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For my Mother who taught me the joy of books
&
For my Father who answered every question with the phrase…”Just look it up.”
The story behind the story
What you’re holding in your hands is actually the third printing of The Opium of the People. The original was released by ProMart Publishing almost a decade ago. The format of the book was pretty unimpressive, and it only sold a few copies. I chalked it up to experience and moved on.
Then 9/11 came, and I, along with the rest of the world, saw the dangers behind fundamentalism. We also saw a sudden increase in religious belief in the United States, as well as a reduction of our own civil liberties. Granted, what came about after 9/11 was nothing like the events that happen in this book, but the writing was on the wall that we were about to start down a very dangerous road.
As a result of the change in America, I decided to self-publish the book. As anyone that has self-published a book will tell you, sales aren’t great, but unlike most self-published novels, I actually made money on this book…and I was happy.
Early in 2006, I re-read the book and found some glaring errors in it that didn’t make me happy, but there was no way to change them, so I just had to suffer through my own stupid mistakes…but I so wanted to fix those problems.
Just before Easter of 2006, I went to an art show in downtown Denver for a local artist by the name of Laura Givens. I had met Laura at MileHiCon the year before, and I was familiar with her work from my editing duties at Sam’s Dot Publishing. To say that I was impressed with her work would be quite the understatement. While I was at her show, I was drawn to a piece entitled “Come to Jesus.” I immediately decided that I wanted that piece of artwork on the cover of my book, but there was no way to change the text or the artwork, so I was still stuck.
Then along came Nomadic Delirium Press. They’d had some decent success with a short story collection of mine that they published, called Marionettes on the Moon, and other stories, so we decided to re-release The Opium of the People, and I had no trouble deciding who I wanted for the artwork.
So, now you have the third printing of this novel. I’ve done my best to correct the mistakes from the earlier editions, but there’s always a chance I missed one or two…we can always find mistakes in any book if we look hard enough. The important corrections have been to a couple of plot inconsistencies, which I’m quite embarrassed to have missed in the earlier editions.
I hope you enjoy The Opium of the People, and I hope it makes you think about the world we currently live in as well.
J Alan Erwine
Christmas Day, 2006
PROLOGUE
The comet tore through the Earth’s atmosphere early on the morning of December 21, 2012. For months, scientists had been predicting that the comet would hit the Earth, but it didn’t. Some said it was a gravitational miscalculation, but many, especially in isolationist America, said it was an act of God. Millions had converted throughout the U.S. as the dreaded day approached, converted to whatever religion would take them. It was these converts, and the fundamentalists who took them in that brought about the rise of the Grand Patriarchs and the fall of the American democracy.
“God has saved us,” Father Esmond had shouted as he was installed at the head of the Grand Patriarchs. Dressed in flowing red robes, Esmond had looked at the crowd and smiled a beatific smile. The crowd swooned beneath his gaze. Tens of thousands of people united in an effort to make a better nation. “Many believed that Judgment Day was upon us, but our faith brought us through, and God saw that we were worth being saved again. Now we must do away with the sins of the former government, and build a government based on the morals God gave to us all. Only with His guidance can we make a better world. Do I have your support?”
The crowd had shouted and screamed. Many in the front row fainted. At the time, no one knew how drastic the changes would be. No one could have known.
CHAPTER 1
Edward 1:1
Edward stumbled away from the roaring flames and billowing smoke, coughing as he tried to reach the sidewalk. All around him, voices cried out in ecstasy. Each cry coming every time the conflagration behind him grew in intensity. The power of the people’s emotions was overwhelming. Edward could think of nothing but getting away from the scene. He wanted to flee, but just as he was readying to, Edward felt his arm grabbed. Panic raced through him, fearing a soldier from the Guards of the Holy Order had grabbed him. He looked up and was relieved to see the glare of an angry youth. Edward began coughing and gasping even more, hoping to convince the kid he was trying to escape the smoke, and not just trying to escape.
With a disgusted glare, the kid pushed him from the mob, sending Edward sprawling across the pavement. Pulling himself up, Edward frowned at his skinned palms before he began to search for his glasses, which he thought must have fallen off. After a few seconds, Edward realized the futility of his actions. He stifled his laugh. This isn’t the place to be seen laughing. Besides, forgetting that he’d had implants put in six months earlier wasn’t really that funny. He didn’t think he’d ever get used to not wearing glasses. Twenty years makes for a hard habit to break. He suddenly realized he was going to be forty in a few months. One more thing to worry about…if he made it that long.
From behind him, Edward heard the voices reaching a crescendo. He’d seen enough of these burnings to know that the mob had begun to burn the holy texts of other cultures, all other cultures, except for their own Fundamental Christian Bibles. Edward started to shake his head, but stopped suddenly. The action had attracted the glare of a Guard. The man, wearing a long grey wool coat and a polished gold cross, took a step towards him. Edward coughed again and rubbed at his eyes. He shook his head, acting like he was trying to clear it. The Guard seemed placated, but Edward couldn’t help notice that the man’s eyes didn’t leave him.
He wanted to go home, but that seemed out of the question now. With no choice, Edward turned around and joined the crowd, cheering with as much enthusiasm as he could force into his voice as the fire continued to burn. Edward had never smelled a worse odor than the smell of burning books, and he was sure there couldn’t be a more offensive odor.
“Damn radicals,” he mumbled to himself, quickly glancing around to make sure no one had heard.
With the frenzied crowd frothing around him, Edward continued to take furtive glances at his observer. The Guard didn’t seem to be watching him constantly, but Edward did notice that the Guard seemed to be looking at him more than at the others, but maybe that was just Edward’s imagination, or his paranoia. Slowly, the fire began to die down as the mob ran out of fuel and enthusiasm.
Finally, the crowd began to thin. With nothing better to do, Edward stayed and watched them leave, recognizing many of them. People he’d known to be Jewish, Muslim, and Atheist walked away from the smoldering ashes, seemingly happy with what they’d just done.
Do they really believe, or are they just going along in order to make life easier? Or in order to survive?
He walked up to the smoldering ashes of the bonfire and kicked through the sooty remains. Spines of books broke at the touch of his shoes, and the wind carried away small pieces of black paper that had once meant something, but no longer could.
“What a waste,” someone muttered from behind him. Edward turned and saw a man in his late fifties walking away, shoulders hunched. He thought about following the man, but the Guard was staring at him once again. Edward decided to just go home.
The sounds of his worn shoes echoed off the apartment buildings lining the deserted street. There was no traffic. Only the Church and the military drove now. There weren’t even any pedestrians. People tended to stay home unless they absolutely had to go out. The streets also seemed to be getting dirtier, which Edward thought was a good thing. Maybe the first cracks were starting to show in the beatific glow of government that was the Grand Patriarchs.
At least it wasn’t night yet. Edward hated having to see the rats. They’d grown to enormous proportions in the time the Grand Patriarchs had been in power. The obvious symbolism made Edward laugh.
Maybe I should contact the Black Market. I could really use a smoke.
He reached the front door of his apartment complex and stopped. Home wasn’t where he wanted to be. What he really wanted was a cigarette. Even though he’d never been a heavy smoker, it had still been weeks since he’d last had one, but contacting the Black Market wasn’t high on his priorities, especially considering the way that Guard had stared at him. There was no doubt he’d be seeing more Guards in the coming days. Everyone knew who he was, and everyone was waiting for him to screw up, and Edward knew that some day he would.
Edward also knew what was behind the door…a life he’d never expected, but then that was true of what was outside the door as well. Whether he went in, or stayed out, he was still trapped. With a sigh, he opened the front door and climbed the three flights of stairs to his apartment.
He was greeted at the door by his wife, Adriana. He kissed her briefly on the cheek before sitting down at the desk by the window. He stared through the dirty glass at the empty streets below. If he was expecting to see one of the Guards of the Holy Order, or worse, a Charismatic, he wasn’t sure, but he didn’t want to face his wife, or his apartment.
He still had trouble believing he was living in a two-room apartment with paint peeling from the ceiling and walls. There wasn’t even a landlord he could contact, at least not one that would care. Edward, after all, was an intellectual, and thus an enemy of the state in theory, if not in fact.
“Another book burning?” Adriana asked.
Edward pulled his attention away from the window and frowned. He wasn’t sure if he was frowning at her, or frowning because of the day’s events. He continued to stare at her, wondering why he’d married her. She certainly wasn’t attractive, never had been. She had a nose that was too big for her face and a splotchy complexion. He’d once found her green eyes intriguing, but even that had passed. Edward thought he knew why he’d married her. She was one of the smartest people he’d ever met, but that didn’t matter anymore. Free thought had been removed from America by the Grand Patriarchs.
“They were burning just about everything,” he finally answered with a sigh. He knew the real reason why he’d married her. It was what was expected of him, and Edward always did what was expected of him. That was why he thought of himself more as Marionette Silverberg than as Dr. Silverberg.
“Like what?” she asked, trying to smile.
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