible to Flagg as dark receding shapes.  

“This is where I say adios,” said Olmos, slapping Flagg on the shoulder before 
jogging into the darkness.  

He hated when Olmos did that. There was no reason for the man to touch him, under 
any circumstances. It was a purposeful act of disrespect. Almost enough to have him 
replaced—which meant far more than just a handshake and “good luck” with your next 
job at this point in the operation. Fortunately for Olmos, he was the best in the business—
one of Cerberus’s most effective operators. Replacing him was not an option at this point, 
unless he severely compromised one of their missions. 

Recruiting morally ambiguous top tier Special Operations types had become nearly 
impossible over the past decade. With Joint Special Operations Command’s footprint 
shrinking every year, turnover within Naval Special Warfare’s Development Group 
(DEVGRU-Seal Team Six) and 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta (Delta 
Force) had come to a standstill. Technology was rapidly replacing the elite soldier, 
making Flagg’s job difficult. Operations conducted by Cerberus simultaneously required 
the best warriors and the worst human beings. A rare combination in today’s market.  

A deep rumble joined the sound of crashing waves, drawing him toward the open bay 
doors. Avoiding the one-inch thick, horizontally suspended cables extending from the 
motorized winches to the trailers carrying the boats, Flagg stepped into the crisp air. His 
shoes crunching the thin layer of fine sand blown over the expanse of asphalt extending 
to the water, as a second rumble interrupted the night on the western side of Point Loma. 
The rhythmic thrum of the Mark X’s sound-dampened engines faded into the pounding 
surf less than a hundred feet away. 

To the untrained ear, the boats would draw little attention from the shore. The 
expanse of beach selected as their primary insertion and extraction point was located just 
outside of the surf zone, in front of a one hundred yard stretch of nature conservation 
land. The nearest building or home was easily more than two hundred feet away. His only 
worry at this point was the timing. 



Olmos’s team was working on a highly compressed timeline, which left him uneasy. 
Once they started working on the seawater cooling intake pumps, there was no turning 
back. The schematics and first hand intelligence provided to the team made that 
abundantly clear. Even under optimal time constraints, they could not reverse any work 
they had begun. The divers had to complete the work, and they were already two hours 
behind the originally planned timeline. 

The winches inside the building whirred to life, signaling a successful launch. Peering 
over the crashing surf, he caught a shrouded glimpse of the boats speeding away. It was 
out of his hands now.  

Flagg took a deep breath of the ocean air, shaking his head. He’d trade the smell of 
decaying sea life any day for clean, pine scented mountain air. He really didn’t get what 
people saw in this state. 

 
  



 

Chapter	  4	  
 

Mira Mesa, California  
June 6, 2035 
4:02 AM 
 
Nathan Grimes inhaled the deep roasted scent of coffee and rubbed his face, turning 

his head toward the 50-inch flat screen television mounted to their bedroom wall. The 
unit displayed the time in a muted, green color barely distinguishable from the rest of the 
screen. Three minutes before his alarm. Shit. He could have used the extra three minutes. 

A problem with the desalination system had kept him up long past his normal bedtime 
hour. Four hours of sleep. Four hours short of what he typically needed to feel human. 
Careful not to wake his wife, Nathan slid out of the blankets, placing his bare feet firmly 
on the cool laminate floor. With the reluctant morning grace of a man on the verge of 
middle age, he rose to his feet. 

“Be careful out there,” Keira whispered, barely poking her head out of the covers 
He leaned over his side of the bed and softly kissed her lips. 
“Every time is the same. A few cars on the road. A checkpoint after the interstate exit 

in Del Mar. The same dogs barking near the beach. There and back in ninety-three 
minutes, if I don’t stop for coffee,” he said. 

“You better stop for coffee,” she grumbled. “I didn’t hear you come to bed. Did you 
get the pump working?” 

“Yeah, but the entire setup is showing signs of its age. I don’t know how many more 
times I can take the pump apart and put it back together without breaking something I 
can’t fix. Some of the parts look rough,” he said. 

“It’s been more of a luxury than a necessity. We’ll be fine. Make sure to grab us 
something sweet at the coffee shop,” she said, pulling blanket up to her eyes. “And be 
careful.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, kissing her forehead. 
In the hallway outside of their bedroom, he paused at his son’s open doorway. The 

room was pitch black beyond the softly illuminated walls. He concentrated on the room’s 
silence, listening for the nearly imperceptible sounds of his son’s breath—a habit Nathan 
had never broken since Matt was an infant. A parent’s baseless paranoia that a child 
might fall asleep and never wake up. 

The light vanished, his fleeting moment of stillness deactivating the glow. Ridiculous. 
At this rate, he wouldn’t be surprised if they were a year or two away from seeing battery 
operated light bulbs—one hundred percent grid-energy efficient! That was the mentality 
now. Keep it off the grid, no matter how ridiculous the idea, and there was no shortage of 
asinine ideas.  

The night-light was just one of several hundred daily reminders showcasing the 
unintended, overreaching effects of the California Resources Protection Act. What started 
out as a well-intentioned effort to regulate and enforce the efficient use of key natural 
resources, quickly devolved into a quasi-Big Brother state for residents. Nearly every 
aspect of modern life requires the use the state’s natural resources in some way. A stark 
wake up call for a population with a long history of ignoring mother nature’s perils. 



Massive cities built on active fault lines. New developments constructed around hills and 
canyons hit year after year by wild fires. Houses built at the bottom of mudslide prone 
slopes. A water distribution infrastructure designed around century-old population 
figures.  

But who was he to point a finger? Nathan was one of forty-seven plus million people 
that continued to cling to the California dream—twenty years into the worst drought in 
recorded history. Even worse, he chose to move here knowing exactly what he was 
getting into. On the surface, it was a logical move for a water reclamation engineer 
schooled in the art of turning toilet water into drinking water at the University of 
California-Davis, but in reality, it was a practical, well-calculated move, based on several 
years of observations across the United States. 

While most of the country pokes fun at the thought of Californians swiping their 
California Resource (CALRES) cards to buy groceries, gasoline, and lattes; or laughs at 
the notion that nearly every Californian drinks recycled toilet water—most Americans 
tend to convenient forget a few sobering statistics that Nathan has watched closely. 

Like the fact that more than half of the population of the New Dustbowl Region has 
relocated to the nations largest cities outside of California. California’s domestic 
immigration reform and strict border closure policies prevented the overwhelming 
population flood experienced by the rest of the country. Close to eleven million domestic 
refugees have fled the states hit hardest by the drought and sandstorms, mostly migrating 
east to compete with several million displaced illegal immigrants—for the few jobs the 
nation’s struggling economy could support. 

Meanwhile, California’s Gross State Product topped 4.6 trillion dollars, growing in 
the double digits for more than a decade, while most states saw a decline. Despite the 
drought, California thrived economically, an observation that wasn’t lost on Nathan when 
he received multiple job offers after resigning from the Tucson Water Authority. Things 
were under control in California. Swiping a state issued card to buy food and gas for the 
rest of your life seemed like a small tradeoff to make for the security California seemed 
capable of providing. Seemed. He had a contingency plan in case the situation imploded, 
which was part of why he was up at four in the morning.  

He turned into the bathroom, the lights activating upon entry, and relieved himself, 
secure in the knowledge that the motion detector in the ceiling light was an older model. 
He closed the self sealing toilet seat lid when he was finished, pressing the “liquid 
recycle” button and eliciting a high pressure hissing sound. Success. His fluids, along 
with a modest amount of water, had been evacuated into a small tank, the odor 
neutralized with an eco-friendly chemical agent. The liquid would be held for the next 
flush, eventually accumulating enough fluid in the recycle tank to handle one of life’s 
more serious bathroom moments. A green light on the top of the toilet announced its 
readiness to receive.  

Nathan turned to the sink imbedded in a marble counter top and waved his hands 
under the brushed silver faucet. Cold water mixed with an undetectable quantity of anti-
microbial soap sprayed onto his hands, filling the bottom of the sink before stopping. 
Holding his hands in place, the water instantly drained from the sink and was sprayed 
over his hands. The cycle could repeat endlessly, if the manufacturers hadn’t 
programmed a four-cycle limit to save electricity. Newer models gave you three cycles of 



reused water. Reminder number three, and he hadn’t walked more than twenty feet. Time 
to stop counting. 

Lights followed him through the house, into the kitchen, where he pressed a button to 
override the motion sensors. Coffee was ready. The car was loaded. And he was three 
minutes ahead of schedule, giving him plenty of time to enjoy his coffee and catch some 
news before shuffling out. He swiped his smart phone from the kitchen island and 
selected the home control application. 

“Kitchen television. On,” he spoke softly. 
The monitor mounted above a low row of cabinets came to life, displaying a local 

news feed, which he ignored while fixing his coffee. He took a long sip of smooth 
espresso roast and turned to take a seat, his eyes catching the news banner at the bottom 
of the screen. 

“Holy shit,” he muttered, processing the banner. 
Breaking News: California Congresswoman Elisa Almeda (R) assassinated in front of 

Georgetown residence. 
“Volume. Medium,” he spoke, slowly taking a seat while the broadcast came to life. 
“…amid rampant speculation that the attack was sponsored by anti-secessionist 

interests in Washington D.C. The attack, which occurred at 10:43 Eastern Standard Time, 
came on the heels of a high stakes dinner meeting with Allen Rushby and Candice 
Montgomery, House representatives from Kansas with close ties to powerful lobbyist 
groups opposed to the secession initiative in California. Anonymous sources claim that 
Congresswoman Almeda had been under constant pressure to take an anti-secession 
stance upon her return to California after the current session. Officials from both 
congressional offices were unavailable for comment.” 

“Kitchen television. Off,” he said, placing the coffee mug on the island. 
10:45 Eastern Standard Time? Major news outlets probably had the story within the 

hour, which meant every Californian watching television or surfing the Internet last night 
knew about Almeda’s assassination. The entire state could have descended into chaos, 
while Nathan tinkered with a positive displacement pump in his garage. He thought about 
stepping onto the back patio to see if downtown Mira Mesa was burning to the south, but 
dismissed the notion just as quickly. The night was quiet. No sirens. No angry voices. No 
different than when he stepped on the patio around midnight, to breath in the crisp ocean 
air—on the surface. 

Almeda’s murder was bad news all around. She’d straddled the fence far too long, 
giving hope to the secessionists and scaring the shit out of the big money folks. Someone 
obviously got tired of waiting for her to take sides—setting a very dangerous precedent. 
Without a doubt, this wouldn’t be the last desperate act to emerge from this political 
conflict. Both sides were well funded, and the California Liberation Movement wasn’t 
exactly a pussyfoot operation. 

He sniffed at his coffee, no longer interested in drinking it. The conflict would 
intensify, not that gunning down a member of the House of Representatives in front of 
their house was a soft touch. Maybe today wasn’t the best day to be hanging out too close 
to the Del Mar desalination center in the early morning hours. They might be on alert and 
have extra security patrols combing the nearby neighborhoods. Now he was just being 
paranoid. He’d never seen that before, even when the facility was overtly threatened by 
eco-terrorists. 



Letting go of the warm mug, he stood on hesitant legs and considered waking Keira. 
No. She’d talk him out of making the trip, and he needed to go now, before Californians 
took the secession debate to the streets. If things got ugly, the San Diego County PD 
wouldn’t hesitate to impose stricter restrictions on travel outside of approved residential 
zones. He wanted to top off their water supply before that happened. More than anybody, 
he understood the vulnerabilities of the county’s water distribution system; and if his gut 
instinct was correct, Almeda’s assassination signaled an escalation of hostilities that 
could eventually break that fragile system.  

 
  



 

Chapter	  5	  
 
Sorrento Valley, California 
June 6, 2035 
4:15 AM 
 
Nathan drove across Vista Sorrento Parkway, steering his car through an empty, unlit 

intersection onto the northbound ramp for Interstate 805. The moment his vehicle crossed 
the four-lane parkway, a soothing female voice filled the passenger cabin, accompanied 
by a visual alert on his windshield Heads Up Display (HUD). 

“You have exited Residential District Forty-Two.” 
“Thank you,” he said fatly, continuing down the onramp.  
“Your welcome. I noticed you are not taking one of several authorized routes to your 

work address of record. Is this trip official San Diego County Water Authority business?” 
said the voice. 

“No,” he replied. 
“Very well. The time spent out of your residential district will be recorded. Thank 

you,” said the voice. 
“Yeah, you do that,” said Nathan, merging onto the empty interstate. 
In the distance, thinly spaced high mast lights activated sequentially, illuminating the 

northbound highway lanes as far as he could see. In his rearview mirror, darkness chased 
his car, as the interstate’s digital processors raced to optimize the lighting needs of the 
highway based on a single automobile. From the road, it was both impressive and 
intimidating to think that a fixed interval of light followed your car. From above, in the 
sparsely travelled morning hours, it was nothing less than spectacular. Each car a beam of 
light threading the California highway system like electrical impulses. Each car tracked 
by GPS. 

San Diego County was one of the first counties in the state to implement EcoTrak, a 
mandatory, vehicle based “position management” system designed to encourage fuel 
conservation and support local business growth. Each family, based on the number of 
drivers, was given a fixed amount of time to spend out of their residential zone, with 
travel related to employment exempted. 

In reality, the time limits were far less restrictive than they sounded, allowing citizen 
to enjoy a full day out of their zone every two weeks. With carryover hours permitted 
each month, it was easy to register and schedule an overnight trip within fuel ranges, 
unless you were wiling to pay an exorbitant fee to add gasoline to your allotment. Modest 
fines constituted the enforcement side of the program, which accomplished most of the 
system’s behavior modification goal—not to mention the incessant reminders.  

“Merging onto Interstate Five. Three hundred and thirty-seven out-of-zone minutes 
remaining,” he said out loud, beating the onboard computer system to the announcement. 

“Correct. Thank you, Mr. Grimes,” said every polite voice.  
Of course, EcoTrak had more insidious applications. With all of its data managed by 

the county’s Mobile Tracking Division, the police department had real time access to 
nearly every citizen’s movement. Like any system, there were loopholes—none of which 
you wanted to get caught implementing. EcoTrak implementation was not optional, and 



the typical price for noncompliance was revocation of county citizenship privileges, 
which often meant you had to leave the state, unless you didn’t mind manual work in one 
of the Agricultural Zones. There was no shortage of jobs in the wake of the California 
Immigration Initiative. 

The Del Mar Heights exit arrived shortly after the I-5 merge, depositing his vehicle in 
front of a San Diego County PD checkpoint. Figures. As he eased the car down the ramp, 
powerful, pole-mounted LED lights blazed to life, illuminating the mobile barriers placed 
to funnel traffic toward the police officers. His windows tried to adjust, tinting the glass 
as he rolled up to three body armor-encased officers from the county’s elite Civil 
Protection Division (CPD). Mostly hidden from view, a fourth officer peered around the 
back corner of a CPD marked tactical vehicle positioned at the bottom of the ramp. 
Nathan could see the outline of the officer’s helmet-mounted night vision goggles beyond 
the black SUV. 

The lead officer held out a gloved hand, motioning for him to stop. Once Nathan 
shifted the transmission into park and placed his hands at the ten and two o’clock 
positions on the steering wheel, the two additional officers crossed in front of his vehicle. 
They approached the passenger side, probing the interior of his car with excessively 
bright, handheld flashlights. He restrained from covering his eyes when the beams 
crossed his face, not wanting to make any sudden moves. 

The lead officer approached, shining a flashlight in the rear driver’s side seat before 
tapping on his window. Nathan obliged, by fully lowering the window, a prerequisite for 
the stop. CPD didn’t play the “open your window a crack to slide your ID through” game. 

“Good evening, officer,” said Nathan, making deliberate eye contact. 
“Good morning,” corrected the officer, continuing to search beyond him. “Do you 

mind popping the trunk?” 
Under normal circumstances, Nathan would have declined the request, but with three 

heavily armed CPD officers surrounding his vehicle, at four in the morning, on a deserted 
off ramp, he decided the better course of action was to comply with the Fourth 
Amendment violation. He had nothing to hide. 

“Sure,” he said, slowly moving his left hand to trigger the trunk release. 
“Thank you,” said the officer, imperceptibly nodding over the car at one of his 

checkpoint partners. 
“Kind of early for a personal trip, Mr. Grimes,” said the officer. 
His identity had been confirmed within milliseconds of arriving at the checkpoint. 

Cameras attached to the mobile light poles had scanned his face, matching the image to 
vehicle registration information transmitted by the radio frequency identification system 
imbedded in his car. A quick search of the database for authorized drivers instantly 
determined if officers needed to make a deeper inquiry about the person driving the 
vehicle.  

“Trust me, I don’t relish getting up this early. I collect seawater samples at the 
beach,” said Nathan, not intending to expand the description of his weekly morning trips. 

“Is this related to your job at the water authority?” said the officer. 
“Negative,” said Nathan, purposely changing his vernacular. 
CPD actively recruited Marines from Camp Pendleton to boost their ranks. The 

chance of interacting with a former Marine was high, and speaking the lingo often eased 
the pain of a checkpoint stop. 



“Former service?” said the officer, taking the bait. 
“Negative. My father retired as a Sergeant Major. Regiment level. I grew up on Camp 

Pendleton,” said Nathan, all of which was true. 
“Small world,” said the officer. “Got out as a staff sergeant in ’28, right when 

SDCPD was looking to expand. Couldn’t have timed it better. They cut MARSOC deep 
the next year. Dumped two of the three battalions. Fuckers.” 

“Sounds like you landed in the right place,” said Nathan. 
“It’s a shit ton better than the regular patrol division. That’s for sure,” said the officer. 

“How long will you be at the beach?” 
“I usually don’t take more than thirty minutes,” said Nathan. 
“All right. You’re good to go,” he said, patting the top of the car. “Make sure you 

don’t cross the San Dieguito Lagoon. Security is tighter around the plant because of the 
assassination.” 

“I would hope so. Unbelievable waking up to that tragedy this morning,” said Nathan. 
“It was only a matter of time before someone crossed the line,” he said, stepping back 

from the vehicle and speaking into his helmet microphone. 
The checkpoint lights darkened, leaving him with partial glare blindness as he pulled 

into the empty Del Mar heights road intersection and took a left toward the beach. A few 
minutes later, he nestled his car into a rare, vacant beach parking spot on Ocean Front 
Road, directly in front of the San Dieguito River beach preserve.  

 
  



 

Chapter	  6	  
 
 
Point Loma, California 
June 6, 2035 
5:01 AM 
 
Nick Leeds stepped on the brightly lit tarmac at Montgomery Field Airport, taking a 

moment to test his legs. Flagg’s insistent calls had kept him awake for most of the flight, 
adding another eight hours to a severe sleep deficit. Personally managing Almeda’s 
security needs had required him to work consistent, eighteen-hour days in D.C. If Flagg 
expected him to manage field operations today, he’d have to acquire field-stims to remain 
functional. As it stood, he felt borderline combat ineffective standing next to the whining 
Gulf Stream 650ER. 

His earpiece sounded before he could take a step forward. “Encrypted call from 
Mason Flagg.” 

“Mother fuhhh,” he started to utter, remembering that Flagg could simply cut into his 
wireless feed.  

“I hope that wasn’t directed at me,” said Flagg. “Did you manage to grab a nap?” 
“Very funny, and that was definitely directed at you,” said Leeds, spotting one of his 

men waiting just outside one of the open hangar bay doors. 
Looks like his entourage would bypass the airport arrival building for a far more 

private exit.  
“I sent coffee with your team,” said Flagg. “I need you in Del Mar ten minutes ago.” 
“Del Mar? Don’t we have people working up there right now?” said Leeds. 
“That’s the problem. They’re still working, and Olmos hasn’t received the signal to 

pick them up.” 
Leeds looked past the sleek jet behind him and examined the eastern horizon. A faint 

ribbon of blue peaked over the pitch-black hills.  
“They have about twenty minutes before some asshole decides to go for a sunrise 

stroll,” said Leeds, starting to job toward the hangar. 
“Precisely. I need you up there running interference,” said Flagg. 
“I presume that means no witnesses?” said Leeds. 
“People drown at the beach, especially after they witness one of my operations. You 

can access the precise diver pickup coordinates on the Cerebrus server, under current 
operations. There’s a CPD checkpoint at the Del Mar Heights exit, so use Carmel Valley 
Road,” said Flagg. 

Carmel Valley added time to their trip, if he obeyed the speed limits.  
“ETA?” requested Leeds, picking up the pace. 
“Twenty eight minutes, and watch your speed. I know Carmel Valley is slower, but it 

beats rolling the dice at a checkpoint,” said Flagg. “I can replace a dive equipment 
specialist. You on the other hand…” 

“Is that a compliment?” said Leeds, breathing heavy. 
“Depends on how I finish the sentence. Call me when you’ve reached Del Mar.” 



The call disconnected, leaving him in a dead sprint to reach the idling SUV that no 
doubt waited for him on the other side of the hangar.  



  

Chapter	  7	  
 

San Dieguito River Beach Preserve 
Del Mar, CA 
June 6, 2035 
5:20 AM 
 
Nathan’s eyes fluttered, opening slowly to focus on milky bands of star clusters above 

him. He raised his wrist over his face and squinted at his watch. Shit. He’d fallen asleep 
in a patch of soft sand behind a thick row of beach scrub. He knew better than to lay 
down, but the soothing rhythm of the crashing surf provided an all too tempting backdrop 
for stargazing. San Diego County’s strict light pollution laws had restored vast swaths of 
the night sky to coastal viewers.  

A low rumbling drew his attention away from the celestial panorama. He turned on 
his side and started to push his body off the soft ground, when the sound of distant voices 
froze him in place. Nathan remained still, straining to determine the direction of the new 
sounds over the steady plunge of Pacific waves. After listening for several seconds, he 
rose high enough to see through the wind blown scrub.  

He didn’t see anything at first. The obsidian canvas beyond the wavering bushes 
yielded little more than a series of fading gray lines where the continuous onslaught of 
waves plunged into the water. He continued to stare into the blackness, convinced that the 
sounds had come from the ocean. Noise tended to travel much further over water. His 
peripheral vision caught movement beyond the breakers. 

Rising a little higher, he spotted the suspected source—too far away to identify details 
with the naked eye. Nathan opened his backpack and removed a pair of compact 
binoculars, training them on the early morning interlopers. Two shadowy, military style 
boats bobbed in the water, holding station just beyond the surf zone. He adjusted the 
focus and searched for markings. Nothing. One of the boats twisted rapidly, pointing it’s 
stern toward the beach. 

Behind the boat, a cluster of dark objects emerged, floating in the choppy water. He 
watched as four heavily laden divers climbed onto the deck of the craft, and disappeared 
through unlit hatches on the starboard side of the low profile, angular superstructure. A 
deeper rumbling floated across the beach, indicating a throttle change. By the time 
Nathan processed this information, the boats had receded into the distance—swallowed 
by the darkness.  

He lowered his body to the cool sand and lay on his back, contemplating the bizarre 
scene. What the hell had he just witnessed? Nothing good. There was little doubt about 
that. Two stealth boats retrieving a covert diving team less than a mile from the Del Mar 
desalination plant. Without a doubt—nothing good. He should have trusted his first 
instinct and stayed home. Or maybe he was being paranoid, and whole thing was one of 
dozens of regular exercises conducted by the Marine Reconnaissance units or SEALs 
stationed on the southern California coast. 

Camp Pendleton was less than five miles north, and all of the West Coast’s SEAL 
teams operated out of the Naval Amphibious Base on Coronado Island—twenty miles to 
the south. A military exercise was well within the realm of possibilities. Right? Nathan 



wasn’t altogether convinced as he took in the fading light show above him—shades of 
lighter blue from the west creeping into the periphery of his vision. Time to get moving. 
He liked to get home before his neighbors woke up. The fewer questions he had to field 
about his trips, the better.  

Nathan shouldered his backpack and made quick attempt brush the sand off his 
clammy, saltwater dampened pants. Keira preferred he didn’t drag half of the beach into 
the house upon returning from his trips; an impossibility unless she didn’t mind him 
walking through the kitchen without his pants. Sand tended to stick to wet clothing, and 
he essentially rolled in it by lying down. She was going to be pissed, about the sand—and 
the time. He should have been home by now with her coffee. 

Three quarters of the way across the shrub infested nature preserve, Nathan paused, 
detecting the sound of an approaching vehicle. Unable to resist his paranoia, he kneeled 
below the tops of the bushes, peering through the thin tops. The moment his knees 
touched the sandy trail, headlights illuminated a pair of expansive palm plants 
surrounding a white garage door on the corner of Ocean Front Road. The palms’ shadows 
grew on the street, as a black Suburban crept into view between the tightly spaced homes 
at the edge of the preserve. 

Nathan’s eyes darted to his hybrid sedan parked thirty feet away; grimacing as the 
SUV’s headlights bathed the silver Toyota. Shit. What are the chances this is 
unconnected? He lowered his body further, placing the palms of his hands on the sand 
and crawling into the dense brush. The SUV idled at the corner, giving him second 
thoughts about staying in place. 

A powerful spotlight swept the tops of the bushes, passing over his head and stopping 
at the seaward edge of the preserve. The light probed the bushes along the beach and 
disappeared. Moments later, the SUV’s engine roared, and Nathan heard the oversized 
tired crackling over the street. He risked a peek through the shrubs, catching the red glow 
of the SUV’s taillights. It had turned on 21st Street, heading away from the beach. He 
rose a little higher and watched the SUV turn right onto Coast Boulevard. 

Nathan checked his watch and waited two minutes before crawling the rest of the 
distance to his car. Reaching the edge of the small, public parking lot, he scrambled 
behind the hood of the Toyota and slowly peeked over the top, fearing that the SUV had 
somehow returned. Ocean Front Road was deserted as far as he could see, along with the 
rest of the tight roads leading the preserve. 

He walked down the passenger side of his car and paused behind the trunk, 
calculating the angle from the back of his car to the corner. Based on a quick estimate, he 
didn’t think the occupants of the SUV could have read his license plate from where they 
stopped. They could have read it on the way out, using a magnified night vision device, 
but he doubted they bothered. The SUV had departed in a hurry.  

As Nathan drove away from the beach, he wondered if he should mention the strange 
encounter to Keira. She had a far more active imagination, not to mention a touch of the 
conspiracy bug. No. He’d keep it to himself. News of the assassination would be more 
than enough for her today. Black ops boats, covert diving teams and suspicious, black 
Suburban SUV’s would push her over the top. The last thing he needed was a full-blown 
panic at the Grimes household. He felt edgy enough cruising through the abandoned 
streets—on the constant lookout for a black SUV.   



 
 

Chapter	  8	  
 
Del Mar Desalination Plant 
5:42 AM 
June 6, 2035 
 
Gary Reynolds focused on the reactor’s digital seawater cooling display, massaging 

his temples. He didn’t like the vibrational sensor readings from the primary circulating 
pump’s housing unit. They were well within normal ranges, but had twice strayed beyond 
baseline readings in the past minute. The system hadn’t registered a vibration out of 
baseline parameters since they started the reactor—849 hours ago. Little things like this 
drew his attention. 

As the plant’s senior reactor operator, he’d overseen every aspect of the plant’s 
operational life cycle, from initial testing to commissioning. For the past thirty-five days, 
he’d spent most of his life in this reactor control room, teasing out irregularities and 
establishing best practices from the reactor control teams assigned to the plant. He knew 
more about this system’s behavior than his own children’s. Like any well-designed, 
newly constructed reactor, Unit One was flawlessly predictable, unlike his preteen son 
and teenage daughter. An irregularity detected this soon in the life cycle was a sign of 
trouble.  

“This has happened twice in the past forty-five minutes?” said Reynolds, addressing  
James MacDonald, the shift’s duty reactor operator. 

“Two series of spikes out of baseline. Uneven spacing. Progressively intensifying,” 
said the operator. 

“But still far inside acceptable operating parameters,” said Reynolds. 
“Correct, but that pump has purred from the start,” said MacDonald. 
“Yes it has,” mumbled Reynolds, eyes fixed to the display. 
Before he could air his thoughts, another vibrational spike appeared, registered by 

several sensors throughout the pump housing. Instead of quickly dropping back under the 
baseline threshold and remaining there, the vibrations tapered off at a new level.  

“This is not good. Have we registered any unusual vibrations at the travelling 
screens? Maybe an impact that damaged one of the screens?” he asked, knowing the 
answer. 

Any impact large enough to breach one of those screens would register one hell of a 
vibration, triggering alarms throughout the control center. The screens were designed to 
filter ocean debris or any fish unfortunate enough to be snagged by the plant’s offshore 
intake conduit. Located more than two thousand feet offshore, the submerged conduit 
employs a velocity cap to discourage fish entrainment, but no system was one hundred 
percent effective. The screens were constantly rotated and power washed to remove 
impinged fish and debris.  

“I ran a system check. Nothing unusual,” said MacDonald. 
Reynolds glanced over his shoulder, finding what he expected; the rest of the shift’s 

reactor control team staring at the main display. He turned back to the screen in time to 
see the beginning of the end. Pump One registered a vibration at the edge of safe 



operational parameters, immediately trailed by a persistent reading outside of the safe 
zone. Red lights flashed on multiple panels in his peripheral vision, quickly followed by a 
high-pitched alarm. Reynolds gave the situation a few more seconds to unfold—for little 
reason beyond sheer disbelief. Pump One was in the process of tearing itself apart. Worse 
yet, Pump One was the plant’s only direct seawater cooling intake pump. 

Securing the Del Mar desalination plant’s location at the former Del Mar Fairgrounds 
had taken years of negotiations. One the most impactful concessions made by the San 
Diego County Water Authority, with the reluctant approval of the Nuclear Regulatory 
Committee, had been a strict limit on the seawater intake capacity of the plant. Since the 
plant required significant volumes of seawater for simultaneous cooling and desalination 
operations, the restriction effectively limited the reactor’s intake to one offshore conduit.  
Enough to cool the reactor, when combined with the eco-friendly, but completely 
ineffective wet cooling tower systems. 

Wet cooling systems, a hybrid closed/open cycle method, used ninety-five percent 
less seawater, reducing the levels of captured fish and warm effluent return by a similar 
proportion. Popular with environmentalists and politicians, they had little place in the 
realm of nuclear reactors. The drastic reduction in seawater correlated with a similar 
reduction in cooling capacity. In the case of the Del Mar plant, the wet cooling system 
boosted the direct seawater system’s efficiency by five percent. It also served another 
purpose, which was about to be tested. 

“Shit,” muttered Reynolds, seeing only one viable option moving forward. “Initiate 
emergency shutdown procedures. Mr. Macdonald, stop Pump One, and SCRAM the 
reactor when you have a green light to drop the control rods. Notify me before the 
SCRAM. Transfer full cooling responsibility for the deactivated reactor to the wet 
cooling system, and monitor the temperature levels closely. I’ll notify the shift 
supervisor. We’re in for a long day.” 

“That’s an understatement,” said Macdonald. “Shutting down a few months into 
operations is unprecedented. State and federal regulatory teams will descend on us within 
the hour,”  

“Good. They can revisit their decision to approve the accelerated construction 
timeline of the Del Mar plant, while they help us monitor the yet unproven emergency 
cooling system. Should be grand day for us all,” said Reynolds.    

He considered the implications of running the wet cooling system as the sole source 
of reactor coolant. When the control rods are inserted during a SCRAM, reactor power 
drops immediately, but does not completely cease. A small percentage of the reactor’s 
steady state power remains, thanks to a continuing, low-grade fission decay of neutrons. 
In other words, the reactor will continue to produce heat that needs to be cooled—for a 
long time. 

According to the plant’s designers, the wet cooling system could handle it. Reynolds 
wasn’t one hundred percent convinced, but what did his thirty plus years of experience in 
the field matter? Not much, apparently. He just worked here.  

“Ready to SCRAM the reactor,” said Macdonald. 
“Do it,” said Reynolds, after quickly examining the digital displays for any less 

obvious signs that Macdonald may have missed.  
 While reactor power levels plummeted, he took a deep breath and inhaled. Thirty-

five days and they already had a key equipment failure. The vast majority of reactor units 



in service today have gone thirty years without a critical failure. This morning’s pump 
fiasco didn’t bode well for California’s sustainability efforts. He wouldn’t be surprised if 
they shut down all of the recently built nuclear plants to inspect the pumps. All of this on 
top of congresswoman Almeda’s assassination? California had hit its first real rough 
patch in a decade, and he hoped the state didn’t unravel too far. The idea of a breaking 
free from the federal government had its appeal in the long run.   



 

Chapter	  9	  
 
Mira Mesa, California  
5:45 AM 
June 6, 2035 
 
Nathan eased the car onto the Mira Mesa Boulevard exit ramp, slowing for the sharp 

curve that would deposit him in his authorized district. The moment his car turned east on 
Mira Mesa, the heads-up-display announced his return, projecting the salient details of 
his sojourn in a light blue digital readout in the center of the windshield.   

 
Entering Residential District 42. Time out of authorized zone: 83 minutes. Time 

remaining for out of zone travel: 254 minutes.   
 
A whole four hours left to enjoy with his family on the weekend. Looks like they’ll 

be staying local. Keira was going to be pissed. Eighty-three minutes was a record for him. 
He’d closed his eyes on the beach before, but never for that long. His Blue-tooth system 
announced a call with a muted klaxon, the customized ring tone he had jokingly set for 
Keira. He suspected she would live up to the joke this morning, especially if she had 
checked the news before starting her morning routine.  

“Accept call,” he said, pausing until the HUD displayed Connected. “I’m about to 
stop for coffee, honey. I should be home in about ten minutes.” 

“Don’t worry about the coffee. Did you see the news?” she said, clearly too worked 
up to piece together his extended absence. 

“I caught it right before I left,” he said. 
“Why didn’t you wake me?” she asked. 
“I didn’t want to stress you out at four in the morning,” he said. 
“You thought it was better to let me find out on my own?” she stated. “After realizing 

you were late. Please tell me you didn’t go to your usual spot.” 
“I didn’t go to my usual spot,” he said, wincing. 
“You actually went to Del Mar—ground zero for the next attack,” said his wife. 
He’d definitely hold off mentioning the black ops boats.  
“Nobody is going to attack a desalination plant. It’s not in either side’s best interest. 

Plus, it’s a heavily guarded site,” said Nathan. “It’s business as usual out here for ninety-
nine point nine-nine percent of the population.” 

“California was attacked. Nothing will be business as usual today,” said his wife. 
“We need to be ready for a quick departure.” 

He didn’t respond immediately, letting her words and tone sink in. She was agitated, 
and in full conspiracy mode. There was no point fight against this tide. 

“I can’t imagine any scenario requiring us to flee, but I’ll get our bug-out gear ready,” 
he said. “After work.” 

“I’d feel better if you took some time this morning to pre-stage everything,” she said. 
Nathan hesitated, choosing his words carefully.  



“That’s fine. There’s not much I can do with both cars out of the garage all day, but 
I’ll make sure everything is where it needs to be—just in case. I’m still getting coffee, by 
the way.” 

“Thank you, Nate,” she said, sounding less troubled. 
“I told you I would get you coffee,” he said. 
“I meant for putting up with me,” she said. 
“It’s all good, honey. It can’t hurt to take a few extra steps. That’s why I insisted on 

going to the beach this morning. Just in case,” he said.  
“I just have a bad feeling about the assassination. Someone has taken the secession 

issue to the next level. I’m worried it won’t stop there.” 
“Either way, we’re in good shape. We can pack up and be on the road in an hour. 

We’ll be out of the populated areas a few hours after that.” 
“I love you,” she said. 
“I love you more,” he replied. “See you in about eight minutes.” 
“See you then,” she said. 
He turned into the second of four Starbucks shops lining the five-mile stretch of Mira 

Mesa Boulevard, settling into the drive-thru line behind three early morning commuters. 
After ordering two grande cappuccinos, he swiped his California Resource Card (CRC) 
over the self-pay scanner, followed by his debit. The CRC recorded everything a 
California resident purchased, and was mandatory for every transaction, no matter how 
trivial. All retailers, from flea market vendors at Kobey’s Swap Meet to high-end art 
dealers in Hillcrest, were required to sell through CRC connected, point of purchase 
devices—including cash purchases. Online transactions required a valid CRC number, 
regardless of the transaction’s fulfillment location. 

The CRC program met with considerable protest when it was implemented in 2030, 
solidifying the California Resource Protection Act’s nickname as the “Hoarding Act.” 
With every Californian’s detailed purchase history in the state’s close held possession, 
citizens waited for the hammer to drop on over-consumption. Instead of black helicopters 
dropping Resource Card SWAT teams into backyards to seize excess food and 
consumables, the hammer came in the form of an individualized grade sheet. Each 
household received a CRC generated Sustainability Statement, analyzing consumption 
habits, and comparing them to neighborhood, city, and county averages. 

No late night door kicking, flash bangs and reeducation camps in the desert, like 
many suggested. Just good old-fashioned behavioral modification, pitting neighbor 
against neighbor, neighborhood against neighborhood, city-district against city-district—
with small perks for the winners. Extended water use hours. Added time out of residential 
district. District wide discounts on consumable purchases. Small things that everyone 
mocked at first. Not anymore. The California Resources people knew exactly what they 
were doing when they implemented the card program, and started mailing statements. 

The program had achieved a thirty-two percent reduction in consumption averaged 
across all categories. They even managed to squeeze a five percent reduction in the water 
use category. A small miracle given the fact that most families were living close to their 
“water breaking points,” an artificially determined level of water use, beyond which a 
family might experience water hardship. That’s what state water officials liked to call 
dehydration. 



The barista handed him two, piping hot to-go cups, forgetting the insulated sleeves he 
had splurged on. Tops and sleeves were extra, and from what he could tell by the weight 
of each drink, getting a full cup of coffee was extra too! Served him right for ordering 
cappuccinos. The barista opted for the drier version. Now his Sustainability Statement 
would reflect thirty-two ounces of “liquid consumables,” when the drinks couldn’t 
possibly contain more than twenty between the two of them. He stifled a laugh as he 
lowered the coffees in the center console cup holders. That was the kind of nonsense 
rattling around every Californian’s head, every minute of every day thanks to the monthly 
Sustainability Statement. 

His house was less than five minutes away from the Starbucks, buried in a maze of 
bungalow style homes valued between $650,000 and $850,000, depending on upgrades. 
$535 per square foot on average, nearly four times the national median price per square 
foot—not that anyone was selling. Property was passed down from family to family these 
days. Nobody got rid of California real estate anymore. 

Few could afford to buy it, and even fewer could afford to sell it. Most Californians 
had exhausted the equity in their homes to refit them with solar panels, solar batteries, 
water reclamation upgrades and hundreds of sleek eco-friendly options designed to 
compliment the sustainable home required to survive as a household in the resource-
stricken Golden State. Families were stuck in place, unable to move up, and unwilling to 
move down. Only people leaving the state sold their homes—to highly paid, tech industry 
immigrants. The concept of upward housing mobility dried up with the reservoirs and 
rivers.  

Nathan turned north onto Camino Ruiz, a perpetually busy six-lane thoroughfare, and 
cruised through a crowded block of strip malls and apartment complexes. Beyond the 
business district, tall, sand colored stucco walls lined Camino Ruiz, marking the start of 
the residential neighborhoods. Built and maintained by the town, the walls provide a 
modicum or privacy and sound reduction to the residents backed up against the road. 
They’d considered at a few homes lining busy roads when they first arrived in California, 
passing on the lower price. During rush hour, Camino Ruiz sounded like a grand-prix 
speedway at their current home, over two blocks away. He couldn’t imagine what it 
sounded directly behind one of these walls.  

He eased right onto Hydra Lane and navigated a few turns to arrive on Pallux Way, a 
street indistinguishable from the hundreds of streets crammed in the one by two mile 
residential area. Most of the homes on his block were tidy, well maintained one-story 
structures jammed onto lots barely ten feet wider than the house itself. With backyards 
featuring less square footage than the homes, you could watch and listen to your 
neighbor’s television if they left the shades open. $800,000 for a three-thousand square 
foot lot several miles from the beach. Only in California. 

With the sun still lingering a few degrees under the horizon, the ugly zero-scaping 
remained shaded, and mercifully invisible. Crushed rock. Hardened dirt. Red and brown 
mulch. Pieces of driftwood. Decorative fieldstone boulders. Antique wheelbarrows. The 
occasional zero water cactus. Everything carefully arranged in the front yard to resemble 
the kind of perfect high desert scene you’d expect to find in a natural history museum 
display—minus the rattlesnakes and scorpions. 

The Grimes hadn’t bothered with the faux panorama. Hardened dirt was the order of 
the day, much to the dismay of a few neighbors. Nathan wasn’t sure why any of the 



neighbors cared. The yards looked like shit, regardless of how much they spent at Home 
Depot, and the packed dirt didn’t absorb as much rain—resulting in a higher 
neighborhood water reclamation score. Nathan was “taking one for the team.” 

The “zero-scape effect” was bad enough observed at street level. From the air, on 
approach to San Diego International Airport, the sight made you wonder why anyone 
would choose to live here. The city and it’s surrounding communities looked dead, 
compounded by dried up canyons and browned-out parks that seamlessly morphed into 
the dull grey asphalt jungle. Golf courses resembled tan Rorschach scars. Even Mission 
Valley, once prominently recognizable from the air, barely registered to the casual 
window seat observer. The Golden State was more on the light brown side these days.  

“Open garage door,” he said, receiving a courteous, affirmative reply from the car.  
A double bay door two houses down on the left started to rise, signaling his imminent 

arrival to anyone watching. He pulled the car next to his wife’s Jeep and stopped the 
engine, turning off the vehicle’s headlights. 

“Close garage door, please,” said Nathan, grabbing the two coffee drinks. 
He made his way to a door in the right corner of the garage, which led into the 

laundry room adjacent to the kitchen. A second door, located in the middle of the 
garage’s back wall, was hidden from street view by a row of steel backed industrial 
shelves placed several feet forward of the wall. The concealed door led to an unused 
bedroom they converted into their readiness workshop. He’d head there with the full 
water bottles after he delivered the coffee, where he’d start the desalination process and 
ready their mobile supplies for Keira’s benefit.  
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Mira Mesa, California  
5:47 AM 
June 6, 2035 
 
Sitting at the kitchen island, waiting patiently for Nathan to get home required every 

ounce of restraint Keira Grimes could muster. Gut instinct told her it was time to pack up 
the cars, and take a long trip out of the state—a permanent trip. The assassination 
changed everything.  

She’d closely monitored the secession issue since they moved from Tuscon, watching 
it grow from a northern California fringe movement to a widely supported campaign. The 
rhetoric on both sides grew nastier as California’s Twenty-Year Self Reliance plan 
entered it’s final years, and the idea of an independent California started to look more 
realistic—and appealing. A scary thought for some. Scary enough to brazenly murder an 
influential public official.  

Almeda had been instrumental to the construction of the Del Mar desalination plant, 
and the reactivation of the San Onofre nuclear power plant. She must have been on the 
cusp of unveiling a new project, or possibly pledging her support for California’s 
independence. Whatever the reason behind the desperately violent move, secession 
activists were sure to retaliate, possibly igniting a civil war within the state. 

Keira had no intention of letting the situation deteriorate around them, until it was too 
late to leave. She just needed to convince Nathan. Easier said than done. He’d watched 
the news and left to collect seawater—like it was no big deal. Like the police wouldn’t be 
out in force, questioning anyone headed toward the desalination plant at four in the 
morning. What was he thinking? Unfortunately, she knew exactly what he was thinking. 
Nothing. Nathan didn’t believe the secession issue was serious.  

A low, distant rumble from the laundry room drew her eyes to the door leading into 
the garage. Finally. She muted the television and waited for him to open the door. When 
he appeared with a smile and her cappuccino, she wasn’t happy to see either. Just for 
once, she wished he would look concerned. Just slightly worried. Standing in the 
doorway with coffees like it was any other day bothered her. It shouldn’t, but it did—
which caused her to pick a fight. 

“What took you so long?” she said, shaking her head. 
“I had three cars ahead of me in line,” said Nathan, placing her coffee on the island in 

front of her and kissing her temple. “Careful. They steamed the milk long enough to 
blister your skin.” 

“I meant your trip to the beach. When I saw the time, I got worried. I figured you got 
pulled over trying to reach the water,” she said. 

Nathan sat on the stool next to her, glancing upward at the television before 
answering. 



“I hit a routine checkpoint at the Del Mar exit. The officers told me the county had 
added a few checkpoints closer to the Del Mar plant,” said Nathan, taking a small sip of 
his coffee. 

Keira glanced at her wristwatch for dramatic effect, raising an eyebrow. 
“I kind of fell asleep on the beach,” said Nathan, half grinning. 
“That’s sounds safe,” she said.  
California might be on the brink of a civil war, and my husband is napping on the 

beach without a care in the world. 
“I was up in the beach scrub. Out of sight,” he said. 
She shook her head. He still didn’t get it. Time to play a card she never would have 

considered before this morning. 
“Anyway. I think we should consider taking a road trip to visit your parents,” she 

said, swiveling her stool to face him. 
“Really?” he said, halting the coffee cup a few inches in front of his face. “You’re 

voluntarily suggesting we visit my parents. In Idaho. By automobile.”  
Hearing the plan spelled out gave her pause. She liked it far better when Nathan’s 

parents travelled to California to visit. His father, a retired Marine sergeant major, had 
somehow convinced Nathan’s mother to abandon civilized life for an Idaho homestead. 
An hour from the nearest semblance of a town, they lived in complete isolation more than 
a mile off State Highway 75—on a road that required Nathan to rent a four-wheel drive 
SUV whenever they fly into Boise for a visit. 

She didn’t see Sergeant Major Grime’s mountain stronghold lasting too much longer. 
Jon and Leah Grimes were still spry enough to hike the trails, paddle the rivers and 
shovel heavy snow off the deck, but they were in their late fifties—about to embark on 
that long, often-problematic journey through the golden years. She’d seen it first hand.  
Keira’s parents were older than Nathan’s, and had already hit some rough patches.  

 
 
Mini prepper haven. Plastic outdoor storage bin filled with gas cans (cans not sold 

anymore-explain why this is illegal and why they have them). Extra propane tanks.  
Workshop through door in center of garage (bedroom converted for garage access). 
Digital display for rooftop solar panels (shown when he pulls up). Shelves with food, 
prepper items, hoarding paradise. Biggest item is desalination unit and tank with filter. 
Runs seawater through tank and filter for later. Wife opens door from house.   

 
  
 
 

	  


