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          MANILA, THE PHILIPPINES,

        

      

    

    
      Leo Ocampo surveyed the makeshift hacker shack. He was the oldest and de facto supervisor of a sorrowful group of young men. They were barely old enough to be called men. The gangsters tricked them into working for the ruthless criminal named Maria Perez. These trapped young hackers were not rebels or hardened criminals. Born into poverty, they answered a sloppy hand-drawn ad nailed to a decrepit power pole that lured them. It read: Wanted: hard-working computer technicians. Earn 400 pesos per hour. Sign up at the Jeepney stop, #5, Malayan Tower.

      From there, the brutal captors blindfolded them, confiscated their mobile phones (if they had any), and dragged them deep inside the Tondo slum. Here, they were held captive to do their dirty work.

      None of them knew that they’d been pulled into something much bigger than petty cybercrime. The operation had global sponsors. A network of saboteurs had spent months analyzing the U.S. electric grid, identifying the weakest link to hit first. Manchester Regional Electric Company, known as MREC, a medium-sized, poorly run Texas utility, was the chosen target. Its vulnerabilities were both technical and human.

      The plan was simple: Bleed the grid at its softest point, then escalate. The endgame was chaos. And this miserable shack of enslaved coders would be the ignition point.

      Leo had seen the materials himself: satellite imagery, internal utility documents, reports on a key cog, a critical substation, dubbed Pine Street Station 53 in Manchester, Texas. He even heard a whisper about the SCADA system, the supposed firewall fortress of grid control. This wasn’t about stealing money. It was about taking down infrastructure. And Leo had no idea who at the top was pulling the strings.

      Leo knew they must be near the now-closed Smokey Mountain dump site. The stink clung to his skin like rot. The shack was buried deep within the slums. The hacking shack would blend in perfectly with crude buildings inhabited by the poorest of the poor, hardened criminals, and purveyors of all kinds of evil.

      Perez’s henchmen, who kept their handguns in plain sight, guarded the corroded metal sheets and water-stained plywood shack. Perez, whose girth was rivaled only by her cruelty, ruled this grim domain with an iron fist. She was a Filipino with a twisted sense of power, and her appetite for control knew no bounds. She had trapped these young men, exploited their vulnerability, and forced them to become unwilling enslaved people in her cybercriminal enterprise.

      The hum of computer fans and the glow of monitors made the place unnerving. The smell of electronics mingled with the sour stench of garbage.

      Leo studied the captives. Their faces, taut and pale, locked in dread over their keyboards. These poor souls executed hacking commands that disrupted the computer systems of banks, corporations, governments, and soon, electric grids. They knew that their work was destructive, but they were trapped. With each hour, each minute, each keystroke, their future and dignity eroded. Their lives now belonged to the dark web. And Leo knew this as well.

      Leo’s attention snapped to one terror-struck hacker. He gasped. Leo noticed that an ominous error message appeared on the man’s screen. Leo could sense panic engulfing the room, overpowering the garbage smell and rancid smoke from the nearby landfill. The man’s face drained of all color. He knew the seriousness of his mistake.

      Leo then watched as Perez looked up, her evil eyes darting toward the trembling hacker. She stood and slowly waddled toward the poor soul. In Filipino, she spat, “Ikaw na walang kwentang piraso ng tae,” translated: “You worthless piece of shit,” her voice laced with venom. She reached for a pair of pliers that hung from her belt.

      The other young men looked on, their terror profound. They knew what was about to transpire but were powerless to stop it. As if savoring the moment, Perez slowly and painstakingly dragged the young man from his chair. Leo could almost hear the young man’s heart pounding like a drum, sweat streaming down the hacker’s forehead.

      Perez seized the young man’s middle finger. As she gripped the pliers, a flicker, not of hesitation, but memory, surfaced. A hungry little girl, her own nails jagged and bitten, begging for a moment’s comfort. Then it vanished and, with a quick, relentless motion, pulled his fingernail free. A muffled scream of agony escaped the young man’s lips, but Perez remained unmoved, reveling in the power she held over her victims.

      Leo looked on with disgust.

      All keyboard tapping ceased for a few brief moments, creating an eerie silence, except for the hacker's muffled whimpering. Leo looked down at the dirty, dusty floor and saw small drops of blood seep into the ground. He glanced around the room and saw all the men staring at their screens. He knew that none of them would want to draw attention to themselves.

      Perez, her appetite for control momentarily satisfied, stepped back and surveyed her trembling captives. “Remember,” she hissed, her eyes darting from one man to another, “this is what happens when you fail me. Do not make the same mistake.”

      Perez glared at Leo, “Aso, come here.” Aso was the name she used for Leo. Aso meant dog in Filipino.

      Leo walked quickly to Perez, standing next to the shack’s opening.

      “Fix his problem. Do it now. If it is not fixed when I return, whatever his name is will be dismissed and replaced.”

      Leo wasn’t sure what ‘dismissed’ meant, but he assumed the man would not survive. Leo then nodded and walked toward the still whimpering young man. The hatred he felt toward Perez was overwhelming.

      Perez left the shed. A collective sigh of relief filled the room.

      The guard for the day, Joey Alonzo, stood up, waving his handgun and spitting. “Back to work, you miserable excuses for men.” Then he laughed.

      Leo stood by the wounded hacker and began debugging the error message. He whispered into the ear of the devastated hacker. “Someday, this will be over.”

      The man could not answer. A single tear fell from the poor, injured young man’s eye.

      Leo was shaken. She had left the young men to grapple with their shattered lives. In the heart of Tondo’s darkest ghetto, their only escape was a distant dream, forever haunted by Perez.
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      Perez swelled with pride. She loved the fear she commanded. A self-satisfied grin crept across her face as she moved through the slum alleys of the Tondo district. Her imposing figure cast a long, dark silhouette on the garbage-filled pathways. The oppressive humidity clung to her like a shroud, and beads of sweat glistened on her forehead as she navigated her way through the labyrinth of shack buildings.

      She glared at the dirty faces of the children as they ran around her, shouting insults at her. “Fat lady. Ugly bitch.” She turned toward them with the meanest of looks. Their laughter and mocking ceased as they raced back to their miserable dens. Yes, she was a woman of immense power.

      It was a long walk from the hacking shack through the maze of alleys littered with trash. Her journey had narrow pathways, perhaps less than a meter wide. She had to step out of the way of an old woman with a large, beat-up metal pan mixing some kind of porridge.

      She stepped into a puddle that was deeper than she had estimated. She grimaced. Children, perhaps no younger than three years, rolled a ball to one another. They laughed and screeched. She frowned at them to scatter. The laughter ceased. Clothes hanging on a rope drooped across the path. Perez batted them out of her way.

      She exited the narrow pathways and entered the main street lined with street vendors. A symphony of frying meats, soups, and sweets replaced the smell of garbage and smoke from within the ghetto. She reminded herself to buy something sweet when she finished her appointment with one of the most notorious men in Manila, Rommel de la Cruz.

      A few hundred meters ahead, she spotted the shiny black S-Class Mercedes, a symbol of his opulence in a place defined by deprivation, out of place in such a poverty-stricken area. Despite her size, she managed to hustle over to the car.

      She opened the car door. Even in her domain, men like de la Cruz made her nervous. She was keenly aware of her smell. The heat, humidity, and her weight combined to produce heavy sweat and a sour smell. Her blouse blossomed with a large sweat stain under her substantial arms.

      She hauled herself into the backseat of the Mercedes. The rich leather seat creaked under her weight. De la Cruz turned to her. Did he make a face at her smell?

      She observed him closely. He was a man of means who always dressed in expensive suits. The dark blue suit clung to his athletic frame. There wasn’t a hair out of place. His fingernails glistened from a new manicure. She was aware he was the kingpin of the criminal underworld, and his reach extended far beyond the wretched confines of the Tondo ghetto.

      “I know you have been working on this job. This is the biggest job I’ve given you. Don’t fuck it up. Here is your down payment and explicit instructions.” He handed her a stuffed manila envelope.

      Peering into the envelope, her eyes widened as she opened it. She hid a small gasp.

      “Our target is fourteen hours behind us. We want the attack to occur at exactly ten o’clock, the victim’s time. Be ready.”

      “It’s set,” said Perez. She straightened, chin high, voice firm, masking the worry she felt. She thought that things didn’t always go as planned in her business. She worried that the stakes for this job were high. “We always get results. Not to worry.” But she did worry. The hackers were young and scared shitless. The mistake today made her nervous.

      “My client will be monitoring the results. Understand?”

      Perez nodded.

      De la Cruz turned his head forward. He didn’t say anything further.

      Perez then assumed that was the sign that she should get out of the car. She hesitated a few seconds, wondering if she should say something like goodbye, but she thought better of it and exited the car. When she closed the door, the car sped off, spraying litter.

      She walked to a street vendor and ordered a Maruya, a battered saba banana fried to a crisp, sprinkled with sugar. She chomped on it, swallowed it in three huge bites, then threw the peels on the ground. She wound her way through the maze of makeshift buildings, heading to the cyber shack. She passed a small child washing her hair using a half-broken bowl. She walked a few steps forward, then stopped. She turned to the child.

      The child looked up to Perez, hair dripping wet. It was a deep, sad look.

      It reminded her of when she lived in one of the shacks. She pictured herself as a small child, washing her hair in the alleyway. She didn’t want to feel the sadness or the memory of despair. Taken aback, she then stumbled across broken bicycle pieces and an assortment of debris and whispered to herself, “No. I have work to do.” She then picked up her pace and went back to the shack.

      Chairs scraped as the young men stiffened, eyes locked to their screens, when Perez stepped in, avoiding eye contact as she entered the hacking shack.

      Perez opened the envelope and carefully counted the money. Of course, the money was huge at her level, but not as big as what everyone else was getting. There was some unspoken tension between de la Cruz and her because of how he treated her and took advantage of her.

      A hack on the U.S. power grid? The client must have significant influence. She shuddered at the thought of failure.

      Perez’s band of captured hackers worked furiously as the clock ticked toward eleven. They would provide the first cut to bleed the U.S. power grid. Lines of code flashed like musical notes on their screens. It was all coming together.

      Perez knew she was a force to be reckoned with in the cyber business. But she worried. Her mastery of the dark arts of hacking was legendary, and she had built a vast network of criminal contacts that spanned the globe. She was a queen in a shadowy kingdom, and her word was law. As the minutes ticked away, Perez’s heart pounded in her chest. The pressure was immense, and the consequences of failure were unthinkable.

      As the clock struck five of eleven, the mission was nearing completion. The database had been breached. Perez would soon deliver the results de la Cruz demanded. But she couldn’t escape the fear that something might go wrong and wondered who the power behind the plot was. Who had hired de la Cruz? What if things didn’t go as planned?

      The clock struck eleven. Maria Perez, the Cyber Queen, as her peers nicknamed her in the hacking business, yelled, “Time to say ‘good night’ to the U.S. of A.” Then the shit hit the fan.
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          MANCHESTER, TEXAS

        

      

    

    
      Two glasses clinked. This wasn’t the girls’ first drink of the night. Naomi smiled, eyes dropping. Kristin gave her that familiar grin she would give Naomi when delivering a presentation to the tight-assed MREC board of directors.

      “To your divorce!” Kristin said.

      “Yes, thanks for reminding me. I love that cheer,” Naomi said, drinking deeply from her Manhattan.

      “To that asshole getting his balls handed to him by the judge,” Kristin said. “Does that salutation feel better?”

      Naomi raised her eyebrows and said, “Much.”

      They put their drinks down. Naomi didn’t love having to shout over the crowd, but she was happy that Taylor’s Bar was so hopping on a Friday night. After the cement factory across the street closed last year, one of many dominoes fell in the old downtown area of Manchester, and no one had been sure if the beloved and historic bar and grill would survive. But here was Friday night, and seemingly half the population of Manchester. Except for the asshole, Naomi had just officially divorced that day.

      Signed. Sealed. Severed.

      “Boy, if these walls could talk,” said Kristin.

      “Yeah, you mean the walls darkened from decades of cigarette smoke,” answered Naomi.

      “They remind me of my well-seasoned cast-iron skillet,” said Kristin.

      “You cook?” cracked Naomi.

      “Bitch.” They both chuckled.

      Naomi wasn’t missing much with Dominic gone; in fact, she hadn’t been missing much in the months and the long year leading up to the divorce, when Dominic had decided to scratch his seven-year itch with a bimbo assistant his company had hired to schedule his meetings and brew his coffee. Naomi couldn’t believe how ignorant she’d been. How could she have seen so much and noticed nothing at the same time? When Dominic came home one night six months ago and professed he’d met the woman of his dreams, Naomi had assumed it was a long-awaited romantic lead-up to Dominic trying to bed her after they’d gone so long without. Then he dropped the bomb. Dominic was in love with Barista Barbie.

      “Hey, stop thinking about him,” Kristin said. She’d been watching the look on Naomi’s face slide into the same look of despair and hopelessness that indicated Naomi was dwelling on the past. Now, Kristin put a hand on Naomi’s wrist. “You are a bad-ass bitch. Now tip your glass back, celebrate that alimony, and stop letting Dom live rent-free in that clever, agitated brain of yours.”

      Naomi smiled for real. Kristin was a good friend, her best friend. Kristin was the kind of best friend you’d take to Tahiti, no men allowed unless they served pineapple cocktails. Or, the type of friend you’d take to Taylor’s Bar the night the judge officiated your divorce decree.

      Naomi and Kristin both worked at MREC, though Kristin ranked higher. Naomi was comfortable with that; it meant Kristin would both buy their cocktails tonight and deal with more of the misogynistic boys’ club bullshit at MREC.

      Naomi didn’t envy the fact that Kristin had to talk nearly daily with MREC’s board-appointed CEO, Jack Mattison, or “Mattison-of-a-bitch” as Naomi and all the other middle- to high-ranking female managers called him. Thankfully, Kristin knew how good Naomi was. The board of directors did, too. That meant that, along with dealing with her final divorce paperwork for the past few months, Naomi had also been dealing with Jack’s wrath in the office. She sighed and sipped her drink. At least the divorce was done.

      In typical Kristin fashion, she smirked and grabbed Naomi’s hand as she put the glass down.

      “My, my,” Kristin said playfully, “What a lovely and naked ring finger you have.”

      “I thought it would match my dress,” Naomi replied, joining Kristin’s playful tone.

      The women were dressed to the nines. Kristin had demanded it; she had insisted that Naomi fully celebrate her finalized divorce by immediately putting herself out there to date, which meant putting her best foot forward. This, in turn, meant sporting some heels, which Naomi hated, and dressing up on a Friday night. Kristin had doubted whether Naomi would actually dress up. Still, she’d been pleasantly delighted to see that Naomi changed out of her work suit (their Hillary Clinton pantsuits, as they liked to joke before entering a board meeting) and into a svelte, sexy number.

      “I’ve always said you’re a smart cookie,” Kristin bantered. “Now, what type of men do we have around here to pick from?”

      Kristin did a full scan of the room, sliding her eyes across every seemingly unattached guy in Taylor’s Bar. “What looks good to you tonight for dinner?” she smirked.

      Naomi shook her head.

      “You know, this is why you’re not married,” Naomi said, feeling loose-lipped by her second cocktail.

      Kristin just smiled. “You’re not married anymore either, sweet cheeks,” she said. “Besides, I told you for a long time: Waiting for you to be single again.”

      She sipped her drink.

      “And legally so.”

      Naomi nodded.

      “So we can find some strapping, independently wealthy, incredibly gentle, and ridiculously generous men who are so totally oblivious to their own good looks that they bend over backward to take care of us together. Obviously.”

      Naomi grinned. “As long as they don’t have assistants and don’t work in the power industry.”

      “Nope,” Kristin agreed. “Those are deal breakers.”

      Naomi nodded. “But kids are okay.”

      Kristin nodded. “Kids are okay.”

      They laughed, and Kristin held her glass up for another clink. “To twins,” she said.

      “To twins.”

      Naomi’s smile faded.

      “What do you think’s going to happen tonight, Kris?” she said.

      Kristin quickly took another sip of her cosmopolitan. Then she thought again and drained it.

      “I don’t know,” Kristin said. “This heatwave is historic. I don’t know how we’re supposed to keep up with these record-breaking conditions.” She wiped some sweat off the outside of her glass, which was empty except for some ice that had forced condensation to gather.

      Manchester had been hit for years by record-breaking heat waves. Despite the celebration, Kristin had insisted that Naomi engage; tonight, even though this was set to be another record-breaking overnight.

      Little parts of their MREC grid had failed under far less heat than this, with extreme and budget-breaking repercussions.

      And thanks to Jack Mattison-of-a-bitch’s lack of prioritizing infrastructure improvements, the only thing that had changed since the last major MREC power failure was that the utility’s infrastructure had gotten older. As Chief Information Officer, Kristin knew the effects this heatwave was likely to have on more than others. She wished her cocktail glass were still full. She’d drain it again.

      “The system is barely holding itself together in normal conditions,” Naomi said.

      Kristin nodded. “The heat is a challenge,” she said. “Five circuits were overloaded before we left the office. We might have to start load shedding.”

      “Mattison won’t be happy,” Naomi said.

      “Is he ever?”

      “He is when he’s out of the office, logging hours from God knows where, probably with some Barista Barbie of his own,” Naomi said.

      Kristin snickered. She loved the nickname they’d given Dom’s office bimbo these past few months. And the same nickname fit the rumor of where and with whom Jack Mattison-of-a-bitch was during work hours when his timesheets said he’d been working, but no one could get hold of him.

      “Hopefully, the heat breaks tonight,” Kristin said, knowing this was a child’s wish; she was reading all the latest weather forecasts on her phone. The meteorologists’ predictions would likely be as good as God’s word tonight. The heat was here to stay.

      Suddenly, arms slung over their shoulders. The cavalry, a.k.a. MREC coworkers, had arrived. More MREC coworkers had come to drink that night at Taylor’s Bar.

      “C’mon, you killjoys,” Josh from Accounting said. “I thought you two were supposed to be partying here, celebrating Naomi’s newfound virginity as a born-again single woman. Put those phones in your pockets and dance.”

      Kristin put her phone away, but neither woman harbored any desire to dance.

      Josh raised his hand and motioned for a waiter. “Another round of drinks for the ladies! I’m buying.”

      Travis, who’d put his arms around Naomi in a mimicked gesture of what Josh had done around Kristin’s shoulders, removed his arms. “Congrats, Naomi,” he said sincerely. “You deserve better than a prick like that guy.” Travis had met Dominic once at the MREC Christmas party. I guess he left an impression, Naomi thought. “Thanks,” she said.

      The waiter delivered another Manhattan and a cosmopolitan to the ladies’ table. Josh slid thirty bucks into the waiter’s hand.

      “Now, drink up,” Josh said to Naomi and Kristin. “The next song is yours.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Kristin said.

      “Not you, Madame K,” Josh said. “I know you’d cut my vacation time in half if I signed you up for Taylor’s karaoke.”

      Kristin nodded as if this were true.

      “It’s Naomi’s turn.”

      Just then, one of the waiters, who substituted as the official Karaoke host on Friday nights, hopped onto a previously unoccupied stage at the far end of Taylor’s Bar. He tapped the mic and said with great gusto, “Now, ladies and gents, it’s that time of the evening. Give a big round of applause to our first karaoke singer of the night, the newly single Ms. Naomi Fournier!”

      Naomi spat out the ounce of Manhattan she’d just sipped. “Josh, no,” she said.

      But Josh was already dragging her to the stage.

      “Naomi, yes,” Josh insisted.

      He dragged her up to the stage. With two and a half cocktails already in her, Naomi did not have much fight to resist what was happening. And in that moment, she liked not caring.

      “I already picked a song for you,” Josh said, handing her the mic. The waiter stepped down from the stage as Naomi took his place. “Go kill it. Show them who Naomi Fournier is.”

      Naomi looked out at the crowd. There were plenty of people she recognized from MREC, even if she didn’t know all their names. But one thing she noticed. There was no Dom. There was no Barista Barbie. There was Kristin, smiling at Naomi, giving her that burst of confidence just as she had done dozens of times right before Naomi got up to speak in front of the MREC board of directors.

      Naomi took a deep, booze-fueled breath, closed her eyes, and waited for the music to start.
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      Buddy “Bruiser” McClure hit the punching bag. He felt the skin on his knuckles bleeding like old scars reopening. He didn’t care.

      Today was the fifth day in a row that Manchester’s heat index exceeded 100 degrees. The AC units he’d personally installed in every Healing Hands Shelter room could barely cool the place down to 85 degrees. Some of the youngest babies cried all day. The AC unit in his office, where he kept his punching bag and a cot now that he was spending every night at the shelter, hummed as if to remind him of how hard it was working. Should Buddy work harder? Could Buddy work harder? He could work just as hard.

      The Healing Hands Shelter used to be a shoe store, but now it was a place called home by at least 50 of Manchester’s most at-risk families. Most of the people Buddy took in were battered women or battered boys who had turned into men with no one around to give them a second chance. Buddy had faith in most people. He kept the men separate from the women. He was not a fool born yesterday. But he tried to give everyone a chance if they seemed like they had already invested so much into trying to turn their lives around. He punched the bag again.

      He could hear the showers running when he took breaks from punching the bag. The men liked to take cold showers when the heat reached this level. He could also hear some women preparing food in the kitchen on the other side of the recreation room. He liked to hear the women cook. It made him think of his own mom. It made him think about how they would do anything to provide for their kids, even in this absurd and Sisyphean heatwave.

      At some point, Buddy wondered if he would need to convert the rest of the basement into additional shelter rooms. About a third of the basement was taken up with a secret set of rooms for people he did not want the authorities to know about. For now, he had avoided doing so by keeping his reported occupancy to a strict limit.

      He hated to think about people outside in these heat conditions. The 85-degree temperature inside the shelter was nothing to brag about, but it was much better than the 100-degree death sentence outside.

      Buddy hit the punching bag.

      If he turned the basement into an official shelter, he would have to register it with the City Council. Then he would be subject to regulations. Then he could not house the undocumented migrants for whom he had a soft spot, especially the women and kids. Buddy could not stand to see a hungry, dehydrated, unshowered woman and her kids standing outside the door of the Healing Hands Shelter.

      “Por favor, pasa,” he would say. “Please, come inside.” Then he would see if any other woman was around to whip up beans and rice for the new arrivals. If there were not, he would cook for them himself. “Lo siento,” he would say, placing the food in front of the new arrivals. He felt genuinely apologetic for his lack of culinary skills.

      The non-secret part of the basement was currently empty, but Buddy expected an influx of migrants during a heatwave like this. No one deserved to be without air conditioning.

      No one deserved to die.

      How did he get into a place like this? The one who once thought of being the world champion of boxing, who had held aspirations of an Olympic gold medal? Buddy “Bruiser” McClure had hit rough times. His inability to think about his good and his stubborn habit of acting from the heart, not his head, had doomed his once bright career. He had taken his own childhood frustrations out on himself.

      Eventually, he had lost the ability to go for the gold, so he had become a recluse. He started taking care of maintenance at the local Presbyterian church, and one day the second-highest-ranking priest asked Buddy if he would like to take over the shoe store, which the church had been eyeing for conversion into a homeless shelter. Buddy immediately said yes. It meant more to him than any training for a gold medal.

      That was how Buddy had become the de facto Bishop of the Healing Hands Shelter. Little did he know he shared a wall with the Pine Street Station 53, owned by MREC. All Buddy ever knew was that their power always seemed to fail first. The power at the homeless shelter was always among the first to go and last to be restored. After this happened a few times, Buddy found it ironically funny. Then it happened more frequently as the heat waves increased, and Buddy found it less amusing. He wanted answers for what his families needed to endure.

      Buddy hit the bag.

      The pain in his knuckles had escalated, which meant his brain had decreased its pain reception. He was following in the footsteps of the real Bruiser McClure.

      Fast feet, he told himself:

      This was how he had gotten out of every bad situation. It was how he delivered a blow to any bully who bothered him, then slipped away into the night. He hit the bag again.

      He felt sweat dripping down his forehead and the sides of his armpits. He did not care. Fast feet. He had a duty to protect and provide for the women, children, and men who had come to the Healing Hands Shelter.

      The only thing Buddy wished at the moment was that he controlled how the power from the utility’s next-door building was distributed to Manchester. It seemed to Buddy that the infrastructure’s preference was to prioritize the most affluent before the most at-risk. Buddy did not like this.

      But no matter how fast Buddy’s feet were, he knew he could not outrun a heatwave. He could feel the sweat now drenching his body.
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      Jack Mattison murmured sweet lies to his wife. He made it seem like the smartphone between them could barely convey how deeply he loved Charlotte. Of course, Jack muted himself whenever he stopped talking to Charlotte. That was when his fingers clacked loudly on the keyboard in front of him in the motel room. Sometimes, he left himself unmuted so the clacking sound of his important typing carried over to Charlotte’s side of the conversation.

      “I can’t wait to see you, too,” Jack would say. “Wherever you want, babe,” he would add for good measure. “A weekend getaway sounds amazing once I’m done with all this overtime for the board.” Jack failed to mention that he did not have to account for overtime pay since he was senior management. But let her think that. She would never check anyway.

      “Sure, we can take the dog,” he would add when asked. “You know I love that dog.” He hated Charlotte’s corgi. But Jack Mattison knew nothing if not his role in this type of conversation. Jack Mattison loved convincing women he loved them. There was almost nothing he loved more, not even himself.

      Jack clacked some keys, conveying to the MREC board that they did not need to upgrade their infrastructure’s security. “Hmm,” he indicated to Charlotte that he was paying attention, even as he was not.

      It was lucky Jack was on mute when a whimper came from atop the mattress of the cheap motel room. “Jacky.”

      Jack stopped clicking on his keyboard. He shot a dark glance back at Jessica “JJ” Josephson, a woman in her early twenties whom the MREC had hired to do Jack’s scheduling and brew his coffee a few months back.

      “Not now,” Jack said to JJ before he felt safe unmuting himself to Charlotte. JJ knew better than to disobey this very concrete order to keep quiet.

      She threw her hands in the air, as a child might. In this manner, she won the attention of Jack, who watched her intently make her way through the motel room and mark her territory. Jack watched as JJ blew out and relit countless candles along the edge of the motel room’s Jacuzzi. He watched as she stripped to a single white cotton towel, legs cocked on the edge of the Jacuzzi.

      He was used to receiving feedback that a woman like JJ, who had come from nothing and aspired to achieve more, was guffawing at the state of the motel room. Jack did not like taking his secondary women, any woman other than Charlotte, on romantic dates. He had a limit he kept to himself, which meant that all women who were not Charlotte had to observe Jack pretending to love his wife, his job, and the fiction of his work ethic.

      Jack said goodbye to Charlotte and hung up. He moved around some programs on his laptop. He was running a computer program that made it appear he was doing very important MREC utility work all day, instead of spending his evening in the motel room's Jacuzzi suite with JJ.

      As soon as Jack closed his computer programs, ensuring the ones that simulated his work on the on-site MREC laptop were functioning properly, JJ approached and asked for confirmation that she was Jack’s one and only.

      Jack closed his computer. He ran his finger through JJ’s lingerie.

      She asked again when he would tell Charlotte about their relationship.

      Jack laughed.

      JJ did not find anything funny. Memories of Jack reassuring her that he would tell Charlotte that he loved her for real ran through her mind. These memories were real. Jack had promised. He had told her he loved her.

      JJ never anticipated that Jack was using her. She asked Jack when he really planned to leave his wife.

      A true narcissist using JJ for convenient weekend sex, Jack refused to answer. In fact, if she really wanted to know the truth, Jack thought that she should ask him about his other women. There was LJ, BJ, JM, and LC, all of whom Jack thought JJ would never find out about. He also believed Charlotte would never find out.

      Jack taunted JJ about the true answers to her questions. She asked too many questions, especially for someone to whom Jack was not legally tied. Jack had asked her to stop asking questions, but the kid had never taken the hint. So now, Jack humored her. He told her that he had no other affairs with any other women. He convinced her that she was the only human with whom he was capable of cheating on his wife. The more he lied, the more turned on he got.

      JJ relit the candles around the tub. Jack let her.

      “I love the Jacuzzi and candles. It’s so romantic,” gushed JJ. Jack loved the fact that he controlled the entire environment.

      “When will you tell her about me?” JJ asked.

      “Soon,” Jack said, imagining JJ performing oral sex on him.

      “When is soon?”

      “Soon,” Jack said. “Come here.”

      JJ left the Jacuzzi’s side and landed on Jack’s lap, where he had just closed his laptop computer.

      She started to undo his pants. Jack looked up at the wall, his eyes rolling back. Briefly, his eyes landed on a smoke detector that was neither plugged in nor chiming audibly to indicate that it was not plugged in. He closed his eyes and felt JJ satisfy him.

      One room over, Tedros Cabahug watched and recorded everything happening in Jack’s room. Tedros, an experienced operative of de la Cruz, chuckled when JJ gave Jack oral sex. It was not the first time Tedros had observed oral sex given to Jack. Tedros was a master of blackmail, threats, intimidation, and video surveillance, but this was the first time he had been paid this handsomely to observe such intimate scenes.

      On the other side of the wall, Tedros was quite well equipped to document what went down in Jack Mattison’s favorite hotel room, 214. All Tedros ever had to do was pay the motel owner just a smidge more than Jack Mattison.

      The cords running from Jack Mattison’s room to Tedros’s room were well established. Tedros had his own recording AV system hooked into the smoke detector wiring, directly into Jack Mattison’s room. That was how secure and sophisticated his setup was in Jack Mattison’s hotel room.

      For that reason, Tedros felt confident in his abilities. He might have grown up in a Filipino slum, but Tedros knew damned well what he had accomplished throughout his life and the skills that had afforded him some level of respect. That was what Tedros told himself whenever he pulled a fresh DVD out of his recording hardware with the date and the initials of the woman Jack had been having sex with.

      Tedros loved watching people on the street and seeing what they were doing. It did not matter who. It could be love couples, bands of gangs, or even cops. He liked seeing JJ having sex with Jack, even if he knew she would be the one to get hurt in the ordeal.

      Tedros labeled his recording with the date and the woman’s initials and filed it into his stack of evidence. One day, all of this would be worth it. The files were his insurance. His gospel.

      One day, his video recordings from the next room over would prove invaluable.

      He sipped his drink and enjoyed the evening. He watched JJ and Jack have sex in the dark.

      Tedros scanned the full library of video recordings he had captured of Jack Mattison and his mistresses in room 214 over the last several months. He smiled.

      Things were about to get interesting in Manchester. The real action was coming.
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      “Every fucking transformer is going to blow; I swear to fucking Jesus.” William Robert Johanson, known to his workers but never to his face as Billy Fucking Bob, blurted out as he paced around the room. He was the shift supervisor on duty tonight, and despite the nickname and even though he was management, Bill was a good guy. The union workers hadn’t dubbed his middle name Fucking out of disdain, but because of his constant use of the word fuck.

      His union dispatchers respected him for fairness and transparency. This job was tough, and management didn’t give Johanson the resources he needed to do the job. The dispatch department was always busy and chronically understaffed.

      The dispatch center was located on the southwest corner of the first floor of the MREC headquarters building. An eight-foot chain-link fence topped with barbed wire enclosed the headquarters property. Access to the property required a coded access card. Workers at the dispatch center needed additional access. Inside the crowded 1,500-square-foot room sat a separate computer room that housed the brains of the grid, the SCADA computers, one active and one backup. Only employees who worked in IT were allowed in the computer room.

      Preston Weeks was one of them.

      Unlike the rest of the building, the dispatch center always reeked faintly of cigarette smoke and fried food. A string of fast-food joints adjacent to the property along Texas Route 27 contributed to the smell of fried food. The smokers gathered around the back of the building and propped the door open, letting the smoke seep inside.

      Johanson allowed the dispatchers five-minute breaks now and again. The breaks were in addition to the union contract rules. This and other non-company-sanctioned worker-friendly perks kept union grievances to practically zero.

      Just before 10:00 p.m., the heat clung at 100 degrees, humidity to match. Every household, bar, movie theater, strip joint, no-tell motel, and whorehouse was cranking up their air conditioners full blast. It meant the ancient pole-top transformers were overloaded.

      Every dispatcher was glued to a screen. Outage calls were coming in from all over the system.

      Bill walked over to Jonas Rojas, one of the seasoned dispatchers, who was rubbing his eyes. “How you doin’?”

      “I’ve got all the calls dispatched. Every crew we have is on the system. These goddamn transformers are old as shit. For Christ’s sake, the one outside my house was installed in 1963,” Jonas blurted.

      “Take a break. If we make it past eleven, we should be okay. It should cool down a bit.”

      Jonas stood up and stretched. “Look at that asshole, Weeks.”

      Preston Weeks had a desk just outside the computer room. He was slowly typing on his computer terminal, which was used to maintain the SCADA databases and to enter changes to the schematic diagrams that dispatchers used to diagnose power failures. From the left, Weeks looked almost normal, but from the right, monstrous. All the skin on that side of his face was grotesquely scarred. He had hair on the left side of his head but none on the right. His right eye had deep red rims. The right eyebrow was missing. His right hand was scarred.

      “Look at him. He’s typing at glacier speed. He could single-handedly bring down the entire grid.”

      Johanson rolled his eyes.

      “My four-year-old, Molly, could assign a work order on an iPad faster than Preston could type a single command.”

      Jonas walked away, shaking his head. He stopped and turned to Johanson.

      “Thank God, he is the steward. It keeps him out of our way.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Sorry, boss, but I have a hard time even looking at him. I know it’s not his fault how he looks, but there’s a combination of his personality and his looks. You know what I mean. What’s he working on anyway? Don’t even let him get close to our screens.”

      “He’s doing some routine database maintenance, but there is nothing that could cause any issues. You know he doesn’t work for me directly, but I’m supposed to babysit him since he is on nights. The last I checked, he was updating the station diagrams,” said Johanson.

      “I hear he is working overtime. It takes an act of Congress for us to get overtime, and that prick gets overtime whenever he wants it. He got management by the balls because of what happened to him. That’s not fair, boss. But you know, he’s the fucking steward, and we voted for the bastard.” Jonas just shook his head.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jonas’s words echoed in Bill’s head about what he had said about the old infrastructure.

      Johanson worked his way up from line worker to leader line worker, then secured a dispatcher position. Ten years ago, he was promoted to management as a shift supervisor. The dispatch center had hardly changed at all since he started. Only the walls looked worse. Even the technology wasn’t much better. They were still using paper maps instead of the fancy new geographic information systems that virtually every utility had adopted years ago.

      While the SCADA computers weren’t too old and were dependable, most power companies used newer, more powerful, and more secure computers. Each dispatcher had a computer terminal facing an eight-foot diagram of the electric network. Johanson had seen many dispatch centers with computerized boards. They still had the same old board that he had when he started.

      Jonas’s words echoed about Weeks taking the grid down in Bill’s head. He shuddered. Weeks had secure access to the inner workings of the SCADA computers. Jonas supposed he should feel sorry for the guy, but from what the workers had told him, he was a complete and utter asshole even before the accident.

      He walked over to Preston Weeks.

      “How’s the database update going?” Johanson stood next to Preston.

      “You try typing with these hands. I saw you and Rojas talking and making fun of me, right? I know they all do.”

      “Absolutely not,” Johanson lied.

      Johanson knew that Preston was not afraid of consequences from his superiors, especially him.

      “You know what the company did to me, right? And all those cheap bastards did was get me this stupid job. I was at the top of my seniority. I was the best troubleshooter they ever had. I probably saved the company millions of dollars just in preventing power failures.” Weeks stood up almost as if he were going to start a physical fight.

      “Look. I was just asking you how things were going.”

      Weeks slowly and menacingly pulled out a pack of cigarettes. He snarled at Bill Johanson.

      “You know you can’t smoke in here.” The no-smoking sign was posted just to the left of where Weeks was working.

      Weeks took out a lighter. Bill looked at his deformed hand. His disdain for the poor bastard softened a bit.

      Then Weeks threw it onto his desk. “Go fuck yourself.”

      Johanson knew it was useless to argue with him. He had heard all kinds of stories. None of the dispatchers ever used the coffee pot when he was in the dispatch room. There were rumors once that he took a pot of freshly brewed coffee into the men’s room. Why? Maybe to piss into it. Or maybe to give the impression that’s what he would do.

      Jonas returned from his break without a cup of coffee. Bill figured Jonas knew better.

      Jonas looked over at Weeks.

      Weeks looked back at him and sneered.

      Bill Johanson knew that Weeks had no boundaries, no morals. Because he was protected from being fired, he insulated himself from those above and below him to the extent that there was no repercussion for his puny tyranny of in-office mayhem.

      Johanson knew enough about it from the office gossip. Weeks enjoyed himself when he was spreading his misery and finding reasons to unleash his awfulness on others, mostly his colleagues, since he had no real acquaintances outside work and was miserable. How did such a jerk get into such a protected position capable of causing so much petty misery for honest working utility employees? He knew the answer.

      Preston picked up the lighter he had thrown on his desk, still trying to light the cigarette. One of the dispatchers passed by him. He pointed to the NO SMOKING sign posted right behind Weeks’s desk.

      Weeks said, “I don’t give a shit what Johanson says. Management says I can smoke whenever I want due to my nerves. It’s a medical necessity. You must be new. Didn’t anyone tell you? I am allowed to smoke therapy cigarettes whenever I need them because it helps me calm the trauma this company caused. I might even sue you for not knowing I’m allowed to smoke.”

      “Yeah, I’m new here. You must be the one HR told me about,” the new guy said.

      “I sure hope so,” Preston Weeks said. “Ask them to tell you again, and next time, get it right.” He finally lit the cigarette and took a big puff. “Or you might just find yourself assigned to all the night shifts.” Preston paused to read the dispatcher’s name tag. “Morales.” Preston smiled. “And no one likes working in the dark.” He exhaled a big puff of smoke toward Morales.

      Morales walked away. Johanson saw the smoke billowing from Weeks’s desk, took a deep breath, and walked toward him.

      Suddenly, the lights flared brighter. Johanson's head jerked up. They dipped to an eerie glow, surged again, then went out.

      The dispatch center plunged into darkness except for the battery-operated exit lights. Seconds later, the emergency generator kicked in. Only half the lights came on. The computer terminals flashed on in sequence.

      “What the fuck!” An uninterruptible power supply kept the SCADA computers powered for at least 8 hours, even during a building power failure. While the UPS worked, the SCADA didn’t, so the screens remained blank.

      Jonas yelled at Johanson. “Holy shit. Both SCADA computers are down. What the fuck did Weeks do?”

      Weeks yelled back. “I didn’t do shit.”

      The only communication system that functioned was the ancient radio system. Johanson radioed one of the troubleshooters. “What’s happening? We lost power at headquarters. Phones are out. SCADA is out.”

      The scratchy voice came back over the radio. “Everything is out where I am. I’m near downtown. Everything is black.”

      Johanson muttered. “We’ve lost our eyes and ears. We’re fucked.”

      He dreaded telling his boss, Kristin, the bad news. He dialed her cell phone. It immediately went to voicemail. “Fuck.”

      Jonas yelled over to Johanson. “Boss, a bunch of folks from the office were going out to Taylor’s. Kristin is probably at the bar.”

      “Yeah.” Johanson sat in his decades-old office chair, placed his elbows on his desk, rubbed his temples, and sighed.
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      Naomi stepped onto the stage, swaying slightly. She giggled. “Okay, here goes,” she instinctively tapped the beer-smelling microphone. The PA system squealed with feedback. Startled, she pulled back from it. “Sorry. Okay, here goes. This ode is dedicated to my shithead ex-husband.” The karaoke host mouthed, “Ready?” She nodded. The classic intro piano solo to I Will Survive began. Naomi cleared her throat and started singing in the wrong key.

      She sang the first line.

      The crowd cheered. “Go. Go. Go.” Naomi soldiered on, still very much off-key.

      Then she continued the second line, seemingly gaining more booze-fed courage.

      The crowd yelled out, “Stick it to him.”

      Naomi twirled the mic, gaining more confidence yet still very much off-key.

      The karaoke host frowned.

      She was grinning now as she belted, off-key, the next line.

      Naomi was beaming.

      The backing track skipped, a weird, glitchy stutter, like an old record catching on a scratch.

      Overhead, the lights flickered once.

      Then again.

      Then nothing.

      Darkness. Confusion.

      At first, unaware, Naomi continued singing without the background music, sounding completely flat but, thankfully, unamplified.

      “Shit.”

      A collective gasp abruptly replaced the cheering. Naomi stumbled in the darkness to her seat. “Great. We run the power company, and the power goes out. I knew it. The transformers are popping all over the system. Hopefully, it’s just a local problem.”

      “Bill Johanson is on tonight at dispatch. I’ll check with him.” Kristin looked at her phone. “No service. That’s not a good sign. I have a radio in my car. I’ll radio dispatch,” said Kristin.

      They raced out of the bar into the empty, dark street, the only light coming from the distant headlights of an oncoming car. They used their cell phones as flashlights to get to Kristin’s car.

      “It’s eerie. No lights for as far as I can see down Pine Street. I don’t like this.” Kristin jumped in her car, turned on the ancient radio, and pressed the button to summon the dispatch center.

      Naomi leaned into the car. Johanson’s voice came over the scratchy radio system. “Looks like a system-wide outage. You probably ought to come in. At least make a showing. Out.”

      “System outage? Transmission system outage? That doesn’t make sense. Station 53 is only two blocks away. I know that baby like the back of my hand. I want to check the transmission breakers. Something doesn’t add up.”
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      Buddy was in an intense workout session at the shelter, using a punching bag in his office. His thoughts ran like his feet. Fast feet. It’s how he got out of every situation he’d been dealt. Fast feet and a quick blow to anyone who challenged him. Then, he fled to safety on his fast feet.

      And now Buddy had fast thoughts. He worried about the epic projected heatwave and the shelter’s run-down AC units. Worse, the women’s and kids’ side of the shelter was at full capacity, and he had even put some of them on the men’s side of the hallway because that was better than turning anyone down. He felt personally responsible for all of them.

      Jose interrupted his thoughts. “That son of a bitch is really rattling. If it shits the bed, we are fucked. It’s already 85 degrees in here. Outside is still nearly 100. It’s running full blast.”

      “Tell me about it. I don’t care how much it costs. We’ve got to get a better unit. Tomorrow, let’s hit Home Depot.”

      “Good luck with that. Everyone in Manchester is looking for AC units.”

      “Yeah.”

      The office AC unit suddenly ground to a halt. The lights flickered. Back on. Brightened too much. Then total blackness. “Christ, did we blow a fuse?”

      Jose pulled back the ratty curtain covering the grimy front window. “No, boss. Streetlights are out. Better call the power company if you can get someone to answer the phone.”

      Buddy pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “No service.”

      In the darkness, Buddy gave the punching bag one final punch, which popped off the hook. It was too dark to see. Buddy, who was used to fixing everything, calmly shifted gears and adopted a familiar leadership mentality even in the worst situations. Think fast. Fast feet. It was nighttime, so the shelter residents could last the night, but it would be dire when the sun came up.
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      At the sleazy motel room, with Tedros Cabahug recording Jack
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