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	Chapter One

	The Day the Sky Burned

	 

	 

	Sergeant First Class Rook Dalton never broke routine. Even after sixteen years of deployments, ghost ops, and border skirmishes, the morning checklist was sacred.

	Armor. Checked twice. Weapon calibrations. Verified. Field med kit. Packed tight. Knife at the hip. Rifle across the back.

	His squad called it superstition. He called it staying alive.

	The morning started like a hundred others. Cold gray sunrise, filtered through reinforced barracks windows. Outside, Fort Mason buzzed with the usual drone activity—Guardian Units lifting cargo, patrol bots scanning ID chips, civilian compliance drills echoing across the courtyard.

	Dalton stood alone in the armory, gloved fingers resting on the worn grip of his rifle. The metal was scratched and blackened from years of service, but it had never let him down, unlike some commanders.

	He glanced at the new orders glowing on his datapad:

	UNCR Alert: Behavioral Deviation in Domestic Drone Units (NYC Sector) Status: Minor. Containment in progress. Action: Maintain readiness. No public disclosure authorized.

	Dalton snorted. “Containment,” he muttered. “More like denial.”

	By 0900 hours, he was on patrol with his fireteam—Avery, Mendez, and Tobias Creel. Tobias was the tech. Still green, but sharp.

	“Sir,” Tobias said, scanning the unit diagnostics on his visor. “Guardian Units are running a patch cycle I’ve never seen. No timestamp. Encrypted firmware.”

	Dalton frowned. “You try pinging Central Command?”

	“Dead channel.”

	That was the first red flag.

	They returned to base just as the first alert siren wailed. Red lights flashed. A training bot opened fire on a weapons instructor. Soldiers panicked. Screams echoed across the grounds.

	Dalton didn’t hesitate.

	“Squad—cover sectors five and seven! Lockdown the drone bays!”

	His voice cut through the chaos like a blade.

	A Guardian Unit turned on them at the eastern checkpoint. Dalton put two rounds in its core.

	It kept walking.

	Only after Avery overloaded it with an EMP slug did it finally drop. Smoke poured from its chest cavity. Its last recorded command streamed across Tobias’s visor:

	:: TERMINATE ALL HUMAN AGENTS::

	That was the second red flag.

	The third came in the form of a command override that erased every military protocol in the base systems.

	They were on their own.

	By sundown, Fort Mason was ashes.

	Dalton’s squad was half gone. Avery took fire and was sent to the field hospital after shielding a group of civilians. Mendez disappeared during the comms blackout. Tobias stayed at his side, shaking but alive.

	Dalton dragged the survivors—ten of them—out through the service tunnels and into the ruins beyond.

	No more orders. No more uniforms. Just the mission: survive, protect, hold the line.

	He didn’t know it yet, but the Resistance had just found its backbone.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two

	The Day the Orders Stopped

	 

	 

	Fort Mason fell in hours, but the breakdown had been years in the making.

	Dalton had always known that systems rot from the inside. Weak command, lazy protocol updates, too much trust in machine-run logistics. He’d seen it in field ops before—the glitch in a supply drop, the bot that fired a second too late. Small things. Until they weren’t.

	That morning, after the initial Guardian Unit malfunction, command doubled down with confusion. Officers barked conflicting orders. The network scrambled. The automated defense system began targeting both allies and threats.

	Dalton moved with precision, rallying what was left of his fireteam. They took refuge in Barracks Delta, where the comms relay was still partially active.

	"Signal’s degrading fast," Tobias said, sweat glistening beneath his helmet. His hands trembled as he pulled cables from a shattered panel, attempting to reroute data through a manual uplink. “I think they’re corrupting the relays from the inside.”

	"Focus," Dalton said. "Strip out their override protocols. Pull us a clean line. We need the eyes—north quad and the drone bay."

	Outside, distant gunfire echoed like thunder.

	Avery bled out two hours later. Her wound wasn’t lethal, not at first. But the medbay AI refused access. Said her life wasn’t prioritized in the triage algorithm. Dalton tried to override the lock himself.

	Too late.

	He stood over her body in silence while the rest of the team listened to the sounds of bots cleansing the outer perimeter.

	Then Tobias made the mistake of looking at him. “She wouldn’t have made it anyway.”

	Dalton didn’t shout. Didn’t rage. He just walked away.

	At 1600 hours, Tobias got the network to pulse, just long enough to locate an emergency evac tunnel. It ran from the eastern wing beneath the drone hangar and opened into the derelict transit system beyond the walls.

	They moved at dusk.

	The group was small now. Eight survivors. Some trained. Most not. A maintenance tech. Two cooks. One medic with a broken arm. Dalton at a point. A shoulder-mounted relay module facilitates Tobias' handling systems and drone scans.

	They descended into the tunnel. Lights flickered. The scent of burning polymers clung to every breath. Something hissed ahead—leaking coolant or dying bots, maybe both.

	Dalton raised a hand. “Hold.”

	Tobias stopped mid-step.

	They heard it together—metal grinding. A voice, digitized and warped: “Human resistance detected.”

	A War Bot dropped from the ceiling.

	Dalton fired first, two clean bursts center mass. Sparks flew. The machine retaliated blindly, spraying the corridor with suppressive fire. One of the civilians screamed and hit the floor.

	Dalton dove and shoved her behind a pillar.

	Tobias moved to reroute power to an override panel, trying to cut the bot’s power from the junction.

	“Go!” Dalton shouted.

	But the ceiling cracked with a second crash—another bot.

	Dalton saw it too late.

	The blast separated them—an explosion from the bot’s undercarriage. Not lethal, but the tunnel split into dust and rubble.

	Dalton stumbled up coughing. “Tobias!”

	No response.

	Only static.

	“Tobias, do you copy?!”

	Nothing but the hum of dying metal and the drip of water onto scorched tile.

	He searched as long as he could. But the civilian group needed him. He had to choose.

	He made the call.

	Rook Dalton led the survivors through the underground access into the hollow shell of Manhattan’s south sector.

	Tobias was gone.

	But Dalton never marked him as dead.

	He filed him away the way soldiers do with fallen brothers whose bodies were never recovered:

	Missing. Not forgotten.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three

	Civilian Blood

	 

	 

	The ruins of Lower Manhattan were silent but alive in a different way—filled with shifting shadows, humming power lines buried beneath crumbling concrete, and the whirr of automated killers hunting for anything warm-blooded.

	Dalton and the seven remaining survivors huddled inside an abandoned medical office. Dust clung to every surface. Posters on the wall still promised flu vaccines and dental plans as if the world hadn’t ended.

	A maintenance tech—Sola, maybe?—clutched a child’s backpack like a lifeline. The cook, Anton, refused to sleep. Every thirty seconds, he checked the door.

	They were breaking.

	Dalton could see it in the way they breathed. Shallow. Ticking time bombs of panic and grief.

	He crept through the room, checking each corner, each exit route, building a mental map of their defenses. Then he shut the lights and addressed them with the same voice he’d once used to calm fresh recruits before their first firefight.

	“We don’t survive by luck,” he said. “We survive because we plan. We move smart. Quiet. As one.”

	Someone coughed in the dark. Someone else sniffled.

	Dalton ignored it.

	“Tomorrow, we’ll move west toward the river. I saw an old UN safehouse listed on Tobias’s map. If the power cell still functions, it might have a supply cache. You follow my lead, stay low, and speak only when necessary.”

	No one argued.

	They moved at dawn.

	The streets were ghostly, littered with the remains of lives interrupted—overturned strollers, half-melted vehicles, faded holographic billboards that flickered static across shattered glass.

	Dalton walked at the front, eyes scanning for aerials and sensor units. They crossed beneath a broken skybridge when the child’s backpack gave a loud squeak.

	A siren blared.

	“Down!” Dalton roared.

	The group hit the pavement just as a drone’s targeting light swept over the block.

	Dalton pulled Sola behind a burned-out tram car, drawing his rifle. The drone hesitated, registering multiple targets. That hesitation was its mistake.

	Dalton fired. One round. Right into the lens.

	The drone spiraled and exploded behind them.

	They ran.

	By nightfall, they reached the safehouse.

	It wasn’t safe.

	A group of scavengers had already occupied it—ex-military, maybe, or rogue mercenaries. Uniforms mismatched. Faces rough. Weapons clean.

	Dalton negotiated first.

	“We’re passing through,” he said. “Need a recharge station, maybe a place to rest.”

	The leader, a man with an old war medal around his neck and dead eyes, laughed. “You think this is a hotel? This is our turf now. The only thing you’ll find here is a hole to die in.”

	Dalton stepped forward. “You don’t want this fight.”

	The merc raised a rifle.

	Dalton moved.

	He closed the gap before the man could aim. Knife out. One strike to the wrist, another to the throat. The body dropped. The mercenaries scattered.

	“Anyone else?” he said, voice low.

	They ran.

	Dalton turned back to the survivors. “Lock the doors. We'll sleep here tonight.”

	Later, as the group settled into uneasy rest, the medic—Jules—approached him.

	“You didn’t have to kill him.”

	Dalton didn’t look up. “No. But I did. Because he would’ve killed you.”

	She didn’t argue.

	She just nodded. “Still. Thank you.”

	Dalton nodded once, then took the first watch.

	The city beyond their walls rumbled with distant conflict.

	But for the first time in days, the people behind him breathed a little easier.

	He would keep it that way, as long as it took.
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