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  To Robert,

	whose efforts and intelligence have helped sustain me.
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	Doctor william tecumseh carver, Carv to his friends, didn’t completely conceal the annoyance he was feeling with his senior staff. At 6’6” and 235 pounds, he was still close to his playing weight in college, where he had wisely used his basketball ability on scholarship to develop a more important ability. He was very black, very big and could be intimidating in the confines of the conference room.

	“Ladies and gentlemen. I shouldn’t have to remind you that United Nations Day next Monday will be a major celebration for the Euro-Arab coalition. Since it falls toward the end of October, it’s right after the beginning of Ramadan. When our foreign guests, particularly those of the Arab persuasion, visit us in Bellevue Enclave, you will all maintain correct decorum, no matter what the provocation.”

	“Chief?”

	“Yes, Doctor Yi?”

	The petite woman’s huge, dark eyes fastened on him accusingly. “You told the female doctors that they didn’t have to attend, which would spare them the sexual abuse they get from the Arabs.”

	“That’s right. I did. But the Enclave Manager insisted that all staff physicians must be present.”

	There were murmurs of discontent from the female doctors, who made up more than a third of the medical staff.

	“Shouldn’t we be allowed to say no to their sexual aggressiveness?” Doctor Yi asked.

	A helpless look flashed momentarily across Doctor Carver’s normally stoic face. “I wish we could, Mei, but it’s not my call. All the other department heads agreed with the manager that there will be no complaints, and cardiology has to go along. I got a letter of rebuke from the Deputy U.N. Undersecretary for American Affairs, warning us not to repeat last year’s insults, even though I wasn’t in charge then. He complained that most of you wore old rags on your heads, which outraged the Arabs. He threatened to revoke our accreditation if there were any more incidents. Do I make myself clear?”

	There was a general response of, “Yes, Chief.”

	“Good. It’s time for some of you to accept the fact that we don’t have certain rights anymore, except those allowed by the U.N. If they didn’t need our medical expertise, we’d probably all be in a poverty zone.”

	There was a tense silence as the doctors digested his harsh warning.

	“How long can we go on like this?” Doctor Yi asked. “This makes me yearn for the tyranny of the HMO’s.”

	“I don’t know, Mei,” Carver answered. “But we don’t have much choice.”

	“I heard a rumor that the Army is secretly recruiting again, somewhere in Wyoming or the Dakotas, and they’ll support a government that will protect its people,” one of the doctors announced.

	“I heard that the Saudi ambassador pinched President Beaumont’s breast at a state dinner, and she didn’t do anything,” another chimed in.

	“What could she have done?” Carver demanded.

	“She could have knocked his hand away, or poisoned his camel, or at least done something.”

	“She’s as powerless as we are,” Carver replied.

	“It’s her fault we’re in such a mess,” the same doctor retorted bitterly. “If she didn’t back down everywhere, we might still have a country that could defend us.”

	“This is neither the time nor the place for political discussions,” Carver said with finality, ending the conversation. “It’s time for rounds.”

	Dr. Carver led the staff that now included residents, interns and nurses to the wards. They started with the veterans they had accepted when the U.N. evicted most of the patients from the Veteran’s Administration Hospital on First Avenue, except the Marines. As per U.N. instructions, these patients received minimal attention, which galled Carver. They went on to the lower-level dependants of Enclave personnel. Then they worked their way up to the higher ranks of celebrities and important Americans. They saved foreign dignitaries for last, since the foreigners generally condescended to the very people who were saving their lives.

	When they finished, Carver led them to the Veteran’s Hospital to examine the Arab veterans and Saudi exiles. Carver paused as they reached the door of the private ward that some staffers deridingly called the ‘pasha pit’. It was named for the twenty odd princes of the former ruling house of Saud, who were avoiding extradition by pretending to be ill. The doctors silently suffered the indignity of electronic search by the Saudi guards, who paid special attention to the female doctors, who were forced to submit to the intrusions on their persons and mask their resentment.

	As they waited for admission, Carver recalled the events that led to the sudden fall of the House of Saud. After years of the royals paying Islamic fundamentalists to practice terrorism anywhere but in Saudi Arabia, the oil wells started to run dry, and they couldn’t afford to buy the extremists off anymore. With incredible swiftness and efficiency, which indicated long term preparation, terrorists bombed the remaining producing wells. This led to the immediate loss of funds to pay the soldiers of the National Guard, the bulwark of the House of Saud, who disappeared overnight. American troops tried to save the kingdom, but the leadership faltered, then abruptly fled, leaving everyone else to their fate. Thousands of princes, spoiled by years of huge allowances and worldly indulgences, were captured before they could escape. After a sham trial, they were beheaded in the Riyadh soccer stadium in the biggest public execution spectacle in the history of Islam, shown live and in color all over the world, courtesy of Al Jazeera TV.

	The ward door opened, ending Carver’s musing. His entourage followed him into the luxurious penthouse quarters, and he proceeded with the pro forma examination of one of the few groups of princes who escaped the bloodbath of Riyadh. He didn’t understand how they managed to get sanctuary from the great Satan that they had tried so hard to undermine. He assumed that it was another instance of convoluted U.N. policy that was so often slanted against America, but it didn’t stop them from taking advantage of the republic’s generosity. He greeted the princes courteously, never forgetting to maintain a professional attitude with his pseudo-patients, no matter how much he disliked them. The prince who had been selected for this day’s token examination carried on a monologue in Arabic, while Carver applied his stethoscope. There was no doubt that he was insulting the doctor, judging by the smirks from his fellow princes.

	Carver ignored the rudeness, thinking instead about his recent appointment as head of the cardiology department. The unexpected elevation, which he wasn’t allowed to refuse, compelled him to be a politician and severely limited his time for his duties to his patients. He consoled himself with the thought that he was at least able to practice his profession.

	He still had a modicum of freedom, unlike lawyers, who had been banned from holding government office and were mostly restricted to clerical jobs. This was the result of strong public reaction after their endless lawsuits significantly contributed to the collapse of the American economy. Despite all the novels glorifying lawyers as heroes, the public finally realized that they were being leeched by greedy parasites. Like many doctors, he blamed the lawyers for the outrageous malpractice suits that had disrupted the medical profession.

	He finished his distasteful chore, nodded to the haughty princes and gestured to his staff that they were leaving. They went back to the cardiology department’s main conference room and reviewed the results of morning rounds.

	After the last case was presented, Carver addressed the group. “My recent appointment as department head came as a surprise to some of you. I know we haven’t had much time to get to know each other in these new circumstances, so let’s keep things simple for the moment. Perform your duties properly and give me your loyalty, and I’ll look out for you to the best of my ability. There should be no doubt that my appointment was political.

	“When the New York University medical division agreed to join the Bellevue Enclave one of the stipulations was that they would be the senior medical partners. The municipal hospital doctors, regardless of where they studied and trained, would be junior. Being an N.Y.U.’er is one of the main reasons for my appointment, but I assure you that I’ll treat all of you fairly. As you know, our proximity to the U.N. makes us their medical service station, so we must satisfy their needs, regardless of our personal feelings. I hope we understand each other … By the way. All senior physicians are invited to a Kobe steak dinner Wednesday night at my house.” Then he grinned disarmingly. “Attendance is compulsory.”

	After the meeting, Carver walked the short distance to the townhouse on east 37th street that was one of the perks of being a department head. His fifteen-year-old daughter, Mavis, was watching Al Jazeera when he walked into the living room. As usual, he couldn’t help feeling amazed at her uncanny resemblance to her deceased mother, who died in the great flu epidemic of 2013, along with their two other daughters, when the country ran out of vaccine and the U.N. refused to approve vaccine donations. Mavis was as dark-skinned as her father, an athletic 5’11”, and distinctly sexually developed. She even sounded like her mother.

	“What are you doing home so early, Dad? Playing hooky?”

	“Very funny. I just wanted to see if the place was presentable. The doctors on my staff are joining us for a Kobe steak dinner Wednesday night.”

	“I’m glad you didn’t wait until the last minute to tell me,” she said, hands on hips, with that look of exasperation that daughters reserve especially for fathers.

	“Sorry, Mav.”

	“That’s alright, Dad,” she said matter of factly. “How many?”

	“Fourteen.”

	She thought quickly. “I’ll call the commissary for what we’ll need and arrange for more help in the kitchen and for serving.”

	“Thanks, Mav. We’ll go into details later.”

	When they finished lunch Carver walked back to the hospital, confident that Mavis would be a capable hostess. He wondered for a moment if he was letting too many responsibilities fall on her young shoulders, then dismissed the thought, reassured by her competence.

	He went to his office, summoned his secretary, Ms. Bellini, and Ronnie, his personal assistant, and reviewed the preparations for U.N. Day. They made a priority list for what still had to be done and set goals for what they hoped to accomplish for their political agenda during the various ceremonies and meetings. His assistant reminded him that the Enclave manager had stressed the need to lobby the U.N. Energy Commissioner for an increase in their power allocation.

	“How do I do that, Ronnie?” he asked plaintively. “I don’t know anything about power needs.”

	“Don’t worry, Chief. Just tell him that the new MRI equipment requires more power,” she explained. “And that is the equipment that will help save our U.N. patient’s lives.”

	He shook his head in frustration, knowing how awkward he generally was in social situations, especially when there were important consequences at stake. Social skills were not crucial at the Bellevue Enclave, which had run from east 25th street to east 30th street, and from First Avenue to Second Avenue. When N.Y.U. joined the Enclave, it was expanded from 23rd street to 40th street, and from First Avenue to Fifth Avenue. This made them direct neighbors of the U.N.

	They were now the closest American service center to the U.N., with new obligations and responsibilities. His appointment as a department head signaled other changes. At N.Y.U.’s insistence, a company of Marines was requested to back up the private guard force that provided security in the Enclave. This created ongoing tensions between the two groups. The employees of Guardwell were poorly paid and resented the well-disciplined Marines, who in turn despised the barely trained rental cops. This was one more complication for Carver in running his high-profile office, which required him to be a tightrope walker, always feeling on the verge of falling.

	He shook off his doubts and resumed the review of preparations for U.N. Day. First there would be a morning ceremony in Madison Square Park, honoring the Euro-Arab freedom fighter volunteers who gave their lives to free Saudi Arabia from the American aggressors. Then there would be a visit by heads of state to the Veterans Hospital on First Avenue, to decorate the crippled Arab soldiers who helped drive out the American crusaders. The formal luncheon given by the victorious Arab nations would take place at the former Armenian church on east 34th street, that had been ceded to the U.N. and converted to a mosque. Then there would be the Parade of Nations, with troops and delegations from the victorious nations that had defeated the United States, marching from 23rd street up Fifth Avenue, to 42nd street, then east to the U.N. Events of the day would conclude with a Nations for Peace rally, designed to remind Americans how much they had offended the world. He could just imagine the anti-American venom that would pour out, but attendance was mandatory.
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	“Ten … hut,” Gunnery Sergeant Hanson ordered in a firm, confident voice. He ran his eyes over the starting-to-fray full-dress uniforms of the honor guard platoon. One Marine, an upstate New York redneck, hadn’t snapped to attention as smartly as the others and his uniform wasn’t neatly pressed. “Wilkins. Why are you once again the only Marine who isn’t properly turned out?” Hanson asked, with a tinge of exasperation.

	“By the time it was my turn to use the iron, Gunny, we had another brownout,” Wilkins whined.

	“Do you always have to be last? “

	“It’s not my fault, Gunny. It just works out that way.”

	“Then you’re assigned outside rear-door duty.”

	“Aw, Gunny. It’s cold out there.”

	“Next time be prepared.”

	“Aw, Gunny. What difference does it make? The docs and them U.N. bigwigs’ll never notice us, and I’ll be dead before things get better.”

	“United Nations Day is going to be a big event,” Hanson said, “whether we like it or not. When the troubles are over, we’ll have our own holidays again …”

	“The snail’ll even be late for his own funeral, Gunny,” someone in the formation yelled, and the men and women cracked up with laughter.

	“Silence in the ranks,” Hanson ordered, with a hint of a smile. “Don’t forget that Bellevue Enclave is a good duty station. Now, squad leaders take over. Dismissed.”

	Hanson watched them move out to change into camis, the uniform of the day, before going to their posts. Staff Sergeant Jed Davis joined him. Davis was a tall, powerfully built, light-skinned African-American from Georgia, who chose the Marines over primitive cotton farming by hand. He became one of Hanson’s most trusted enlisted members of his battalion during the bloody retreat from Riyadh, in 2014.

	“Why do you tolerate that clown, Sam?”

	Hanson, a lean, taut-muscled six footer, with black hair, cold blue eyes that had already seen it all and a controlled expression on his sharply chiseled face, smiled warmly.

	“He’s a fighter when the time comes, and he keeps the boys and girls diverted from some of their troubles. If he crosses the line, I’ll remind him gently.”

	They grinned at each other in appreciation of the understatement. A troubled look crossed his friend’s face.

	“What if he’s right, Sam? What if things get worse?”

	“We survived the desert, Jed. It can’t get worse than that. I’ll see you later. I’ve got to report to Captain Beasley.”

	“Him.”

	“Yes, him.”

	“Is he still brown-nosing the docs?”

	“Later, Jed.”

	Hanson went to Captain Beasley’s office and his clerk, a young, bright looking Sergeant named Danowski, announced him. He heard the click of a bottle being put away, then a high-pitched voice called, “Enter.”

	He stood in front of his commanding officer’s desk without showing a hint of the contempt he felt. Beasley was a short, over-age, well-fed officer who bulged out of places in his uniform that were not intended by design. He always had a sly, sneering expression on his small, chipmunk-featured face, except with his superiors.

	“Is everything ready for U.N. Day, Hanson?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Well?”

	“Well, what, sir?”

	“Details, man. Details.”

	“What would the captain like to know?”

	“Don’t give me that high and mighty attitude. Just because you were an officer once, doesn’t mean you can forget your place now. I know about your being reduced to the ranks for disobeying orders.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Is that all you have to say?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Well in that case, since I have a few moments, I’d like to hear your side of the story.”

	“I’d rather not, sir.”

	“That’s an order, Sergeant.”

	Hanson suppressed the urge to smack his over-stuffed face. He knew that Beasley ached to get him dismissed from the service and striking a superior officer would give him an excuse. Beasley belied the adage, ‘Every Marine a rifleman’. He had deeply embedded himself in food services and had always managed to avoid discomfort, until he was assigned to command the Bellevue Enclave detachment. He resented Hanson’s confidence and competence and hated him because he was dependent on the ex-officer.

	“Speak,” Beasley ordered.

	Hanson ignored the tone of the degrading command and reluctantly started.

	“When President Beaumont signed the truce of Amman, she ordered all the troops in the field to surrender.” Memories of that shameful time flooded his mind as he remembered the predicament their orders had forced on them. “We knew the Arabs were butchering and beheading our men and raping and mutilating our women, but the Army obeyed, even though she was condemning them to torture and death.”

	Beasley smirked at him. “So, you chose to disobey a presidential order.”

	The words poured out of Hanson. “She should have been tried and shot for abandoning our troops.”

	Beasley shook his head smugly. “All our allies had deserted us. We were retreating everywhere. Korea, Europe, Afghanistan, Columbia. The economy was a shambles. We didn’t have the funds, equipment or supplies to resist anymore.”

	“I know that. But she had an obligation to the troops to bring them home safely,” Hanson insisted.

	“She made a political decision,” Beasley said admiringly. “That took guts.”

	Hanson stared at him in amazement. “She betrayed us. Marines aren’t sheep to be slaughtered like dumb beasts.”

	“So, you led your battalion into the desert. Who did you think you were, Moses?”

	Hanson ignored the sarcasm. “I knew the Arabs wouldn’t honor the Geneva Convention and I wasn’t about to let my good men and women get massacred. So we fought our way across the Au Nafud desert, until we finally reached the Red Sea. We commandeered a small freighter and sailed to Eritrea. When we disembarked at Asmera there were three hundred and forty-five survivors left, out of a battalion of six hundred, but we brought our dead and wounded with us. If we had obeyed the president, we’d all be dead.”

	Beasley stared at him resentfully. “I guess you thought you were some kind of hero?”

	“No. I was fulfilling my obligation to the men and women in my command.”

	The intercom buzzed and Beasley snapped at his clerk for interrupting, then switched to the unctuous voice reserved for his superiors.

	“Captain Beasley here, Doctor.” He listened respectfully, then said, “Yes, sir,” and hung up.

	“I have to see Doctor Carver immediately,” he announced pompously. “We’ll continue this discussion another time. Dismissed.”

	Hanson turned and left without revealing the rage he was feeling. It took him a few minutes to calm down, but then he consoled himself that Beasley would get his comeuppance someday, either because of his gross incompetence, or for not licking Carver’s boots sufficiently. He had to smile when he pictured Beasley fawning over the doctor, or any other authority figure, trying to ingratiate himself so his complete lack of ability would remain undiscovered. The thought of Beasley roasting on a spit while Carver took his temperature rectally partially restored his good spirits.

	Hanson did a quick swing around the hospital complex to make sure the guardposts were properly manned. When he was satisfied that even Wilkins was alert, he walked across First Avenue to the apartment building where he had his quarters. The private security guard, Greg, nodded politely and opened the door.

	When Hanson first moved in with his sixteen-year-old son, Kyle, the guard had been really unpleasant. He was resentful that Hanson had a spacious apartment, nastily remarking that the three-bedroom apartment was supposed to be for a large family. Hanson didn’t know that the Guardwell security men and their families were quartered in small apartments, in buildings that were once public housing. He tried to explain that the apartment was assigned to him, but it didn’t make a difference. He finally ran out of patience and took him aside and offered to rearrange certain body parts gratis. After that, Greg was on his best behavior, even with Kyle.

	Other non-commissioned officers from Hanson’s company lived in the building and Hanson was seriously considering having Marines guard the premises instead of the private security force, who were less than diligent in carrying out their duties. The only problem was Captain Beasley, who would automatically oppose any request of Hanson’s. Hanson decided to make friends with Dr. Carver. Once that was accomplished, he would have him suggest to Beasley that a Marine detail guard their building. Until then, he regularly took the building security staff to the PX for bargain shopping. In return they kept an eye on Kyle. Except for Jed and his other close friend, Staff Sergeant Alexandra Kent, no one knew how much he loved his son and how much he worried about him.

	Ever since Hanson’s wife, Celia, and his older son, Warren, died in the great flu epidemic of 2013, Kyle started showing a wild streak. If an incident came to the attention of Beasley, always alert for a chance to get Hanson, he would send for the boy and give him an insulting lecture, hoping to provoke his father.

	Kyle had been a bright, outgoing boy, until the death of his mother and brother. The closing of the United States military academies, as stipulated in the Treaty of Tehran in 2015, dashed Kyle’s hope of going to Annapolis and becoming a Marine officer. He became morose and lost interest in school and other activities.

	Hanson wasn’t sure how he felt about Kyle’s desire to be a Marine, especially in this time of degradation of America’s military, but he respected his right to choose. In desperation, after a year went by without much improvement, Hanson asked Jed to start a karate class and get Kyle to participate. It had worked out well so far. Kyle was going to the class three or four nights a week and showed a renewed interest in his schoolwork. He even rejoined the Marine soccer team that played on Saturday mornings and seemed to be enjoying himself.

	Hanson’s military duties frequently compelled him to be on call around the clock, so he snatched any opportunity to spend a few extra minutes with his son.

	“Hi, Kyle.”

	“Hi, Dad.”

	Hanson noticed that Kyle quickly blanked the screen of his computer.

	“What was on the screen, son?”

	“Just an old video game, Dad,” Kyle responded vaguely.

	“You know we’re not allowed to have computer or video war games anymore,” Hanson remarked. “According to the Congress of Tehran, war games stimulate American aggression and are therefore banned.”

	“I know, Dad, but I’m not online. No one can monitor what I’m doing.”

	“Don’t be so sure. The occupying powers have sophisticated monitoring capabilities, especially this close to the U.N. They hate the Marines more than anyone else and they’d love to use you to get at me and the company.”

	Kyle stiffened in anger. “How long are they going to regulate everything we do?”

	“Until we can change things. You have to be patient, son.”

	“I know, Dad … I was just studying an urban warfare tape that’s really instructive. You know I still want to be a Marine officer.”

	“I know, son. We just have to be careful.”

	“Do you think they’ll let us open Annapolis again?”

	“I hope so. In the meantime, you might want to consider becoming a doctor. These days they seem to be the only ones with any privileges.”

	“I want to be a Marine,” Kyle insisted.

	“Even if you can’t be an officer?”

	A bitter look flitted across Kyle’s face, but he answered resolutely, “Yes, Dad.”

	Hanson impulsively hugged his son. “We’ll see what we can do. In the meantime, meet me for dinner at the mess hall at 1800 hours.”

	“Aye, aye, sir.”

	“You don’t call N.C.O.’s sir.”

	“I know, sir.”

	They smiled at each other for a special moment, then Hanson nodded goodbye and left for the hospital complex.
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	Captain beasley waited in Dr. Carver’s outer office, shifting nervously under the disapproving gaze of his secretary, Ms. Bellini. She reminded him of his high school principal, Ms. Digney, who had seemed pleased when she informed him that he wasn’t college material. When no other options had presented themselves, he obtained admission to Brooklyn College by joining the Reserve Officers Training Corps. The Army, Air Force and Navy quotas were filled, so he joined the Marine R.O.T.C. He knew he wasn’t a warrior, but the recruiter assured him that there were alternatives to combat roles and suggested a career in transportation or supply services.

	Beasley graduated college with the lowest grade point average that passed. He barely made it through Officer’s Basic school but found his niche in food services and was happy, until he was assigned to command a line company in the Bellevue Enclave. He was still bewildered as to why he had been selected, considering his complete lack of qualifications, and was terrified of failure to carry out his assignment.

	“You can go in now,” Ms. Bellini said, breaking his reverie.

	Beasley went in and stood at attention, while Carver looked at him doubtfully. In the short time that Carver had been chief of cardiology, he already realized that Hanson was responsible for the efficient functioning of the Marine force. He hadn’t figured out yet how to bypass Beasley and deal directly with Hanson.

	“I want to review our plans for U.N. Day. Before we begin, are there any problems I should be aware of?”

	“No, sir. Everything is under control.”

	“Good. I’m particularly concerned with the luncheon arrangements. I understand you have a food services background?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“In that case, I’d like you to liaison with the U.N. staff. Do you have someone who can take charge of security in your absence?”

	Beasley thought quickly but couldn’t find an acceptable alternative.

	“Yes, sir. Gunnery Sergeant Hanson.”

	“Have him call my secretary and make an appointment for this afternoon.”

	“Yes, sir. Will there be anything else?”

	“No. Thanks for coming.”

	“You’re welcome, sir.”

	Beasley fumed all the way back to his office. He only calmed down after a second drink from the bottle of rye he kept in his desk. He gruffly ordered his clerk to locate Hanson and have him report to his office immediately. He wallowed in self-pity for a few minutes, wondering how he was expected to run a Marine company without any officers. He knew that the Treaty of Damascus had reduced the United States officer corps by ninety percent but couldn’t help thinking how unfair it was to be burdened with Hanson, even though he realized he would be helpless without him.

	He knew he didn’t have a future in civilian life, so he had to make a go of it in the Corps. His fantasy of eventually owning his own restaurant in sunny southern California had evaporated with the collapse of the American hegemony. Like every paranoid American, he heard the rumors that Mexico was plotting to repossess part of California, along with whatever slices of Texas, New Mexico and Arizona could be snatched. He shook his head, dismissing the threat to dismember a good portion of America as being secondary to his own problems.

	His clerk buzzed on the intercom, bringing him back to the problem at hand.

	“Gunnery Sergeant Hanson is here, sir,” Danowski announced.

	“Send him in.”

	Hanson entered and stood at ease, without waiting for the order. Beasley suppressed his irritation with the casualness.

	“I’ve decided to put you in charge of security for U.N. Day. You’ll review arrangements with Dr. Carver. Call his secretary and make an appointment for this afternoon. Dismissed.”

	Hanson walked out without saying a word. On the way back to his office he considered how to better get to know Carver. He didn’t know the man at all, so he decided to wait and see how things developed. He couldn’t help smiling about the coincidence of being able to meet him so soon after he decided that Carver was an important part of his plans.

	Hanson made an appointment to see Carver at 1300 hours, then went to the mess hall for lunch. Afterwards, he stopped at the enlisted personnel’s barracks, on the second floor of the leaky, dilapidated old brick monstrosity on First Avenue and 30th street, that was the Marine headquarters, and looked like a prison, or public school. Rumor had it that the building, once a psychiatric hospital, used to house the homeless, until they and the rest of the local poverty population were evicted from the Bellevue Enclave. The only remaining undesirables still in the Enclave were the hard-core homeless who lived in the closed east side subway like tunnel rats, or as migrants in the sewer system, nicknamed prairie dogs, for the way they suddenly popped up unexpectedly, P Dogs for short.

	When the Marines first took charge of security in the Enclave, the manager ordered them to eliminate the P Dogs and tunnel rats. Beasley was about to accept the mission, when Hanson pointed out that they didn’t have the personnel to do underground sweeps and maintain Enclave security. This didn’t add to his popularity. The assignment was given to the Guardwell security force, who gleefully set out like they were going on a scavenger hunt but came back with smelly uniforms and scraped shins.

	As usual, the barracks were as clean as Marines could make them. One of the Marines, a former roofer’s assistant, realized that it was way beyond their meager resources to fix the leaky roof. He scrounged plastic drop cloths and lined the top floor of the building with the plastic sheeting to keep the water from coming downstairs. Then he cleverly rigged a drain system with some discarded plumbing pipes to let the water run off outside the building.

	Fortunately, they had a portable generator that provided air conditioning or heat, as well as removing the excess moisture in the air. This was one of the many benefits of Enclave duty. All things considered, the barracks were reasonably comfortable for the unmarried personnel, who were a lot better off than most of the remaining Corps troops, who were still housed in tents, in hard duty stations.

	Staff Sergeant Alexandra Kent, another veteran of the Riyadh retreat, and Iraq and Afghanistan before that, was 5’9”, 145 lbs, blonde, blue-eyed, with features that seemed plain, until looked at closely. Then she became an attractive woman, besides being a tough, no-nonsense Marine. Among the many debts she owed Hanson, foremost was his saving her life in an insurgent ambush in Falluja, another was for getting her a one-bedroom apartment in the N.C.O. family building, even though she was single. She was leading a weapons-cleaning exercise when Hanson greeted her.

	“Hi, Al.”

	“Hi, Major. How are you?”

	“It’s Gunnery Sergeant.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Like many of the vets who had been through three battle zones with him, she continued to call him by his previous rank. Despite all Hanson’s efforts to stop the practice, which infuriated Beasley when he heard it, some of the old hands continued to address him that way in front of others. Hanson observed the stripping of the M 16’s and their reassembly without comment. He admired the way Al handled her platoon. She never got angry or impatient and always stressed the need for constant alertness. She had learned its necessity so painfully in the streets of Falluja in 2004, where the Marines mastered the dangerous craft of urban warfare, hard-earned knowledge paid for with the blood of many good Marines.

	When the exercise concluded he took her aside.

	“I’ve been put in charge of security for U.N. Day. I’m meeting with Dr. Carver for official confirmation at 1300. I should be finished by 1400, when I want to inspect the perimeter of the Enclave with you and Jed. I’ll call you if I’m running late.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Don’t call me sir, Al.”

	She looked around and made sure no one else could hear her. “We respect the man, Sam, not the rank.”

	He put his hand jokingly on his holster. “Don’t make me shoot you for insubordination.”

	“I doubt that you could hit me,” she teased. “When was the last time you fired that club, Sam?”

	He grinned triumphantly. “Three nights ago. I won twenty euros off a would-be hotshot on the Guardwell force.”

	She shook her head disbelievingly. “That’s not what I heard.”

	He didn’t take the bait. “Catch you later, Al.”

	•          •          •

	Ms. Bellini ushered him into Dr. Carver’s office as soon as he arrived. Carver greeted him with an outstretched hand.

	“I’ve been looking forward to meeting you, Mister Hanson.”

	“The same here, sir. And it’s Gunnery Sergeant Hanson.”

	“I’ve read your file and talked to General Griffin about you. He told me you were one of the most outstanding officers in the Corps. He said you were on the fast promotion list for Lieutenant Colonel when the incident at Riyadh occurred. He confided that the Commandant wanted to promote you and award you the Medal of Honor, but President Beaumont wanted you court-martialed and dismissed from the service. A lot of influential people went to bat for you and arranged a compromise. How do you feel about that? Are you bitter?”

	“No, sir. I’m still alive. I’m still in the Corps, and hopefully I’ll be able to contribute something to the rebuilding of our country.”

	Carver stared at him appraisingly and liked what he saw. “I didn’t have a lot of confidence in Captain Beasley, so I arranged to put you in charge of security for U.N. Day.” He paused for a moment, then asked suddenly, “How do you feel about Captain Beasley’s qualifications for command?”

	“He’s my commanding officer. It would be inappropriate for me to discuss him. It’s my duty to assist him to the best of my ability.”

	“So you’re loyal?”

	“It’s the way I was brought up. The Corps only reinforced it.”

	Carver nodded. “I like that. I was brought up the same way. Now that I’m a department head it’s all political and things have changed. How do you maintain your loyalties?”

	Hanson looked at him fiercely. “I took an oath to support the Constitution of the United States, not individuals. I deal with everything else as best I can.”

	Carver sighed. “You’re my kind of man. It’s too bad that the current political climate will prevent us from getting to know each other socially. I’ve been requested to maintain my distance from enlisted Marine personnel. Maybe someday.”

	They were silent for a few moments, then Carver handed him a piece of paper.

	“That’s the agenda for U.N. Day. You know a lot more about security than I do. Review it, then get back to me with your recommendations.”

	“I’ll have a plan for you by 0900 hours tomorrow.”

	“That’s nine a.m. my time, right?”

	They smiled companionably at each other.

	“There are several items I’d like to bring up, sir.”

	“What are they?”

	“There should be a decision about whether the Marines or Guardwell should be in charge of security, otherwise there might be disputes over authority.”

	“Do you think Guardwell is qualified to take charge?”

	“No, sir.”

	“Neither do I. I’ll have the manager and the other department heads inform them that you’re in command.”

	“Yes, sir. The same situation applies to the police and National Guard.”

	“You’re in charge. What’s the other item?”

	“I’d like to officially assign Marines to guard the non-commissioned officer’s building.”

	“Did Captain Beasley suggest this?”

	“No, sir.”

	“Why don’t you go to him?”

	“He may have other priorities.”

	Carver got the hint. “I see. I’ll send him a memo of request. Anything else?”

	“No, sir.”

	“Then I’ll see you at 0900.”
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	Hanson walked to the barracks, picked up Al and Jed, then they went to his office. He outlined some of their responsibilities for the events of U.N. Day.

	“The morning ceremony in Madison Square Park will require a security check of the buildings surrounding the park. We wouldn’t want snipers to interrupt our former enemies while they’re busy reviling us. Monitoring the crowd will be difficult, but the police will be a big help. The Veteran’s Hospital visit will be easy. Just make sure your troops stay cool when the Arabs insult them.

	“The lunch at the mosque should be a snap. Tell your troops to stay alert for Armenian suicide bombers who want to blow up the mosque that was once their church. The only event I’m worried about is the parade. I’ll assign the police to check all the buildings on the route and they’ll have National Guard troops with them for insurance. Once the parade passes 40th street, it’s no longer our jurisdiction, although if anything happens, I’m sure we’ll be blamed.”

	Al looked at Jed and winked. “What do you think will happen if some of the Arab bigwigs get snuffed during a counter demonstration?”

	Hanson pretended to consider the question. “I guess we’ll have a court martial for the platoon leaders, then shoot them for dereliction of duty.”

	“That’s not fair,” Jed protested. “The company commander should be the only one who gets shot.”

	“Seriously, folks. Let’s make sure nobody gets shot on our watch. Now I’d like to inspect the entire perimeter of the Enclave, then check the sites of the event. We’ll look over the parade route last. We’ll take my Hummer and have plenty of time to discuss things as we go. Take notes and make sketches when necessary and feel free to speak up if you see anything that’ll give us a problem. This is the first time in a while that the Arabs will be seeing their old friends, the Marines. Let’s make sure the day goes off without a hitch. Questions?”

	“Full combat loads?” Al asked.

	“Yes. Just make sure no one gets trigger happy. Now let’s go.”

	It took more than three hours to inspect the entire Enclave perimeter. They started at 23rd street and the East River, where Hanson made a note to check on the yacht basin and the seaplane base. Jed pointed out the outdoor swimming pool in Asser Levy Park. “Maybe we can swim there in the spring, when the weather gets warm, huh, Sam?”

	“That’s a long way off,” Hanson replied.

	“I bet Al would look great in a thong,” Jed murmured suggestively.

	“In your dreams,” she teased.

	“Alright, kiddies. Knock it off. Now list every building that has to be secured.”

	“That’s a lot of buildings, Sam,” Jed commented. “We don’t have the personnel to cover a fraction of them.”

	“We’ll have the police and the National Guard. I know we should have at least a battalion, but we’ll have to make do with what we have.”

	“Sure we will,” Al said. “As long as there’s no trouble.”

	They slowly drove west on 23rd street, until they got to Fifth Avenue. Virtually every building they passed was put on the list to be inspected and secured. They instantly saw that Madison Square Park was potentially a major problem. As well as the buildings on three sides of the park in the Enclave’s jurisdiction, dozens of commercial loft buildings looked down on the park from the other side of Fifth Avenue. Hanson made a note to review the adjacent area with Carver and get whatever permission and assistance would be necessary to protect the event.

	At Fifth Avenue and 40th street they turned east and went to the river, then came back to First Avenue and the hospital complex. He assigned Jed’s platoon the vital task of securing subway entrances and exits in the Enclave. He assigned Al’s platoon to secure the midtown tunnel openings and any outlets for the Pennsylvania Railroad Tunnel along 32nd and 33rd streets.

	Hanson outlined a plan where two platoons would be stationed on the parade route, one on 23rd street, the other just outside Madison Square Park. As Jed and Al’s platoons finished their tasks, they would detach squads and send them to the park.

	“You’re right about our needing at least a battalion to secure the Enclave,” Al offered.

	Hanson nodded. “A regiment, more likely. We’ll have to rely extensively on police, National Guard, and Guardwell cooperation. I’ll resolve that with Dr. Carver in the morning. Jed. Make sure our two remaining Strykers are operational. Al. Let me know how many SMAWs your platoon has.”

	“Are we expecting armor, Sam?”.

	“No. But shoulder held missiles’ll be real useful if we have to take out a sniper in a window. Tomorrow we’ll drive up and down every street in the Enclave and make sure we’ve covered everything. That’s all for now. I’ll see you later at the mess hall, where I intend to have dinner with my son.”

	•          •          •

	Kyle’s best friend, Tyrone, Jed’s son, was seventeen, a year older than him, but they were in the same class in their senior year of high school. Tyrone was as light-skinned as his father and already almost as big. His handsome face had lost the innocence it once showed to the world after his mother and two older brothers died in the flu epidemic of 2014. Kyle and Tyrone had been friends since they first met at Camp Pendleton in 2003, when their fathers shipped out for the invasion of Iraq. They became closer when they shared the worry about their fathers during the retreat from Riyadh. The mutual loss of their mothers and siblings forged an inseparable bond that was never discussed, but deeply felt.

	Tyrone knocked loudly on Kyle’s door and yelled, “This is the cyberpolice. Open up.”

	Kyle couldn’t help smiling as he shut off his computer. He grabbed his jacket and opened the door. “I hope you don’t say that anywhere else. You might give the bluefish ideas.”

	“Is that how you refer to the fair and neutral U.N. Peacekeepers?” Tyrone teased.

	“Neutral my ass. They’re always against us.”

	“Let’s get going,” Tyrone urged. “I’m starving. We can discuss the bluefish after chow. Did you run this morning?”

	“No.”

	“How about we run halfspeed up Second Avenue to 40th street, then down First Avenue to the mess hall?”

	“Sounds good, Ty. Do you want to go to karate tonight?”

	“Right on. I heard that some new honeys signed up for the beginner’s class. We can check them out.”

	“Is that all you think about lately?”

	Tyrone’s face got the serious look that Kyle had gotten to know well. “I think about certain Arabs we know who I’d like to kill, but that’s not practical right now.”

	•          •          •

	The mess hall was cheerful and bustling after the dark and somber streets. Two factors combined to make the mess hall a bright spot in the tense lives of the Marines. First was the opening of the mess hall to family members during a time of shortages and uncertainty. Second was the absence of officers, since Captain Beasley ate in his office, which created a democratic illusion, even though Hanson was still treated with the utmost respect by military and civilian personnel alike.

	The boys took trays, joined the line and moved from service station to station, until their trays were almost overflowing with tasty, nourishing food, another benefit of Enclave duty. They made their way to the senior N.C.O. table where they were warmly greeted by their fathers and friends. They both jostled for the empty chair next to Al, who they both had a crush on, and Tyrone grinned triumphantly when he outmaneuvered Kyle.

	The conversation that had been going on paused for a few moments, then resumed with added intensity. “How do we deal with the bluefish if they threaten us?” Al asked. “I heard they pushed a lot of people around last year.”

	“We have to avoid an incident, no matter what the provocation,” Hanson answered.

	“What if they hit us?” Jed asked.

	“Don’t let it get to that point. I’m counting on the senior leadership to make sure there’s no trouble. A lot of people will be watching us and most of them are not our friends. We can’t allow any kind of disturbance to disrupt the day’s events. Some of the guests will be Al Qaeda, or Iranians and you know how much they hate us. They’d love to have us moved out of the Enclave to an internment camp. Don’t let anyone give them an excuse.”

	The meal concluded in silence as they digested the implications of what they would have to deal with in a few days. They finished eating, dumped their trays and left the mess hall in a group.

	“What are you two mischief makers up to tonight?” Hanson asked.

	“We’re going to karate, Dad. I’ll be home by 2200. Will you be there?”

	“I’ll try, son. If not, I’ll see you in the morning and we can have breakfast together … By the way. Ask around at your dojo if there’ve been any P Dog sightings.”

	“Sure, Dad. See you later.”

	The two boys walked off and as soon as they were alone Tyrone turned to his friend. “So. Have you decided yet? Are you going to the doctor’s Halloween Ball, or are you going to desert me and let me go alone?”

	“I’d like to go, Ty, but I don’t want to cause any problems for my dad.”

	“We’ll be in costumes. We’ll wear masks. Nobody’ll know who we are. Trust me. It’ll be dope. And there’ll be lots of honeys. Maybe you’ll get your M16 off at last.”

	Kyle laughed. “Alright. You convinced me.”

	•          •          •

	Hanson, Jed, and Al went back to his office and discussed perimeter staffing for U.N. Day, and Hanson outlined his preliminary plan.

	“Guardwell personnel will man the checkpoints on the East River Drive at 23rd street and 40th street with police back-up. They’ll stop and inspect all traffic. They’ll man the entire U.N. border on 40th street. Police will man the 40th street posts with the Guardwells, and we’ll post two of our squads nearby for a rapid reaction force. Police and National Guard will line the parade route from start to finish. Al. Your platoon will be at Madison Avenue and 24th street, so you can monitor the park and cover 23rd street if necessary. Jed. Your platoon will be at Park Avenue and 34th street, so you’ll cover the thirties. I’ll command the honor guard …”

	“No way, Sam,” Jed interrupted, “That would give some Arab a chance to waste you while the others are shooting in the air.”

	“Alright,” Hanson conceded, “I’ll lead your platoon until you rejoin.”

	That settled, Hanson continued, “The honor guard will present the colors during the ceremony at Madison Square Park, then return to barracks, change into camis, and remain there as our ready reserve.”

	Al and Jed looked at Hanson in astonishment. “Aren’t you going to send the honor guard to the Veteran’s Hospital and the luncheon?” Al blurted.

	“No, Al. I’m not going to let those Al Qaeda pigs abuse our men and women.”

	“That’s inviting trouble,” Jed remarked.

	“No, Jed,” Hanson explained patiently. “It’s avoiding two flashpoints where there might be a confrontation. The park ceremony will be so public that the Arabs probably wouldn’t start anything there. But we’d be too close to them at the V.A. Hospital, or the luncheon. That’s where we’d have trouble with them. Now you two are the only ones who know the security arrangements. Don’t say anything about this to anyone.”

	“Sure, Sam,” Al replied.

	“What about Beasley?” Jed asked.

	“What about him? If he don’t ask, I don’t tell. He’ll be too involved with the luncheon to know what’s going on. Now can you think of anything I’ve overlooked?”

	Al and Jed both said, “No.”

	“Then I’m out of here. We’ll continue this in the morning, after I see Dr. Carver.”
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	Kyle and tyrone finished their workouts, showered, and at Tyrone’s insistence, hung around until the beginner’s class was over. Their attempts to flirt with the new ‘honeys’ met with a complete rebuff. The two girls they had targeted both turned out to be seventeen years old and the louder girl, Angie, condescendingly explained, “You boys are much too young for us. I’m dating a college senior and he’s twenty-two. Tamika’s boyfriend is a radiology technician and he’s twenty-three. You better stick to fourteen-year-olds. You can take them for a ride on your skateboards.”

	The girls flounced off, laughing derisively at the boys, who they had effortlessly reduced to clumsy teenagers.

	Tyrone turned to Kyle self-consciously. “Now don’t say I told you so.”

	“Are you kidding?” Kyle responded. “So what if we got shot down. I admire your nerve and confidence. We’ll try some other girls at the next class.”

	Tyrone beamed. “That’s why you’re my main man.” He looked at his watch. “If we hurry, we can beat the 2200 curfew.”

	•          •          •

	Mavis and her new best friend, Jennifer Van Meer, had finished their calculus homework and temporarily exhausted the topic of their costumes for the Halloween Ball and the exciting young men who would swarm them. They were relaxing for a few minutes before Jennifer had to go home.

	Mavis remembered how they recently met at the introductory dinner for Dr. Carver, given by the other department heads to welcome his official appointment as head of cardiology. Mavis was used to important social functions, but she had never been to such a high-powered event. Medical department heads in the distressed condition of America now ranked even higher than the former heavy hitters of the military-industrial complex and politicians. Although she didn’t understand all the nuances of her dad’s new position, Mavis knew enough to realize that he was now a man of importance. She also knew that her behavior would reflect on him, so she was very careful to behave properly.

	She had bowed to everyone she met, according to rank and station. Dozens of faces set in formal expressions blurred during the ritual of bow and smile, except Jennifer’s. Her mischievous look was fleeting, but her wink was unmistakable. Mavis had to fight for self-control, or she might have burst into laughter, which would have profoundly offended Jennifer’s father, Doctor Van Meer, the influential head of virology. He had an air of self-importance that hinted he wouldn’t appreciate Mavis’s frivolity.

	Later, Mavis had a moment alone with Jennifer and took her to task.

	“What did you think you were doing, girl? I almost laughed in your father’s face.”

	“But you didn’t. I wanted to find out right away if you were the right kind of material.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I needed to know if you were an upwardly mobile, capable American woman. I don’t have time for ward scrubbers.”

	One part of Mavis verged on anger at Jennifer’s blunt, elitist attitude, but the other part liked her refreshing directness and that part won out.

	The two girls became as close as sisters, confiding almost all their secrets to each other. They quickly built an alliance that strengthened them in the lofty political world their fathers moved in. Jennifer was sixteen, only a year older than Mavis, but seemed more mature. She had bright red hair, green eyes, and a deceptively plain face that was lit up by the energy of her dynamic character. She was tall and slim, with a runner’s body.

	She was quite bright, although not as smart as Mavis, but unlike Mavis, she had a life plan. She was going to be a doctor, predetermined by her roots and training. She had already decided to be a radiologist since she would be able to control her work schedule. This would allow her time to fulfill her agenda of acquiring a suitable doctor husband and conceiving two doctor-to-be children. She was appalled by Mavis’ casual attitude to the future.

	“You have to get with it, kid,” she urged Mavis. “This isn’t the old days, when there was time to find yourself. The world’s a difficult place for Americans now and I want the best life I can get. I strenuously suggest that you should want the same good things for yourself. We could become very important people some day and help each other.”

	Mavis didn’t really disagree with Jennifer’s way of thinking, she just resisted out of stubbornness. When she confessed that she still harbored fantasies of being a modern ballet dancer, Jennifer tried to give her a quick dose of reality.

	“That would have been fine in the nineties, kid, when everybody wanted to be some kind of artist. These days, the arts don’t play a very prominent role in America. The only work you’d probably get would be at one of those strip clubs, where you’d have to suck off the customers.”

	“Ooky … Have you ever been to one of those places?”

	“No, silly. But I’ve heard some of the interns describe them. Believe me, it’s not for you.”

	“But I love to dance. I can’t give that up.”

	“Fine. Take class whenever you can, but don’t forget your priorities. You can’t let dance interfere with your preparations for medical school. Once your career is on track, you can give small performances for a select audience, if you feel like it.”

	“You’re so sensible, Jen. I really appreciate that.”

	“Among your many fine qualities, kid, you’re smart. You just have to grow up faster than you’d like.”

	•          •          •

	It was after 2300 when Hanson got home, and a light was still on in Kyle’s room. Hanson knocked on his door quietly, in case he was asleep.

	“Kyle. Are you awake?” he whispered.

	“Yes, Dad. Come in. I was just reading The Small Wars Manual, the one that was revised in ‘05.”

	“You know that’s forbidden. Why can’t you look at porn like normal teenagers? Where did you get it?”

	“Some of the Marine kids in school who are seniors are interested in the military and circulate books and videos to guys they trust.”

	“You can get us into serious trouble if you’re caught with contraband learning materials.”

	“Don’t worry, Dad. We’re very careful.”

	“Is Tyrone in this with you?”

	“Is this just between us?”

	“Yes, son.”

	“Then he is.”

	“Did he get you into it?”

	“No, Dad. I got him involved.”

	Hanson shook his head. “I wish you’d think about becoming a doctor. That’s the only secure future these days.”

	“That’s not for me, Dad. You know what I want.”

	“There might not be a Marine Corps in the future.”

	Kyle was horrified. “Don’t say that. There’ll always be a Corps.”

	“I hope so. I’ve got to get some sleep. I love you, son.”

	“I love you, Dad.”

	•          •          •

	Hanson was at the mess hall by 0630 and the senior mess sergeant, Carstairs, was pleased to cook bacon and eggs for him. Then he went to his office and finalized the security plan for U.N. Day. He got to Dr. Carver’s office at 0855 and Carver didn’t keep him waiting.

	“Good morning, Major.”

	“Good morning, sir. And it’s Gunnery Sergeant.”

	“We’ll have to see what can be done about restoring your rank, once we get through the November elections.”

	“Then the rumor is true? The elections won’t be canceled?”

	“That’s what we’ve been told. All medical department heads received a memo that said registered voters will be given bio sheets at the polls about the independent parties, from which they’ll select their candidates.”

	“That doesn’t give them much time to decide if they don’t want to vote for a mainstream candidate,” Hanson remarked.

	“Do you think we can do worse than the last election?” Carver retorted.

	Hanson grinned in response. “I may be personally prejudiced against her, but anyone could do a better job than Beaumont.”

	“I hope so. There’ll be more than twenty candidates to choose from. But we’ll talk about Election Day after U.N. Day. Right now, that’s my priority.”

	Hanson unfolded a map of the Enclave and explained the security plan, step by step. He was pleasantly surprised by Carver’s grasp of the situation.

	“I think I picked the right man for the job,” Carver said. “I had no idea how many potential problems there were.”

	“I’m glad you understand how complicated this could be. If everything goes according to plan, we should be able to successfully bring off all the events.”

	Carver frowned. “What could go wrong?”

	“The police and National Guard could miss a sniper hiding out in one of the buildings. A suicider could drive into the park or the parade and detonate his car bomb …”

	“Holy shit,” Carver exclaimed. “Is that possible?”

	“I hope not. We’re begging, borrowing, or stealing every security barrier we can find. I just don’t know if we’ll have enough to cover everywhere.”

	“How will you deal with that?”

	“Top priority will be to barricade all access to Madison Square Park. After that, 23rd street, then Fifth Avenue, from 27th to 40th street.”

	They studied the map in silence for a few minutes, then Carver said, “I’m almost afraid to hear the other threats.”

	“The truth of the matter is we have very limited resources to do a difficult job,” Hanson stated. “But we’ll do our best with what we have.”

	“That’s very reassuring. I’m sorry to add to your worries with a rumor.”

	“What is it, sir?”

	“One of the ward nurses at the V.A. hospital told her supervisor she overheard the vets talking about making some kind of demonstration at the park. One of the vets noticed she was listening, and they stopped talking. She wasn’t sure if they were serious but reported it anyway.”

	“I seem to remember that all of those guys are in wheelchairs,” Hanson said, “but I’ll alert everyone to keep a special eye out for them. My biggest worry is that some of those primitive Arabs will fire their Kalashnikovs in the air during the park ceremony. They never learn that whatever goes up, comes down.”

	“How do we prevent that?”

	“You and the other department heads will have to discuss it with the U.N. liaison, but I don’t think it’ll do any good.”

	The thought of dozens of people being killed or wounded from indiscriminate shooting in the air by careless Arabs, dampened any feeling of satisfaction they might have gotten from their preparations. After they thoroughly covered everything on their agenda they arranged to meet on Friday, for a final review before the big day on Monday. Just before Hanson left, Carver again mentioned that he would look into getting Hanson’s rank restored.

	“That’s very thoughtful of you, sir, but I don’t think it will be practical. A lot of Arabs I once fought against are now in powerful positions at the U.N. They’ll never forget what I did in Iraq and Saudi Arabia. To them I’m a symbol of American hegemony. The Euro-trash who turned against us wanted to try me in the World Court as a war criminal. I was lucky to escape indictment. Now that I’m in the Bellevue Enclave, I’m right next door to a lot of people who hate me. I think it’s better if I keep a low profile. But I want you to know that I appreciate your good will. I’ll see you Friday morning at 0900, sir.”

	Hanson returned to his usual duties. At lunchtime he let all of his platoon leaders know that there would be a surprise inspection in the morning. He knew the quality of his people, so he assumed that everything would be up to standard. He briefly thought about scheduling some special exercises that could fit possible scenarios they might confront on U.N. Day. After careful consideration, he realized that his people were experienced enough to deal with most urban situations. He knew that if he tried to prepare them for every eventuality the odds were probable that they’d miss the obvious. He did make a mental note to review all possible threats with his platoon leaders, no matter how far-fetched. They were tough and smart enough to come up with good ideas. At various times during the day, he couldn’t help thinking about Carver’s interest in restoring his rank. By now he was cynical enough to realize that it would benefit Carver somehow, but the possibility of being an officer again was unsettling. He dismissed it as fantasy, but the tantalizing thought kept creeping back into his mind, despite all his efforts to reject it.
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	Hanson spent wednesday with Jed and Al, going up and down every street in the Enclave, investigating all possible danger spots. On Thursday, he toured the Enclave with the police precinct captain, Mike Lonigan, the senior Guardwell supervisor, Grant Browning, and the Colonel commanding the 69th regiment of the National Guard, Oliver Warrington. He expected some resistance to his authority from Captain Lonigan and Colonel Warrington, but it turned out that they both were familiar with his reputation. Guardwell’s supervisor, Grant Browning, ex-paper pusher from the FBI, without any military or real law experience, turned out to be an obnoxious know-it-all, who kept challenging Hanson’s decisions. Hanson was on the verge of losing his temper, when Captain Lonigan, a grizzled bear of a man who had seen New York City become at risk of resembling neo-Baghdad, glared at Browning.

	“Will you please shut up. If you have any constructive suggestions, make them now. Otherwise, I don’t want to hear from you.”

	They completed the inspection without further incidents and Hanson was careful to treat each of them with equal courtesy. Just before they got back to where they started from, Hanson told them bluntly,

	“We need to set up a joint communications system, so we can stay in touch throughout the day and exchange information and instructions.”

	Captain Lonigan offered police radios and Colonel Warrington suggested walkie-talkies. Browning was still sulking and volunteered nothing. The three active participants decided that the police radios were the most practical choice for their needs. Captain Lonigan recommended that they wait until Monday morning to distribute the radios and assign the frequencies, in the best interests of security. Hanson and Colonel Warrington quickly agreed. When Colonel Warrington offered a room at the Armory for a communications center, Hanson and Lonigan promptly accepted. Hanson mentioned that he had designated a rapid reaction platoon for the day, in case of emergency and Colonel Warrington offered them the use of the Armory.

	“I think the days of dogface and jarhead rivalry are over,” Warrington said wistfully.

	Hanson brought them back to where they left their vehicles at First Avenue and 31st street. As they got out of his hummer, he said goodbye to Captain Lonigan and Colonel Warrington with the feeling that they understood each other and were on the way to becoming friends. He also knew that he had a cooperation issue to resolve with the Guardwell man.

	“I’d like to talk to you alone for a minute,” he told him.

	“What is it?” Browning snapped. “Are you going to threaten me like you threatened Greg?”

	“No, sir,” Hanson answered in surprise. “I just want to resolve any tension between us that might interfere with our responsibilities on Monday.”

	“I’m listening,” Browning said frigidly.

	Hanson ignored his hostility. “The Enclave Manager and the docs want to avoid anything on U.N. Day that could cause trouble for the Enclave. They put me in charge of security. If you have a problem with that, take it up with them. In the meantime, it’s in Guardwell’s best interests to cooperate. You don’t want to jeopardize our efforts because of personal issues.”

	Browning nodded sulkily, then abruptly stalked off. Hanson filed him away in the slot of future problems to be dealt with, then proceeded to the barracks for the previously announced surprise inspection.

	Despite the decayed condition of the building, the barracks were up to Marine standards. The weapons and personal equipment were immaculate. The camis were beginning to show some wear and tear, but there wasn’t much they could do about replacements. The uniforms were manufactured in China, and since the Congress of Tehran, the Chinese communist leadership refused to ship anything to America, except consumer goods at a huge profit.

	Hanson mused that an even bigger problem for the diminished and ill-equipped American military was China’s lawsuit in the World Court for the lion’s share of the United States Strategic Petroleum Reserve as part of the debt the U.S. owed them. If the court decided against the U.S., this would create dangerous shortages for the military, as well as inflicting tremendous cuts in heating oil and gasoline for the civilian population. To add abuse to injury, the Euro-Arab coalition was demanding that President Beaumont give them their share of the Strategic Petroleum Reserve as a war indemnity before she left office. Hanson shook his head to drive away the disturbing distractions that he was powerless to control. He dismissed the company after commending their good turnout.

	Hanson met with his platoon leaders after lunch and informed them of the arrangements with the police and National Guard.

	“I didn’t hear you mention Guardwell,” Al said.

	“They don’t like us, Al, because we’ve got women who are better looking than they are,” Jed explained.

	“That sounds like a sexist remark to me,” Al responded. “Seriously, Sam,” she continued, “What are we going to do about them?”

	“I’ll ask Captain Lonigan to assign cops to every Guardwell station and have them communicate with us if there are any problems. I’ll also ask Colonel Warrington to prepare his troops to be extra alert. There’s no doubt that Guardwell doesn’t like the Marines, but we have to make sure there are no incidents between their personnel and ours. A lot of eyes will be on us Monday, looking for any pretext to get us shipped out of the Enclave. We’re better off here than anywhere else right now, so don’t let anything go wrong.”

	The only thing that marred Hanson’s day was an unexpected run in with Captain Beasley. He hadn’t encountered his annoying superior for a few days, but just as he was leaving his office early for a change, he bumped into him in the corridor.

	“Well. If it isn’t our self-proclaimed security expert,” Beasley blared loudly.

	Hanson ignored the slur. “Good evening, sir,” and turned to go.

	“Just a minute, Sergeant. I want an update on our security plan.”

	“Now, sir?”

	“Yes. Some of us are still working, Sergeant.”

	“I’ve been putting in twelve to fourteen hours a day. I’m not on a 9-5 schedule.”

	“We’ll discuss your ability to carry out your duties another time. For now, give me your report.”

	Hanson refused to get angry at the deliberate provocation. “Sir. This isn’t the place for a discussion of security. If you really want an update, let’s go to your office, or mine.”

	“I only have a moment, Hanson. Stop wasting my time.”

	“Sir, I respectfully remind you that security arrangements are confidential. We’re in a public space. It’s inappropriate to talk about it here.”

	“Are you implying that our Marines can’t be trusted?”

	“No, sir. I’m trying to make you understand that this should only be discussed in private.”

	“Well, I don’t have time right now to listen to your quibbling.” He sailed out like a decrepit motorboat, oblivious to the pathetic spectacle to the nautically knowledgeable.

	Hanson took a few moments to disperse the irritation that Beasley left him with. He knew that Kyle was having dinner with Tyrone at Jed’s house and would be spending the night there, so for the first time in months he had the entire night to himself, but without the faintest idea what to do. It had been quite a while since he had sex, and the thought of a visit to one of the U.N. pleasure houses flitted through his mind. All he had to do was change into civvies and walk in confidently. His French was good enough to fool the brothel staff and he could easily act as dumb and arrogant as a Frenchman.

	It was tempting, but he quickly rejected the idea because he didn’t want to add to the degradation of the American women who had chosen prostitution over malnutrition. An image of Al in a thong popped into his mind, but he instantly dismissed it. Even if she was willing, any relations with her would violate regulations and his own code of professional behavior.

	Feeling a little less buoyant than he did a few hours earlier, Hanson ate dinner at the mess hall, then went to see a movie at the cine complex on Second Avenue and 31st street. The films offered that evening were in Japanese or Hindi, with English subtitles. They were made by the two biggest Hollywood studio owners, Japan and India.

	He definitely wasn’t in the mood for the standard thriller about the American drug dealer, a former soldier, who abducts a beautiful Japanese or Hindu girl, to extort money from her father. As usual, the Japanese or Hindu girl resolutely resists the sexual advances of the depraved American. The climax would be a violent, bloody shootout, with the American’s gang getting exterminated. Then the Japanese or Hindu girl would kill the American, after a desperate battle in which she demonstrates her moral and physical superiority. He sat through the only alternative, an old Walt Disney film, ‘Bambi’, and went home without any idea why that particular film was officially approved by the U.N. He went to bed early, exhausted after his hot night on the town.

	•          •          •

	Mavis spent the night at Jennifer’s house. After the restrained atmosphere at the dinner table with Jennifer’s father, the two girls retired to Jennifer’s room, where they lay down on her bed and indulged in real conversation.

	“Alright, kid,” Jennifer demanded. “I want a detailed description of last night’s dinner party. Were the docs formally dressed? How did the younger ones look? Did you want to have sex with any of them?”

	“Slow down, girl,” Mavis admonished, torn between laughter and embarrassment. “I was my dad’s hostess. I didn’t have time to waste on fantasies.”

	“Don’t give me that. I’ve been a hostess for two years. It’s just another chore. I take advantage of the situation to consider eligible men for sex partners.”

	“You don’t,” Mavis gasped.

	“Don’t be such a child. I’m too young to get married, so what I look for is a suitable man who will be discreet. I can’t afford any kind of scandal that would interfere with my plans.”

	Mavis shook her head in wonder at her friend’s determination to accomplish her purpose. “You always sound so sure of everything, Jen. It’s different for me. I don’t know what I want, or even what I want to do.”

	“Listen to me, kid. We’re at the top of the heap now. The only way to go is down. That’s not for me. It doesn’t matter if you don’t know what you want. Make a decision that seems right for your future and follow through on it.”

	“What if I pick something that doesn’t make me happy?”

	“Blog happiness. Your father’s position shelters you and it provides you with comforts and security. Do you want to end up marrying some Guardwell clod, or crude hospital maintenance man and live in the projects?”

	“There are worse things,” Mavis said defensively.

	“Name one,” Jennifer challenged. Mavis stared at her friend indignantly, then burst into laughter at Jen’s mock-pitying expression. After a moment, Jennifer laughed with her, then reached over, pulled her close and looked into her eyes.

	“There are things you have to do that may be unpleasant, but there are other ways to find happiness.”

	She kissed Mavis on the mouth and after a moment’s hesitation, Mavis responded. Jennifer slowly ran her hands down Mavis’ body, and she felt the heat rise between them. She rolled Mavis on her back while continuing to kiss her, sliding her tongue in and out of her mouth. She gently squeezed Mavis’ breast and her nipple popped erect. She slid her hand down Mavis’s stomach, unbuttoned her jeans, then stroked her through her panties. Mavis moaned and Jennifer suddenly pulled down her panties and rubbed her clitoris hard, until she came with a gasp.

	She let Mavis lie there for a minute, then she undressed her, brushing away her feeble resistance. Mavis lay there, torn between pleasure and self-consciousness, and watched Jennifer undress with mounting excitement. Jennifer’s’ sleek body moved against her, sending little thrills of excitement through her. She started to kiss and touch Jennifer, who licked her way down between her legs and licked and sucked her. Mavis pulled her around so they could lick each other, until they both came at the same time with deep spasms of pleasure.

	They shifted positions and lay next to each other, gently touching and caressing.

	“That was wild, girl,” Mavis whispered.

	Jennifer ran her hand down her back, lingering on her buttocks, sending shivers through her. “You’re a delectable child.”

	“I’m not a child,” Mavis protested.

	“You didn’t object to being delectable,” Jennifer said with a grin.

	Mavis grinned back. “So are you.”

	“Before I have to have you again,” Jennifer said throatily, “let’s discuss how you’ll lose your virginity.”

	“Didn’t I just lose it?” Jennifer giggled.

	“I mean with a man. We’ll pick some clean, vigorous intern at the Halloween Ball, who’ll appreciate the gift of your as yet unpenetrated body.”

	“You’re horrible, Jen … Why an intern?”

	“Because we can make sure he’s not diseased, and he’ll know enough about the body to perform satisfactorily.”

	“You make it sound so business like,” Mavis protested.

	Jennifer shrugged. “It’s a necessary chore that has to be done properly. Now come here and we’ll do something that isn’t business like.”
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	Hanson got an unpleasant surprise when he arrived at Dr. Carver’s office Friday morning, at 0855. Captain Beasley was sitting in the waiting room, under the faintly disapproving gaze of Ms. Bellini. He immediately asserted his authority when he saw Hanson. “Good morning, Sergeant.”

	Hanson didn’t bother to correct his improper form of address, that should have been Gunnery Sergeant. “Good morning,” he replied.

	“Sir,” Beasley admonished.

	“Sir.”

	“I thought it would be useful to meet with you and Dr. Carver for a final review of security arrangements for Monday,” Beasley explained loftily. “I also have some orders and instructions for you from headquarters.”

	“What are they?”

	“Sir,” Beasley again reminded smugly.

	“Sir.”

	“I’ll inform you when we’re with Dr. Carver.”

	“Don’t you think we should discuss military orders privately, sir?”

	Beasley frowned. “I’ll decide who should or should not be informed.”

	Before it could become another source of tension between them, Ms. Bellini said, “You can go in now.”

	Beasley jostled Hanson as he rushed to enter first. Ms. Bellini caught Hanson’s eye and gave him an encouraging smile, which he didn’t acknowledge.

	“Good morning, Dr. Carver,” Beasley gushed. “We’re here to finalize security arrangements for Monday.”

	Dr. Carver was obviously not expecting Beasley, but greeted him politely, although not as warmly as Hanson.

	“Thank you for coming, gentlemen. Why don’t you update me on the luncheon preparations, Captain Beasley?”

	“I thought I’d save my report for last, sir. When we’re alone.”

	“I have limited time, Captain. Proceed.”

	Beasley instantly wiped the scowl of annoyance from his face. “Yes, sir. I’ve had to deal with all kinds of problems from the Arabs who are hosting the luncheon, but I managed to solve most of them, and everything is on schedule. I don’t think you’ll be disappointed.”

	Carver looked at him appraisingly. “Is that all?”

	“Well, we still have to finalize seating and the Arabs are insisting that no Marines be allowed in or near the mosque. I tried to make them understand that I was a supply officer, not a combat Marine, but they said that I was included in the ban. I reminded them of my efforts to make the event special, but they laughed at me. You’ll be glad to know that I didn’t allow their insults to affect my attitude.”

	Hanson stared at Beasley in amazement, appalled that he was wearing the same uniform as the men and women who died for their country. Carver noticed Hanson’s anger and before he could say something rash that would challenge Beasley’s authority, he said smoothly, “Thank you for coming, Captain. I know you have other important duties. I’ll try to get you invited to the luncheon. Good morning.”

	Beasley was shocked at the abrupt dismissal. “But we haven’t reviewed security yet.”

	“I’ll do that with Mr. Hanson.”

	“But I have orders for him.”

	“See him alone. Good morning.”

	“Yes, sir. Report to my office at 1000, Sergeant,” and he slunk out, deflated.

	They were silent for a few moments, then Carver remarked,

	“I hope my sending him away like that won’t cause you any trouble.”

	“I can deal with Captain Beasley.”

	“I’m sure you can. Now bring me up to speed on security.”

	“We’ve prepared as best we can with our resources. The police and National Guard have been completely cooperative, which will improve the safety factor considerably.”

	“What about Guardwell?”

	“They resent the Marines, but I’ve posted police officers with their men to ensure that we’ll have good coverage.”

	“Is there anything more you can do?”

	“Not really. Our biggest concern is still Arabs shooting in the air.”

	“I’m working on it, Mr. Hanson, but I don’t expect the U.N. liason to be supportive. What about the rumors of a demonstration by the vets?”

	“All personnel will be alert to them, as well as P Dogs, or any other possible disruption. If you have the time, I’ll show you our personnel positions on the map.”

	“Please do.”

	Hanson went over the events of the day from beginning to end, and once again he was impressed with Carver’s grasp of details way out of his specialty.

	“You’ve done an excellent job so far, Mr. Hanson.”

	“Thank you, sir.”

	“Now tell me what can go wrong.”

	Hanson laughed bitterly. “Do you have all day?”

	This alarmed Carver. “I thought everything was under control? You said you were fully prepared.”

	“That’s right, sir. Within the limitations of our resources. We’d need ten times more troops to secure the Enclave. To the best of my ability, I’ve concentrated our assets where they’re most needed. We’ll deal with any unexpected eventualities as best we can.”

	“How do you propose to do that?”

	Hanson grinned. “The traditional Marine way; improvise, adjust, overcome.”

	“Will that be enough?”

	“We’ll probably know by Monday night, sir.”

	Carver laughed. “I like your style. So tell me what to worry about.”

	“My staff and I considered just about every type of scenario. Let us do the worrying.”

	“Alright, Mr. Hanson. Should we meet again before Monday?”

	“No need. I’ll call you, if necessary, or you call me.”

	“Then have a good day.”

	“You too, sir.”

	•          •          •

	The meeting with Beasley was quite unpleasant and verged on getting out of hand. Beasley poured out all his resentments, frustrations, and humiliations on Hanson, who took it all with stoic indifference.

	“Just because I allowed you to deal with some of the security problems, Sergeant, that doesn’t mean you can forget who’s in command. Your attempt to ingratiate yourself with Dr. Carver is inappropriate and I’ll note it in your file. How dare you exclude me from vital information? Don’t you know your place?”

	Hanson didn’t reply, which irked Beasley further.

	“Well?”

	“Well, what, sir?”

	“Explain yourself, man.”

	“I have nothing to say, sir. You put me in charge of security and that’s what I’ve been taking care of.”

	Beasley sputtered with rage. “You’re supposed to report to me.”

	“When should I report? Every time I tried to talk to you, you were too busy.”

	Beasley began to realize that the meeting was becoming even more aggravating, and with an exertion of will he calmed himself.

	“Alright. We’ll continue this particular discussion another time. Right now, I have some orders for you from headquarters. I have been instructed to tell you that the honor guard are not to wear ribbons or medals on their dress uniforms on Monday. I agree with the order. We shouldn’t flaunt our aggression.” Beasley waited for the eruption.

	“Are you serious?”

	“Sir.”

	“Sir.”

	“Those are the orders, Sergeant. You are expected to carry them out without question.”

	“Don’t be ridiculous. We’re in the Marines, not the Russian army.”

	“What did you say?” Beasley demanded indignantly.

	“You heard me. Our men and women paid for those decorations with their blood and the lives of their comrades. Even you should understand that.”

	Beasley was furious, but he knew he couldn’t afford to lose Hanson at present. “You will carry out your orders, Sergeant. Dismissed.”

	Hanson left without another word. He called his platoon leaders and told them to meet him at his office. They were outraged when they heard the order; no ribbons or medals.

	“Is this some kind of bad joke, Sam?” Jed asked.

	“I’m afraid not. It’s obvious that the Arabs and the U.N. are out to put it to us again.”

	“Our Marines won’t like this, Sam,” Al cautioned.

	“There’s nothing we can do about it. You will instruct the troops that there are to be no complaints about it to anyone.”

	“Not even to their squad mates?” Jed asked with a straight face.

	Hanson finally smiled. “Just tell them to be discreet. No gripe sessions outside of the barracks.”

	“Yes, Sam,” they both said in unison.

	“May I make a suggestion, Sam?” Al asked.

	“Sure. What is it?”

	“Give everyone but the guard detail a 24-hour pass.”

	“I’d love to, Al, except for one problem.”

	“What?”

	“As you know, we’re not allowed to leave the Enclave without special permission. Besides, the Enclave will be crawling with Arabs this weekend and we can’t afford an incident.”

	“I see,” she said.

	“Tell you what,” Hanson said. “Tell your troops that if Monday goes off without a hitch, I’ll arrange furloughs for everyone. That’s all for now. I’ll see you at the mess hall for lunch.”

	When everyone left, Hanson sat at his desk staring blankly at the wall. Thoughts about the order banning medals flashed through his mind. He reluctantly accepted that it was one more degradation inflicted on the elite service of the beleagured superpower. He remembered his meeting with General Griffin after the remnants of his battalion were repatriated from Eritrea. U.N. peacekeepers met them at Kennedy airport and supervised every step of the disembarkation of the troops from Airbus A 380’s provided by the Euro-Union. The bluefish escorted all the returnees to health stations set up on the tarmac for typhoid and polio shots. Hanson objected vigorously, until General Griffin ordered him to be silent.

	“But, General,” Hanson protested, “we don’t need those shots.”

	Griffin took him aside. “There’s nothing we can do about it, Sam. I’ve been ordered to obey all U.N. mandates without resistance, and so will you.”

	The deprocessing of the troops took hours, with each Marine being interrogated by U.N. officers, who asked the most intrusive questions, ranging from war crimes to personal sexual activities. If a Marine objected, or refused to answer, there was an instant threat of jail.

	One female Marine punched a bluefish for touching her breasts, and his colleagues immediately beat her into unconsciousness. Her squadmates heard her screams and rushed to her aid, but were confronted by heavily armed peacekeepers, who were eager for a chance to shoot Marines. They had been disarmed before boarding the planes, so there was nothing they could do. Hanson tried to intercede, but the peacekeepers shoved him away with rifle butts. He protested to their commanding officer, an arrogant Swede, who sneered at him.

	“It is a different foot you’re on now, imperialist mercenary.”

	Hanson instantly reached for his sidearm, momentarily forgetting that it had been confiscated at the Asmera airport. General Griffin drew him away.

	“Take it easy, Sam. We can’t afford an incident.”

	Later, when they were finally alone, Hanson was near to bursting with questions, but Griffin put him off.

	“Another time, Sam. Right now, we’ve got to deal with two problems. What we’ll do with your troops and how to prevent your court martial.”

	“What do you mean a court martial?”

	“You disobeyed a presidential order, Sam.”

	“I saved my troops. They all deserve medals. In fact, I’m putting some of them in for the Medal of Honor.”

	“No you’re not. There’ve been some big changes that have taken place that you’re unaware of. All our military has been withdrawn to the continental United States under the supervision of the U.N. Our former friends and enemies are trampling each other in the stampede to grab our overseas possessions. We’ll be lucky if I can keep you from a war crimes tribunal. I’m afraid there won’t be any medals …”

	Hanson came back to the present with a sigh, and for the dozenth time opened the map of the Enclave and stared at it intently, looking for possible threats.

	The rest of the weekend sped by with Hanson perfunctorily carrying out his regular duties and concentrating most of his efforts on last minute preparations for U.N. Day. He invited Jed and Al to dinner on Sunday and included Tyrone at Jed’s request.

	Throughout the meal, Kyle and Tyrone vied for Al’s attention, waiting on her hand and foot, to the amusement of their fathers. Later, when it was time to get to the business of final planning and review, Hanson sent the boys to the movies because they had been distracting, cavorting like puppies around Al. Just before he said goodnight to them, Hanson looked at his trusted comrades.

	“I don’t want any unexpected surprises tomorrow, so make sure your troops are on the ball.”

	“You got it, Sam,” Al replied.

	“Sure, Sam,” Jed said.

	“Then I’ll see you at company formation at 0600.”
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	It was a very satisfactory inspection of the formation behind the barracks on a clear, cool Monday morning, with even Wilkins looking smart. Hanson was about to dismiss the company at 0625, when Captain Beasley ambled out.

	“Company. Attention,” Hanson ordered. He turned and saluted Beasley. “All present and accounted for, sir.”

	Beasley slowly studied the formation. “Well. It’s good to see the troops turned out so nicely for a change.”

	Hanson suppressed his irritation at the unfair criticism.

	“Thank you, sir. I was about to dismiss them for breakfast, before they report to their duty stations.”

	“I’d like to inspect them first. Just to be sure everything’s in order, Sergeant.”

	A murmur of protest rose from the nearby ranks at the insult and Jed ordered sternly, “Steady.”

	“I’ve already inspected them, sir. If we don’t dismiss now,” Hanson cautioned, “they won’t have time for a good meal and it’s liable to be a long day.”

	Beasley leaned close to him. “You’re always thwarting me, Sergeant. I’ll deal with you later. Dismiss the company,” and he abruptly turned and stomped off.

	Jed and Al walked to the mess hall with Hanson.

	“How did he ever become a Marine, let alone an officer?” Al wondered.

	“Knock it off, Al,” Hanson insisted, without anger. “He’s our C.O. and we’re managing. We have bigger problems to be concerned about today. I’ve got a strange feeling that we’re overlooking something.”

	“Is that a hunch, or just general worry?” Jed asked.

	“I wish I knew. We’ve prepared as thoroughly as possible and I can’t put my finger on anything, but it’s been going too smoothly. There are too many potential trouble spots with the Arabs, Russians and the bluefish.”

	“Our men and women are ready, Sam,” Al reassured him. “They’re not kids anymore. Not after the snafu’d Nafud.”

	Hanson nodded sadly, as a wisp of memory of the agonizing desert retreat flitted through his mind. “Alright. Let’s eat, then go to work.”

	•          •          •

	The first official event of U.N. Day was at Madison Square Park at the World War I Memorial, an obvious act of triumphalism over weakened America. Fifth Avenue was closed, and loudspeakers were set up for the crowd. The ceremony for Euro-Arab freedom fighter volunteers who died fighting Americans in Saudi Arabia featured the expected.
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