Brooklyn, November 25th 2030, 2:34 AM: It was past 2 o' clock on the morning of Thanksgiving, and Carlos didn't have a whole lot to be thankful for. Out of his 3,000 original men, only half that remained after the brutal battle for control of the bunker containing the autonomous robot army. He did not know that all his problems were about to be solved. A pair of Lockheed-Boeing bombers sailed overhead, high above the clouds and released their payloads at preset coordinates supplied by an anonymous tipper with a scrambled voice and an untraceable call. Carlos never had a chance to panic, for he didn't see the flash of light in his windowless room, and the sound wave that would have alerted him to an explosion was also a shockwave that disintegrated him instantly on contact. One minute he was revising the troop assignment sheet with a heavy heart, and then, eternal blackness.
Staten Island, November 25th 2030, 8:14 AM: "I was never briefed in that much detail." The Vice President of Patriot Arms' words echoed through Xak's mind. He didn't think much of it when he was there, but there was a slight murmur of thought. That happens all the time and usually means nothing, but Xak was now convinced that this was different. The vice president knew that Xak was a telepath, and he had probably dealt with his share of them. He still wouldn't have been able to lie to Xak, but there could have been other information that Xak would not have picked up on if the VP kept his thoughts focused. Xak's abilities had gradually improved his memory, and he now sifted through the interrogation back and forth, in perfect clarity. It was clear to Xak now that "I was never briefed in that much detail" was a true statement only because he was never briefed at all! 

The VP's words made no sense. Xak didn't know much about military matters, but he remembered Mikal being incredulous at the VP's suggestion that the bunker was left intact because they wanted to keep it a secret, and then that they couldn't be sure they would destroy it completely. But the VP had to actually believe what he was saying, or Xak would have known. And why would the Vice President of the company that designed and built those robots have such wildly bad information? 

The answer hit Xak like a bolt of lightning. Patriot Arms didn't design those robots, Honeywell did! It was later merged into Cybercorp and all military supplies were turned over to Patriot Arms, but the bunker was made back in WWIII when that wasn't the case. Most people wouldn't have remembered that, and Carlos obviously didn't or he wouldn't have been so interested in the VP's capture. That meant that any information the VP had, he had pieced together himself from hearsay! Someone adept at dealing with telepaths could answer with total guesses and get away with it as long as they thought it was probably true and as long as the telepath didn't mind probe him. 

Carlos had to know about this. Xak froze as he got up from his seat and saw through the window the last of a line of men in jet black polymer armor dart through the door to his apartment complex.
Bronx, October 17th 2025, 12:15 AM: Jack repositioned his bag to another spot on his shoulder.  It's been a long day.  God I hate this city.  If it wasn't like this everywhere else I'd seriously think about moving.  He busied himself by trying to forget about the people he'd met today.  But their oily memories weren't going so easily.  It was going to be another night of little sleep apparently.  Jack resigned himself to the nightmares that were sure to come when he realized he was home.  He scrounged in his pocket fishing for the keys.
He clomped up the front stoop and let himself in.  He stopped at his mailbox in the front foyer and started to open it when he heard a sound from behind him.  For a moment in time everything was frozen.  With only that moment's hesitation, Jack whirled around his pistol in hand, searching for the source of the noise.

His first pass around the foyer didn't reveal anything.  That's it.  I'm going crackers.  He lowered the gun and looked around the room again.  Jack caught the vaguest notion of a shape cowering in the shadows.  Jack narrowed his eyes but turned back to what he was doing.  If it wanted me dead then that's what I'd be.  He rationalized.
After gathering up all of his mail, bills really, Jack made his way to the stairwell.  Jack couldn't be sure why he was wondering how small someone would have to be to fit into that little shadowy place in the foyer, but he was.  Before taking the first step Jack stopped and addressed no one in particular.  "If you're hungry or whatever I'm on the fourth floor," Jack stated simply and then made his way home.

Jack tossed his mail, bill really, onto an already crowded spot on the table.  He dropped himself heavily onto the worn couch and turned on the TV.  By the time the first commercials came on he'd already forgotten about the invitation.

Jack was just starting to drift off when there was a small knock at the door.  His eyes kicked open and he stared at the television.  He wondered if what he'd heard came from there.  He wasn't sure what was going on but there weren't any doors on the screen.  It was then that he remembered he had a door to his apartment and that maybe someone was there.
As naturally as breathing his hand scooped up his pistol as he went to the door.  He leaned in close, closing one eye, to get a good view through the peephole.  A tiny slip of a girl was standing there.  She had one eye closed too and was trying to lean into the peephole herself.

"Okay," Jack said to himself.  "Not what I expected."

He undid the locks and opened the door slowly.  And there she was, just a girl.  She didn't look any older than 16 or 17.  She was dirty and unkempt and a little emaciated.  She was the first to speak.

"You weren't going to shoot me," She stated flatly.  It wasn't a question.

"Oh?" Jack looked down at the pistol in his hand.  "And how do you know that?"

The girl was busy studying the frame of the doorway, following it from one side to the other as if watching a race of some kind.  Without looking away from the more exciting inanimate door she pointed to his right hand and said "The safety is still on."

Bronx, November 15th 2030, 5:32 PM: "I need a drink," Jack surmised.  There was no reason given it was supposed to be simply understood.  "Penny!  I'm goin' to Joe's!"  Jack hollered across the apartment.  Hollering made him feel good, more manly, but it certainly wasn't necessary in the apartment.  A whisper could be heard next door.
He made sure he had some protection, his keys and wallet and then made his way to the door.  Before he could make his exit, he heard Penny coming up behind him.  He turned and was about to offer some lame excuse as to why she couldn't come when he was stopped short.

"Here, you'll need this."  She held out his bag to him.

"I'm just going down the street.  I don't need to take that with me," He protested.

She slipped it easily onto his shoulder, "Yes you will."

He watched her face for a moment.  She was smiling, but that wasn't unusual.  "Why? Am I going to run into someone who'll make us a lot of money?"

Penny nodded her head yes and that was that.  The bag was going with him.  "Okay.  See you in a few."  With that he was out the door.

Bronx, November 23rd 2030, 12:38 AM: Jack repositioned his bag to another spot on his shoulder.  It's been a long day.  God I hate this city.  If it wasn't like this everywhere else I'd seriously think about moving.  He busied himself by trying to forget about the people he'd met today.  But their oily memories weren't going so easily.  It was going to be another night of little sleep apparently.  Jack resigned himself to the nightmares that were sure to come when he realized he was home.  He scrounged in his pocket fishing for the keys.
Jack made his way up the four flights of stairs.  The closer he got to his apartment the lighter his steps became.  For the first time since he could remember he was genuinely glad to be home.

He unlocked the door and stepped inside.  He set his bag down plus the other things he'd acquired in the last few days.  Between the couch and the TV lay Penny who was involved in making concentric circles on a piece of paper.

"You know, I wish you'd tell me when something like this was going to happen," He said.

Without looking up she pointed to the bag and said "I did."

Bronx, November 23rd 2030, 5:56 AM: Jack awoke with a start. It would probably be weeks before he could enjoy a full night's sleep. Jack wasn't stupid. He knew that murderers and madmen roamed the streets at night. Heck, he'd run into his share of them over the course of his life. But after witnessing first hand the actions of three of them he wondered if he'd ever sleep right again. The hard part was over. The world was saved, but not because of the heroic action of a selfless few. The real nightmare was that Jack could never be sure whether or not he'd receive a surprise visit.
Those were the dreams that wouldn't let him sleep.  He looked out his window at the street. It was early morning but there were still a few people rambling about. By the looks of them, they were juice freaks. Most likely they were on their way to or from a robbery. He still had a lot of the money from the job but he still worried where his next job would take him.

When early afternoon came, Jack spent his time between stores.  It felt good to be able to walk in and point to an item on the shelf knowing that you had the cash on hand to actually buy it.
Manhattan, November 25th 2030, 8:22 AM: The more Matthew Guillard saw of what the corporations what to do with America and the world, the less he liked. He decided that they had to be stopped. He overheard a conversation about a bunker, right here in New York, containing an autonomous robot army that could lead to the corporates being able to crush all resistance. 

After stealing his boss's username and password, he found out all he needed to know about this project. The army was just sitting there for the taking, but something went wrong and the robots now kill anyone who enters. To deactivate the bots and reprogram them, they needed the shutdown codes. Everyone who had the codes was dead, and every computer bombed into oblivion, but after years of searching, the corporates had finally found a solution. In Lawrence Livermore Labs in California, there sits a problem solving supercomputer capable of retrieving the codes. But the first California expedition they send via airplane was never heard from again. They decided to send a convoy via land. 

If someone could get to California first, Matt reasoned, he could find destroy the supercomputer or try to turn the robots against the corporates. It would be a tough journey. The lands between cities were filled with bands of genefreaks, bandits, and inhabitants of small towns, all of whom will kill passerby on sight. Someone would need an off-road capable vehicle and the ability to obtain more jealously-guarded fuel along the way. His car could handle the ill-maintained highways, but there's no way he would be able to do it all alone. He would have to trust Steve not to rat on him. Even so, two people are only marginally better than one... 
 
Bronx, November 25th 2030, 8:25 AM: Jack was in like Flynn. These corporates were pathetic. They try as best they can to keep up to date, but you can only be so secure with software reminiscent of swiss cheese. Someone who was also logged on would be able to see that there was an intruder but that was a risk he had to take. Xak had messaged him mentally earlier. Apparently, Xak thought the Vice Prez didn't know the whole story about the robots. Jack hacked into one of Microsoft's information nodes, trolling for information about the bunker, when his Treo flashed a warning. Shit! He had been detected. 
 
Manhattan, November 25th 2030, 8:26 AM: Matt noticed that someone had hacked into the system. That was hardly surprising, but he was apparently searching for info on the same topic as Matt. Now that was a surprise. 
 
After a brief and guarded exchange of information, Jack and Matt had agreed that they should meet. If anyone could organize an expedition to California, it was Carlos. Jack set up a spot to meet Matt and Steve, with the intention that Penny would telepathically make sure they were on the up and up. If they weren't, well... he would cross that bridge when he came to it. Xak later messaged him again, and demanded to be included when he learned what was going on. 

Bronx, November 25th 2030, 8:35 AM: Penny pressed her pen to the paper a little harder. She was feeling a tingle at the back of her neck. It's the same tingle that happens just before Something Bad™. She was hoping that by ignoring it, vigorously, that it would go away and she could finish what she was doing at least. 

Jack had been quiet for the last ten minutes. She turned her head to see what he was up to. Sometimes, when she wasn't careful, he'd take opportunities like this to sneak up on her. He was preoccupied with his new gadget, some kind of super phone he'd bought. Penny was about to go back to her drawing but she paused to watch Jack carefully. 

Something wasn't right. She should have known - well, in fact she did know, just not what. There are always little things you can tell about a person just by looking at them. Their body position, the look on their face, these are small things that have lots of information if you know how to see them. 

Penny followed the clues her eyes gave her. Normally when Jack was playing with some new toy there would be more animation in his movements and his face. He'd push a button, make a frowny face and push another button. This wasn't that at all. His eyes were almost glassy, a hundred mile stare you could say. Only every half minute would he push a button - and it looked like the same one. 

While still playing little Miss Detective, the tingle raced from the back of her neck through the middle of her brain igniting a firestorm of images. They moved too fast for her to make sense of them. She laid her head on her arm, closing her eyes in an effort to calm herself. Penny had never been terribly fond of her Early Warning System. No doubt it had saved her life a number of times. But the discomfort and confusion it brought with it she wished she could do without. 

She tried to replay the images in her head, but as usual only a few were clear enough to make any sense of. And to say they made sense is an exaggeration. 

Penny pushed herself off the floor and made her way to her room. She looked around at her stuff. She didn't recognize anyone in her vision, except Jack, but she just knew that she might not ever see this room again. She wished she could take everything with her. She wished she could say goodbye to everything she couldn't take with her. Slowly, she gathered a few items and carefully stuffed them in her back pack. The last item into the pack was her only life long companion. A ratty sort-of-pink stuffed tiger she named Miss Puffy. She'd had Miss Puffy for as long as she could remember. 

Penny hated the bullet proof vest Jack had gotten her. She hated it with every fiber of her being. She hated the look of it, the feel of it - and most of all she hated that it was necessary. But still, like it or not, she understood why he had given it to her. She slipped into the vest and tightened it around her. She had made feeble attempts to soften its look by drawing little flowers on it. It hadn't helped but at least she felt like it was hers. 

She gathered the back pack and slung it onto her shoulders. Taking one final look at her room – the only one she could remember having – she waved goodbye to what was left there. Just as she turned to make her way back to the common area Jack hollered out "Penny! Get your things together. We have to -" He paused when he caught sight of her. He sighed. "I should have known," was all he said.

Manhattan, November 25th 2030, 8:47 AM: Steve was standing at his post when he heard Matt's voice in his ear. He walked into the boss's office and was more than a little taken aback at what Matt had to say. Steve didn't dare interrupt, however. When Matt finished talking, Steve went on the offensive. 

"You can't be serious. You're talking about betraying the company, our bosses, our friends, everyone! For what? On some off-chance that we could actually make it to California and get the codes? With a bunch of rebels, no less?! Pardon my french, sir, but that's fucking stupid." 

Try as he might, though, Matt would not be persuaded. After a good 15 minutes of back and forth, Steve relented. He made the necessary preparations for the trek out into rebel territory. Matt might be expecting to have a friendly chat with the human waste out there, but Steve made sure he was ready for the absolute worst. He'd be damned if he was going to let some no-good rebel send him to meet his maker.

Matthew sighed as Steve left. Deep down, he knew that he would be doing the right thing. Left to their own devices, the corporations would simply continue their growth into a technocratic police state. Rising up through the ranks would be nearly impossible unless you were born into influential families or somehow made friends with one. The increasing restrictions of high-end cybernetics and top-secret developments of other projects only exacerbated the problem. If the cycle was going to be stopped, now was the time. He only had to convince the world… 

As he prepared, he looked long and hard at the pistol on his desk. Steve had insisted that he buy it, years ago, for self defense. He glanced at the Type II Ballistic Vest on his bed, another purchase made from the pressure of his bodyguard. Mathew had seen what guns could do to a body; he recalled the millions of images he had seen from the various files and news reports that came across his desk. The thought of it all was sickening. 

“But better them than me…” he checked the gun to make sure it was loaded, reminding himself how the safety and laser sight worked. He just hoped that reasoning would help him sleep at night if it came down to it. 

Matthew knew that a bank account wouldn’t be accepted very well in the badlands between the coasts, hell, money might be a slight problem, but it would have to do. The Corporation would notice such a large withdrawal of funds, but if this meeting fell through, he had a plausible alibi, bribery, payoffs, that sort of thing. It was common enough that most people didn’t care overly much, except as noting them as potential tickets for use in the future. The 43,000 in cold currency could probably get them to the coast and back, if he managed it well enough. 

The pit in his stomach wouldn’t go away as he started up his Autotech Spirit…he wondered if it ever would. He took a comforting sip of coffee from the cup he had just brewed. It didn’t help much.
