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To Ruth, my Oxford-comma finder extraordinaire.

What would I do without you?

Destroy grammar, that's what!
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Sophie replaced the lock picking set in her right jacket packet and opened the door into Hudson Britwell’s office. The key opposition leader kept his office neat as a pin, but Sophie knew where he kept the interesting documents. She’d been searching it regularly for years, delving into paperwork and hidden drawer bottoms to unearth the opposition’s schemes before they destroyed the city. And also to ensure Britwell knew nothing of her beloved Underground movement. 
Closing his door behind her, she clicked on the small penlight and bee-lined for his large maple desk. Such expense and waste, but the commissioned piece told her where Britwell kept his secrets. Only a handcrafted original like this would have false drawer bottoms and hidden latches. 
Opening the large bottom drawer, Sophie removed the stack of rations paperwork and market inventories, setting them gently on the floor at her feet. 
She couldn’t risk moving anything on top of the desk even an inch. Britwell would notice and know for sure someone spied on him. Which would only make him more dangerous than he already was. A politician with an insatiable thirst for power, Britwell was on the brink of forcing Sophie's boss, Mayor Kim, out of his position. If they allowed Britwell to win, they'd compromise everything Kim and their alliance around the city had worked for — equity in rations and market item availability, more spots in the Queenstown College admin track for students not related to or selected by the city’s power brokers, and fairer trials for imprisoned citizens in the Central Prison. 
Life in the Federated Republic of America was hard, and they could only do so much. But Kim and his allies had worked hard for these basic improvements, and Sophie wouldn’t allow that progress to evaporate in one fell swoop. She wished they could dismantle the walls dividing their city into ethnic areas, or free up commerce, but those felt like impossible wishes after more than four decades of Martin's iron-fisted rule over the FRA.
She pressed the hidden latch, releasing the locking mechanism and opening the false drawer bottom. He thought himself so clever, but little did Britwell know that this was as basic a hidden space as Sophie had ever seen. Her own hiding space in her closet floor was far more complex. Sophie lifted the first few files, stacking them horizontally on the pile. 
Nothing new. 
Her mouth dropped open at the paper that lay halfway down. Requisition orders that made her heart drop into her toes. Patrol-issued rifles, army-issued Chinese-made revolvers and ammunition, and uniforms. Hundreds of uniforms. In all sizes, but every last one black with no blazing patrols emblem for the left breast. 
As the kids these days said, “What in Martin’s macrocosm?”
She thumbed through the remaining files. 
More of the same. 
She’d last been in this office a few months ago, and now Britwell had all these weapons? And ammunition, uniforms, boots, rations bars, and, of all things, canned goods. What was he up to? And where was all this loot? 
Sophie had replaced the last file into the drawer and was exiting Britwell’s office when footsteps thundered up the marble staircase which wound up the front of the Central Administrative Building, or the CAB, as everyone called it. She glanced toward the rear stairwell and quickly realized she would never make it, even running at a sprint. 
The janitor’s closet beckoned to her, and Sophie ducked inside. She clicked her flashlight off as voices echoed through the third-floor hallway housing the Ivory area delegation. Her own Little Asian area offices were on the floor below, along with the Havana area offices. Obsidian offices shared the ground floor with the towering lobby, marble staircase, and the city council conference room with its oversized mahogany table. 
Sophie held her breath when the footsteps stopped. The jingle of keys filled the air. 
“Come on in,” Hudson Britwell’s distinctive gruff voice said to whoever was with him. 
“Hud, we need to talk about where you’re storing everything,” the clipped accent betrayed the woman’s Gateway City roots, but who was this? 
“Madam Secretary,” Hudson said, “I am not so naïve as you think. Of course I’ve worked out where to store everything. And yes, recruitment is going as planned, before you ask about that.” 
The Secretary of State? 
Why was Gonzalez here? It had to be her. She was the only female cabinet secretary from Gateway City. 
Sophie suspected there was more to that woman than met the eye. Anyone who could maneuver onto Supreme Commander Martin’s cabinet deserved respect as a cold-hearted political strategist. Add in that she was from Gateway City and not Martinsburg, and Sophie’s suspicions grew wings. 
“Good,” that was a much younger voice. The man couldn’t be more than thirty years old. He continued, “we don’t have much time left. Your role in this plan is small but critical, my friend. If we don’t succeed here, the next phase is questionable, as are our lives.” 
In her many years of spying, Sophie had learned to distinguish certain characteristics just from a person’s voice. The timbre, tone, warbles, wavers, hints of accents, and so on. 
The young man had spent time in both Ivory and Havana, though most listeners wouldn’t pick up on his Havana accent. It was barely there, in the cadence of his sentences and in how he’d said “my friend.” That wasn’t an Ivory saying. Havanas tagged on “mi amigo” to everything. Had the man picked that habit up, only using English instead of Nuevo Havana? Or was this his attempt to mask his ethnic roots? Something to ponder later. 
“Our allies are getting antsy,” Gonzalez said. “They want their hands on the weapon yesterday.” 
Allies. 
That implied conspiracy with an enemy of the Federated Republic of America. The FRA allied with China, United Korea, Cuba, and Russia. Its enemies were practically the rest of the civilized world, the nations who’d survived the world war sparked by America’s last Great Civil War. It could be absolutely anyone wanting “the weapon.” 
And a weapon? What weapon? Was this the program Rose had insisted on applying for? The one Sophie doubted was only studying nuclear power, satellites, and space? 
Martin couldn't have sophisticated weaponry, especially not nuclear weapons. International treaties forbade it after the fragile peace with the Independent Republic of Texas and Canada. That peace had been in place forty-plus years, negotiated after those nations tried to assassinate the newly self-appointed Supreme Commander Martin. Obviously, they'd failed.
Sophie and Rose had argued many times about Rose’s stubborn insistence on applying for the elite physicist training program. Before Sophie had snuck out and into central for what was supposed to be a routine, and short, spy errand, they’d argued again. If her daughter was accepted to the program, there’d be added scrutiny on their household. 
Sophie could kiss these nighttime errands goodbye. Along with most of her other Underground duties. 
Why Rose refused to listen to Sophie’s best arguments was beyond her. Of course, Sophie had mentioned nothing about her spy work or the Underground. That would’ve been stupid to trust Rose with those secrets. Her daughter had buried her head inside textbooks most of her life. Secrets weren’t something Rose could be trusted with. 
Sophie nearly growled in frustration at the picture coming into focus, but held it in, not wanting to alert the others to her presence. 
Britwell was amassing supplies for an army. 
Gonzalez and someone else were scheming with unnamed allies to steal a weapon Martin secretly possessed. 
But why? What was their end goal? 
She wanted to know - no, needed to know - all of this. Lives were at stake. 
Sophie shuffled her numb feet, wiggling her toes, hitting something hanging on the wall. A wooden handled mop clattered off the wall behind her, knocking into her head, the mop threads tangling in her feet. She froze. 
“What was that?” Gonzalez said. 
“I’ll investigate,” Britwell said, his chair colliding with the wooden credenza behind his desk. 
Sophie threw open the closet door and bolted toward the rear staircase. 
“Hey, you!” Britwell’s voice boomed through the hallway. “Stop right where you are, traitor!” 
She slammed the heavy steel door open and vaulted down the stairs, taking them three or four at a time and throwing herself around the corners of the landings. Footsteps scrambled after her and a gunshot rang out. She ducked away from the center of the staircase and quickened her descent. 
“Don’t think I won’t catch you,” the man with the Ivory-Havana accent yelled. 
He fired again. The bullet bounced off the stairwell and embedded into the wall behind her. That was too close. 
Where was Cletus? 
The gunshots should’ve drawn the night security guard like a fly to day-old stir-fry. 
When she reached the ground floor, Sophie threw open the metal emergency exit door and the door alarm blared through the night. She dodged around the side of the CAB and sprinted toward Little Asia. 
When she had emerged from the alleyway between the CAB and its neighbor, an empty warehouse, the same emergency exit door slammed open. 
Sophie had maybe ten seconds’ lead on the younger man. He’d catch her, if only because of his youth. It had been decades since she’d beaten the younger men in the Underground at their tunnel sprint races, despite her frequent training. 
A white van idled in front of the CAB. Sophie ran past it and down another alleyway. 
She tossed a wave to the man guarding the loading dock of the warehouse across from the CAB. She’d grown accustomed to their presence, though every inquiry she or Mr. Kim made into what they were guarding had hit a brick wall of silence. It was “Martin regime business,” or so they were told. 
Sophie kept to the alleyways, sprinting between the empty warehouses and buildings of Central, terror filling her throat. The gate into Little Asia came into view as the same white van shrieked around a corner several blocks to the east. 
It was a race to the gate. 
The Little Asian gate guard, a young man named Chul, whom her daughter had tutored, saw her and opened the sally port door. His eyes widened, and he gestured wildly for her to hurry. 
Sophie sprinted toward him, still fifty yards away. The van sped through the silent intersection, eating up another block with a squeal of tires. 
A metal glint caught her eye. 
Sophie wove as she ran, bullets chewing up the pavement feet away from where she sprinted. Rocks pinged her legs, sending darts of pain through her body. Chul stepped out of the gate and returned fire. 
“Cover me, Matsuko!” 
The middle-aged patrol officer hid behind the metal gate and fired at the now-slowing van. A tire exploded, and the van spun out of control, heading straight for a light pole across from the gate. 
Chul stepped in front of Sophie as she finally reached the gate, firing shot after shot at the driver. The man ducked, but not before Chul’s bullets crashed through the driver’s side window and found his shoulder. His screams of agony and the other man’s shouts to return fire and move the van mingled, increasing Sophie’s terror. 
“Get in!” Matsuko shoved Sophie through the sally port gate, while Chul radioed for backup. They locked the gate, sealing the white van and its inhabitants out of Little Asia. Sirens filled the air. 
“Get out of here to someplace safe,” Chul said, raising his eyebrows.
She knew where he hinted for her to go, yet everything inside her resisted. Sophie wanted to see those men arrested, tortured for their information, giving up the powerful Britwell in the process and taking down his entire operation. 
“You need to leave unless you want to be taken into custody,” Matsuko said. 
“We’ll cover for you,” Chul added. “Since Mr. Kim sent you on your errand. But our captain will want to know who chased you and why they tried to kill you.” 
Sophie didn’t trust the Little Asian captain. Something fishy was going on in Little Asian patrols, and she wasn’t talking about the captain’s love of sardines. He’d never believe her story about Britwell. Sophie suspected Captain Romel owed Britwell for his kid’s college slot. 
She growled in frustration. “I hate this so much. But you’re right,” Sophie threw a goodbye wave over her shoulder and disappeared into the shadows of Tower Four. 
Before the patrol’s hovercycles had reached the gate area, she had entered the locked emergency exit. Silence and the stairwell’s bright fluorescent light greeted her. She sprinted down the stairs to the basement level and exited to the dim hallway leading to the mechanical room and the Underground entrance. 
Sophie opened the mechanical room door and the concealed underground tunnel entrance by rote memory alone, her brain circling around who the young man was and what they were all up to. Resting her head against the tunnel’s cool cement wall, Sophie breathed deeply in and out. She’d made it. Somehow she’d survived. 
But now she couldn’t go back to her life. And Rose would have to understand, even though she’d never get an explanation.

      ***Sophie had missed her daughter’s big moment in the spotlight. 
Rose had appeared on the evening broadcast, accepting her slot in Martin’s illustrious nuclear physicist training program. 
And no one had batted an eye. 
Not her boss. 
Not the other Underground members who’d shown up after the mandatory announcement to train or workout at HQ. 
And now Sophie stood across from the man everyone else called Tío, or Alejandro to her, whose scowl and posture screamed his anger at her. 
“I told her to not go through with it,” Sophie said, pacing between the sink and the wall in the small kitchen inside HQ. She’d been stuck here for a day and already she was about to go insane. “I told her Martin couldn’t have nuclear weapons, so this had to be something bad. Something that would land us all in trouble with the international community. But, no. She defies me and does it anyway.” 
“She’s grown now. Graduated from high school,” said Alejandro. “You have to let her make her own decisions.” 
Sophie growled and leaned into the kitchen table across from where he stood. “She wouldn’t listen to me.” 
“And you’re not listening to me.” 
“How dare she do this? It puts everything we’ve worked for at risk. And for what? For more textbooks? More learning?” 
“Do you not see? You’ve lived with your daughter for eighteen years now, but do you really know her, Sophie?” 
Sophie turned her back to him and folded her arms over her chest. 
“Remember back when we met?” he asked. 
How could she forget? He was a dashing driver recruit, full of himself and his fighting abilities. 
They met first in the Little Asian depot where he caught her eye. But she ignored him and his antics, his too-big personality. Until they’d met again at HQ. 
“You were running that place. So bossy. So sure of yourself.” 
Sophie snorted out a laugh. “Running the place? I was a secretary, Alejandro. Secretaries don’t run anything.” 
He walked around the table to face her, dropping a hand to her shoulder. “And yet, you ran that place. The admin was never around. Never bothered to come in. You knew what you could do and you did it. Unashamedly, without hesitation. Maybe your daughter isn’t so different from you, after all? She simply has different interests.” 
“She’s going to get herself and the rest of us killed.” 
“Did you ever tell her about the Underground? Invite her in?” He ducked his head to connect gazes until Sophie lowered her eyes to his chest. For a forty-five year old, he was still built like the side of a house. 
Sophie shook her head and pushed past him. “I’ve told you a million times, she’s not fit for our movement. She can’t keep secrets, can’t
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