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In the dystopian year of 2025, America finds itself buried in the ashes of bedlam. A disputed presidential election ignites the tinderbox of a second Civil War, causing American cities to erupt into infernos of conflict. Above this chaos, the shadow of a lethal, morphing pandemic stretches ominously, while the specter of World War III looms on the horizon.

In the heart of this maelstrom dwells the Stone family, a three-generational clan tenaciously clinging to survival amidst an onslaught of existential threats. Bryan Stone, patriarch and guiding beacon, marshals his children and two young granddaughters away from their home and towards sanctuary: a remote cabin nestled in Minnesota’s sprawling forests. Their aim is to elude the iron grip of Cerberus; the new totalitarian empire that has seized control of America and attempts to extend its talons worldwide.

The journey of Bryan’s brothers is no less arduous. Tully and John Stone, and their family members, boarded two planes destined for a desolate island in the Indian Ocean. Their desperate play hinges on evading an imminent nuclear war by vanishing off-grid.

The second eldest brother, Alan, chooses another path for his family: a harrowing trek along back roads from Seattle to Tucson, Arizona, inside their aging van. Avoiding embattled highways filled with the cacophony of gunfire and screams, they hope to find sanctuary in regions less likely to attract nuclear fallout when war finally descends.

As they traverse ravaged landscapes and navigate societal collapse, their courage is tested relentlessly. Violence swarms around them as they battle through burning cities and barricaded highways, but their familial bond remains steadfast.

Meanwhile, on their ill-fated flight over endless ocean expanses towards supposed safety on a deserted island, Tully and John’s group suffers an unexpected disaster as they discover their landing strip reclaimed by nature. The surviving family members scramble to establish a semblance of living conditions, all while evading the prying eyes of foreign powers.

Underneath this tumultuous panorama, the Stone family’s resilience and unity are forged in the fires of adversity. As they helplessly watch nuclear warheads streak across the sky, these familial bonds and their will to survive face their ultimate test.

Taking a moment to remember the characters from the first two books:

The Stone Family:

Tully Stone: An embodiment of authority and responsibility, Tully is a dignified septuagenarian hailing from Florida who carries his age with an athletic grace.

Catherine Stone: A warm-hearted matriarch of Greek-American descent, Catherine’s wisdom and perceptiveness form the bedrock of the family.

John Stone, a 66-year-old retired doctor from Minnesota, John’s adaptable temperament makes him an unwavering pillar in these tumultuous times.

Mary Stone: John’s wife and mother of their children; kind-hearted and steadfast, she forms the backbone of their branch of the family.

Burke Stone: Son of John and Mary, Burke is a young man in his prime, with much about him yet unknown.

Rose Stone: John and Mary’s thirty-nine-year-old daughter, Rose remains somewhat enigmatic, with limited details available.

James Stone: Oldest son of Tully and Catherine, he navigates fatherhood to four children while wrestling with an internal conflict between safeguarding his family and losing the life they had before the exodus.

Suzanne Stone: Suzanne, a caring and loving wife to James and mother to their four offspring; her character is still intriguingly elusive because of an extended illness from COVID. She recovers to show her strong faith and fierce devotion to her children and her husband.

Chase and Grace Stone: James’ twenty-one-year-old son Chase presents typical young adulthood traits, while Grace at 23 reveals great courage and a deep longing to be reunited with her missing husband Grady Petrov.

Pam and Suzy Stone: The 20-year-old Pam exhibits traits we often find in young adults. She is an optimist with a sense of humor and wit. Suzy is a classic seventeen-year-old teenager, a pragmatist, a fiercely competitive athlete who is acutely focused on her life goals.

Tony Stone: Tony, Tully’s forty-five-year-old son, is a devoted husband and father of two. He is the rock of his family, who often exhibits exceptional compassion.

Marie Stone, Tony’s wife, is a devoted and protective mother of Tommie and Shiela, and a loving wife to her husband.

Patrick Stone: The 43-year-old son of Tully and Catherine, Patrick is a responsible family man. Father of two daughters, Zoe and Elizabeth. Patrick will go the extra mile for his family, including confronting his siblings to save them from deadly mistakes. 

Colleen Stone: Colleen, Patrick’s wife, devoted mother of Zoe and Elizabeth.

Zoe and Elizabeth Stone: Fourteen-year-old Zoe and her twenty-one-year-old sister are the daughters of Patrick and Colleen.

Paul Stone: Paul, a 33-year-old Coast Guard pilot, carries himself with discipline and dedication. His role as a pilot is pivotal to his family’s survival.

Michael Stone: The youngest son of Tully and Catherine, Michael is a dutiful thirty-year-old Air Force officer who is in a position giving him insights that are critical in guiding the family’s decisions. 

Grady Petrov: The son of a Russian defector, and husband to Grace Stone and son-in-law to James and Suzanne. His efforts to save his wife’s cousins resulted in his mysterious disappearance.

Alan Stone: The patriarch of the Seattle branch of the Stone family and older brother to Tully, Alan bears his responsibilities with courage and a calm demeanor.

Bryan Stone, the oldest brother of Tully, adheres to values befitting the eldest sibling and the patriarch of the Minnesota branch of the family. 

Manny Torres: A disciplined and focused veteran and professional pilot with a kind heart, Manny was formerly a pilot in the military service.

Joe Biden: As an experienced political figure presiding over America as its president, Biden exudes an air of leadership while maintaining a friendly demeanor in his dialogue. Because of his advanced age, he declined to run again for the Presidency. 

The Crowning: Relentless Resistance

By Thomas J. Feely
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May 1, 2025, at 21:00 (military time)

Aboard the USS District of Columbia

Somewhere in the Indian Ocean

––––––––
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CAPTAIN ELIAS NELSON’S fingers tightened around the cold, unyielding steel of the periscope grip, his palms damp with sweat. The familiar hum of the USS Columbia’s nuclear reactor, which usually provided a steady, comforting backdrop, now pulsed with an unsettling urgency that set his nerves on edge. “Bearing zero-nine-zero, range two hundred nautical miles,” came the report from Lieutenant Commander Anna Sharma. Her voice was taut with tension, and her eyes were locked onto the sonar display, scanning for any changes. The digital screen showed a cluster of fast-moving blips in deep water. “Confirmed. Multiple contacts, high speed, deep water. Consistent with the Dragonfish class,” she added, her voice barely above a whisper, acknowledging the potential threat with a mix of disbelief and dread. The tension in the control room thickened, each crew member exchanging uneasy glances as they processed the gravity of the situation.

Nelson swallowed hard, the dryness in his throat a stark contrast to the sticky, humid air of the control room. The Dragonfish class. China’s latest, and most silent, attack submarines. How had they gotten so close? He exchanged a quick glance with Sharma, reading the unspoken question in her eyes. They were supposed to know about these subs way before this, not when they were less than a hundred miles from the coast. Not when they were playing a deadly game of cat and mouse, and the stakes were huge: the entire continent of Australia.

“Satellite feed, Chief,” Nelson ordered, his voice low and steady, though the tension coiled in his gut. The large screen at the forward bulkhead flickered to life, displaying a grainy infrared image. A swarm of blips, each representing a ballistic missile, arced across the vast expanse of the Pacific, their trajectory a chilling, crimson line pointing directly toward the Australian coastline. 

“Confirmed, Captain,” Petty Officer First Class Jackson, the communications specialist, said, his voice strained. “Multiple ICBM launches from mainland China and islands in the South China Sea. Estimated impact... twenty minutes.” 

Twenty minutes. Once, it was an insignificant slice of time, barely enough to make a cup of coffee or glance through the daily news. But now, from Captain Nelson’s vantage point on this cataclysmic edge, twelve minutes was both an unfathomable stretch and a swift tick of the clock before the inescapable destruction of nuclear annihilation bore down upon them. 

“Combat readiness, condition one,” Nelson commanded, his voice cutting through the tense silence. “Weapons officer, report the status of our payload?” 

“All warheads armed and ready, Captain,” Lieutenant Thompson declared with heightened intensity, his fingers darting frantically across the weapons console like a maestro commanding a symphony of destruction. “Targeting systems are fully operational. We’ve locked onto the Dragonfish.”

“Sonar, do we have any sign of the Dragonfish’s launch tubes opening?” Nelson demanded, his voice tight with urgency as his eyes locked onto the satellite feed, unblinking, every muscle tense with the anticipation of a coiled spring ready to snap.

“Negative, Captain,” Sharma responded. Her voice was steady, but with an undercurrent of tension. “The other vessel is following silently, not a sound or signal to disclose its presence. However, there’s a noticeable shift—an increase in their speed. They’re closing in fast on our position.”

“They know we’re here,” Nelson muttered, a grim realization settling over him. The nuclear sub was the last line of defense, a silent sentinel in the vast ocean, armed with sixteen Trident II D5 ballistic missiles, the power to obliterate an entire nation, yet bound by the delicate balance of mutually assured destruction.  

Captain Nelson’s heart skipped a beat as Jackson interrupted, his voice laced with urgency. “Captain,” he called out, the words slicing through the tense atmosphere. “Incoming transmission. Encrypted burst from Pacific Fleet Command.” The weight of the moment pressed down on Nelson; his mind racing as he prepared for whatever critical information awaited.

Nelson nodded, though his expression wavered between determination and doubt. His jaw tightened as he grappled with his decision. “Decrypt and display,” he commanded, his voice carrying a note of dread amidst its steadiness.

The message appeared on the screen, stark white letters against the black background: “PRIORITY ONE. IMMEDIATE COUNTERSTRIKE allowed. TARGET: Chinese Submarine closing in on your position.”

––––––––
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NELSON GLANCED AT THE faces of his crew, a group of young men and women who carried the heavy burden of their nations’ futures on their shoulders. As he observed them, he couldn’t ignore the fear etched on their faces, nor could he dismiss the steadfast determination that accompanied it. They were professionals, meticulously trained for this moment, yet desperately hoping it would never arrive. A war with China was the last thing they ever wanted, and yet, here they were, faced with an order that demanded they do the unthinkable. Nelson himself felt torn between his duty and the dread of what lay ahead.

“Weapons officer,” Nelson commanded, his voice carrying the gravity of an impending storm. “Prepare to unleash a full salvo. Lock onto the Dragonfish. Execute on my signal.”

He hesitated, aware of the silence that settled over the control room, heavy with tension. The fate of Australia, and indeed the entire world, hung precariously on his next words. He felt the weight of global power resting on his shoulders, torn between the decision he wanted to make and the one he felt he had to make.

“Mark.” 

With that command, two dozen Mk 48 Advanced Capability torpedoes erupted from their tubes, streaking through the water with deadly intent toward the Dragonfish. The tension was palpable, the air electric, as the immediate directive to reload the torpedo tubes was barked out, preparing to unleash another 24 torpedoes in a relentless and punishing assault.

Captain Nelson stood tall on the bridge, his gaze steady as he held the microphone with a firm grip. “Petty Officer Jackson,” he commanded, his voice resonating with authority, “get in touch with the top brass immediately. I need them at the Command Center for a briefing with me. STAT!” 

The relentless hum of the ship’s machinery intensified the urgency in Captain Nelson’s command. The surrounding crew froze, feeling the gravity of his words.

“Yes, Sir,” Jackson replied. 

Within 30 seconds, the former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Mark A. Milley, and the current Chairman, Charles C.Q. Brown, swiftly entered the dimly lit makeshift Command Central aboard the submarine. The room was cramped, with walls lined in dull gray metal and screens flickering with strategic maps. Admiral Lisa Franchetti, Chief of Naval Operations, and Admiral James Cardwell Jr., Director of Naval Propulsion, both followed closely, their uniforms crisp. Admiral Linda Fagen, Commandant of the U.S. Coast Guard, rounded out the group. 

Captain Nelson opened the heavy steel door with a low creak and stepped inside, his polished shoes clanking on the metal floor. He snapped to attention, delivering a crisp salute to his superiors, who sat around a table cluttered with documents and communication devices. Their faces were stern, brows furrowed with concentration, as they prepared to discuss the pressing matters at hand.

Captain Nelson stood at attention as General Charles C.Q. Brown, the highest-ranking officer in the room, turned his gaze toward him and inquired, “What’s up, Captain?”

Captain Nelson speaks slowly about the urgent situation. “We’re about to be under attack. We’ve unleashed two dozen ‘48s’ against the advancing Chinese submarine, but that’s just the tip of the iceberg. The real threat: there are 30 ICBMs streaking toward Australia as we speak! We’ve got a razor-thin margin of just under ten minutes before they obliterate their targets!”

Without hesitation, General Brown asserts, “We need to get POTUS to the ‘football’. Who is his attaché again?” Captain Nelson listens intently as General Milley responds, “Colonel Manny Torres.” Nelson understands the urgency as they discuss contacting him to prepare POTUS for the “decision”.

The room was thick with tension as the weight of the “decision” loomed over them like a dark storm, its implications crashing with the force of a merciless tsunami. It was the ultimate sanction, a command that would unleash a hellish maelstrom of chaos and destruction, a choice so cataclysmic that it would rip apart the very essence of their world. This decision, of unprecedented magnitude, rested on the shoulders of a single individual, the one person entrusted with both the power and the responsibility to act. The President of the United States.
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Monday, April 7th, 2025

(Three weeks earlier)

Rural Arizona

Dust billowed wildly in the rearview mirror, marking the urgency of their escape. Alan’s hands, weathered and speckled with age spots, clenched the steering wheel with fierce determination, the skin stretching white over his knuckles. The van’s engine protested with a strained whine, as if struggling to keep up with the rapid pace. Outside, Arizona’s rugged, sunbaked terrain raced by in a dizzying blur, the jagged outlines of cacti and scattered rocks fading into the horizon. 

“Are they following us?” Marie’s voice was taut, her eyes darting to the side mirrors.

“Can’t tell,” Alan replied, his focus unwavering.

In the back seats, Matt, Brenna, and Shawna sat quietly, the tension winding tighter in the confined space. Alan felt the weight of it all as he drove, knowing their second home in Tucson, once a haven, was now a crime scene beyond their reach. Fear had infiltrated every corner, amplified by the local news coverage accusing the Stones of inciting violence against the police. It was absurd, yet the police insisted they were the ones occupying the house instead of the real squatters. 

Alan’s mind churned with a tangled mess of frustration and disbelief, caught between the overwhelming sense of injustice and a nagging doubt about whether he had made a terrible mistake by running away from the law.

“Damn it,” Alan muttered as he navigated the van onto the bumpy desert back roads, the vehicle lurching with protest. “We should’ve seen this coming.”

“Nobody could have foreseen that,” Marie reassured him, her hand finding Alan’s icy hand on the gearshift. “We just need to get somewhere safe.”

Matt leaned forward, the urgency clear in his voice. “We can’t go back, Dad. They’ll arrest us on sight.”

“Then we won’t go back,” Alan said, a decision solidifying within him. 

Alan tried to find a silver lining amidst the chaos that had upended their lives. His mind raced, searching for a shred of hope, because a fresh start awaited them, thrust upon them by circumstances beyond their control. He turned to look at Marie, his wife, who sat beside him with her arms crossed tightly over her chest. Her lips curved into a faint smile, a glimmer of mutual understanding and determination sparking in her eyes as they silently acknowledged the new chapter they were about to embark upon together. 

“Where can we go now?” Shawna finally spoke up, her voice steady. 

Silence hung heavily in the air as if the van itself held its breath. No one spoke up, for no one had any answers, only the same haunting question that lingered like a ghost, echoing in their minds and casting a shadow over their thoughts.

“Let’s think about it and discuss it later,” Alan cut her off, his mind racing through options. There’d be time for plans once they were clear of Arizona, out of reach of false accusations and the dangers they had just left behind.

“Keep an eye out,” he instructed, his gaze never leaving the road. “Any sign of trouble? We change course.”

“Got it,” Matt acknowledged, his youthful face set in grim determination. 

The miles piled on, each one a minor victory in the relentless escape. As night fell, the shadows played tricks on his tired eyes, but Alan pushed on. For his family, for their future, he’d drive until the wheels fell off, which he believed could happen at any moment.

Suddenly, Matt broke the silence from the back seat, announcing, “There are some men ahead waving us down to pull over.”

Alan’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. “Friendly?” he asked nervously.

“Can’t tell yet. They are in uniform,” Matt replied.

The van’s engine hummed softly as the driver eased off the accelerator, allowing the vehicle to glide slowly toward the checkpoint. The brakes gently engaged, and the van rolled forward at a measured pace, the sunlight glinting off its windshield as it neared the barrier.

Figures emerged from the shadows, their forms blending seamlessly with the encroaching twilight. They donned uniforms emblazoned with the unmistakable insignia of the U.S. Air Force, their presence a formidable force cutting through the dusk with an air of authority and purpose.

Alan exhaled slowly, feeling a hint of relief but not fully embracing it. Uncertainty clouded his thoughts; he wanted to believe the Air Force was part of the “Resistance.” It was a single word that carried so much weight, a label that could distinguish someone, or something, as an opponent of Cerberus, dedicated to undermining and counterstroke activities.  

Yet, for Alan, doubt lingered. Was he jumping to conclusions, or was this his desperate hope for speaking? The line between loyalty and deception seemed blurred, leaving Alan torn between trust and suspicion.

“Lower your window,” one of the personnel commanded, his voice steady yet laced with an unspoken authority that sent a shiver down Alan’s spine. The air crackled with tension, and Alan’s heart pounded as he fumbled to comply, feeling as though every movement was magnified in the silent anticipation of what lay ahead.

“Evening,” Alan greeted, his voice steady despite the adrenaline coursing through him.

“Identification, please,” the airman demanded, his piercing gaze like a laser cutting through any facade, his scrutiny intense and unyielding, yet devoid of accusation.

Alan passed his driver’s license. A moment that stretched like taut wire before the airman handed them back with a nod. “Your date of birth?” 

Alan replied, “Feb. 26.”

“Follow me, Mr. Stone. We’ve been expecting you.”

“Expecting us?” Marie echoed, her face revealing her confusion.

“Instructions from higher up.” The airman motioned for them to follow. “We have a secure location for your call.” 

Marie inquired, even more confused, “Call? What call? What are you talking about?”

Alan noticed the airman smiling as he spoke. “You’ve got a crucial call coming up in about an hour. We’ve been instructed to ensure you’re ready for it. Please come with me.” The airman spoke gently, his voice tender.

The van followed closely behind the military vehicle, its headlights cutting through the dim light as they navigated a labyrinth of sharp turns and winding roads. Finally, an unremarkable concrete structure loomed ahead, partially obscured by the surrounding darkness. 

Upon entering, they found themselves in a stark room dominated by a large screen that flickered with anticipation, its glow casting long shadows on the bare walls.

Alan watched as the Air Force officer began the conversation. “Your family is ready, Captain Stone,” the officer stated. Alan’s eyes were drawn to the monitor, where Michael’s familiar face appeared, offering a sense of comfort and reassurance despite the miles that separated them. 

“Hello everyone, can you see and hear me alright?” 

Almost simultaneously, Alan heard voices from around the globe responding in unison with variations of “Yes, we can hear and see you fine!”

“Michael?” Alan inquired, his gaze locked onto his nephew’s image flickering on the screen.

“Right here, Uncle Alan,” Michael’s steady voice anchored the conversation. “ We are safe on an undisclosed island. I can’t divulge where it is for security reasons, but everyone here is safe.”

It was at that moment that their voices, trembling from a makeshift secret Air Force facility in northern Minnesota, conveyed to the family the heartbreaking events that had led to the death of their father, Bryan Stone. Alan listened, his heart heavy with despair, as the news shattered the fragile sense of connection in their virtual gathering. Grief enveloped them all, leaving each family member struggling with the profound agony of their loss.

Alan noticed Tully shifting the conversation as he addressed Alan’s family.

“Listen up, everyone. This is our defining moment. In the most crucial game of our lives, we’re in the fourth quarter. We don’t quit. We never say die. You mustn’t give up. Never say die! Can you make it to Florida? Our house in Tampa is empty right now.”

Tony, standing next to his father, interrupted by saying, “Our home is available to you as well, and it has four bedrooms instead of the two in Dad’s home. Plus, we are way out in the countryside, and they are in the city of Tampa.” 

Matt perked up, hope coloring his voice for the first time in days. “That’s an incredible offer. Thank you both. It sounds like Tony’s home would be a better fit for the size of our family, and perhaps safer. We can leave tonight. It might take a few days, but Tony and Uncle Tully, that is a life-saving offer. Thank you!” 

“Absolutely,” Tully affirmed.

“Thank you,” Alan managed, the weight of gratitude heavy in his chest. “We’ll head out first thing.”

Tony added, “Matt, before we end this call, I’ll tell you where to find the keys to the doors.” 

Michael advised, “Hey, we need to make this short, as we are limited in our time. You guys stay safe.” 

“Always do,” Alan replied, ending their part of the discussion so others could talk.

After the video conference call had ended, Alan and Marie exchanged determined glances and led their family out of the cold, echoing cement block building. Their children trailed behind, clutching backpacks and murmuring among themselves. The crisp air outside filled their lungs, offering a momentary refreshment. Alan slid into the driver’s seat of the aging van, gripping the key tightly in his hand. As he turned it, a wave of grief crashed over him, making the news of his brother’s death inescapably real. He hesitated, his heart torn between the need to take control and the inability to face reality alone. In a moment of surrender, he passed the keys to Matt, retreating to the back seat as tears blurred his vision.

The engine grumbled and sputtered before finally roaring to life, it’s rattling frame a testament to the hundreds of miles it had already traveled and the countless more that stretched ahead on their journey, as an ominous threat loomed just beyond the horizon, poised to unleash its fury at any moment.

“Florida, then,” Marie murmured, with a soft strength in her words.

“Florida,” Alan confirmed, as the van rolled on towards an uncertain dawn.

The Texas sun was merciless, beating down on the van as it ambled along the dry highway. Alan watched dust devils twirl like ghostly apparitions in the distance, feeling the tense anticipation among the Stones. He noticed Matt gripping the steering wheel tightly, his knuckles stark against the old leather. Marie, sitting next to Matt, kept her eyes on the horizon. 

In the back, Brenna and Shawna leaned in close, exchanging strategy in inaudible whispers, careful not to disturb the boys’ slumber. Alan felt the weight of the journey pressing on them .

After a long night of driving under the cloak of darkness, the first hints of dawn pushed against the horizon, casting a faint glow on the landscape. Matt squinted into the distance, gripping the steering wheel with white-knuckled intensity. 

Headlights pierced the darkening sky as Alan navigated the van through the unmarked back roads of New Mexico; the hum of the engine was a constant companion. Marie clutched her seatbelt, her eyes scanning for unseen threats. Hugging just north of the Mexican border on State Highway 9, they passed through small border towns along New Mexico’s southern border. The lack of many roads and rugged mountains made it impossible to avoid going through El Paso, Texas, home of the Army base, Fort Bliss. Matt hoped they could sneak past the base before sunrise.

“Checkpoint ahead,” he announced, his voice slicing through the heavy silence in the car. His tone was cautious, each word weighted with the underlying unease that had settled among them like an unwelcome passenger.

Alan listened intently, noting the cautious tone in each word that was meticulously measured and laden with a deep-seated unease, much like an unwelcome intruder among them. He could feel the tension hovering in the atmosphere, dense and tangible, exerting a burdensome pressure upon their spirits.

“Army,” Matt said, his eyes narrowing as he spotted the olive-green uniforms and the armored vehicles rolling in, their engines rumbling like distant thunder. Soldiers emerged, their boots crunching on the gravel, rifles slung across their shoulders, moving with the precision of a well-oiled machine.

“Stay calm,” Alan advised, though his voice betrayed a hint of anxiety. Matt, feeling the weight of the situation, hesitated as he slowed the van while they neared the barrier, torn between following Alan’s advice and the rising tension in the air.

“We’re just passing through,” Matt told the Army guard.

“Passing through?” The question came sharp and loaded from a soldier who motioned them to the side of the road, rifle slung over his shoulder. A barricade loomed, blocking their path.

“Family trip,” Marie offered, leaning across the passenger seat. “Florida-bound.”

The soldier’s voice was sharp, leaving no room for negotiation. “Identification.” Alan could feel the weight of the soldier’s gaze, his narrowed eyes probing them with an almost palpable suspicion.

They reluctantly complied, their hands trembling as they handed over their driver’s licenses. Alan’s eyes narrowed, dissecting the scene with the precision of a seasoned hunter. He understood the gravity of the moment—they had to move with extreme caution. Cerberus was involved, a beast with a sprawling, sinister influence that stretched its claws into every shadowy corner.

“Van registered to you?” the soldier probed, his gaze fixed on the rust-specked, aging Mercedes Sprinter that seemed out of place at the military checkpoint.

“My new vehicle was impounded by a Sheriff in Nevada, and when we tried to retrieve it, it was swapped out with this worn out van,” Alan responded, his voice steady but his heart pounding in his chest as he wiped his sweaty palms against his jeans.

“Wait here,” the soldier commanded with a curt nod.

Minutes dragged into eternity. The soldiers moved around the van in a slow, deliberate dance, their eyes darting between each other and the Sprinter. Their radios crackled with bursts of static and coded chatter, a language of its own that Alan couldn’t decipher. The Stone family sat inside the van, hearts pounding, feeling the tension coil tighter with each exchanged look and every passing moment.

“Out of the vehicle,” came the command, sharper and more insistent this time. Alan watched as they were guided out, encircled by a mass of uniforms and armed soldiers. Matt appeared resolute, the weight of responsibility clear on his shoulders, while Brenna maintained a serene facade, though Alan sensed the turmoil she was suppressing.

“Sir, we’ve done nothing wrong,” Matt ventured, his ability to remain calm resonating despite the circumstances.

“Orders are orders,” the lead soldier replied, unyielding. “You’re to come with us.”

“Where are you taking us?” Matt’s voice was steady, betraying none of the alarm he felt.

“Detention facility,” came the brusque answer. “Standard procedure.”

“Detention?” Marie’s word was a soft bullet, piercing the air.

“Can’t be too careful these days,” the soldier shrugged, gesturing toward a transport waiting ominously nearby.

“What about the kids?” Alan said firmly; the single word carrying the weight of his responsibility.

“They will be taken care of,” the soldier assured, though his tone suggested otherwise.

“Like hell,” Matt muttered under his breath, meeting Brenna’s worried gaze.

“Let’s not make this harder than it has to be,” the soldier warned, his hand resting on the butt of his pistol.

“Harder for you or us?” Alan’s challenge was quiet, but it hung heavy between them.

“Move,” was all the response they got.

Herded onto the transport, the Stones shared a collective breath, steeling themselves for what lay ahead. The engine roared to life, the van left behind as they were carried off to an uncertain fate—each member grappling with the same silent dread.

“What now?” Marie declared sarcastically, looking sideways at her husband. Alan immediately and painfully recalled her strong objections to embarking on this trip.

The room was stark; a single bare bulb cast shadows that seemed to loom with accusation. Alan Stone sat rigid, his hands flat against the cold metal table, the chair beneath him unforgiving as steel. The interrogator, seated opposite, flipped through a dossier without ever looking up.

“Destination?” The interrogator’s voice was clipped, sharp as flint.

“Florida,” Alan replied, his tone betraying no hint of the turmoil within.

“Stolen vehicle?”

“Ours, or actually our van, was confiscated and replaced with this older model.” His words fell like a dropped anvil.

“Prove it.”

Alan’s jaw tightened. There were no papers, no proof—everything left behind in the chaos of their flight. “It was given to us in exchange for our new van back in Nevada, by the local Sheriff,” he stated, meeting the interrogator’s gaze with unwavering certainty.

“Convenient story.” The interrogator leaned back, skepticism etched on his face like lines on a cement sidewalk.

“It’s true.” Alan retorted. 

“Who are your children? Are the young ones really your grandchildren?” the interrogator asked. Alan interpreted the question as insinuating they were trafficking children who were not their own.

Alan’s heart clenched at the question, the image of his grandsons flashing in his mind. “They need us,” he said, his voice suddenly hoarse with restrained emotion.

“Detainees don’t dictate terms.”

The door opened abruptly, and Brenna was brought in, her wrists chafed from the cuffs. She stood defiant despite the circumstances; her gaze found Alan’s for a brief heartbeat of shared resolve.

“Was that your van, Mrs. Stone?”

“Family,” she corrected, her voice steady, but her eyes betraying the fear for her boys.

“Your family has a habit of ‘borrowing’ vehicles?”

“Stolen nothing in our lives,” Brenna retorted, her spirit unbroken even as the situation sought to fracture it.

“Who are your children?” the interrogator switched focus. “Charlie and Carter? Are they your kids?”

“Of course they are ours. Where are they? Are they safe?” Brenna’s question hung between them, her mother’s heart bleeding through the facade of strength.

“Being processed,” the interrogator said dismissively, his pen tapping a staccato on the folder.

“Processed?” Alan repeated, the word foreign, too clinical for the reality of what was happening.

“Standard procedure.” 

“Let me see them,” Brenna demanded, her composure fracturing.

“Mrs. Stone—” The interrogator began, but Brenna cut him off.

“NOW!” Her command echoed off the walls, fierce as a lioness defending her cubs.

“Enough,” the interrogator snapped, standing. “Take her back.”

Two guards approached. Their grips felt like iron handcuffs as they escorted Brenna out. Her panic-stricken eyes locked with Alan’s, whose wink served as a silent promise that this was not the end.

“Mr. Stone, you’ll be held until we verify your claims.”

“Verify quickly,” Alan said, his words deliberate  and measured. He was the rock of his family, and he would not crumble now.

“Goodbye, Grandpa,” a small voice quivered through the air. Charlie’s face appeared in the slightly open doorway, eyes wide, Carter’s smaller hand in his. They were being led away down a long, narrow hallway that seemed to swallow the light.

“Boys!” Alan surged to his feet, the chair screeching behind him.

“Grandpa, I want Mommy?” Carter’s voice was tinged with confusion and fear.

“Be brave, boys! We love you!” Brenna’s voice trailed after them, a tether of hope in the sterile corridor.

“Mommy! Grandpa!” Charlie’s cry cut deep, wrenching the hearts from Brenna and Alan’s chests.

“Stay strong!” Alan called, the force of his love attempting to bridge the merciless gap widening between them.

“Move along,” a guard barked. His hands felt heavy on the children’s shoulders.

“Charlie! Carter!” Brenna’s voice broke, splintering like glass under pressure.

After being led through a glass door, the boys turned one last time, their small faces pressed against the glass, eyes seeking reassurance in a world suddenly turned upside down. Then they were gone, swept away by uniformed strangers, leaving silence in their wake—a silence more devastating than any interrogation, any accusation, any fear.

“Mr. Stone?” The interrogator’s voice pierced the void.

“Take me back to my cell,” Alan demanded, his voice hollow, each word a weight he could barely lift.

“Very well,” said the interrogator.

As the door closed behind him, Alan Stone allowed himself a single moment of grief, a tear shed for the fractured family, for the grandchildren who needed their parents and grandparents now more than ever, for the uncertain future that lay ahead. But only for a moment. He had to be strong for them. 
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May 1st, 2025

Bryan’s Cabin on Eagle Lake

Park Rapids, Minnesota

The spring sun cast a gentle glow, infusing the air with a pleasant warmth that mingled with the cool whispers of the afternoon breeze. Recently freed from its icy grasp, Eagle Lake shimmered in the sunlight. Its clear waters kissed the sandy shore with a rhythmic, soothing sound, like a soft, continuous lullaby. The gentle waves rolled in and retreated, leaving behind a delicate lace of foam that sparkled under the sun’s tender embrace. The cool breeze danced lightly through the budding trees.

Within Bryan’s cabin, the air hung heavy with grief as the family mourned the loss of its patriarch—Bryan, who had passed away just the previous night. His lifeless form lay still in his bed, a haunting reminder of his absence. Molly, her heart aching with sorrow, sat alongside Vivian and Sarah, each of them enveloped in their own silent contemplation. As they pondered the plans for Bryan’s burial, Molly felt a profound emptiness, a chasm of despair that seemed impossible to fill. The cabin, once filled with laughter and warmth, now seemed an echoing void, and Molly struggled to envision a future without the guiding presence of her beloved father.

Together, they struggled through the fog of despair, contemplating the arrangements for Bryan’s burial. The weight of their grief was palpable, as the cabin seemed to echo with the silent lament of their loss.

Molly was torn between deep sorrow and confusion, wrestling with the guilt that weighed heavily on her heart. She felt responsible for not preventing her father’s passing while she was desperately trying to care for her severely wounded brother, Buddy. The conflict within her was almost unbearable, as she wondered if she could have made a different choice.

A part of Molly was convinced she had done everything possible, but another part nagged at her, whispering that she had somehow failed them both. She could see her brother was recovering as well as anyone could hope after losing so much blood in the bear attack, yet she couldn’t shake the tormenting thought—if she had rushed Buddy to the nearest hospital, would her father and brother still be alive today? The uncertainty gnawed at her, leaving her torn and tormented.

A sudden, sharp knock at the door jolted Molly and her grieving family, who were huddled in silence. At this time of year, a visitor was as unexpected as a thunderstorm in winter. Molly’s heart raced as Sarah sprinted to the door, flinging it open to reveal a man in a crisp military uniform. Tension crackled in the air like static electricity.

Molly’s breath hitched upon seeing a man in a sharp military uniform standing there. An overwhelming dread consumed her as she instantly feared the worst—the authorities had finally tracked them down. She felt the tension crackle in the air as Sarah stood frozen, gaping at the man, words failing her in the face of this ominous development.

“Is this the home of Bryan Stone?” the man asked. Her voice caught in her throat, and Sara glanced nervously at her two aunts. Fear and uncertainty danced across her face. Molly hesitated before responding, “And you are?” 

The man replied, “I am Lieutenant Kinney with the U.S. Air Force. I have orders to escort you to our office to receive a very important call.” Molly felt torn, a mix of dread and curiosity swelling within her as she considered what this call might mean.

“A call? What kind of call? From who?” Molly asked.

“I cannot tell you anymore, just that it is a very important call, and you are urged to go with me to our base. I will drive you there and back here afterward.”

Molly, shocked, watched as Vivian interrupted, her voice steady, “We cannot leave. We have a family crisis to deal with here. My brother is recovering from an accident and needs our care.” 

Molly could sense the urgency in Vivian’s words, understanding the weight of the situation. The officer replied respectfully, “I understand, Mam, but it is a matter of great concern. Perhaps you could send someone to receive the call while the rest remain here.” Molly felt the tension in the room, aware of the tough decision they needed to make.

Molly informed the man that she needed a moment to discuss with her family and promptly shut the door. As she pondered her decision, uncertainty gnawed at her. Eventually, she reopened the door and hesitantly announced that she, her sister, and her sister-in-law would accompany him, while Sarah would stay back in the cabin to look after her father, Buddy. Despite her words, a part of her still wavered, questioning whether this was the right choice. Meanwhile, she couldn’t shake the worry about leaving Barb and Sarah behind to look after Buddy in the cabin.

Molly, followed by Vivian, clambered into the spacious back seat of the Ford Explorer, its interior smelling faintly of upholstery and fresh pine. Officer Kinney settled into the driver’s seat, his hands confidently gripping the wheel, and started the engine with a low, rumbling purr. As the vehicle moved, it navigated the winding path through the dense woods; the trees towered like silent guardians on either side. Sunlight filtered through the canopy, casting dappled shadows across the windshield until they finally emerged onto the smooth expanse of the main road.

Two hours later, they pulled up to an unremarkable metal building nestled among a cluster of warehouses in an industrial park on the outskirts of Duluth. The structure was dull gray, blending seamlessly with the overcast sky, and a few wisps of smoke curled lazily from a chimney. The gravel driveway crunched under the tires as they parked beside a row of similar-looking structures, each with faded signs barely visible from a distance.

Molly felt a growing unease as she surveyed her surroundings, which starkly contrasted with the military base she had expected.

Part of her wanted to trust her instincts and proceed, while another part urged caution and retreat. She wondered, “Did we take a wrong turn, or was this place intentionally disguised? Still, the demeanor of the officer-escort was pleasant and non-threatening, causing both herself and Vivien to lower the guard.

Lieutenant Kinney stepped out of the sleek, black car, his polished shoes making a light crunching noise on the gravel. He moved with a sense of authority, opening the door with a swift motion for the three women. The trio followed him as he guided them towards a formidable, locked steel door. With a metallic clank, the door shut behind them to reveal a room dominated by a large conference table and a jumbo computer screen mounted on the wall, casting an imposing presence. Around the room, computers hummed quietly, their monitors flickering with scenes of cities from around the world, casting a soft, bluish glow that danced across the walls.

In a sudden burst of light, the monitors flickered to life, displaying the familiar face of her cousin, Michael. His features were sharp and clear, every detail illuminated on the screen as if he were right there in the room with her. The soft glow from the monitors cast a gentle hue, highlighting the subtle expressions on his face that she knew so well.

His eyes sparkled with warmth, and his expression held a hint of cunning, as if he were about to share a secret or tell a joke. The contours of his cheekbones, his unshaven face, and his longer-than-normal hair were vividly captured, making him seem almost present in the room with her.

Michael asked, “Can everyone see and hear me?”

After some joyous banter, the atmosphere shifted when Molly revealed the shocking news about Buddy’s harrowing encounter with a bear and the tragic demise of Bryan. It was as if a thunderclap had shattered the room, leaving everyone stunned and breathless, the weight of the revelation pressing down like a suffocating fog.

Later in the meeting, Michael’s tone grew urgent. “Molly and Vivian, you can’t stay there in Minnesota.” 

Vivian’s voice rose in protest. “Michael, we’re completely isolated here. Other than the Air Force guy, we haven’t seen a soul. The FBI hasn’t traced us. I think we should stay put in the cabin.”

Michael replied, “You do not understand, Vivian.”

“Vivian’s voice quivered with rising agitation. ‘No, Michael. We’re safer here. Going back home would be a risk we can’t afford to take.” Michael, trying to be calm and understanding, but also firm. He counters, saying,

“Vivien, please hear me out. A global nuclear war is imminent. It’s approaching, and when it arrives, retaliatory nuclear bombs will be unleashed on the U.S. When that occurs, if you remain in Minnesota, you will perish within a day or two because of the radioactive fallout. What you do not understand is that most of our nuclear weapons are in silos in Colorado, Nebraska, North Dakota, South Dakota, Missouri, Montana, Wyoming, and other western states. The upper winds, especially this time of year, travel from west to east. This means that within a day, radioactive fallout will surround you. You will face radiation poisoning unless you seek shelter in a deep bomb shelter with a purified, independent air supply and sufficient food to last a very long time. Right now, you are just a few hundred miles from those silos. I strongly urge you, beg of you, to move as far away as possible.”

Without pause or second thought, Tully and Catherine quickly spoke up, offering their home in Tampa, Florida, as a refuge for the distressed family. Michael followed up, highlighting the diminished strategic importance of Tampa, mentioning that with Cent-com, previously based at MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa, now abandoned, it was no longer a primary strategic target. He emphasized that Florida was among the safest options available, aside from northern Alaska.

Vivian glanced around the room, meeting everyone’s gaze before she spoke with heartfelt gratitude. “Tully, Catherine, your offer means the world to us. We’ll discuss it, but first we must conduct a proper burial before anything else. I am certain my dad would want to lie at rest near the lake he cherished so deeply.”

Voices rose and fell, weaving a tapestry of tension and uncertainty as the group sat around the dimly lit conference table. Molly tapped her pen anxiously against her notepad, her brow furrowed with frustration. Across from her, Vivian crossed her arms tightly, her eyes darting between speakers as she bit her lip. Meanwhile, Michael leaned back in his chair, arms behind his head, feigning nonchalance but occasionally stealing glances at his nearby family, who were in the barracks with him. The air was thick with an unspoken mixture of hope, doubt, and apprehension as they debated for another half hour, each person caught in their own emotional storm.

Ultimately, both Molly and Vivian found themselves torn, unable to make any firm commitment. They nodded along, acknowledging Michael’s warning, but an undercurrent of uncertainty lingered. Molly wondered, ‘Should they heed his caution or trust their instincts?’ They agreed to take his warning seriously, yet the decision teetered on the edge of doubt and conviction. Their doubts and resulting indecisiveness would soon prove to be a potential life-or-death threat.

Suddenly, the room fell eerily silent, the tension hanging thick like a shroud. Molly’s pen halted mid-tap, her gaze shifting to the screen as Michael’s image flickered. His eyes darted off-screen, and his casual demeanor snapped like a brittle twig underfoot. 

Suddenly, Officer Kinney stepped into the room, urgency in his voice, saying, “We’ve got company,” he announced, his voice dropping to a whisper. His head turned, listening to something they couldn’t hear, his face a mask of growing alarm.

Molly’s heart hammered against her ribcage as the sense of impending doom crawled up her spine. Vivian’s hand reached out across the table, fingers gripping Molly’s arm so tightly that it hurt Molly. The distant sound of doors being forcefully opened elsewhere in the adjacent buildings reverberated through the walls, reaching their sanctuary-turned-prison.

Vivian stood abruptly, chair scraping against the concrete, her voice a low growl. “It’s a trap.” Molly felt the air squeeze out of her lungs. The ominous sound of boots echoed down the gravel corridor, growing louder with each passing second.

Just then, Officer Kinney’s voice cut through the chaos with razor-sharp clarity: “Run. Now!” Without waiting for another word, Molly grabbed Vivian’s hand and bolted for the metal door at the back of the room, their only escape from whatever was barreling towards them. The heavy thud of approaching danger was close enough to taste as they disappeared into a darkened passage: a labyrinth with no guarantee of safety or an exit.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

[image: ]




Stone Island in the Indian Ocean

April 14, 2025 (Two weeks earlier)

For the past week, President Biden had been receiving three esteemed officers from the submarine on Stone Island, who arrived via an amphibious transport boat for confidential briefings. General Charles C.Q. Brown, Admiral Lisa Franchetti, and General Mark Milley were among those who attended these secret discussions. Occasionally, an intelligence officer joined them, contributing valuable insights. 

When the weather permitted, President Biden and the officers took discreet walks along the beach. Otherwise, they convened in the officer’s office, which temporarily displaced Rose from her duties overseeing the science lab. Although Rose was slightly annoyed by this, she maintained her poise. As tensions escalated, President Biden ensured that the details of these meetings remained strictly confidential. 

As the island’s occupants witnessed the daily routine, tension mounted with each passing day. President Joe Biden remained tight-lipped about the news and information conveyed during the officers’ visits, his demeanor a silent narrative.

On this day, Biden’s inner circle of senior military officers, clad in fatigues, gathered on the beach with somber expressions etched on their faces. They carried notebooks filled with reports and intelligence briefings. As they walked along the pristine beach, one general cleared his throat and spoke, delivering the troubling news with measured gravity.

“Mr. President,” General Brown intoned with grave urgency. “Our intelligence has confirmed a dire situation: your Vice President, your entire Cabinet, and the Speaker of the House have been apprehended. They have been transported to Guantanamo Bay, now under Army control, where they are being held in the repurposed barracks that once confined the most dangerous terrorists post-9/11. If you had been at the inauguration, you would undoubtedly be imprisoned alongside them at this very moment.”

Upon receiving the unsettling news, President Biden stood in silence, the weight of the moment hanging heavily in the room. After what felt like an eternity, he broke the silence, saying, “How certain is our intelligence?”

General Brown stepped forward with firm resolve. “Mr. President, we have high confidence in the accuracy of this intel. Our operatives, integrated into the base under the guise of Army personnel, are providing us with firsthand information.”

Biden, seeking reassurance, asked, “Can we at least consider them somewhat secure?”

General Milley interjected, his tone grave. “Sir, we have confirmation they are alive, but their safety remains in a precarious state. Their status is evaluated day by day. They are being held under conditions that treat them as traitors and criminals. No formal military tribunal is in process, but they are effectively detained, kept far from the eyes of the American public.”

Biden’s footsteps sank heavily into the soft, sunlit sand, each step leaving a pronounced mark that seemed to echo the burden he carried. The ocean breeze ruffled his thin hair as he paused, looking out over the endless horizon. 

“So, what happens if they are killed there?” he murmured, his voice barely rising above the rhythmic crashing of the waves. “Where does that leave what’s left of my administration?” His gaze was distant, reflecting the gravity of the situation that weighed on his mind.

Admiral Lisa Franchetti spoke up saying, “The enormous concern is the “Line of Succession”. As you already know, Mr. President, neither the president-elect nor the vice president-elect has been sworn in or taken an oath of office. What you have not been told until now is that both were murdered after the coup took place. We have confirmed positively that this rumor is indeed true. We don’t know the circumstances of the murders, but we are certain of their accuracy. That rules out the provisions set forth in the 20th Amendment, by declaring that if the president-elect dies before his term begins, the vice president-elect becomes president on Inauguration Day and serves for the full term to which the president-elect was elected. Since both were murdered, no one becomes President, leaving you as the current rightful President of the United States.”

Biden thoughtfully asks, “So what happens if something were to happen to me?” 

Milley replies, “Mr. President, officially your Vice President would become President, even while in confinement. What concerns us is what we refer to as the worst-case scenario.”

“Which is?” Biden asks.

Milley replies, “If your Vice President and the entire Cabinet were to parish, and if you were to die, there is no one left to hold the office.”

“So, that is it? We lose?” Biden asks.

“I’m afraid so, Mr. President. Unless you declared a “Designated Survivor” that is not held at Guantanamo Bay, that would be the end.” 

“A designated survivor must be someone in my Cabinet, right?” Biden inquires.

“Yes, Sir,” General Milley replied.

“And all of them are held captive?” Biden asks.

Milley replies, “Yes, Sir, except for the one Cabinet position that was vacated with the resignation of your Chief of Staff after the election.”

Biden contemplates this dilemma while the foursome walks in silence until he says in a very low voice, “Ironically, the one member of the Cabinet that doesn’t require a Senate confirmation, and the only one who is not held in captivity, resigned from his post before my term in office had expired. If he had not resigned, I could’ve declared him to be the Designated Survivor.”

General Brown suggests, “That is correct. Perhaps you could reappoint him back to be your Chief of Staff, and then make him the Designated Survivor, Sir?”

“Not a chance in hell,” Biden blurts out with veracity. “There is a reason he resigned, and I alone know what that reason is. The fact is that I demanded his resignation. You are never to repeat that, is that clear?” 

In perfect unison, the three officers responded, “Yes, Sir.” 

The commander-in-chief’s crisp order sliced through the air, signaling the abrupt end of the briefing. The officers looked at each other with surprise on their faces. With a quick salute, they returned to their dinghy. Moments later, they descended the metal ladder into the belly of their submarine, the cool, metallic scent of the vessel wrapping around them like a familiar embrace.

Two days slipped by before the trio of Biden’s military personnel reappeared, their dinghy cutting through the gentle waves toward the shore. The sun hung low, casting a warm glow, as they stepped onto the sandy beach and joined President Biden for a private stroll along the water’s edge. With seagulls calling overhead and the ocean breeze tousling their hair, they eventually made their way back to the camp. Once there, President Biden’s expression turned serious. He called for everyone to assemble, his voice carrying a sense of urgency, but he made sure to gently instruct the children to continue their play, undisturbed by the weighty gathering.
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