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Chapter One

The Mass Grave

 


WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 4,
2020

Thunder crackled as the clock struck midnight. Rain
spilled from dark clouds, touched by the strobing moonlight. A team
of mercenaries dug into the chilled ground, slinging muddy crud
behind them. These men had black uniforms, bloodshot eyes, and
red-rimmed nostrils. Each one was so focused on the task, they lost
track of their overall goal. The order was to dig a ten-foot hole,
deep enough to hide a mass of bodies. They had just reached twelve
feet.

“Your first task is complete!”
Commander Xavier Sin yelled out. The harsh man had a thick
mustache, and leathery skin. A deep scar ran from his right temple
to a motionless eye of dull glass.

The insanely focused mercenaries kept digging.

“Stop digging, you mindless
foreigners! If your English isn’t good enough...let’s see how
this translates!” Commander Xavier screamed, firing a pistol
into the chilled air.

The men dropped their shovels, standing erect with
attention.

“Start the first dump!” he
ordered.

Mercenaries leapt from the hole, hurrying towards a
heaping mound of bodies. The lifeless masses were piled like fish
at market, their flesh fresh enough to be served.

The corpses consisted of men and women, young and
old. Some wore casual attire, others flag-pinned suits, but all had
one thing in common. They were the roadblocks to a movement that
would change America forever.

The emotionless mercenaries grabbed each corpse by
its ankles, tossing them into the wet chasm. Bodies landed on each
other like bricks, their limp limbs fell like feathers.

Inspired by the sight, Xavier wanted to participate
in the action. Although the task was below an important man like
himself, he needed to place his calloused hands upon such intricate
planning, years in the making. He envisioned himself one day,
telling anyone who would listen, “I buried America...deep into the
ground.”

A mercenary in black lifted a body, as Commander
Xavier interrupted him. He focused on one face in particular. “Let
me toss this one. Nothing would give me more pleasure.”

“Yes,” an olive skinned mercenary
nodded, speaking in a broken Arabic accent. That one word pushed
his English vocabulary to its limit. However, he wouldn’t need to
know any others.

Xavier grabbed the bald corpse, 23 years of age. He
struggled to move the muscular man, gripping him by the neck,
forcing blood from a partially slit throat. The commander flung the
man into the pit, with many bodies to go. After it sailed down into
the abyss, Xavier wiped his hands of the bloody dirt. It was like
disposing trash.

Commander Sin turned away with a satisfied grin.
Suddenly, an unexpected gasp sounded from the depths below. The
thunder crackled again, masking the sound. Confusion caused Xavier
to question his ears.

He rushed to the edge of the pit, trying to focus on
the lifeless bald man. Moments before he could process any details,
more corpses were dumped on top, smothering the sight.

The commander grabbed a mercenary in black, “These
men...no sign of survival? Any movement? Any sound? Any
breath?”

“No survive,” an Asian man said in
a thick Chinese accent.

An unsure Commander Xavier nodded his head, “Hurry
this along, dump the lye, and seal this human garbage
up...fast.”

“Sir!” the mercenary
saluted.

The last body was dumped. Lye was shoveled on the
top layer of corpses, allowing the sodium hydroxide to start
devouring flesh. The wicked chemical would rob the identity from
each one. More importantly, the evidence was eradicated from
existence.

The last shovel of dirt impregnated the earth with
human seed. Commander Sin was satisfied that no one lived to gasp
another breath. No one could spill the great secret.

“A job well done, boys. Let’s
leave this shit hole to the archeologists!” he said, climbing into
a government-plated SUV, exiting the dark, unpopulated forest. The
mercenaries in black deactivated two spotlights, leaving scattered
moonlight to illuminate the way out.

Rain stopped, as the vehicles rough-roaded a path
through the woodland. The surface was as still and quiet as the
dead, although the underground was not yet at rest.

******

TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 3, 2020

The Day Before

It was Election Day, as the 23 year-old Congressman,
Joe Striker, gazed into his bathroom mirror. He tightened his tie,
straightened his jacket, and slicked his purposely shaved head to a
shine. Hair was always a distraction to him. The final product
wasn’t complete until he poked a sharp pinhead through his
overpriced suit jacket, revealing an American Flag pin. He kissed
it in pride, letting the stars and stripes awaken his memories.

At the ripe age of 21, despite being four years
under the congressional age limit, the public demanded his election
to the government body. Such an honor was due to his prior heroic
actions in the Second Afghan War. In response, the congressional
authority overlooked the meaningless rules, rewarding his
leadership in the heat of battle.

An outcry of citizens made Striker a national hero,
as his story hit the airwaves, causing an immediate response. The
young man, riddled with bullet holes, lay injured in a hospital
bed. He took a drag from a half-wasted cigarette, blowing a plume
of smoke into the clean air. “When can I return for round two?” he
asked. “A marine never leaves his mission...or his brothers
behind.” His bravery echoed throughout the world, showing that
Striker was not only a physical force, but a moral one too.

He had been sent into an Afghan town, bordering a
volatile, lawless region in Pakistan. His mission was to root out
Taliban fighters. The vengeful men had retaken control after the
United States left in 2014, once again, forcing their evil will
upon its citizens.

Joe Striker entered the humble home of a dirty,
bearded man, his scarfed wife, and two children. “Taliban?” Joe
asked, holding up a picture of the twice-outlawed Afghan leader,
Mullah Omar.

The woman stayed silent, making eye contact in a way
that translated beyond words. Her bearded, angry husband screamed
at her in his foreign tongue of Pashto, telling her to answer
quick, and absent of fear.

Tears entered the woman’s eyes, as her two children
clung to her in the greatest of concern. In apprehensive fear, the
woman shook her head no, displaying the universal language of
gestures. The look in her eyes said something different. It was the
way she looked at her husband like a stranger, not a spouse. The
way the kids feared their dad like hostages, not a father.

“Thank you, ma’mn,” Joe said
abruptly, as he exited the shabby hut.

Sensing something very wrong, Striker snuck around
to a small crack in the wall. He witnessed the husband beat his
wife to the floor. The man kicked her, as the two children jumped
in front of their mother. They inherited the next beating.

Joe gripped his weapon, kicking in the hut door.
“Back up!” he yelled.

The husband shouted at Striker, moving toward him in
a threatening manner. “One last time...back the hell up!” Joe
yelled, pointing the automatic weapon at the Afghan.

Suddenly, three bullets riddled Joe’s back. He
spilled to the ground. All three missed his vital organs by a
millimeter, going clear through to his chest.

Three members of the Taliban stood behind him, their
weapons still smoking. They screamed in Pashto, causing the husband
to scream back. He pointed at the wife and kids. The enemy soldiers
turned their attention away from Joe, ready to execute the innocent
family of three. They failed to notice Striker quietly dragging
himself across the dry, earthen floor.

Striker gripped his weapon tightly, as the fake
husband turned to discover him. Right before he could sound the
alert, Joe mowed the three Taliban down to the ground. Their limp
bodies spilled like dominos.

The impostor husband pleaded and begged for mercy,
as the very injured Striker, rose to his feet. The Afghan woman ran
to Joe’s aid, propping him up with all her strength.

Joe aimed the weapon, as the Afghan woman placed her
hand on it. He paused. Pulling a picture from her faded gown, she
revealed the image of her real husband. Their languages may have
been foreign, but the truth was never so clear. Joe realized that
the impostor in front of them caused her husband’s disappearance.
The Taliban rounded up her spouse, like so many in that war torn
country. He was executed, discarded, and lost his identity to a
scum-sucking pig. His wife was used, children abused, and resources
of the poor family were transferred to the evil regime.

Striker loosened his grip on the weapon. The woman
embraced the imposing gun into her fragile arms, blasting the
abusive man to pieces. Joe watched the face of the woman, seeing
the virtue robbed from her. He gazed over at the children, who
didn’t flinch an inch at the sight of such violence. Striker could
only pray that his family would never experience a world like that,
becoming complacent to such a moment of pure horror.

Joe snapped back to reality upon hearing his wife’s
comforting voice. He exited the flashback, which replayed, in his
head often.

“You almost look as sexy in that
suit, as you did in your marine uniform,” Jenny Striker said,
joining him in the bathroom. She sported a plump pregnant belly of
nine months, staring at her husband with love in her
eyes.

He smiled at his curvy, brunette wife, placing a
hand on her face. Her pureness reminded him how grateful he was for
everything. However, he was most grateful to live in a country that
awarded him the Purple Heart for defending honor, not defiling
it.

“No uptight suit can ever compare
to the sex appeal of camo,” he replied.

Jenny kissed his cheek, “There’s no denying
that...but there is something I can think of...which easily tops
them both.”

“And what would that
be?”

“No clothes at all,” she smiled,
kissing Joe’s lips with the softness of microfiber, the sweetness
of sugar coated candy.

“You sure know how to distract a
man from his congressional duties. I want to get down to the voting
station before people arrive. Since we have no other choice than to
stay in D.C. instead of our districts...I might as well pander to
the TV cameras.”

“The sun hasn’t even risen
yet...you have time. Besides, there is one wife counting on her
husband to perform his husbandly duties...which are equally as
patriotic in my mind! My pre-congressional husband always had time
for a quickie!”

“I’m still that man...just
more...refined. I guess that’s what they call it.”

“Where I come from, refined is
translated as boring,” she said playfully.

“Guilty as charged. I’m just a bit
distracted; I mean...one victory could change it all. Our country
is at stake...our entire system could end by tonight.”

“Well...let me distract you a
little more,” she said, kissing him again.

“I think we’ve traded places in
the last nine months. Is it possible that you caught my sex
drive?”

“You know what they say about
prego women?”

“Not really, but I’m starting to
imagine...and I sure as hell like it,” Joe said, smiling from ear
to ear.

Jenny embraced her muscular husband, gently letting
gravity take them to the tile floor. “My suit, it’s gonna get
wrinkled....oh the hell with the suit!” Joe exclaimed.

“That’s the man I married!”
Jenny said excitedly, as the two passionately intertwined like the
most twisted pretzel. His wife loosened the tie from Joe’s neck,
pulling his shirt open, revealing some scar-pocked reminders of the
life he once led. It was one absent of high-priced dinners, private
jets, and the ability to vote his own pay raise.

Joe pressed Jenny’s life-filled belly into his broad
chest. He held her tight, licking the nape of his wife’s neck to
her inner ear. The passion seeped from them both, entering into the
most passionate five minutes of their lives.

Striker collapsed after the heat of passion, as
Jenny lay ready for more.

“Duty calls,” Joe said.

“There are penalties for going
AWOL...soldier.”

“You asked for a quickie,” he
said.

“And you delivered on your
promise...quite the politician you’ve become. Let’s hope the
publics’ needs last a little longer.”

“I aim to please...well...at least
deliver,” he said smiling, going in for one more kiss. “I’ll be
home at a decent hour, maybe we’ll even have something to
celebrate?”

“I’ll be sure to bring the whipped
cream,” she seductively offered. Joe retightened his tie, and Jenny
moved in for another seductive kiss.

“Do you think you could stay
pregnant forever?” he asked.

“If you don’t mind taking on the
back pain and morning sickness, I’ll gladly keep the raging
hormones...the good ones.”

“Deal,” Joe said, as they embraced
again.

“Do you believe we’re really going
to be parents? A boy! I bet he’ll turn out just like you! A tough
exterior...with a heart of gold!”

Joe put his finger to his lips, in a quieting
motion, “Shhh. Don’t tell my secret. But...if our son has my heart,
I hope he gets your looks. There’s no competition in that
department.”

“Don’t be so sure of that,
handsome,” she said, gazing into her husband’s eyes like he was the
only man to ever exist.

“You’re the only one I’d want to
bring my child into this world. I just hope there’s still a world
left to bring him into. I feel like we’re watching the beginning of
the end, and his life hasn’t even begun,” he said with a worried
voice.

“Honey, no matter what
happens...we’ll make it the best beginning it can be. We’ll raise
him the way we were raised. Values...respect...everything this
country has always stood for.”

“It’s why I ran for office in the
first place. To remind Americans that for all the bad out
there...they have it pretty damned good. Whether they realize it or
not.”

“You’ll win reelection, even if
the results are meaningless. Just promise me that you’ll never stop
believing, stop fighting. If for nothing else...for our
son.”

“You have my word,” he
said.

They both moved towards each other’s lips, as they
were suddenly interrupted by a bang from the living room door.

“What was that?” Jenny screamed,
as Joe held his finger to Jenny’s lips.

“Stay here,” he said in calm
concern.

Striker opened the sink’s cabinet doors, reached
into the far back corner and yanked out his gun of choice. It was a
8 3/8 long barreled Smith & Wesson classic model 29, nickel
plated and polished to a dark shine. The prized possession was
Clint Eastwood’s weapon of choice in the Dirty Harry movies.
Striker rolled out the loading chamber, spinning six massive holes
filled with thick .44 magnum, gold plated bullets. Each one
possessed high velocity and a recoil that could knock an average
man on his ass. The deadly works of art were constructed of 250
grains, tipped with a hollow point, traveling at 1200 feet per
second. The hollowed cavity bullet tip expanded outward upon
impact, decreasing penetration and ripping more tissue and organs
along its journey. Every pop was like an opera of pure
destruction.

“A gun in the bathroom?” Jenny
asked.

“Don’t let this monkey suit fool
you...A marine is always prepared,” he said strongly. “Don’t
move...and don’t make a sound. Promise me.”

“Be careful...please, baby. Don’t
be a hero.”

Joe Striker crept into the hallway, quietly closing
the bathroom door. He snuck behind the hallway entrance wall,
eyeing two mercenaries in black searching around the house. They
had silencers on their guns, and ambitious looks in their eyes.

Striker slowly cocked the hammer of his weapon,
aiming toward the mercenary’s head. Right as he placed pressure on
the trigger, a fist clobbered him in the back of the neck. He
crashed violently into the ground.

Xavier Sin laughed loudly, entering the scene like a
ham marinating in a stew of arrogance. The mercenaries ran over to
control the situation. “Amateur! I expected more from
this...national hero, my ass! He fell for the oldest trick in the
book...send loud, clumsy decoys in the front...strike your enemy
from the back.”

The mercenaries approached Joe, their guns still
drawn. They kicked him, trying to elicit a response. Striker didn’t
budge.

“This pussy is down for the
count,” Xavier declared. “Tear this place apart...find the package!
This guy fits the profile...the mole would reach out to a man like
him! One untainted by politics...not yet, at least. Find it
now!”

The mercenaries started emptying desk drawers and
turning over furniture. Xavier smiled with pleasure, watching the
maniacs move at an inhuman pace. Suddenly, a splitting noise
sounded from the bathroom, one louder than the commotion already in
progress. The look of opportunity came across the commander’s
face.

“Cover me,” Xavier said. The two
mercenaries readied their weapons, as the commander approached the
bathroom door. He kicked it open, causing Jenny to let out a
scream. She was in progress of trying to break the heavy glass of
the bathroom window, barely cracking it.

“Well, well...what do we have
here?” he asked, staring Jenny over like a jackal about to make a
fresh kill.

A terrified Jenny backed up into the tub, as Xavier
slowly started approaching her. The mercenaries in black entered
behind him.

“What do you want with us? Do you
want money? You can have what you want! Take it! My husband’s a
congressman...you don’t want to do this!” Jenny begged.

“That’s exactly why I want to do
this,” he said, in a creepy, raspy toned voice. Jenny reached the
shower wall, as far as she could go. Xavier stepped into the stall
with her, sniffing her skin, and her hair. Jenny trembled with fear
and disgust. The commander then licked her cheek with his slimy
tongue, revealing nicotine-stained teeth.

“I’m nine months pregnant for
God’s sake! Have mercy!”

“As you’ll soon discover...there
is no God,” he said confidently. “Mercy is for the
weak!”

The mercenaries let loose a rare smile, as the
commander turned back to them. “Give us some privacy, boys...I can
handle this one alone.”

The men nodded and exited the room, shutting the
door behind them. Xavier tightly gripped Jenny’s swollen breast,
like a beast in heat. “Your man went down like a lamb. Clearly he’s
not the lion you deserve,” he said, as his other hand started
moving up her thigh.

“Get your hands off
me!”

Out in the hallway, the mercenaries in black turned
their attention away from an unconscious Joe Striker. They laid a
line of white chemical powder on the table. One of them snorted it
up fast, like a Hoover vacuum sucking sand. The look of pure bliss
came over the mercenary’s face, bringing him into another world. A
rush of blood sailed through his veins, as a hyper energy suddenly
fueled him.

“Me,” the second man said in a
Russian accent. He took his place at the table, placing the straw
to his nostril, and snorting the powder up. Suddenly, a foot
crashed down upon his head like a steel sledgehammer upon a hollow
melon. The straw went up his nose, causing him to inhale the object
and begin choking on it.

The jittery, other mercenary in black went to reach
for his gun. Joe’s fist smashed his throat, causing him to lose
vocal and breathing ability. Striker was back on his feet.

Commander Xavier’s pants were opened up, preparing
to initiate the act on Jenny. Suddenly, the choking mercenary
busted through the bathroom door. Jenny kneed Xavier in the
testicles, as she ran to the safety of her husband.

Joe Striker slammed Xavier to the wall, gripping the
cruel man’s neck tightly. He turned and twisted, but held back from
breaking it.

“Why the hell are you doing this?
Who the hell are you?” Joe demanded to know, as Xavier started
laughing. Striker pressed his neck a little more. “You got
one-second before I snap it like a matchstick! You’re worth nothing
to me!”

Xavier struggled to catch his breath, as his
scratchy voice muttered out, “They were dead wrong about you.”

“They? Who are they?”

“You’re no warrior. You have the
strategic sense of a brick.”

“Who are you...son of a
bitch?”

“I am the future!” he proclaimed,
as his eyes darted back towards Jenny.

Joe turned around, surprised by the presence of two
different mercenaries in black. One hand-gagged Jenny’s mouth,
while the other one held a gun to her head. Tears were streaming
down her cheeks.

“Release her or die!” Striker
yelled, as all thoughts of defensive strategy vanished. It caused
him to prematurely react to the frantic scene in front of his eyes.
He released Xavier, turning his attention toward the
men.

His momentary lapse in judgement afforded the
perfect opportunity for the tables to be turned. Commander Xavier
Sin went on the offensive, plowing Joe over the bathtub’s lip. He
crashed face first into the tile floor.

Striker’s forehead bounced off the porcelain
surface. His eyeballs rolled into his head, as he floated in
between consciousness and complete darkness.

“Wait until you have the upper
hand to negotiate!” the commander yelled, letting out his wicked
laugh. “Take the trash out...I have to finish what I
started.”

Jenny broke from the grasp of the men. She dropped
to her knees, aiding her fallen husband. Joe’s loving wife was
ripped from him, watching his body dragged out of the room by the
mercenaries. The helpless woman was returned to Xavier Sin’s
control.

Joe’s vision came into focus for one last sight. It
consisted of Xavier pinning Jenny down, saying, “Where did we leave
off?”

“The baby!” Jenny cried out, as
Xavier pulled out a dull dagger.

“This is for later,” he said
sarcastically. “There are more...pressing matters to deal with
first.”

“Joe!” Jenny cried out, watching
her husband’s head get battered with the butt of a gun. Her
bloodcurdling scream was the last sound Joe would hear. Striker
finally lost his battle with consciousness, entering the realm of
unknown nightmares.

******

Filtered rays of light shot through Joe Striker’s
eyelids, as the darkness was flooded with reality. While he was
out, poisonous dreams crawled through his head. The face of Xavier
took on demonic forms matching the evil man’s demonic goals. Every
possible scenario played out before him, rape being the least,
murder being the worst, and a combination of the two equaling hell
on earth.

“Jenny!” he called out, finding
her nowhere in sight.

A nasty pool of cold sweat stuck to his skin, as
humidity combined with chilled air to fill the stale, motionless
building.

Striker was handcuffed and hung from random gas
pipes, strung along a twelve-foot ceiling. He was in an open-barred
cell, which was housed in a converted warehouse. The dim lighting
flickered on and off, revealing adjacent cells in a continuous,
long row.

Blood trickled down his vein-strained forearms, as
the steel handcuffs slowly gnawed their way through Joe’s thick
wrists. He was alone, adjusting his eyes to discover any semblance
of a location. It was useless.

Striker’s teeth ground together, as he tried to
fight the stinging agony. His throbbing head, and sore back didn’t
help the situation. That constant type of pain would have driven
him mad, if he didn’t have Marine Corps training. He was prepped
for nearly every type of torture that an enemy could throw at
him.

Joe could handle the pain from his body, but it was
the worrying heart pounding inside his chest that was getting the
best of him. He kept replaying the scene inside his head, watching
the panic stricken look on his expecting wife’s face. Her desperate
call for his help kept echoing through his ears, as he harshly
judged himself. The man she once called ‘my knight in shining
armor,’ failed in her most desperate time of need. He knew thoughts
like that were pointless, fighting to flush it from his troubled
mind. Instead, he tried to focus on what he would do to the sick
bastard who put them in that situation.

“Open 40!” a loud Middle Eastern
voice sounded from the dark.

Old, rust-crusted bars were unlocked and pulled
open, sending a creaking noise through the air. A mercenary in
black unlocked one handcuff, causing a weakened Joe Striker to fall
to the ground. He writhed in pain, clasping his stretched and stiff
arms, letting the tingling sensation of blood return to his
appendages. However, the relief would only last a moment, as his
hands were pulled behind his back, and locked again.

“End soon,” the mercenary said, as
he yanked Striker by the arms, dragging him across the filthy,
rat-shit covered floors.

“Ahh!” Joe screamed in pain. “My
wife! Where’s my frigging wife?”

The mercenary stared straight ahead. He dragged
Striker through a narrow hallway, passing other cells. Along the
way, he witnessed other men and women unconscious, hanging in the
same manner that he was.

A loud scream filled the air. As he passed a
particular cell, the voice became clearer, sounding its
familiarity. He adjusted his eyes tightly, realizing it was more
than just a colleague. In fact, it was once the most powerful man
in the United States of America. At least it was before the
day had passed.

“Someone take me down from
here...I can’t take it any longer!” the man yelled.

“Mr. President?” Joe called out in
a confused manner.

“Striker! Congressman Striker...is
that you? They got you too? It’s not what I thought...we’re not
even from the same party!”

“Who are these people...what is
this about?” Joe yelled out, nearly cleared of the area, heading
through another door.

“It can only be the...” the
president yelled, as the door was shut before he could
finish.

The sounds went from one man in pain to an entire
room of screams. This large, open hanger had wooden posts with men
and women tied to them. Each one was blindfolded. Some were in
their congressional suits, others in their casual attire, but it
was clear to Striker. They were all fellow members of the United
States Government.

A team of mercenaries aimed their high-powered
rifles. Large magnifying scopes zeroed in on the hearts and heads
of the lawmakers.

“Fuego!” a man yelled in Spanish.
The mercenaries complied, unleashing a round of bullets into the
scared, confused, and desperate people. Pools of splattered blood
dotted the walls like flung spackle on drywall. Their bodies fell
lifeless and limp, hanging from the posts like raw carcasses of
hung meat.

“Next,” Commander Xavier shouted
out. The expired bodies were disrespectfully dragged from the posts
toward a large Government issued SUV. Trails of blood traced the
path of their final journey.

As quickly as one set of victims was removed, the
next group was dragged, kicking and screaming to their final
execution.

Striker was part of the next wave. He was pulled
backward by his handcuffs, straining his arms to the brink of
breaking. As he arrived at the post, a nail was driven into it,
securing his cuffs deep into the wood.

The mercenary in black said, “Enjoy trip to hell,”
as he laughed, taunting Striker.

Experiencing a sudden rage of anger, Joe managed to
use his overstrained, numb arms to prop himself up. He lifted his
legs in the air, strangling the mercenary with the strength of his
bare feet.

A group of mercenaries ran over and freed their
comrade from the grip, bashing Striker’s mouth with a club. Before
they could bludgeon him to death, a voice sounded into the air.
“Stop!” Commander Sin called out.

The men looked surprised, upset that their
opportunity of a fresh kill was interrupted. “Leave him to me.
Release him from the pole,” Xavier demanded.

The men paused in disbelief.

“Right now, damn it!” he yelled
again.

They quickly followed orders, freeing him. Commander
Xavier dragged Striker to the side of the room. “Continue with the
executions,” he called out.

“Fuego!” the mercenary in black
yelled again. The executioners released another round of fire into
the row of helpless people.

“My wife! What did you do with my
wife?” the injured Joe Striker demanded, as he spit a cracked,
molar tooth from the back of his mouth.

“I took care of business...in
every way possible,” he responded in an evil manner.

An enraged Striker lunged at Xavier, as the
mercenaries stopped him before he could enact his revenge.

“Why didn’t you kill me at my
house...while I was free to fight back? Don’t you have the courage
to take me on man to man?” Striker asked. “Or why not have me die
with the others...shot while strung helpless from a pole! That
sounds like your style!”

“Because...a firing squad death
bares too much honor. You deserve none! You’re an impostor...not a
hero.”

“Defenseless men and women...shot
pointblank, tied and blindfolded. There’s no honor in
that.”

“Well then, you’ll find even less
honor in dying like a slaughtered pig...just like your wife
did.”

The mercenaries in black were forced to hold Joe
down with all their might, as he tried to break toward Xavier.

“In fact...I’ll even use the same
instrument of death,” he said, revealing a bloodstained dagger,
dull to the point. “Nothing like a family tie,” he said
sarcastically.

“NO!” Striker yelled in agony, as
an array of vile images sailed through his head, imagining the fate
of his wife and unborn child. “Be damn sure you kill me...because,
I’ll crawl from the grave to avenge my family.”

“It will be slow...but sure,” he
said, positioning the dull weapon, very slowly carving a line
across Joe Striker’s throat. Only a small amount of blood trickled
out. It didn’t fully cut, though bared the appearance of bursting
open at any moment.

“Throat not cut,” a mercenary
said.

“I know what I’m doing, damn you!”
he yelled. “It’s like a work of art...lingering. Let him bleed
slowly...so I can be the last nightmare in his head, before fading
into a black sea of emptiness.” He placed the dagger back into its
side holster. “Toss him with the other dead, he’ll join them soon
enough,” Xavier said, walking away.

Joe started to choke on the blood. He coughed it up,
as it flowed in equal amounts to the exit of his esophagus as it
did from his wound. Thick individual globs seeped from his
partially slit throat, which simultaneously straddled the line
between healing shut and bursting open. He struggled to keep
consciousness. Suddenly, a man in black hit him over the head,
causing him to pass out.

“Stop!” a mercenary said.
“Commander wants him to feel!”

“He felt. Get his body with
others...load in truck!”

Joe Striker was loaded into the back of the
body-filled government vehicle. The next round of bodies was piled
on top of him, squished in like sardines in an airtight tin.

“Full,” a man called out, as the
truck was sealed up. Commander Xavier entered into the passenger’s
seat. It was only the first load of bodies for the night, but for
him it was much more than that. He was present for one of the
defining moments in the nation’s history, one as crucial as the
signing of the Declaration of Independence.

The historic moment bared as much weight as breaking
free from the British. It was no longer about a change of party,
but instead, a new way of life was about to descend upon an angry
and fed up population. It was one that would be welcomed with open
arms.

The commander knew that the moment, and days to
follow would appear in the rewritten history books. If he had any
choice in the matter, the name of Xavier Sin would appear in those
books as well.

******

WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 4,
2020

A massive gasp of muddy, wet dirt flowed into the
face of Joe Striker. He bolted back to consciousness after walking
the fine line between life and death. There’s a certain point in
such a moment, where a person’s will can either propel them into
the afterlife, or yank them back to finish their work on earth.
Striker had plenty of work left to do.

A sudden panic filled Joe’s face. He realized that
he was buried alive, sandwiched between a mound of corpses. The air
was swallowed by the elements, and the weakened Joe Striker would
have to activate his flight or fight senses to escape the
situation.

The darkness of black mud crusted his eyes. Joe
grabbed upward, following only instinct to propel him forward. The
disorientation caused him to guess where his final journey would
end: the surface, or entombed at the bottom of a mass grave.

Joe frantically used his arms to climb the dead
flesh like a ladder of skin and bones. He fought extreme panic as
the weight of each lifeless body pushed down on him like a heart
attack. Their lifeless arms dangled around him, as if they were
dragging him back into the depths of an endless hell.

With every airless moment that trickled by, Joe
fought passing out. He thought of his family, and that somehow,
they could still be alive. It was the one thought which fueled his
existence, keeping him from accepting the mass grave as his final
resting place.

Finally, when it appeared that there was no hope
left, Striker’s fist burst through the chilled, muddy surface. He
felt around for a spot strong enough to hold his weight. Finally,
he managed to find a gnarling tree root, which sailed down into the
ground like a lifeline. Joe grasped the root, using every ounce of
strength to crash up through the earth. The congressman was caked
with frosted-filth, resembling a type of fictional swamp
creature.

He screamed into the night air, dusting the lye from
him, which blistered his skin and burned his eyes like holy water
on an exposed demon. Vomit spilled from his mouth in a toxic
mixture of blood and dirt, settling deep in his desperate lungs.
Dragging himself completely free, he collapsed in exhaustion,
trembling in a near convulsion-like state. The thunder crackled
again, awakening him, restarting the fury inside his pounding
heart.

A rain cloud reopened, pouring down another quick
soaking of water. It washed the hardened mud from him. It was that
hardening which sealed off his wound, allowing the shallow slash to
not crack open like a poorly structured dam of blood.

Regaining some energy, he frantically started
digging up the frosty, fertile ground. Joe searched for his
pregnant wife, praying that he didn’t find her among the bog of
bodies. Yet, a piece of him also feared a future of endless wonder,
unanswered empty questions of what became of his family.

He had seen mothers, wives, brothers, sons, and
daughters of his military brethren left to deal with grief after
losing their loved ones. However, they also had to guess their
final fate. Could they be alive? The family members are
always left to wonder. ‘It’s lack of closure,’ they testified,
‘that’s as equally painful as the loss itself.’

The frantic Striker dug fast and deep, his
fingernails torn and tattered the deeper he went. The horrific
sight of deceased friends and colleagues kept plaguing his eyes.
They were Republicans, Democrats, and Independents, and for the
first time in a long time they were each united in a bipartisan
outcome: death.

Many of their faces were half-eaten from the
powerful lye already at work. Eyeballs seethed from their sockets.
Bugs claimed refuge inside their bullet-riddled orifices. Skin slid
from skeletal structure, as the sickly smell of decomposition
started to permeate the damp air.

Striker fought the nausea, as his strength started
to give in. He collapsed to the ground, yelling, “Where are
you?”

His voice echoed into the empty air, coming back at
him, as if he was asking himself the same question.

He pounded the dirt in anger, finding his third
wind, crazily digging as if he had officially gone mad. All that he
found were more members of a discarded government.

The first question was clearly answered, this hit
is political, his mind echoed. Now, he had to figure out
who, why, and how they accomplished their
goal. He had a strong suspicion as to who, though it was secondary
to a larger question in his mind.

Where is my family?

Joe Striker’s legs wobbled, as he slowly rose to his
feet. He looked around, seeing a dark forest filled with unknown
terrors. It wasn’t animals that he feared, nor was it finding his
way through a moonlit woodland. His military skills would aide him
in overcoming both challenges. His greatest fears were of the men
who could perform such an act, and the type of world they would
give birth to.

He made his way through the hours of tire-trampled
ferns, broken tree limbs, and creatures that crawl through the
night. Striker finally honed in on the clearing skies and guiding
light of the North Star.

Along the way, he tore off his suit jacket, peeling
the heavy wet cloth from weighing him down. It caused him to shiver
with even more discomfort from the brisk November air. With every
step forward, he marked random trees with swathes of bloody
handprints. His hope was that they would freeze onto the poplar and
maple barks like cave dwellings from long ago. He hoped that they
would tell a story of untold murder.

I will return someday, he told himself.
This place will be the smoking gun.

Striker eventually made his way to a rocky edge,
overlooking a large snaking river. His worst fears were realized.
No, he hadn’t been abducted to a foreign country, or awakened in
some type of alternate universe. The river below him was the
Potomac. The massive glowing lights belonged to the Capitol of the
United States of America.

He was still in Washington, D.C.

 


 



 



Chapter Two

The Government

 


“Trust! We asked you to
trust, and you obeyed! The people have spoken, and you shall soon
reap the reward of undying loyalty!” President-Elect Simon Judas
said on a platform at the U.S. Capitol Building. His teeth gleamed
to a sharp shine, every hair was in its staged position, and his
tone of voice was at the perfect decibel to seduce the human ear. A
president couldn’t have been drawn to any more
perfection.

A massive crowd roared in approval. It started with
an endless row of chairs, which flowed from the edge of the Capitol
steps, merging into every nook and cranny of the National Mall. The
enthusiastic followers flowed past the Washington Monument,
continuing on past the Lincoln Memorial. The overspill went way
beyond that, as the citizens of the United States wanted to see
what true change looked like. They knew their country would never
be the same, and the vast majority fully embraced that fact.

Having an inauguration on the following day of an
election was never attempted before, but it was part of the new
promise. “Why wait for January to throw the bums out...when you can
do it the next day?” candidate Judas asked, adding much sense to a
pointless waste of lame duck time. Due to this change, it
caused every congressman and senator to be in D.C., opposed to
begging for last minute votes in their districts and hometowns.
They didn’t realize it, though it would make them sitting ducks in
a pond of grave danger.

“We’re not Republicans, we’re not
Democrats! We’re not Independents, Libertarians, or Green Party! We
are for everyone! We will provide your every need! We will
alleviate your every problem! The days of division are over, as the
dividing lines will be erased, deleting individuality from the
pages of our history books. This unfair, ancient, and outdated
system will be transformed into a collective movement, where ideals
replace reality, charity replaces greed, and justice replaces
misdeed! From now on, we are one country! One day soon, we will be
one world!”

The crowd cheered, as Judas’s eyes got large, and
his voice pitch tightened. He stressed a crucial point. “You are
only to refer to my administration as The Government!”

The crowd roared in approval once again, as Old
Glory went limp from the flagpole. The 50 starred vision of red,
white, and blue was lowered to the ground in shame. In its place
rose a new flag, jet black in appearance with one upside-down,
white star in the middle.

“Your new flag!” he called out,
hearing more approval from the peanut gallery.

“There will be no more useless
grandstanding in the halls of congress, no more pointless debate
holding back progress, no more presidential lies...oral or
isms alike.”

The crowd let loose mocking laughter.

“In fact, there will be no more
president at all...no limits. You called for stability...that is
what I will deliver! No, I am not your president...I am your
leader!”

More applause filled the air.

“I am proud to report to you, that
we have already disbanded the entire congressional body! They will
be taking advantage of you no longer! I worked through the night to
deliver on this promise for day one!”

The crowd roared again, this time chanting, “Throw
the bums out! Throw the bums out!”

“No more bills! No more war! No
more healthcare costs! No more taxes! We will provide, as long as
you trust!”

The crowd rose to its collective feet one last time,
staying at an aroused state of attention for the next fifteen
minutes. Leader Judas rose the arm of his Under-Leader Ben Arnold,
as the two basked in the glory of the new state. A smile crept upon
Under-Leader Arnold’s face, though a stressful look filled his
eyes.

“Do you think the public will turn
on you...when they discover what you did?”
Under-Leader Arnold whispered into Leader Judas’s ear, “Rumors of
murder can end it all!”

“Get it straight, Mr.
Arnold...when they find out what we did! Giving an order of
execution was an act of pure necessity! We had no choice,” Leader
Judas barked back.

“I meant we, leader,”
Under-Leader Arnold quickly said, trying to cover any insult to the
tone he just delivered.

“Besides, it will be too late by
the time the rumors begin,” Judas replied, keeping his smile strong
the entire time. He waved to his adoring public and press, as
visions from two years back entered his head. He recalled a time
when he was called a “political nutcase” by members of the
established parties.

People scoffed at the suggestion that we no longer
needed checks, balances, and term limits. The public gasped at the
thought of abolishing state lines, and moving to a one state
nation. The shock continued as The Government Party proposed the
end of separate branches, replacing it with a totalitarian
governing system. However, as the current leadership let the public
down, the more they began to open their minds.

Beloved celebrities rallied to the cause. Always
seeking a way to boost their visibility, they hocked their latest
product by latching on to the flavor of the moment. The A-list
actors and musicians found hip and ingenious ways to incorporate a
general theme, a single word that was free of detail or
consequences: trust. The administration never went into
detail of how they were going to make good on their promises. They
were never asked by the free press, and the adoring public
never demanded an answer.

Trust was a word that had long abandoned the
American people. They desperately voted in one party to reject them
as fast. The public suffered, as underachieving, overpaid
narcissists took lavish vacations with their spouses, dined on
thousand dollar dinners with their lovers, and voted their own
bloated pay raises. Then they came back every two to six years,
begging for more money to waste. Most of the taxpaying public
couldn’t afford to live the lifestyle that their elected
representatives did daily.

The system was broken. It had come a long way from
what the first continental congress intended it to be. It eroded a
little bit further with every one that came after it, ending in the
disgrace that it had currently become.

Candidate Judas spotted the trump card in play. His
underground Russian financier, Mika Sorka, decided it was time to
make a move. They sat on the sidelines for years, waiting to pick
apart the dead system like a vulture to road-kill. “The time has
come,” Mika Sorka said, as the mysterious, large, sweaty Russian
had phoned Judas from one of his overseas compounds. The man had
large bug eyes, pricey porcelain veneers, graying messed hair, a
round belly, and enough money to buy the world twice over. He was
the worlds’ first multi-trillionaire.

Mr. Sorka fueled the madness by bankrolling massive
protests. He added corporations and businessmen to his list of
villains. Pot-smoking hippies, aka, natural allies of the socialist
movement, created violent disobedience, chaos, and
unpredictability. They did it while drinking their seven-dollar
lattes and checking their iphones, things those corporations
created. As Mika always said, “Chaos creates fear, and fear will
lead the docile into our hands.”

The targets proved to be just right. The seemingly
compassionate Simon Judas sold his passion play to the public. It
was a one-in-a-billion shot, but the anger, frustration, and fear,
caught fire like a Florida forest of dry pine.

Cries of ‘trust’ filled the airwaves, as the media
fueled the ever-burning flames. It became hip to not only support
this president, but actually vote for him as well. Candidate Simon
Judas sailed to an overwhelming victory. The long-shot hopeful
captured over 70 percent of the voting public, putting an untested
ideology in office for the first time in U.S. history. It was one
that answered to no one. The outcome of positives or negatives
would only be decided in the aftermath. Mika Sorka knew that the
possibility to take liberties with his presidential puppet’s rule
was endless. Judas would bare the brunt of the blame

The plan had always been to immediately jail the
congress, charging them with crimes against the country, much like
they do in third-world nations when the pendulum swings. However,
there was a back up plan in place of emergency.

The plan was proceeding smoothly, when two days
before the election there was a problem. A routine auditing of The
Government Party’s information system revealed a security breach.
Someone downloaded the entire cache of Mr. Sorka’s top-secret
network. Besides the mainframe it was stored on, any hardcopy was
forbidden to exist. The information was ripe with plans for the
future. It would lift the veil of trust from the publics’ eyes,
exposing them to a new, twisted world.

“We have a mole,” Mika Sorka said
angrily. He called Judas, who was sitting comfortably in his
American campaign headquarters. There was one day until the
election. “The extraction came from your end.”

“I’ll have this place searched to
the last, Mr. Sorka! We will silence them before...”

“Quiet fool!” the accented Sorka
yelled. “We’ve received information from an insider at the post
office. A package of interest was mailed from your
headquarters.”

“Mailed to the press,
sir?”

“Not to the press! I own the
press...well, the ones that matter. It was sent to a member of the
congressional body at a government building. That was days ago. It
has surely been discovered...who knows where it could be
now?”

“The politicians will be jailed by
tomorrow, sir...you have my word. All the polls indicate we’re on
course to win...a landslide! We’ll make our move within the hour of
victory!”

“That is no longer an option,
Judas,” Mika said in a very serious tone.

“I’m sorry, sir...I don’t
understand what you mean?”

“I mean...we must activate the
back up plan.”

Judas had heard of the “back up plan” as an option,
though he never believed it would be enacted. “Are you sure that is
necessary, sir...I mean, such an act could be considered barbary if
it gets out.”

“Which is why we must take brisk
action, you fool! It could be too late already! Once we have power,
the mole will be powerless, though if the story breaks before
then...names, information, plans...who knows what else the bastard
got? We need to strike sooner! Rid the rats...in their beds,
kitchens, offices! We will start with their homes, then the
congressional buildings...once we have access. Find that package!
Release the mercenaries!”

“Before the election, sir? Isn’t
that risky? There is still a military...and a police force. We have
yet to disarm them.”

“Since when did I grant you the
authority to question me?”

“Umm...never, sir. Please forgive
me...I was just trying to protect us.”

“I hire much smarter people than
you for protection. Now...inform Commander Xavier Sin, tell him to
be extra covert with this operation. No one...I mean, no one is to
know the details. We have enough manpower to overtake the secret
service...I’ve sent you their detail plans in full.”

“What do I tell him to do with the
families? Children? Spouses? They will still be in their homes as
well. At that time in the morning...they’ll be asleep in their
beds.”

“Remove any witnesses. Any and all
of them.”

A sickened look came over Judas’s face. He tried to
speak, though his voice cracked.

“Silence is a sign of
thought...which I do not require of you, Mr. Judas. Do I need to
call upon your replacement already? Accidents do happen...even to
leaders...catch my drift? You were taught better than this,” Sorka
said cryptically.

“There is no reason to doubt me,
sir. I have been your man since conception, and I will lead this
nation to the place you want it...on its knees.”

“That is what I expect to hear.
Remember Judas, a reliant nation is a weak nation. A weak nation is
an obedient nation. An obedient nation is ours for the taking,” a
hacking laugh sounded through the phone.

Visions of power filled Judas’s head, as any
momentary thoughts of guilt were quickly replaced. “I won’t let you
down, sir. It is my honor to rewrite the twisted history of this
immoral land. I am your willing servant.”

“I believe you are. Therefore it
is time to enact the backup plan. I have set up a warehouse across
the river in the outskirts of Virginia. Do your duty here. There is
forestland...much of which I own. Every politician is in
town...right where we want them. Leave the fate of their families
to the mercenaries...they are not your concern.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The next time I address you,
Judas, you will be the most powerful man in the world. Well, I will
be...you will carry out my orders.”

“It’s just a matter of hours, sir.
Mere hours until we have control.”

The end game was carried out flawlessly. Each
Congressman, Senator, the President, and the Supreme Court vanished
in the shadows of timely planning. Voters pulled the levers, poked
the chads, and activated the touch screen phones. They
overwhelmingly granted victory to The Government Party.

The adoring Washington crowd cheered one last time,
as Leader Judas put the past behind him. Giving one last wave to
the inaugural masses, he turned to the two men at his side. He
linked hands with Commander Xavier Sin and Under-Leader Ben Arnold.
“It’s time for phase one, my brothers. It’s time to
introduce American authority to their new rule of law.”

******

Crowds filled the DC streets, barely noticing the
injured, mud-caked man rushing past them. His suit jacket was long
abandoned, and the necktie served as support for the damaged skin
across his throat. He had the look of a worn homeless man,
something the D.C. streets witnessed often.

The blood-loss would have weakened any man to his
knees, though Joe Striker was hell-bent on getting back to his
house. He moved at an inhuman pace, not even noticing the signs and
jubilation around town. Each sign provided a major clue to the
whodunnit question, though none of that mattered at the moment. All
he focused on was the unknown fate of his wife and son.

Joe opened the door to his home, sending it crashing
down to the ground. The door had been kicked open during the
earlier raid, jerry-rigged back with some type of wire. Normally,
Striker would have examined everything, though again, he ignored
vital clues of the puzzle. He rushed through the demolished house,
stepping over an overturned television.

Muffled sounds filled the air from the operating TV,
though the bathroom door was the only sight that mattered to him.
The silence coming from within its walls was the only sound that
pierced his aching ears. He didn’t even notice the trail of blood
he was following into the crime scene.

The bathroom door swung open. It revealed an empty
room still haunted with the memories of hours past. Jenny’s body
was nowhere to be found, though her DNA was everywhere. Striker
fell to his knees, placing his cheek to the blood-saturated floor.
Most of the remnants had dried, though a small pool still
existed.

Joe Striker, a man who hadn’t shed tears since his
exit from the womb, cried like a helpless, sobbing baby. Salty
drops of water spilled into the bloody mess, creating a brackish
sea of lost love. Jenny was his high school sweetheart. The two met
when they were fifteen, swearing to be united in each other's lives
every moment since. His wife was his world, his reason for
breathing, reason for living. She was the reason that he rose in
the morning, and strived to be a better man than he would allow
himself to be.

The passing moments felt like hours. Striker lay
curled in an immovable ball, trembling in both fear and anger.

I don’t care if I live or die, he declared to
himself. But I will find the body of my wife, my unborn child, and
bury them both in a proper way.

Joe’s fist tightened to a grip that could turn coal
to diamonds. The hurt and anguish turned to pure anger. Revenge
pumped through his blood like an unleashed fire hose, building
pressure with every inch forward. Muscles bulged from his arms,
causing his veins to creep out like cracks in an etched marble
masterpiece. After I find them, I will avenge them. From here on
out, it’s the reason for my existence, he thought to
himself.

Striker’s fists stayed clinched, as he lifted
himself from the floor. The bloody outlined tile imprint was etched
into his face like tribal war paint. A gleam filled his eyes, one
emptied of compassion and void of humanity. He was focused, and
wasn’t going to let his family’s honor disappear from this
earth.

Joe Striker rode pure adrenaline out the bathroom
door. It was as if his S&W 29 gun called out to him from the
hallway floor. It was left there, dropped from his own hand after
he was knocked unconscious. He picked it up, examining the small
smear of Jenny’s blood traced over the barrel. The stain was from
the dragging of her body.

Knowing that his most trusted, non-living companion
would benefit him, he tucked the imposing gun into the back of his
pants. It was safely concealed within his untucked shirt.

He made his way to the living room, focusing on the
heaping mess of emptied drawers, hollowed out walls, and cracked
open desks.

They were here for more than just me, he
thought to himself. They were looking for some type of
document.

Striker thought as hard as he could, imagining every
document in his possession. Nothing came to his mind. Most of his
mail consisted of complaints from constituents or praise for his
brave service to this country.

This was not a random robbery, he thought.
What could they have wanted that I had in my house? A sudden
realization crashed into his mind. The package!

On the Friday before the election, a load of mail
was delivered to his office at the Rayburn House office building.
He was running late for a rally, as the last weekend before an
election is always crunch time. It's even more hectic when the
entire American system is being challenged democratically.

Knowing he had to make his case, Joe quickly flicked
through the mail. He came across a tightly sealed package, no
thicker than a slit of paper. It was one that raised the red flag
of not having a return address. Feeling around the envelope, he
brushed against a tiny, square object inside. It was not his
typical piece of mail, though it was anything but a typical day.
Realizing that his constituents would only be constituents if he
won reelection, Striker placed the mail back into the desk drawer.
He left for the weekend. The congressman would return after his
fate was decided, either continuing his job, or cleaning out his
office for good. There was no reason to think that there wouldn’t
be another chance to do so.

Brushing back the pain for a moment, Joe Striker
realized he might have something his attackers were after. It was
important enough for them to commit the most heinous of sins
against him, his family, and the entire body of law to possess it.
He didn’t know if they had confiscated his mail already, though he
wasn’t going to wait to find out.

Joe headed for the door. A word muffled its way from
the television into his ear, “Election victory.” Striker paused,
yanking the TV from its face. He witnessed the news report of
Leader Judas, Under-Leader Arnold, and Commander Xavier Sin basking
in the publics’ praise. It was the commander’s face that flashed
through this brain like a strobing nightmare.

“It will be a different...more
fair...world. One that most of us have been awaiting all our
lives,” the obviously nonobjective news reporter
blurted.

Striker realized that the trail of murder started
with the package on his office desk. He obviously was not welcome
in such a high-risk place, knowing that an appearance could make
his journey a deadly one. It was a risk that he was willing to
take.

Joe Striker took one last gaze around the house.
Memories of the past played out in each room. It had been their
first house. The congressional money allowed them to afford a
purchase in the very pricey area. It would later be followed by a
second one in his Northern Virginia district.

The young couple was so proud. They always wondered
if they could buy house at all, live the American dream. Two homes
were far beyond their expectations. They had accomplished much more
than dreams. Their home was not only a beautiful structure, but had
once played host to many great moments.

Joe touched the trampled fabric of the living room
couch. His mind sailed back to that fabric pressing against his
bare body. It pillowed him as Jenny rode him passionately, staring
in his eyes. They both knew that it could be the night their child
would be conceived. She was correct in her thinking.

He had to accept that it was more than just a house
he was leaving behind. It was all those little things that
insurance never replaces after a fire. They were things money can’t
buy. It was not about ‘stuff,’ but about the memory that
accompanied it. For instance, there was Jenny’s large sunglasses
sitting on the table, for which she refused to wear in public due
to the ‘bug eyes,’ effect. On the shelf, there was the torn and
tattered baseball that his deceased father tossed in the yard with
him. Next to that was a picture of his smiling mother, standing at
the base of a large waterfall. The location was a favorite for
them, discovered along the many nature hikes in their Northern
Virginia homeland. She passed away soon after his cancer-stricken
father. After his death, she wilted like a flower without
sunlight & fertilizer, he remembered.

It was at that moment, Joe Striker questioned his
own ability to go on. Jenny was the fuel to my life. I can’t go
forward without her, he assured himself. He was a tough man on
the exterior. However, when he stared into her blue eyes, he melted
like ice cream in a microwave, slow and gooey. The only sure thing
about his life now, was that it wouldn’t end without justice.

As Joe went to exit, he cleared the door away from
the entrance floor. Now clear of mind, he focused on the wire
attached across the bottom. Joe bent down, feeling the thickness,
realizing that the advantage of surprise was no longer his. It was
a tripwire.

Suddenly, a large, dark, government-plated SUV
pulled up to the house. Joe couldn’t believe his eyes as two
mercenaries in black stepped out. Spotting Striker, a mercenary
phoned-in a frantic message.

“Alert...target spotted....No ID!
Male!”

The voice that answered was Commander Xavier Sin.
“It can’t be! I personally took care of that house this morning! I
buried the man myself! Put the target down! I want the body brought
back...dead or alive!”

“Yes!” the mercenary responded. He
reached into the truck, pulling out two unlit Molotov cocktails.
Handing one to his partner, they ignited both of the highly
explosive weapons. “Smoke out rat!”

Joe, who placed his hand on the butt of the
revolver, realized that it was no match for such a fight. The only
way to avoid being burned alive by such a weapon, was to not be
exposed to it.

Joe jammed the door back on, attempting to run for
the back room. On his way there, he slipped on the slick, bloody
floor. His body landed right next to the cloth couch.

The first mercenary approached the front window. His
partner headed towards the backyard. The man tossed the flaming
cocktail of death, shattering glass through the air. It crashed
into the living room couch.

Flames exploded upon the soft cloth. They crawled
across the room like an expanding spider. Wild sparks danced
through the air like a ballet of searing heat, covering Joe
Striker’s back. He rolled on a small area of unlit floor. The fire
was extinguished before it could do any skin damage. Plumes of
smoke filled the air, spreading its noxious fumes. All sight was
clouded to a zero visibility.

Joe used his hands to see, quickly fleeing the waves
of heat. He touched any familiar object left unscathed, using
memory to guide his way forward. After a horrific struggle, he
located the hallway, crawling to the master bedroom at the house’s
rear.

As he neared the bedroom window, the second
mercenary tossed his cocktail through the glass. It sailed up into
the air, flaming bright. The weapon hovered above Striker as if
frozen in time. Joe quickly rolled under his bed, watching the
entire floor ignite beside him.

The flame rose higher with every flicker. It slowly
caught the satin sheets, inviting the fire to blaze the bed in a
massive inferno. The heavy, large posts were the next to go. As
flammable varnish melted away, fire chewed the bedposts to a
weakened state. By the time Striker discovered the posts, a new
fire spilled from the mattress to the opposite side of the floor.
He only had moments to decide his next action. The bed let out an
eerie creaking noise, indicating that it would soon collapse on top
of him. With only seconds to spare, Striker rolled out the opposite
side of the bed. He passed through the sea of fire to a small spot
spared from the inferno. The bed frame collapsed completely to the
floor.

“We done here,” one mercenary said
to the other in a Russian accent, watching the rising smoke tunnel
into the air from the front of the house.

“Proof....need body! DNA!” the
other Asian mercenary said in fear.

“Hell with that,” he replied, as
their attention went to the collapsing structure. In just minutes,
the house crumbled in on itself. A cloud of dust sprayed up to the
heavens.

“Leave, now! Before neighbor come
out!” the mercenary said.

The two men in black started their large SUV,
speeding off before the neighbors could witness their
identities.

A few miles down the road, the Russian mercenary
called into his phone. He alerted Commander Xavier. “Job done.
Target eliminate.”

“Did you recover the body?” Xavier
asked.

“There was
complication.”

“What complication?”

“House on fire.”

“How in the hell did that
happen?”

“Firebomb.”

“You asshole, I wanted a
corpse...not ashes!”

“Target eliminate, sir. We see
with eyes.”

“You better hope he burned, or
you’ll spend the rest of your days in ice...Siberia! Head back to
the scene and get that body...charred or not!” Commander Xavier Sin
shouted, as he hung up on the call.

The men looked at each other, “Shit! Turn round. We
get body.”

The Asian driver nodded. He slowed the SUV,
U-turning on a tree-lined road. A loud thud landed on the roof. The
two men looked at each other in a panic. “What that?”

All of a sudden, a pair of legs crashed through the
front windshield. Joe Striker’s feet gripped the Asian driver
around the neck. The panicked mercenary lost all control, letting
the SUV coast into a tree on the rural road. Although the front
light was smashed, the vehicle remained running. The Russian
mercenary put the SUV in park, as the Asian was pulled out through
the remaining driver’s side window glass.

“No!” he yelled, as Striker spiked
the Asian man off the car roof, directly into the ground. His neck
was snapped to the side.

The Russian mercenary exited the car with weapon in
hand. By the time he could get his bearings, Joe’s foot kicked the
gun free. Then he kicked the man to the floor. The scared man in
black started to run away, fleeing the scene. He readied his phone
to call in backup. Before he could dial the number, Striker blasted
the phone into a million little pieces.

The mercenary dropped to his knees. His hands went
in the air. The Russian accented man cried out loud, begging.
“Mercy! Mercy!”

Striker leapt off the vehicle, bloodied, burned, and
raw. Black soot masked his face, mixing with the blood and bruises.
He had the appearance of the grim reaper, heading towards a final
judgement.

The injured Striker had managed to escape the
fire-filled house, avoiding burning structure and cracked beams
from clobbering him dead. He managed to squeeze out of the bathroom
window, the one that Jenny had cracked before her murder. The house
collapsed, nearly burying him alive for the second time in
twenty-four hours. However, he outsmarted his enemy once again.

The mercenaries watched the house’s destruction with
pride. They didn’t see Joe Striker dragging himself across the
ground. He had squeezed his way under the tall SUV, jamming his
hands and feet in between the massive hardware.

As the vehicle traveled, he managed to muscle
himself to the back bumper. He awaited the moment to scrape his
feet across the slowly moving ground. Striker then pivoted himself
onto the top of the SUV’s roof. He was now the one in control.

“Orders, I follow!” the Russian
man cried out.

Joe cocked the hammer of his massive gun, placing it
to the man’s head. Piss started to trickle down the mercenary’s
leg, as Striker saw an opportunity in the making.

“Who’s in charge of this
operation? Who gave the orders!”

“Commander Sin! Have no
choice.”

“Did he order my wife killed?
Where’s her body? My son’s body? Where are all the
bodies...the families of my friends!”

“I not know...swear! We do what
told! Make no decision!”

“How do you access a government
building?”

“No translate?”

Joe pressed the barrel of the gun deep into the
mercenary’s drooling mouth. “Does this translate?” Joe asked.

“This...” he attempted to say,
pointing to a badge on his jacket. “Take!”

Striker pulled the gun from the man in black’s
mouth. Relief came across the Russian’s face, appearing that he
would be spared.

“What use is this to me?” Striker
asked.

“Guard in gate, he scan...let in!
I go away, back to Russia! I no tell, promise!”

Striker yanked the badge off, studying the barcode
system across it. Something this elaborate must have taken
years and money, he thought to himself. “Up on your
feet,” he demanded to the mercenary, yanking the man off his knees.
“This concludes English 101 for today,” Joe said.

“I go?”

“You go...” Striker said, as he
forced the mercenary’s jaw open. The long gun’s barrel slid back
into the man’s mouth. He started to gag. “You go to hell,” Joe said
passionately, blowing the Russian’s brains out the back of his
skull. The hollow-point bullet dragged every piece of brain tissue
that mattered to the dim man. It gripped on for dear life, only
exiting due to the shallow cavity in his head.

Joe dragged the Russian into the woods. He removed
the Asian mercenary’s piss-free, black uniform, putting it on over
his civilian clothes. It was a good fit, as the mercenaries in
black were also muscular, pushed to the edge in their training.

Striker fastened the badge to his jacket. He
returned the gun to his backside, pulling the keys from his newly
acquired pocket. Joe washed the soot and blood from his face with
spit, ran his fingers through his hair, and untucked dark glasses
from the mercenary's pocket. His injuries were concealed to the
best of his ability.

He knew that he could not defeat an enemy, which had
control of the most powerful nation on earth. Instead, he would
pretend to be one of them.

 


 



 


 Chapter Three

The Package

 


“Change has come, folks, and the
debate continues on. Is that change for the better or
worse?” a curvy, blonde, and stubborn Becky Fox said. The
25-year-old woman finished her news report, staring coldly into a
camera lens. She was in front of the Rayburn House Office
Building.

“Cut,” the cameraman shouted, as
he put down the camera, focusing on his vibrating phone. A message
had just gone through. The new ownership says to back off this
story. Pack it up, it read. “We’re done here.”

“Done?” Becky asked in shock. “We
haven’t even started! A bunch of armed men in black uniforms
replace the D.C. police force, and we’re not supposed to cover
it?”

“As you know...we don’t make the
rules. We follow what the producers say...”

“Producers? And who do they follow
these days? A dictator! We’re an independent station...that’s what
separated us from the rest! It’s why we went Internet based...so we
could tell the news like it is!”

“What do you want from me?” the
cameraman asked. “Sorka Corp. introduced the same memo to you that
they did me...in fact, it’s uniform for all their stations. I, for
one, am glad that they purchased us...maybe we’ll get paid on time
for once.”

“Paid on time? You’re worried
about a paycheck...while our freedom gets stolen with a
smile?”

“Cool it on the dramatics,
baby.”

“You know I hate it when you call
me that! Under the covers...I’m baby. Out here...I’m a news
reporter. I’ve sacrificed too much to be treated like
that!”

“Relax, someone will cover this
story...just not us,” he said, peering over at SNN, Sorka News
Network.

“Oh yeah, right. What spin will
they put on this? The usual ‘they’re the ones we’ve been waiting
for?’ They must have forgotten to mention that the police force
would be disbanded...the military dismissed?”

“They did promise no more war. No
more aggressive, offensive actions in our name! They said no more
corrupt cops on the streets. These people are in charge now...there
are consequences to an election.”

“Oh...so comforting. I
wonder...who will protect us from their
consequences?”

“Let’s go back to the
station...maybe get some dinner afterward,” he said, moving in to
kiss her. Becky pulled back.

“Don’t kiss me with that mouth! I
always knew we didn’t agree politically...but I didn’t think you
were a lover of fascists.”

“Of what? Our connection was
always sex...not politics. Love was never even an option...thanks
to you.”

“Love...is only worth a man who is
worthy of it. And as for politics...well, today, politics just
leapt a notch on my list of importance.”

“Not in my world...hey...let
them worry about the details. I have a life to
live.”

“See the latest movie, follow the
latest tweet? Give me a break.”

“Face it, this is just another
excuse to hide your baggage...end another relationship for whatever
your pathetic reasons are.”

Anger tainted Becky’s face. “You wouldn’t know a
thing about those pathetic reasons...since you were always too busy
drinking with your pig friends, getting wasted, to show any
interest in my baggage!”

“Fine...we’re done. You were
always too uptight for me anyway. Now, let’s follow our
orders...and get moving,” he said, walking towards the news van.
Becky didn’t move an inch. He turned back around, “What...are you
gonna just stay here...report to an imaginary camera?”

Becky looked down, deep in thought. She slowly
approached him, appearing like she had changed her mind. “No.”

“That’s what I
thought.”

“I’m not going to use an imaginary
camera...I’m going to use a real one,” she said, stomping his foot
with her sharp heels, causing him to drop the camera into her
arms.

“You bitch!” he said, gripping the
pulsating throb caused by the shoe heel.

Becky backed away, “In front of every
bitch...there’s an even bigger asshole,” she said. “I’m not going
to go quietly! Tell the station I quit...and they can sue me for
the camera.”

“A retard could use that thing
more accurately than a woman reporter!”

Becky pointed the camera towards the Rayburn House
Building. The cameraman brushed her off. “You sucked in bed anyway!
Cold-hearted head-case!” he shouted, climbing into the news van,
and speeding away.

A hurt, and unsure Becky took a deep breath. She
studied the foreign object in her hands. Fox was not a
cameraperson, but figured things out quickly. “I can do this,” she
assured herself, fumbling around with a mess of buttons.

After a few moments of miscues, the digital camera
was recording the scene. She zoomed in on the mercenaries in
black.

“This is Becky Fox reporting to
you as an independent journalist. No one may ever hear this
broadcast of truth from me...but God help us if they hear it
from no one.”

******

Commander Xavier Sin overlooked his team of
mercenaries. They were busy relieving the Capitol Hill police force
of command. The word reverberated around the nation, as the order
was given from the top. ‘There’s a new sheriff in town, and he’s
bringing in his own security forces.’ It was just the first of many
chips to fall, as a nationwide order went out. A new system of law
and order was born on American soil.

The suggestion was planted during the debates.
Judas’s constant focus on the implied sins of the police
force was effective. It was combined with the constant
villainization of the American Armed forces, promising that this
system of “bad guys” would be replaced. There wasn’t an
overnight change in public perception. The administration had years
of help from films and television shows. They fused the message
into entertainment, casting the shadow of doubt on the ones who
helped us live in relative safety.

The conception of the mercenary force was also not
conceived overnight. In fact, it was decades in the making. Mika
Sorka scoured the world for America’s global enemies. He worked
with each country’s leadership to raise an army of handpicked
deadly perfection.

Many of the mercenaries were trained from childhood.
The early start protected them from being hooked by the attractive
lure of capitalism. Kids were purchased from the families of poor
parents, who could not feed their children, only seeing a life of
misery ahead. Their only crime was being born in the wrong country,
under a ruler who squashed them under foot. For every child
provided, the country’s leadership received illegal shipments of
arms and nuclear secrets, also stolen from America. Rumors of the
illegal child-sale floated around the United Nations, though their
track record of inaction did nothing to stop such evildoers. It
only aided them in their goals.

The small cost of one hundred U.S. dollars per
child, allowed Sorka to acquire a blank-slated human being. It
encouraged many of these families to start children farms, for the
pure purpose to breed as many mercenaries as they could. However,
in the end, their decision was never fueled by principle, but
instead, it was money, which allowed them to eat that day.

The children’s mission began at the ripe age of
four, every one of them being denied the human emotions of love and
comfort. Emotions would affect their ability to carry out orders.
They were given measured food, and meager living conditions of
shanty huts. Each kid was taught that they only existed to take
down the force of evil, which raped and pillaged their country.
This false statement was ingrained into their brains. Any wavering
of their resolve was beat from them. The brainwashing didn’t take
much convincing, as the scapegoat for most things was often placed
at the feet of America. Its citizens were more concerned with being
“liked” rather than demanding the truth be told. They were willing
to trade a verdict of guilt for the mere rise of numbers in a
fictional poll. The American public opted not to defend themselves
against such malicious, deceitful lies, while their generosity was
taken for granted. The empty minded mercenaries had no knowledge to
refute those lies.

Developed from the scientific labs of Sorka himself,
was a special chemical powder. It resembled cocaine, though offered
much more. The effect of one snort delivered the blissful high of
an addictive drug, sending chills across every pore of skin.
However, the main affect was the activation of the hypothalamus. It
greatly stimulated the peripheral nervous system, granting long
periods of strength surges, and hyperactive movement.

Sorka’s main plan of action was to separate his
forces into two sections of authority: Domestic Cadets, and the
elite Authoritarian Guard. The latter would be a lethal force
featuring the best of the best. The guard would be kept in the
military bases, released only upon the heaviest of action. The
cadets were the first line of control. They were less skilled, had
inferior intelligence, and certainly more expendable than their
revered guard brethren. They were the doormats for the ones who
mattered.

When a mercenary would show signs of weakness,
mercy, or compassion, they were downgraded to a cadet. When one
showed that he could withstand mental and physical torture, speak
convincing English, and sacrifice his willpower, he went to the
elite guard.

Xavier Sin personally traveled to each area: Russia,
China, Pakistan, Venezuela, Egypt, Iran, North Korea, Indonesia, in
addition to a few American “allies” who gladly took U.S. money,
while double dealing under the table. Each country was quietly
assured leadership of one global world.

The power hungry governments drooled, jockeying for
position under the table, like dogs battling over scraps of prime
meat. Visions of world domination danced in their heads like wet
dreams dangled from a very dry reality. Of course, Sorka had no
intention of giving up such power. Once he had control of the
United States’ assets, resources, capitol, and people, the globe
would be his.

“America is both the doorway and
the obstacle to my domination of the planet,” Mika Sorka said.
“Once I have it...I have the world. It’s the reason why we can’t
use adult American citizens for an undertaking such as this, as
their patriotism will cloud the way. Never trust a man with loyalty
to a principle, to a country, to a God. Especially God...a
myth that was invented as a distraction from your pain, created by
man to keep the population in line. I’ll create an army of millions
to flood every state, city, and town.”

Commander Sin walked the well-chosen, isolated
areas. Sorka purchased them at a hefty price. Each place was
protected by corrupt dictators, providing the privacy that Mika
needed. These protected, secret havens were specifically out of the
eye of American satellites. Sorka’s government insiders helped
assure him of that fact.

Xavier’s one working eye nearly filled with joyful
tears, as he examined disciplined rows of elite guard in tightly
spaced squares. Each stood at perfect attention. The men constantly
fought the urge to jitter from their experimental powder. They all
knew the consequences for falling out of line would be more severe
than giving into their bodily needs.

“Let’s see them in action,”
Commander Sin demanded to the Chinese master. The strict Asian man
called out to the foreign command. Two mercenaries stepped forward
without hesitation.

“Duel to death,” the master
changed to English.

The men nodded, as each one faced the other. The
mercenaries were unarmed, though their hands could be classified as
weapons. They shook with jitters, side effects of the chemical
powder. Each man eyed the other with a hunger to kill, like two
chained tigers awaiting the moment to destroy flesh from skin.

“Now!” the master yelled, as the
two mercenary guard members charged each other. One ran directly
forward. The other leapt into the air, unleashing his muscular leg
towards his opponent’s face and head.

Avoiding a broken neck by just inches, the running
mercenary caught the airborne appendage. He used sheer strength to
propel his opponent back toward the ground. The assault continued,
as he ran forward, hurling his clinched fists at the grounded man.
Facing a deadly barrage of punches, the grounded mercenary rolled
away with lightning speed, avoiding an organ busting beating by
just inches. With every miss, the punching man’s fist filled with
blood, breaking each knuckle. He did not wince a bit.

The fight continued on for hours. The men behind
them continued to stand at brisk attention, not moving an eyeball.
They were interested in the outcome, but they had orders to
follow.

Commander Xavier Sin smiled with pure pleasure. He
watched the fight go on, as the sun beat down upon them. It baked
their skin through the plain black uniforms of better material than
anything they’d ever owned.

As the sun set, one mercenary started to show
weakness. He huffed a breath, indicating that the powder was
wearing off. The man collapsed to the ground in exhaustion.

“Finish him, damn you!” Commander
Sin yelled, taking charge of the situation. “They’ll be no mercy
under my command!”

The victorious Authoritarian Guard member approached
the downed mercenary. “Mercy,” the injured, tired man cried out.
One word had unearthed a shameful crack in the arduous training. It
showed that the over-hyped force, might not be the inhuman,
unbeatable myth it was believed to be.

The mercenary's master turned to Commander Xavier.
“He not taught mercy...I swear.”

Commander Xavier looked down in disgust. “This is
not what we paid for. Maybe our money could be better spent
elsewhere.”

The master pleaded with the commander. “This is
exception...not rule!” he begged, turning his attention away from
the commander. He lashed out at the injured guard, trying to ward
off his own impending punishment. “Coward! That is not what you
were taught!”

The victorious guard member spit upon the defeated
man. He left a slimy, yellowish load upon his disgraced, aching
face. The mercenary lifted his weak victim by the back of the neck,
twisting it in one swift break. Dropping his lifeless opponent to
the ground, he returned to standing attention.

“No cowards!” the master yelled,
as a big smile crept across Xavier’s face.

“Next,” Commander Xavier Sin said,
craving more action and death.

The master took a deep breath. He managed to dodge a
bullet. “Who is next to step up and earn honor?” he called out. The
entire front line stepped forward.

“Now that is more like it,”
the commander proclaimed.

As each squad finished its training, Mika Sorka
slowly sent sections of carefully tested men to different areas of
the United States. The covert operation used a flood of money and
connections to shadow their existence. Each group was assigned to a
targeted area. The greatest number of men went to the American
cities with the biggest police force and military bases.

The mercenaries were ordered to blend in with
society’s customs. That included, perfecting their English, tapping
into culture, and spotting the difference between a leader and
sheep. The underground cells awaited the call to action. The
election victory was the call they were waiting for.

The first of many national takeovers began on the
streets of Washington D.C., occurring simultaneously to the
inauguration. While all eyes were on Leader Judas, the dirty work
was being done behind the scenes.

The Capitol Building, Pentagon, and Supreme Court
were the leadership’s number one choices for immediate takeover.
Commander Xavier had more important targets on his list. He
went to sniff the trail of the mole, starting with the
congressional offices. His first stop: the Rayburn House.

******

Joe Striker pressed the gas pedal to the floor,
darting his way through the maddening D.C. traffic. It was a usual
craze made worse by the historic inauguration. He could see that
the transition was already taking place, as the mercenaries in
black took their spots at the entrances to government buildings. A
few had even started policing the streets.

Striker watched in sickness as tourists posed for
pictures with mercenaries. They didn’t realize that these weren’t
theme park characters, but the total opposite of a fantasy. The
public was unknowingly embracing what could eventually enforce the
death of their freedom. Celebrity had become so important to the
American way of life that it seemed to override everything, even
the most common of sense.

He pulled into the gated entrance of the H-shaped,
Rayburn House Office Building. A mercenary awaited him at the gate.
The man in black stared strangely at the vehicle’s front-end
damage. He wondered why such action had already taken place. These
were supposed to be the calm days.

Joe pulled up to the window, taking a deep breath.
He shifted into character.

“Accident?” the mercenary in black
asked.

“Yes,” Joe said in his most
convincing Russian accent.

“Tree no friend to car,” the
mercenary responded, as he studied Striker’s injuries on his face.
The man in black had the look of suspicion, as he hand-scanned the
stolen badge on Joe’s black jacket. The scanner beeped once, giving
a number, 22550. That particular code indicated Russian territory.
The mercenary was also of Russian descent.

“повреждения лица плохи,” the
mercenary said, testing Joe with casual conversation about face
injuries being the worst kind.

“они чувствуют себя худшими, чем
они смотрят,” Striker responded, saying that they feel worse than
they look.

The Russian mercenary laughed, showing a sign of
trust.

Striker’s accent was impeccable, as his marine unit
had done more training than just physical. They sought not only the
strongest, but the brightest. The Afghan area was bordered by
Uzbekistan, a satellite of the broken Russian territories. Each
soldier was schooled in the local dialects and languages. It gave
them the ability to communicate or detect any outside forces
infiltrating the area.

The mercenary dropped his disbelief in the origin of
his colleague. He opened the gate, allowing Joe to drive the
government SUV into the garage. Striker had managed to do the
impossible, penetrating a heavily guarded government building. Now,
he hoped that his office hadn’t been searched yet.

******

Becky Fox strolled around the Rayburn Building. She
searched for some type of evidence that would support her
accusations of misdeed. Being the savvy news reporter that she was,
Becky knew that the answers would never reveal themselves on the
outside. She had to get inside to move past the trust, and get to
the truth.

Realizing that simple men followed a simple genetic
code, she took a deep breath. The buxom blonde unbuttoned her
blouse, untucked her hair from a neatened bun, and cringed in
disgust. It wouldn’t be the first time that she sold her principles
to get a story. One instance in particular, nearly cost her life.
It led her career to the unfortunate position she was currently in.
“Story is more important than self,” was her undoing.

As the years went on, Becky swore she would never do
a compromising undercover story again. However, a story as
important as her country’s fate prompted her to suck it up, tuck
her memories away, and take one for the nation. She approached the
security gate of the Rayburn Building, ditching the camera inside a
large bed of flowers.

“Hey there, handsome,” she said,
swirling her blonde hair through the air. She blinked her long
lashes, and unleashed her ruby-red smile on the mercenary in black
at the gate.

The man puffed out his chest, seeming to soak in the
praise. “Yes,” he said, trying to maintain his sense of control and
authority.

“I just love a man in uniform...is
that cotton or polyester?” she asked in a convincing ditzy girl
tone of voice.

“It not matter,” the man
said.

“Oh...such a bad boy, let me
feel,” she responded, placing her hand on his arm, feeling his
large muscle. “Forget the fabric...I prefer what’s
underneath.”

The man cracked a small smile, as she squeezed his
bulging arms. He clearly was not an elite Authoritarian Guard, and
had missed his morning dose of white powder. “You like?”

“I like. Do you think I can have a
look around inside this big building?”

“No.”

“Just a little look...you can stay
with me the whole time...just you...and me,” she said, winking.
“I’m in town for the inauguration...and I’ve never seen a building
as big as this.”

“You and me?” he asked,
understanding that some things translate beyond words.

“You betcha.”

He called over to another mercenary inside the
security booth. “Take over...I must escort.”

The man nodded. He took Becky Fox into the bowels of
the Rayburn House. If she was going to score a lead, it was now or
never. However, she accepted the fact that it could mean
imprisonment or death.

******

Joe Striker made his way through the lobby of the
Rayburn House Building. The place, which was once filled with
congressional members, was now a mercenary haven. Striker kept
reminding himself that he was one of them, standing tall and
victorious, rather than darting from view upon every suspicious
gaze.

He made his way up the steps into the upper wing,
where his congressional office was located. As he passed the rooms
of his murdered colleagues, every door was busted open. Desks were
being torn apart, closets emptied, and walls were cracked open.

He approached his office, arriving there at the last
moment before his space was under siege. The room adjacent to his
had just been torn to pieces. Striker approached his office
door.

The mercenaries in black were heading to Striker’s
office, ready to search the contents. They stopped him.

“You got?” the Arabic mercenary
asked.

“I got,” he responded.

“I help.”

Striker cringed, but nodded. “Yes.”

The Arabic man barked orders to his partners. “Start
next room!” Striker kicked open his office door.

“We start,” the mercenary
said.

Joe knew that the package was in his bottom desk
drawer, along with some other random mail. He immediately started
pulling out the drawers around it, hovering over the drawer, trying
to protect it.

“We look for chip,” the mercenary
said, pinching his thumb and forefinger to a tiny square. It was a
preview of the mysterious contents inside the package.

Joe Striker nodded, as he slowly emptied the other
drawers. The man in black turned his back, tossing massive piles of
papers from the closet. It allowed Joe a window of opportunity to
make his move. He knew that he would have to act fast or risk a
confrontation in the middle of a danger zone.

Having run out of drawers to empty, Joe methodically
rolled the mail drawer along its creaky track. He thumbed his
fingers through the pile of letters, feeling the stiff package
against the tips of his skin.

Lifting the tightly sealed package from the drawer,
he moved it towards his control. The mercenary in black turned
around.

“Hold!” the man called
out.

“No...this nothing. Garbage,” Joe
pleaded.

“Me,” he replied, ripping the
package from Joe’s hands. He used a letter opener that rested on
Joe’s desk, slitting the well-sealed tape open, freeing the
contents to be fully examined.

He placed the opener down. Striker’s hand carefully
lifted the sharp object from the shiny wooden surface.

The mercenary dumped out a small microchip. His eyes
got big, as if he had found Willy Wonka’s golden ticket. The reward
for finding such a prize included a promotion from the goons of the
cadet squad, to the elite Authoritarian Guard.

Realizing that he discovered what they were after,
Joe Striker tightly gripped the sharp letter opener. He thrust it
toward the back of the mercenary’s head. Unfortunately, before he
could strike, the mercenary was able to call his two partners in
the nearby office, “Target locate!”

The sharp, stainless steel object sailed right into
the back of the mercenary's head. It severed the medulla oblongata,
ripping a perforation between the brain and the spinal cord. The
injury caused an immediate shut down of the autonomic nervous
system. A last gasp filled the air as loudly as his last words. He
hit the floor, losing control of breathing, circulation, and muscle
function. The mercenary was dead on the spot.

Joe Striker dug into the man’s skin, yanking the
bloody weapon out. Two mercenaries entered the room. Joe quickly
grabbed the microchip, slipping it into his pocket.

“Chip?” they asked, peering down
at their superior on the floor.

“He collapse! Help up!” Joe tried
to convince them.

Both mercenaries secured their place in the room.
One shut the door briskly behind him, locking it from other eyes in
the hallway. They approached the dead mercenary, examining the
wound in his head. “You kill? We no tell...give chip,” one of the
mercenaries said. He held out his hand.

“No chip,” Striker said
emphatically.

“We give one chance,” the man
said, holding up his communication radio in a threatening manner.
“No one ever know.”

Joe thought for a moment. “Ok,” he said, reaching
into his pocket. He pulled the chip out, extending his hand to the
mercenary with the radio.

An eager, opportunistic smile crept across the man’s
face. He reached out for the chip. Before grasping it, Striker
closed his open palm into a fist. Joe punched the mercenary upward
towards the nose, sending splintering bone into his tiny brain.

The other mercenary reached for his gun. Joe grabbed
the floored mercenary’s radio, using the extended antenna as a
weapon. He plowed the standing man to the floor. Striker held the
communication device into the air, as the mercenary blinked his
eyes in fear. Joe Striker plunged the antenna down through the
eyelid of the man, poking it through. He dug into his eye.

The mercenary still showed signs of life, causing
Joe to yank the antenna out. He pulled the man’s bloody eyeball
with it. Striker snapped the appendage from its cord, causing the
man in black to suddenly stop moving.

Joe Striker rose to his feet. He opened his palm,
examining the microchip in his hand. Whatever is on this small
piece of worthless plastic, better be earth shattering, he told
himself. It cost me everything.

He pulled out his smartphone, placing the microchip
in one of the many portholes available. Nearly everyone on the
planet had a phone, as it replaced everything that could be held in
hand: credit cards, books, social security cards, drivers license,
etc. The phone was mandatory to survive in that day and age. On
that day it would change Striker’s life.

He activated the power. The chip’s contents came to
life before his very eyes. Joe scrolled down the many sets of
files, which contained every name, plan, and blue print of an
American Armageddon. Sickness filled Striker’s stomach, as a folder
titled, EMERGENCY, revealed itself in bold letters. The pure
disregard for human life was right on the screen. It even included
the spot where he had been buried alive.

The most disturbing file was the sibling’s burial
ground. It was such a cold title, one void of specifics, such as
the children, wives, and husbands that would fill such a place.
There was a GPS map of wasteland, non-fertile ground in the middle
of Sorka’s Virginia forest. The location was further past the
congressional burial ground.

Joe Striker cringed. He slammed the phone into his
pocket, realizing that it was official proof of his wife and
child’s death. The only thing left was to retrieve the bodies, hold
them in his hands, and say goodbye. It was the last goal that kept
him going. Afterward, his life would no longer have purpose.

******

Commander Xavier tried to phone the mercenaries that
were sent to retrieve Striker’s body. There was no answer.

“What the hell is taking them so
long?” he wondered. “Did they go on a fucking joy ride?”

He slammed down the phone, checking the logbook at
the front gate. His one eye focused on the numbers, which sent cold
chills running through his body.

“You!” he called out to the man at
the gate.

“Yes, commander?”

“22550...how long ago did he check
in?”

“Not know.”

“What the hell do you
mean?”

“22434 check him...he away from
post.”

A suspicious look crept across Commander Xavier
Sin’s face. “Sound the alarm!”

“Alarm, commander?”

“Lock the place down, we have an
intruder on the grounds.”

“Yes, sir,” the mercenary said,
activating a button, which triggered an ear piercing alarm through
the area. The mercenary called into a microphone, “Lock
down!”

******

Joe Striker made his way through the maddening
crowd. He hurried through the panicked hallways, heading into the
parking lot entrance. Gates of steel blocked the garage exit doors,
sealing off any chance of escape. It wasn’t going to stop him from
trying.

He went to approach his vehicle, passing Becky Fox
and the mercenary. “What is going on?” she asked.

“Alarm...intruder. You stay...no
move,” he said, as he caught the sight of Joe Striker opening the
door of the SUV that he drove in with.

“Comrade!” he called out to
Striker.

“What?” Striker barked back
quickly and thoughtlessly.

“No Russian accent?” the man in
black asked. “Accent American! Fake!”

A panicked Joe Striker went to reach for his gun, as
the mercenary beat him to it. “Hands in air,” he said, calling into
the radio. “Intruder ID.”

Joe looked back towards Becky. He could tell that
such a woman was no friend of the mercenaries. Having been a
reporter for a number of years, Becky squinted her eyes. She knew
that Joe looked familiar. It suddenly hit her. The footage of the
injured soldier laying on the hospital table, begging to go back
for more replayed in her mind. His face was battered, though the
same passion still glimmered in his brown eyes, just dulled a
little. Striker. Congressman Joe Striker! He can’t be one of
them, she thought to herself. Realizing that she only had a
moment to communicate, she mouthed to him, “Striker?”

A shocked look came across Joe’s face. He nodded
quickly. Looking down towards her sharp, pointy heels, the
desperate man tried to send a subtle hint. It was a long shot,
worth a try.

The helplessness on Striker’s face indicated he was
the only other person not worshiping the troubling regime. It was
obvious to Becky that Joe’s fate would be decided in the next few
minutes. She wasn’t about to let the final outcome go against her
interests.

******

Commander Sin arrived in Striker’s office. He
stepped over and on the men whose dead bodies lined the floor.
“Useless pieces of shit,” he said. “Unstoppable force my ass. Why
do we have this elite guard if we never use them?”

Xavier focused on the emptied envelope resting on
the desk. He read the name written across the top: Congressman
Joe Striker. It was a person who he became quite familiar with
in the last 48 hours. He gritted his teeth in anger, blaming
himself for not finishing the job. Xavier knew that the stain of
the failure would splatter upon him. He would have to explain
himself to Leader Judas; however, it was Mika Sorka that would hold
him accountable.

At least there was no longer a question. The mole’s
recipient was officially fingered, as was the unidentified man who
haunted the scene of Xavier’s killings. Silence him and it would
all be over.

“He survived!” Commander Sin said
in disbelief, replaying the scenes of brutality in his head. He
pleasurably relived the raping and killing of Striker’s wife, in
addition to tossing him into the mass grave. “He’ll crawl from the
grave, eh? At least we know the swine sticks to his promises!”
Xavier had to avenge his reputation after such disgrace, hunting
Joe Striker down, before Striker could hunt him.

All of a sudden, Xavier’s radio sounded with the
voice of the mercenary, “Intruder ID!”

Commander Xavier Sin’s eyes lit up, “He won’t escape
again!” he yelled, trampling the bodies of the mercenaries, exiting
his way to the scene.

******

“I promote to guard!” the
mercenary said excitedly.

“You’re just a pawn in the end,”
Striker said.

“No, my friend...the end come for
you...” he barely could finish his statement, as his eyes rolled up
into his head. A rush of air sailed from his throat.

A shocked Joe Striker looked back at a teary-eyed
Becky Fox. She wore the look of personal disgust, while balancing
herself with one healed shoe.

The mercenary dropped to his knees, landing on his
stomach. Becky’s sharp heal was now an official part of his
head.

“I just killed a man!”

“You’ll get used to it,” Joe said.
“The bigger the scum bag...the easier it gets.”

Becky continued to stand still, watching in guilty
horror. Commander Xavier bolted into the parking garage with a team
of mercenaries.

“Over there! I want them alive!”
Xavier yelled.

“I swore to myself...I’d never do
it ag...I’m not a killer!” Becky interrupted
herself.

“If we don’t get moving...you’re
gonna join him. Get in!” Joe yelled, as he jumped into the SUV,
flinging Becky’s door open.

Becky Fox peered back at the armed squadron rushing
towards her. She removed her other heel, tossing it behind her,
entering the SUV.

Joe started the vehicle, “Buckle up...I get the
feeling...it’s gonna be one hell of a ride.”

A startled Becky locked her belt in, repeating to
herself. “What have I done? I came here to get the story...not
become it. Not again!”

“On the scale of sins committed
today...take my word for it. It will be the least of them,” Joe
said, as he put the vehicle in drive and raced towards the steel
gates. The SUV accelerated faster with every inch that it
approached the sealed exit.

Commander Xavier Sin aimed a shotgun at the vehicle.
He blasted out the back window, though the glass absorbed the blow.
It allowed the SUV time to drive out of range. “Don’t we have
anything more powerful around here? Call in the jets...nuke the
bastard!”

The SUV smashed through the steel gate, tearing it
from the sockets. A normal car wouldn’t have made it through such a
blockage, though the SUV was designed to handle the most
challenging of conditions.

Damaged, though still operating, Striker zoomed by
the entrance gate. He smashed the guard hut to pieces, flattening
the man inside.

“Two dead bodies in one day!”
Becky cried out.

“A first?” Striker asked coldly,
as he slammed the gas petal down.

“None of your business,” she said
stressfully.

Commander Xavier ran out of the parking area,
shaking his fists to the air. “He’s a dead man walking! A frigging
ghost!”

“We send squad of cars immediate!”
a mercenary assured him.

“No.”

“No chase?” the mercenary
asked.

“Open your foreign ears! No need
to create a scene on such an important day...Sorka would have my
head!”

“Ghost escape?”

“No...in fact, if my suspicions
are correct...he’ll come right back to us. He’ll walk straight into
our hands.”

******

“Stop!” Becky yelled, as the car
cleared the Rayburn House entranceway onto the busy
road.

“Do you want to get out? I’m sure
the dead guy’s friends would love to get reacquainted...with that
cleavage and all,” he said, causing Becky to quickly button up her
blouse. “Are you sure you’re not another one of the
administrations’ groupies?” he asked rudely.

“Every bit as much as you’re one
of the administrations’ goons! We all have to do things we don’t
like sometimes. Pull over...I stashed a camera...we might need
it.”

“I have all the evidence we need,”
he said.

“Please...I’m a reporter...I can
get a story to an objective news station.”

“Objective? There’s no such thing
as objective! There never was...but at least the public always saw
through the bullshit when it mattered! Times have changed. Forget
the camera, I have something much more damning than a news report,”
he said.

Joe looked into the rearview mirror. There were no
government vehicles following them. He expected to be chased by
land and air, though no action was taking place aside from the
inauguration’s post festivities.

“You better hope so,” Becky
said.

“Hope’s a thing of the
past...facts only matter now,” Joe replied, as he peeled out again.
He kept looking into the mirror, trying to find some sign of
pursuit. “They should be on our tail by now...I don’t understand
it. They wouldn’t just let us get away!”

“Maybe their forces are not
coordinated enough. I doubt they expected this much trouble on day
one,” Becky wondered.

Joe had a wonder-some look on him. “Keep your eyes
out...this is far from over. This whole operation is too well
planned for an oversight like this.”

“Maybe they’ll let us go. I
mean...it was an accident...I didn’t mean to kill him....just
injure him real bad.”

“Trust me...you’re the least of
their problems.”

“If I’m the least...then what does
that make you?”

“Their worst
nightmare.”

“Do I want to know
why?”

“No.”

Becky Fox peered out into the area. It was filled
with jubilant crowds. A look of sadness crept upon her face. “The
world will never be the same. I went to bed one night thinking
that...no matter who won the election...there would always be some
certainties about my tomorrow. By the time I woke up...it vanished
before my eyes.”

“And it’s not over yet...I assure
you that,” he said. “The Roman Empire crumbled from within...I
guess it was bound to happen eventually here as well. Nothing lasts
forever. I found that out the hard way.”

“We are not Rome or an empire...in
fact, we’re the exact opposite. We use our power for good...not
gain.”

“And what was Rome before Caesar?
A republic. One dictatorship flushed democracy down a toilet,” he
said angrily. “The last time I checked...the end of term limits
were promised by this administration. Elections can’t be far
behind.”

A quiet awkwardness filled the vehicle. Becky Fox
closed her eyes, wishing that she would awaken from the nightmare,
or be interrupted by a dream. Instead, Joe interrupted her
attempt.

“By the way...remind me to thank
you someday.”

“For saving your life?” she
asked.

“No.”

“Then what for? We have no history
prior to that moment.”

“For allowing me to die on
my terms...not theirs.”

Another uncomfortable look filled Becky’s face.
“With the mess that I’m in now...I think you owe me more than your
death. I’m gonna need your life....and I think you’re going to need
mine. Like it or not...we’re in this together now.”

Joe exhaled for the first time in many hours. He
heard the words come out of Becky’s mouth, though he never felt
more alone in his entire life. “I want to know something.”

“Depends on what?” Becky
questioned.

“How’d you know it was me? You
called me Striker. Did you recognize me from a congressional
story?”

“Well, being the youngest
congressman ever elected, did ring a bell. Though...what stood out
in my mind...I remembered the sight of you laid out on that
table...hurt, but so full of resolve. I guess I hadn’t seen that in
a while...maybe ever. It changed my life...inspired me more than
you’ll ever know. To see someone who believed in something enough
to risk it all...and go back again. A true American
hero.”

Joe looked down. “I’m no hero.”

“You are.”

“I was...though heroes
expire. They lose their shine, along with the abilities that made
them a hero in the first place. The ability to protect,” he said,
pain dripping from his face and tone of voice.

“You’re still a hero to me,” Becky
said, seeing an ounce of pain drift from Joe’s face. She looked
away, embarrassed in her frankness. The girl hadn’t revealed so
much of herself in a long time.

“You know so much about me...I
don’t even know your name.”

“Becky Fox...news reporter for
WFTV. Make that ex-news reporter.”

“Never heard of it.”

“Most people haven’t...and
now...I’m pretty sure they never will. It was a small internet
station, created to be free from partisanship and corporate
influence. It was recently purchased, and I refused to play by the
rules.”

“Who bought it?”

“A mystery...a trillionaire, so
the rumors say.”

“That’s a given. Money equals
power...and who ever did this...they sure as hell have a lot of
power.”

“It’s the guy that purchased all
the other stations, firing the anchors and replacing them with
talking heads, talking points...Sorka is his name. It was just a
matter time before they devoured our own station. I looked into
him, found not a trace of info. The irony here? The F in WFTV? It
stands for freedom.”

“I guess now it stands for
fucked.”

“That, I agree with.”

“Well, I think the Capitol Hill
police force suffered the same fate as your station. Replaced by
the kind of people...who appear to have very different interests
than our freedom and protection.”

“That’s exactly what I tried to
uncover today. The only answers I seem to find are more
questions.”

“Do you plan to stop asking those
questions? Give up the fight...fall in line with the other ass
kissers?”

“You clearly don’t know me, Mr.
Striker, but you’ll find out. I never give up the fight...if it’s a
fight worth fighting. And mark my words....this is worth
fighting.”

A look of hope came across Joe’s face. He realized
that someone else existed who was willing to sacrifice everything
for their country. It was the moment he realized there might be
more left to live for than just personal vengeance. Maybe my
life can still count for something, he thought to himself. The
two goals now merged into one. The outcome would serve the same
purpose. Vanquishing the enemies of freedom is the same as bringing
justice to his family’s murderers. “Count me in,” he said, turning
and looking into Becky’s eyes. “Even if it’s just the two of
us.”

“Oh Joe...I believe there are
more...many more. Whether they know it yet or not.”

“For the sake of this
nation...they better find out sooner than later,” Joe said,
checking the rearview mirror again. No one was on their tail,
causing Joe to spawn an uneasy, paranoid look on his
face.

Becky looked around. She noticed that the scene
turned from a jungle of concrete to one of trees. “Where are we
going to hide? In fact, where are we going now?”

“To a funeral,” Joe answered in a
cryptic tone.

A shocked look came across Becky’s face. The pain on
Joe’s face indicated that it was a chance to say goodbye to someone
very dear. She remained silent, reflecting upon a disturbing
fact.

In a matter of moments, she had gone from a reporter
to an outlaw.

 


 



 



Chapter Four

The Trap

 


A large squad of D.C. police officers stood at
attention. They were awaiting a scheduled visit from the newly
elected leader of America. The massive auditorium was lined with
television cameras, photographers, and print reporters, each one
eagerly awaiting the fate of the American security forces.

Gunner Shoman, 35, a police officer of the lowest
rank, donned an unshaven face, baggy eyes, and mud colored hair.
The look on his face was one of stone, as he took another glance at
the pink slip in front of him. It read: DISMISSED. That one
single word was almost as painful to him as the relinquishing of
his firearm. It was an act that every officer in the country had to
comply with. Shoman never even went to bed unarmed, though he
didn’t sleep often, and didn’t even own a mattress.

The pink slip returned him to a time of bad
memories. Gunner was once a model officer, who ruled by the book.
He rose in rank faster than most officers in squad history. On the
day he made 3rd Captain, it was a proud one, though not good enough
for a man with such ambition. Word around the precinct was that the
current chief of police was near retirement. Gunner Shoman was the
chosen one to replace him.

Treading carefully with every step, he always
enacted the safe decision, rather than following his heart. He
couldn’t threaten the way of life that he gave his attractive wife,
Stacey, and their loving daughter, Fate. When the little girl was
born, he swore to live his life for her, always providing for them
both. In fact, the need to provide a lavish lifestyle was more than
a desire. It was a necessity.

Gunner’s wife Stacey came from a well-to-do family.
She was daddy’s princess who always received what she demanded. Her
father proclaimed, “I can’t see my daughter marrying some street
cop...she’s better than that.” The odds were not in his favor,
since this average man was considered out of her league in the
looks department. However, Gunner used his charm to assure her that
one day, he would get to the top. As luck would have it, he
proposed during her rebellious stage, when challenging a family’s
authority supersedes one’s material needs. She accepted the
proposal, and they rode the credit cards until Gunners
promotion.

The plan was working to perfection, when one moment
changed everything. A scumbag criminal named John Ratman was led
into the office. He had a smile a mile-wide on his sly, dark,
drunken face. “Get my lawyer,” he said. “He’ll get me off...as
usual. You got no proof!”

It was the man’s third time arrested for abusing his
child. The hospital reported unusual bruises, broken bones, all the
warning signs of sexual molestation in a fearful child. Add in a
mother who pleaded the case of accidental child’s-play, and the
evidence rang the bells of guilt.

Each time John Ratman was brought in, Gunner
cringed. He managed to hold back his anger for the sake of what was
lawful, though his breaking point was closer than he realized. The
past ways of threatening speech never worked on the criminal, so
Gunner decided to go a different route.

“Sit down,” an officer said, as he
slammed Ratman into the hard, wooden seat.

“I said...get my fucking
lawyer!”

Captain Shoman entered the room, ready to do the
usual interrogation. He sat in front of the suspect, “You know your
rights by now,” Gunner said.

“Damn right...as in, I have the
damn right not to saying nothin’! I let my lawyer do the
talking.”

“Nothing new there,” Captain
Gunner Shoman said. “Forget this cop stuff...I agree. You’ll walk
free and clear. I want to know...not as a cop...more as a friend.
Kids...they can set you off so easy. What did she do to set you
off?” he asked.

“We ain’t friends.”

“Not yet...but I’d be willing to
bet that we have more in common than you think.”

“Bullshit!”

“Seriously,” Gunner said, removing
a cigarette from the pack, lighting one up. “I love the taste of
nicotine. A smoke?” he offered.

John Ratman didn’t respond, though eventually
nodded, “Gimme one.”

Gunner flung the pack of cigarettes to the suspect,
“Enjoy.”

“How can I smoke with these cuffs
on?”

“Open the cuffs,” Gunner said, as
the nearby officer nodded, releasing him.

John Ratman slid his grubby, sweaty hands across the
table. He placed the cigarette to his lips. Captain Shoman lit it
up, allowing the prisoner to suck it deeply into his lungs. He
exhaled with pure pleasure. “Thanks...tax payers,” he said,
laughing loudly.

Gunner shook it off, moving forward with his plan.
“Kids...they can be a pain sometimes...can’t they?”

“Tell me, what the hell do we have
in common?”

“I have a kid...a daughter. I know
how irritating they can be. Crying, wanting to be fed, watching
horrible television shows. How old is yours?”

Ratman paused, though suddenly seemed interested. “I
don’t know...two...three...they’re all the same.”

“True...at that age...two,
three...they’re the terrible ages. They get loud,
misbehave...”

“How old is your girl?”

“Why?” Gunner asked
suspiciously.

“You said we’re friends, right? I
wanna picture her.”

Gunner gulped with apprehension in revealing such a
fact. However, it was a sacrifice he had to make to get him to
talk. “She’s two. Two year-old girl.”

John Ratman’s eyes lit up with delight. “What does
she look like?”

Gunner gritted his teeth. “Cute as a button. blue
eyed...”

“I like blue eyes...so pure,” he
said in a taunting manner.

“In what way do you like them?”
Captain Shoman asked in masked anger.

“You have a girl...you know what
way.”

Sickness came across Gunner’s face. “No, friend...I
sure don’t. Explain.”

Ratman leaned in, “They’re old enough to
feel...though not to tell. You got a picture of this little girl of
yours?” he asked, as the look of the devil danced in his evil
eyes.

All of a sudden, a rage of untamable anger exploded
from Captain Shoman. It caused him to rip the cigarette from
Ratman’s mouth, gripping his neck, and shoving him backward in the
chair. Gunner crawled over the desk, leaping down on the floored
criminal. He placed a knee against John’s throat, forcing his mouth
open. The tongue that sputtered such vile things, stuck out. It
allowed Gunner to run a trail of burning tobacco across the
sensitive nerve endings of the appendage. He forced the cancer
stick deep down his throat.

John Ratman coughed up plumes of smoke, causing him
to vomit a charred mess. Visions of Gunner’s own daughter surfaced,
merging with the photos of Ratman’s daughter. He imagined his
little girl, Fate, with the same bruises and scars.

Shoman’s tightened fists started pounding Ratman’s
face. Pools of blood spilled onto the dirty floor. Bits of red
splattered his own face. He did not think of consequences, or the
opening door behind him. The current chief of police entered the
scene, rushing to break up the madness. He motioned the nearby
officer to stop the show. Together, they pulled Gunner away,
handcuffing him like a jailed criminal. He didn’t realize that he
could become one of them; nor did he care at that moment.

The officer in the room testified at Gunner’s trial.
He said that the criminal attacked the captain first, and that
Shoman was acting in self-defense. It kept him out of jail,
although jail would have been more welcomed than what happened
next.

“You are demoted to the position
of a rookie...a beat officer, walking the streets. Your pay will be
lowered with your rank. Understand this,” the current chief of
police said. “We can’t have loose cannons running the
ship.”

Gunner’s wife Stacey stood by him for a while, until
the savings ran out. She realized that her way of life would never
be restored again. Her final words after the divorce were, “I guess
my father was right. You’re just a street cop...a caveman...and I
deserve better.”

“Daddy!” Gunner’s crying, two
year-old daughter, Fate yelled for him. He helplessly watched, as
she was removed from his arms, exited from his foreclosed house.
His ex-wife Stacey remarried, hiding their daughter from his sight.
She got a restraining order which protected the girl from such a
violent man; a danger to society. All of that
happened, as the real danger to society, John Ratman, beat the rap.
He sued the police station, and became a rich man that bludgeoned
his daughter to death in just three years time.

The light of Gunner Shoman’s life went dark on that
day. He hit his knees and crumbled, losing his family. From that
moment on, his life had broken to pieces. He went through the
motions of eating, sleeping, and working, along with searching for
his daughter every spare chance that he got.

Eventually, the search for the little girl went
cold. He never found his daughter, although he found a bottle of
whiskey every night, numbing the pain. The disciplined, controlled
officer, unleashed years of anger, lashing out at anyone who tried
to help the hung-over man. He was written up numerous times, though
never fired out of pity.

The loud chatter of his fellow officers snapped him
from past thoughts, returning him to the unknown present. Each man
seemed to be in an oddly cheery mood for having just been canned.
This only angered Gunner more. He gripped the piece of pink paper
tightly in his fists, crumbling it into a small wad of nothing.

A fresh-faced, fellow officer, Tommy O’Brien,
witnessed the defiant act. He said, “What are you doing? We need
that to collect our benefits. Each one of us has a number.”

The annoyed look on Gunner’s face only grew longer.
“I’m no number, kid. And who do you think is gonna really benefit
from this bullshit?”

“Haven’t you heard? We’re all
being granted paid leave...a check for nothing,” O’Brien said
excitingly.

“There’s no such thing as
something for nothing...haven’t you learned that by now? I guess
you’re just too new at the game.”

“Well...I may not have been in it
long, but from what I’ve seen on these D.C. streets, I’ll take the
free check!”

“Nothing’s free, kid. You better
damn well remember that,” he said, as the young officer rolled his
eyes, shifting his attention to the incoming Leader
Judas.

The crowd rose to their feet, paying praise to this
revolutionary man. Sickness rose from Gunner’s stomach. He watched
his brethren accept complete submission for a buck. These
officers are not the same ones I started with, he thought.

Over the years, as the paychecks and benefits grew,
he watched the principles of law enforcement trickle down the drain
like storm water in a flood zone. The men and women who received a
salary worthy of peanuts, joined for something much larger than
dollar signs: they wanted to clean up the streets. They battled the
bureaucracy, paperwork, 12-hour shifts, and persecution just to
make the country a safer place to live.

The crowd continued to cheer, as the rare sight of
clapping reporters joined them. Leader Simon Judas walked through
the crowd, waving at all his supporters. He walked along the edge
of the men in blue, shaking hands with each one of them. Every
officer responded with thanks, sounding appreciation for relieving
their thankless duty to early retirement.

Leader Judas thought to himself, this is easier
than I thought it would be, as he approached Gunner with an
extended hand of friendship.

Gunner Shoman gripped the leader’s hand tightly. He
gave the crumbled, pink sheet of paper back to its owner.

The surprised Leader Judas opened it up, seeing the
wrinkled DISMISSED. He looked into the angry eyes of Gunner. The
cop didn’t have to say a word. Simon Judas suddenly realized that
it may not be as easy as expected. “Thank you for your support,” he
said, briskly escaping an awkward confrontation.

Leader Judas whispered into a mercenary's ear. It
caused the man in black to look back at the man in blue with
suspicion. Much like the day he handed John Ratman his due, Gunner
Shoman was now on the official shit list of the administration. He
was even prouder of that fact.

The dear leader entered the stage. He approached the
teleprompter, basking in the praise. As it finally died down, he
began his speech.

“Today, each of you...have
fulfilled your duty to the American people. Your days of service
will be cherished, your attempt to thwart crime admired.
Though as we move into this next phase of a more secure...more
just system of law, I am personally assuring that everyone
who wore the badge will be rewarded for their hard
work.”

The crowd cheered.

“Your pay and benefits will
continue, enabling each of you to transition to another career, one
free from paperwork...”

The crowd let out another cheer mixed with
laughter.

“To one which...hopefully...serves
this nation, not for the good of ones-self, but for the greater
good of a collective goal.”

The men rose to their feet, cheering out loud.

“You’re dismissed,” he said over
the applause. The dapper man stepped away from the teleprompter,
facing the crowd with a friendly wave. The narcissist soaked in
every moment of applause, clearly filling a void, which gaped in
his life.

The cheering continued, though suddenly died down. A
loud, unexpected shout filled the halls of the auditorium. “You
socialist...commie pig!” Gunner yelled at the top of his lungs. The
fate of free speech hadn’t been revealed yet, though even if it
had, speaking his mind was just a part of his bitter nature.

A collective gasp filled the room. All eyes turned
on Officer Shoman. The TV cameras turned towards him, as a panicked
look came across Leader Judas’s face. He turned to a group of
mercenaries, barking at them quickly. “Deal with that man! I am
still in danger of being discredited! Dissent cannot be
tolerated!”

The group of mercenaries nodded, running toward the
disgruntled officer. As they approached him, he considered fighting
them. Being unarmed, he decided to back off.

The mercenaries in black grabbed him by the arms,
“Come with, sir,” they said, trying to keep a polite and
professional appearance.

Interested in seeing what the new way of life
included, Gunner cooperatively went with the men. The applause
started up again. He was led into a back room, the door sealed
tightly behind him.

Officer Gunner was belted over the head with a
police issued nightstick, causing him to spill to the ground. “You
disgrace, leader!”

Blood trickled from the back of Gunner’s head. He
stared up at the armed men. “He’s not my leader!”

A mercenary lifted the stick again, as Leader Judas
entered the room, “Wait.”

The mercenary looked disappointed.

“I’m willing to offer you
amnesty...for your support. I suggest you take it....go free
without any consequences,” he said, extending Gunner a hand
out.

Gunner Shoman kicked the leader’s hand away, causing
the favor to be returned by the mercenaries. “Pig!” they said in
chorus.

“You gave your answer...and it was
the wrong one indeed. We have no room for insubordinate thought in
our new system.”

An aching Gunner caught his breath, as he pulled
himself together. “Just another dictatorship...who’ll fall like the
others. Burn in hell with the others.”

“You are wrong, sir. We have the
support of the people...we have the political capitol....and most
of all...we have the resources of America,” he said, turning to the
mercenaries. “Take him to the warehouse...introduce him to the
consequences of falling out of line,” he said, straightening his
tie, and arranging his hair into neat order.

Gunner lunged for the leader, though he never got
close. An array of steel-toed boots entered his sides, putting him
down. He was cuffed, hooded with a black cloth, and dragged out the
auditorium’s back door.

The public never witnessed a moment of it.

******

Joe Striker and Becky Fox treaded across the cold,
rock-filled ground of the Virginia forest. They followed the smart
phone’s GPS satellite map, leading the way through Sorka’s
land.

The last poplar leaves of the season hung onto the
trees, trying to avoid the natural cycle of death. Though much like
humanity, the fresh skin of yellow had long withered away, leaving
a wrinkled, weathered surface in the last moments of life.

“We’re close,” Joe Striker said,
as a puff of chilled air sailed from his mouth. He zeroed in on the
spot identified as the relative wasteland.

“I wish I had worn a jacket,”
Becky replied. “In addition to boots...actually...I would even
welcome the heels I left back in D.C.”

“You mean the one stuck in that
guy’s head? I think it’s better suited there.”

“I’m not complaining...it’s just
uncomfortable, that’s all. Bare feet weren’t intended for this kind
of terrain.”

Striker felt bad at his insensitivity toward her.
“Take my shoes...they’re big, but better than nothing.”

“I can take care of myself! A man
isn’t the only one who can handle the outdoors.”

“I hate to break this to you...but
rocks don’t give a shit if you’re a man or a woman, so get over
it,” Joe said, as the two continued walking quietly.

Becky darted around the ground obstacles, fighting
back grunts of pain. She was also fighting back words she wanted to
speak in the car. “Do you mind if I ask you a question?”

“Fire away.”

“You said we are going to a
funeral.”

“You heard me
correctly.”

“Whose funeral are we going to?
Not to be rude...I mean, you don’t have to tell me if you don’t
want to.”

“My wife’s funeral,” Striker said
in a pained voice. Sadness filled his tired eyes, along with waves
of tears.

A shocked look came across Becky’s face. “You
mean...the government? They had your wife killed? What did she have
to do with them?”

“I’m a congressman...that’s what!
You know how the elected officials all went missing? The only info
released was that they are in a safe place?”

“Yes, I assumed in some
jail...”

“That safe place is deep in the
ground.”

“The congress? Even the
president?”

“Anyone with the power to get in
their way.”

A look of terror came across Becky’s face. “Get in
the way of what?”

“The total destruction of
America.”

“I can’t believe what you’re
telling me. Cold blooded murderers! The public must know. If they
can get to the President of the United States...they can get to all
of us.”

“Yeah...well...they got to my wife
and unborn son. They got to me,” Joe said, sighing
deeply.

Tears filled Becky Fox’s eyes. “My god...these
animals,” she said. “This is real. I mean, I expected
corruption...though I didn’t think they would go that
far...be so ruthless.”

“According to the information I
hold in my hand...I’m the reason.”

“You?”

“It has to be me. The plan was to
jail us all...unless, something went wrong.”

“What went wrong?”

“A leak. The microchip in my phone
was sent to me by mail. Why me? I have no idea.”

“Who could have sent
it?”

“Someone who clearly wanted
revenge. Whoever it was...wanted me to get it before the party
could take power...bring down the regime before it got started. It
fingers them all...Judas, ole’ one-eye, and some man named
Sorka...among others.”

“Mika Sorka?”

“A friend of yours?”

“That’s the mysterious
trillionaire I mentioned...the one that purchased our station!
Actually, the one that’s been purchasing every station. With the
info on that chip, we can take him down...take them all
down!”

“How? A news station?
newspaper? There’s no longer such a thing...that’s not
government run. Do we shout it out loud on a street corner? The
goons in black will have us gone in seconds. It’s too
late.”

“So we just do nothing? I’m sorry,
but this reporter doesn’t give up that easy.”

“What do you suggest? Call your
friends at WFTV?”

“I don’t know...yet. But it has to
count for something...the information you have. It’s incriminating
for God’s sake!”

“To incriminate...you need a court
to convict, a police force to carry out the sentence, and a jail
meant to hold more than political prisoners. Those things are
dead.”

“Well, we’re not dead. As long as
we stay alive, we’ll find someone who will listen,” she said,
stepping on a large stick, losing her balance. She spilled forward,
about to take a dive into the rough, undulating ground. Joe spun
around, catching her into his secure arms.

The two came face to face, each catching a whiff of
the other’s natural scent. Becky’s comforting scent resembled that
of vanilla bean, Joe’s of manly musk. Each pheromone provided a
moment of what the other needed, though awkwardness and personal
circumstance stole that moment away. The gaze was broken, and
Striker helped Fox onto her feet.

“I said...I can handle it. Despite
what you may think...girls don’t break. They get back up,” Becky
said in a proud, yet embarrassed tone.

“I’ll take that as your way of
declaring us even,” Joe said, breaking from the momentary trance,
returning to the misery that plagued him.

The clearing came into view. It was a large area of
crashed trees and re-earthed ground, similar to the one he crawled
from. He stopped frozen in his tracks, looking upon the site with a
fear he never experienced.

The man that once faced the enemy head-on, now
trembled like a child. Becky watched him, looking down in pain,
feeling Joe’s heartbreak as if it were her own. She went to place a
hand on his shoulder, though couldn’t bring herself to such
intimacy with a man she didn’t know. In fact, she couldn’t connect
emotionally to any man in any way. Becky withdrew her hand,
rationalizing the act by telling herself, it’s his moment, I
would only impose.

“I’ll give you some privacy. Let
me take that,” she assured him, removing the information-filled
smart phone from his shivering hand. He barely noticed, continuing
to move straight ahead.

Becky exited behind a tree, watching Joe move in a
zombie-like fashion. I don’t want this to be the end,
Striker thought to himself, facing the fact that he never had time
to deal with her death.

Such a situation could be compared to losing a loved
one in a sudden car accident, opposed to the long, struggle of
cancer. A long-term illness breeds many torturous moments, with the
end benefit of preparing a person to let go. It is almost finding
relief in watching mercy replace misery. An unexpected death is
sudden, swift, void of closure. The sight of the deceased’s body
could be equal to holding a live power-line, causing a shock that
reverberates through every inch of one’s inner being. He wasn’t
ready for closure, though he knew that the inevitable had to happen
whether he was ready or not.

Joe Striker approached the cold, mortar-thick dirt.
He dropped to his knees, flinging ground behind him. Anger boiled
up from his soul. Energy had long left him, but he wasn’t going to
lose steam and give up. In Striker’s mind, he continued to debate
whether he wanted to find his family. The desperate man created
some mythical hope that they were being held in the comforts of
safety. However, he realized that if they were alive, they wouldn’t
be safe in the governments' hands.

Becky watched in disbelief, as Joe frantically dug.
Her heart ached, not only for Striker’s loss, but for the first
time in her life, she saw what true love was. It was obvious she
hadn’t experienced it before. Deep down inside, Becky Fox was
guarded. She protected herself from the pain of heartbreak,
stemming from abuse experienced long before she was ready to deal
with it. Does he realize how lucky he is to have loved at
all? She wondered.

Joe dug with reckless abandonment, finally striking
a cold, lifeless corpse. He continued in a desperate search,
unearthing a friend’s wife. She was one-half of a couple whom he
had dinner with many times in the past. The woman’s face was
corroded with dirt. A disturbing sight of an earthworm sailed down
from deep within the nostril’s cavity.

Striker looked away in disgust, forcing himself to
banish the horror that Jenny’s face could present him with. He
moved on, having no time to grieve friends and colleagues. His next
find was the teenage daughter of the deceased woman. The young lady
had just entered high school, having aspirations of becoming the
first female president. Her goal was to inspire politicians to
return to serving the people, as opposed to having the people serve
them. That goal would never be realized.

“Damn you!” he called out,
continuing on, searching for his wife. He kept digging to
exhaustion, finally revealing a ringed hand. The jewel was struck
by the breaking sunlight, which busted through the white, overcast
clouds.

The half-carrot diamond ring out-shined its slimy
coating. Joe immediately knew that he found his wife. He broke
down, recalling the struggle that it took to afford such a
purchase. He was about to leave for the military. “If I never
return home, I won’t deny myself the pleasure of being Jenny’s
husband.”

He took her on a hike to a familiar waterfall, one
deep in the middle of thick woods. Few people inhabited the area,
as it was not even officially named on the maps. Joe named it Jenny
falls. It was there that he proposed to her. “I know this isn’t a
huge ring that you can show off to your friends, and I know we
don’t have much money, but if you will allow me to be your
husband...I’ll be the richest man in the world.”

“All the rings in the world
couldn’t buy what we have,” Jenny said. “Of course I’ll be your
wife!”

The two of them embraced. Jenny slipped the ring on
her finger. “Perfect fit,” she assured him. Afterward, the two
lovers repeated an act they had done many times before. The two
made love in the deep, greenish pool at the waterfall’s base.

Emotions overtook Striker. He lifted his head,
preparing for the oncoming sight. He dug his hand into the dirt,
beginning the downward journey to freeing his wife and son from a
nameless, mass grave.

Becky wiped the tears from her eyes. She decided not
to let Joe be alone during such a moment. She started to approach
him, when a sound screeched from the sky. It caused Joe to stop his
action immediately.

A military helicopter tore through the air, circling
the gaping hole in the trees like a hawk circling a field
mouse.

A squad of mercenaries appeared from the forest,
heading towards Joe at a frantic pace. In a panic, Striker tried
digging franticly. He wanted to at least see his wife’s face,
saying a final goodbye before his own fate was decided.

Commander Xavier Sin arrived on the scene,
unleashing a big smile. “Exactly where I thought he would go...love
is for the weak-minded. Take him down!” he yelled, as a team of
mercenaries lunged at Joe Striker. They knocked him to the ground,
tying his hands with sharp steel wire before he could look upon his
wife’s face one last time.

Becky watched in horror. Quick thinking caused her
to hide the phone in the base of a hollowed out tree, leaving no
sign of disturbed dirt. She barely stood up, before Commander Sin
spotted her. “Get the bitch!”

The mercenaries in black pursued Fox. She guided her
soft feet through the sharp terrain of the outdoors. The girl
didn’t get far, before the weight of a mercenary landed on her,
knocking her to the ground.

“No!” she cried out, as a steel
tie was placed around her hands and feet. One of the mercenaries
flung her over his shoulder, carrying her towards
Striker.

“Let me bury my wife...you son of
a bitch!” Joe Striker cried out.

Commander Sin leaned in to him, whispering softly,
“You don’t have to see her...to know that she’s worm food now. Your
son too,” he said in an evil way, laughing loudly.

Joe broke away, running towards his wife again. The
commander tripped him, causing him to land face first in the dirt.
Xavier gripped Striker by the neck. He dragged him away from the
most important purpose left in his life: to give his wife and son a
proper burial.

“Jenny!” he called out, as the
mass grave drifted farther in the distance. The last sight he saw
was Jenny’s stiff hand rising from the depths of death. It was
almost reaching out for his help. He felt like he failed his family
once again. They were the two people he was supposed to protect
more than anyone in the world.

“Joe!” Becky Fox called out, as
the two of them were reunited side by side. “At least let him have
a moment of dignity! A moment of closure!”

“Closure’s coming...for you both,”
Commander Xavier said with an evil smile.

A government issued SUV pulled up beside them. It
left a rough-roaded trail of tire marks through the forest. Striker
and Fox were hooded, and loaded into the back of the SUV.

“To the warehouse,” Xavier ordered
the mercenary at the wheel. The car barreled its way to a place
that would be familiar to Joe Striker. It was a place he would love
to forget.

******

The loud clanking of heavy doors filled the muffled
ears of Joe Striker and Becky Fox. They dropped onto a sticky
floor. The hoods were yanked off their heads. Each one took a
moment to break from the maddening, near-suffocating cloth to
breathe some air.

Unfortunately for them both, the air was fouled with
the stench of blood. The mere sight of the streaked floors provided
evidence as to why it smelled that way.

“Oh my God!” Becky shouted.
“There’s blood all over these floors!”

“This is where it
happened.”

“What happened?”

“The murders...the largest act of
treason ever committed on American soil. They blindly executed
everyone.”

“NOT everyone,” the commander
chimed in. “But don’t fret...the job will be complete very
soon.”

“Do it,” Striker said in a
stubborn manner.

“Excuse me?” Becky asked him.
“Have you lost your mind...these people are serious!”

“If they wanted us dead, they
would have added us to the pile of bodies already in the ground.
They want something.”

Commander Sin let out a sinister laugh. “This boy
may not be the retard I thought he was.”

“And I’m not going to give it to
him.”

“We’ll get it...you can be sure of
that. Search them both for the microchip.”

The mercenaries in black began roughly searching
Striker. They only found the long barreled Smith & Wesson
tucked into the back of his pants.

“I’ll take that,” Commander Xavier
said, as he removed his own gun. He replaced it with the powerful
weapon.

The mercenaries next moved to Becky Fox, seeming to
take a much longer time. They felt every inch of her body, both
over and under her clothes. Becky screamed with unimaginable dread,
touching her beyond just an invasion of privacy. Clearly, it wasn’t
the first time she had been violated in such a manner.

“No find,” the mercenary
said.

“You’re not getting anything,”
Striker barked in defiance. He realized that Becky hid the phone.
“We’re much more valuable to you alive than dead...I see that
now.”

“Don’t be so sure of
that.”

“You’ll never break
me.”

The commander stopped in cold thought, as a smile
came to his face. “For once in your life, you might be right.”

“You know I am, that’s what eats
you inside. I spit in the face of death itself...and I’ll take
whatever you got coming.”

“What can I say...when he’s
right...he’s right,” he said, looking in the eyes of Becky Fox.
“That is why, I’m going to break you.”

“Joe, don’t let him do this!” she
called out.

“She knows nothing... damn
you...you know it! This has to do with me...and only me. Let her
go.”

“True. But the one way to get a
man talking...is to get a woman screaming,” he said,
laughing.

“No!” she screamed.

“Don’t you touch her!” he
yelled.

“Take them to the holding cell,
while I prepare for the show,” he said in a creepy manner, his eyes
lighting up with lust.

They both struggled, as they were dragged into the
hall of prison cells.

“Let us go!” they both continued
to yell, as their cries were interrupted by another.

“Let me outta here!” Officer
Gunner Shoman yelled from his own captivity. He stared in
wonderment, realizing that he was not the only one on the
government’s shit list.

Joe and Becky were placed in separate cells,
Striker’s adjacent to Gunner’s. Two mercenaries in black flung them
into the jail, slamming the steel doors shut.

“Doctor be with you soon,” a
mercenary said. Both men in black laughed. They exited the hallway,
leaving the three captives to ponder their fate.

“Are you, ok?” Joe asked
Becky.

“That’s a loaded question,” she
responded.

“No matter what happens in the
next few minutes, stay focused.”

“On what?”

“Me,” he said.

A worried look came across Becky Fox’s face. The
usually strong woman was showing signs of fear.

“Who are you people?” Gunner
called out from his cell.

“I’m congressman...ex-congressman
Joe Striker. That’s Becky Fox...reporter...ex-reporter.”

“Congressman? They sure take ‘em
young these days. You’re just a kid.”

“And just who are you,
grandpa?”

“Gunner Shoman...and I’m a
cop.”

“I thought cops were supposed to
be in front of the bars...not behind them.”

“Well...our new president decided
to send the entire police force into early retirement. I wasn’t up
for getting paid to sit around...you know...like a
congressman.”

“Drop the sarcasm, congress is my
second career...I was a Marine.”

“Sure...next you’ll tell me that
you can resurrect yourself from the dead.”

Joe decided not to engage the comment. “Clearly
you’re the type that had more enemies in your life...than
friends.”

“I have a dog, a gun, and a bottle
of booze...anything else is just baggage.”

“No woman? I couldn’t imagine why
not?”

“You don’t know shit about me,
kid. I suggest you stop while you’re ahead.”

“The man can dish it out...but
can’t take it.”

Becky shook her head in disgust. “Now boys...would
you stop the pissing contest and grow up! The way it looks to
me...we’re not exactly in position to fight each other. We’re in
enough trouble.”

“Hey baby, you and Captain America
are the ones in trouble. I’ll be booked and paroled any
moment.”

“First of all...I’m not your
baby.”

“Relax there, honey. It’s just a
figure of speech. You’re not my type...too clean and
uptight.”

“I am not uptight!”

“Sure,” he said
sarcastically.

“Gunner...is that your name? Or is
it chauvinistic pig?”

“I go by both names...though I
prefer the second one.”

“That’s not a surprise. Do you
think you won’t meet the same fate? Do you expect them to give you
a proper trial, slap you on the wrist and send you on your way?
Obviously, you never made detective.”

“I can talk my way out of any
situation.”

“Clearly with your
charm.”

“If not, I fight my way out. I can
handle myself, sweetie.”

Joe shook his head in anger. “Listen to me. You have
no idea what kind of trouble you’re in. In a matter of hours I
watched my family murdered, colleagues executed, and crawled from
my own grave. You may think you don’t need friends, but with
enemies like this...you’re going to need every ally you can
get.”

“Speak for yourself, kid!” he
proclaimed.

The door flung open, as Becky gasped in fear. The
mercenaries in black brought in a hardwood chair, a bucket, sponge,
and a small device. Commander Xavier Sin entered last, as the men
set up the makeshift torture area in front of the prisoners.

“This is service. We bring
the coercion to you,” Xavier said, following with a laugh. He
walked past Gunner’s cell, getting stared down cold in the eyes.
“Later,” he assured the anxious man. Continuing on, he strolled
across Striker’s area, who was mentally preparing himself for a
very rough time.

“I’m a man of my word,” he said,
moving on to Becky Fox’s cell.

Becky's terrified look caused pure joy to fill
Xavier’s mind. “Take her out...it’s time to get our buzz on.”

“Leave her alone!” Striker
yelled.

The mercenaries in black opened the cell. They
yanked Becky from the tight grip she had on the bars. She was
dragged to the chair, and tied down to the bloodstained, hard
surface. “I didn’t mean to kill the guard!” she cried out.

“This has nothing to do with the
guard,” Xavier said.

“Then what is this
about?”

“Information.”

“Information? I just met this man
today...I don’t know anything.”

Xavier looked at the men in black. “Is everything
ready?”

“Yes,” a mercenary
said.

“Proceed,” he ordered.

The mercenary connected a few wires deep into the
sponge. He then submerged it in the bucket of water.

“Just ask me,” Becky Fox cried
out. “I’ll tell you whatever I know.”

A worried look came across Joe Striker’s face. He
knew that the phone was in her possession when they were
apprehended. Since it wasn’t on Becky as she was searched, she
clearly knew its location.

“Who is the mole?” Xavier
asked.

“Mole? What are you talking
about?”

“How would she know who the mole
is?” Striker asked. “I don’t even know.”

“We’ll see about that,” he
said.

“What’s the point of this? Torture
me!” Joe yelled.

“Proceed.”

Becky took a deep breath and prepared herself. The
sponge was forced into her mouth.

“The one way to break a man...is
to break his woman.”

“She’s not my woman! You
already murdered my woman!”

“Right, how could I forget such a
moment?” he asked with a smile. “Then I’ll take a gamble on common
chivalry.”

“Something not common to a
scum-bag like you!”

“Enough with the small talk. Go
ahead,” the commander motioned.

The man in black turned the knob up a notch. It
caused a moderate amount of electric shock to flow through Becky
Fox’s body. A million goose bumps shot across her skin, painfully
stimulating every inch of her.

“Stop,” Xavier Sin said, as the
mercenary turned off the machine.

Tears spilled from Becky’s eyes, as she shook with
spasms.

“You son of a bitch!” Joe yelled
out, as Gunner watched in disbelief. He stared over at the pain on
Joe’s face, thinking to himself, These people weren’t shitting
me. This guy is a nut job!

“Ready to spill the beans? Who’s
the mole? Where’s the microchip?” Xavier asked.

“I told you...I don’t know who the
informant is!” Joe pleaded.

“Where is the
microchip?”

Joe looked into Becky’s hurt eyes. “I’m sorry...so
sorry,” he said, lowering his head in shame.

“It’s time to raise the stakes a
bit,” Xavier said, tearing the buttoned up shirt from Becky,
snapping off her bra next. The young woman’s firm C-cup breasts
were exposed for everyone. The men in black enjoyed the
act.

Everything seemed to slow down. Becky Fox focused on
the pleasure in Commander Sin’s eyes. Numbness covered her body.
Her mind floated to a past scene that had been long buried in her
subconscious, hidden from her heart. At that moment, it was
unleashed like one thousand lions.

As a young, struggling reporter, she had quickly
learned that the dream of headlining the evening news would never
materialize. Dues had to be paid, superiors had to be slept with,
and she was only willing to do the first one.

Ultimately, Ms. Fox decided that she had to push the
envelope. If she wanted to make waves in such a business, she’d
have to go past the useless local filler stories. Becky wanted her
reports to matter, change the world.

It didn’t take much research, as an 18 year-old
Becky Fox boarded a flight to Turkey, following leads to the most
dangerous streets. Being young, ambitious, and naive, she never
told anyone of her plan to infiltrate the sex trade. Her goal was
to exploit the horrors and evils inside it. In her mind, she would
be a hero. The reporter would alert the authorities, and free the
captives from their misery. She would also expose the evil souls
who ran the operation.

Fox followed the directions to a tee. She obtained
crucial information from a busted insider, who “rounded up” the
girls, gained their trust, and took them in. Becky answered a fake
ad for an au pair, meeting her fake employer, Ashghol.

“Good to meet you,” the woman
said. Her accent was fairly good, eyes wide with opportunity. “We
do not get many American Girls for this position.”

Becky flashed her bright, untainted smile. “I wanted
to see the world, experience different cultures.”

Ashghol could smell the naivety seeping from the
young girl. “Are you alone?”

“I am. I don’t know anyone here,
so I thought I would try a new place...new start. I’m great with
children.”

“Very good. You get the
job.”

“Really? Great! When do I
start?”

“Today...now.”

“I have to get my things from the
hostel.”

“No need, we send someone for
it.”

“Ok.”

“We drive to house.”

“Where is it?”

“Not far, lets go,” she said,
leading Becky to a waiting car. Once she got into the vehicle,
there was no turning back. She knew from her informants that she
would be held against her will for a year. What they failed to tell
her was that, although she would physically be released, the young
girl would be held a mental prisoner for much longer.

Becky was hurried into the vehicle, where a man was
waiting at the wheel. Another Arab joined her in the back seat.
Ashghol pushed her inside, shutting the door tight. The astute Fox
immediately noticed there was no handle to exit.

The man beside her examined Becky like a wolf to
meat. His dark eyes revealed the evil intentions that awaited the
coming hours.

Ashghol shouted a foreign command to the driver. He
drove off in a hurry. She looked back at Becky and smiled. Fox took
a deep breath, preparing herself for a fate that she had sought.
However, she still had an immature sense of control, possessing the
belief that she could handle anything. The girl believed her trauma
could be brushed off while accepting praise for her sacrifice. Soon
Becky would see what control really was. Ashghol handed her a
bottle of water.

“For you,” she assured her.
“Drink, to avoid heat.”

The usually alert girl allowed the searing desert
heat to cloud her judgement.

“Thank you,” she said, opening up
the bottle and taking a huge gulp. A smile appeared on Ashghol’s
face. The man next to her agreed. She realized something was afoot,
though hadn’t anticipated that the water was drugged.

The car had left town, entering the craggy, dry
mountains. It wasn’t much beyond that where the scene went from a
slightly dizzying one to complete darkness. She would awaken in the
dark, hot trunk of the car. Complete panic overcame Fox, as the
claustrophobic girl started pounding and kicking, trying to escape
the maddening scene.

Suddenly, the trunk flew open. The man accompanying
her in the backseat, yanked her out by the arms. He flung her over
his shoulder, carrying her into a large house. There were
mattresses on the floor, no furniture. Females of all body types
and nationalities were there, attractive yet scared and dirty. Some
were nude, in the act of sex with men five times their age. It was
clear from their expressions that it was not sex, but rape.

Becky Fox was taken to a special room. She was laid
onto a sheet-less bed, stained with spots of white. The bearded man
tried to tie her wrists to shabby bedposts, though she fought back.
He slapped her hard in the face. Blood seeped from her nose.

Having never been struck in such a way, Becky went
into shock. Her inaction allowed the man to get her hands and feet
secured. The disturbing moments made her block out the following
actions, such as the tearing of her buttoned shirt, and ripping of
the bra from her, exactly like Commander Xavier Sin.

The Arab tore the dress, as Ashghol came in to
watch. Becky managed to squeeze out a word from her throat. “Help!”
she called to the woman.

“You will get used to it. They all
do in time,” she said with a twisted smile.

It was at that moment when Fox went numb. A bearded,
sweaty man, forced his way inside her. She was dry as sand, causing
him to irritate the area. However, she could barely feel anything.
It equaled a victim who had been stabbed 100 times. Fear overtook
the body, pressure overtook the pain.

The smell of roasted lamb sailed from the man’s
breath, as he jammed his tongue inside her mouth. If it would've
lasted longer than 20 seconds, she would have vomited. Thankfully
it didn’t, as he ejaculated mercifully quickly.

He got up, leaving a trail of sticky sweat and body
odor in his wake. Becky Fox immediately started to tremble. Ashghol
said, “Next.”

Volts of electricity filled Becky’s body, as she was
thrust from her horrid memories back to the scene. Much like
Ashghol, Xavier gave the command, “Next! Give it more juice this
time,” he said.

The lights in the hallway started to flicker, as
Fox’s body was pumped with pain. She was trying to scream, though
her voice sputtered in bits and pieces.

“Stop, you bastard!” Joe Striker
called out.

“All you have to do is tell me
where the microchip is. It will all be over.”

Joe pounded the bars. “Never!” he yelled.

“Turn it up more,” Xavier said, as
Becky Fox trembled even more in pain.

Striker placed his hands on his hairless-head,
gripping it in conflicting agony. He looked up, as Becky tried to
speak in between the volts of electricity. “I....I....I...”

“The prisoner wishes to speak,”
the commander called out.

Fear gripped Joe’s face, though he was almost
relieved. As bad as he wished to bring down the regime, he couldn’t
take the sight of Becky in so much pain.

“Stop the procedure,” Xavier
called to the mercenary in black.

The power was turned off. Becky Fox collapsed in the
chair. Commander Xavier scooped some water from the bucket into his
hands, splashing Becky’s face with it. He revived her back to
reality.

“You were trying to tell us
something,” he said, removing the sponge from her mouth.

“You can find...”

“Go on,” he said.

“You can find the
chip,”

“Yes?”

Becky pulled all of her energy to blurt it out. “You
can find the chip in hell,” she called out.

Joe Striker was in disbelief, witnessing the inner
strength of a woman he was just beginning to understand. I’m not
sure if I could even find the resolve, he thought to
himself.

“Hell...no such place. Well, maybe
on earth...show her hell, boys,” he ordered the mercenaries in
black. They forced the sponge back into her mouth. “Full force this
time.”

“No!” Joe screamed out, as the
power was turned all the way up. Once again, Becky shook with pain.
She convulsed with the punishing pulses that rattled her brain. Her
seizure-like state caused her to lose all control of her body,
causing urine to spill like a flooding river. The horrific scene
even caused Gunner to get involved.

“You coward! Come face a man!” he
called out. Joe looked over at him, realizing that he would need
Gunner’s help to get out of the situation. He hoped the stubborn
man finally realized that he would need them as well.

The torture continued for five minutes, almost
killing Becky Fox. “Stop,” Xavier called out. “Not done with this
one yet. Let her and this sad sack in the cell think about their
stubborn behavior...before the next round. Toss her back...watch
them until I return,” he said, walking toward the exit.

He passed Gunner’s cell, causing the imprisoned man
to call out, “I have something for you.”

“What would that be?” he asked,
leaning in towards him. Gunner flung his police badge at the
commander’s face. Xavier bent down, gripping it in his hands,
responding, “This no longer has any meaning,” he challenged
Gunner.

“Because of people like you,” he
told him.

“I’ll be sure to remember
that...when I execute you. However, there are bigger fish to fry,”
Xavier said, exiting the room.

Becky Fox was cut free from the chair. Her soft, wet
body spilled onto the hard floor. She was dragged into the cell,
leaving a pool of urine in her wake. The shirt was still torn open,
exposing her. The mercenary used that moment to cop a feel, causing
Striker to press against the bars, “Get your hands off her!”

The mercenary laughed, as his companion smiled,
watching from afar. The cries for mercy went unanswered and the
game continued.

“Kid,” Gunner whispered at
Striker, causing Joe to look over. Officer Shoman’s eyes darted to
the idle mercenary, watching his colleague get off. Gunner didn’t
have to say any more. Striker was ready to assist whatever he had
in mind.

“So, you can obviously beat an
unconscious woman...but can you take on a free man?” Gunner called
out.

The mercenary snarled. He approached the bars,
pulling out a lead nightstick. Striker readied himself to move
towards the target.

“I show you,” the mercenary said,
swinging the lead stick towards Gunner’s hands. The appendages were
gripping the bars, slightly sticking out. Gunner waited for the
exact moment before his fingers were smashed to bits. He quickly
removed his hands, allowing the object to make contact with the
steel cell.

Striker moved towards the mercenary. Gunner grabbed
the nightstick, yanking it into the cell, and pulling the
mercenary’s arm in with it. Shoman used his entire force to propel
the guard forward, smashing the evil man’s face against the bars.
The position allowed him to weave the lead stick through the slots,
around the mercenary’s neck, pinning the man in black’s throat
against the cage of steel.

Striker rushed towards the edge of the cell,
straining his hand through the small crevices. He barely managed to
free the keys from the trapped guard’s belt.

“What happen?” yelled the other
mercenary, who was too busy roving Becky Fox’s body to stop the
plan from taking place. He abandoned his peep show, rushing towards
Joe Striker.

It became a race for survival as Striker rushed with
precision. He only had moments to get it right. Sticking his hand
through the bars, he placed the key awkwardly into the lock,
opening the cell door. The incoming mercenary met him at the
exit.

Striker placed his weight upon the swinging metal
door. He plunged it into the mercenary, jamming the man in black
between the prison bars and door. Joe continued squeezing until the
man dropped his gun, and his lungs were crushed beneath the weight
of steel force.

Joe ran towards Becky, closing up her shirt. He
tried to return a small inch of her dignity. Placed a hand on her
face, he gently tapped her back to consciousness. Becky regained
alertness with a deep gasp, looking around as if awakening from a
nightmare. Tears bolted from her eyes, as she gripped Striker
tightly in a scared embrace.

The choking sounds of Gunner’s play toy stopped, as
the mercenary dropped to the ground. He spit upon him. “Didn’t
think so,” he said, returning his attention to Joe and Becky. “I
don’t mean to interrupt cuddle time...but count asshole should be
returning any moment.”

Striker helped Becky to her feet, leading her out of
the cell. He freed Gunner, saying, “I guess we need each other,
after all.”

“Hey, kid...remember...I freed
you. Don’t you forget it,” he said, heading towards the exit
door.

“We can’t just leave,” Striker
said. “That beast is still out there...armed with my
weapon.”

Gunner picked up a guard’s guns, tossing it to Joe.
“Well, we’re armed now.

Joe took a look at the small gun. “This just won’t
cut it,” Joe compared.

Officer Shoman followed by securing another weapon.
“Make noise,” Gunner said.

“Stay out of the line of sight!”
Striker warned, waiting behind the door.

Gunner took the lead nightstick and started pounding
the bars. Striker joined him with the gun, as Becky Fox leaned
against a corner. She tried to gather herself. Footsteps filled the
air, as the two men took their planned positions. Becky was in
clear sight.

Commander Xavier burst through the door, seeing Fox
helplessly out of her cell. “How did you...” he couldn’t finish his
statement, as Gunner placed the weapon to the back of his
skull.

Striker reached into Xavier’s gun holster,
retrieving his long barreled Smith & Wesson. “I’ll take this
back,” he said, tossing the puny gun to the floor.

“Pulled a fast one? Ah? Go ahead,
shoot away,” Commander Xavier Sin said.

“I’m not going to shoot you.
First, I’m going to electrocute you like her,” he said, motioning
towards Becky. “Then, I’m going to do to you, what you did to my
wife and son!” he yelled in anger. “Cut you into small
pieces!”

“You can’t do that,” he said in a
wise tone.

“What did you say?”

“I said you can’t do
it...because...maybe...just maybe...they didn’t meet the same
fate,” he said, laughing out loud. “Maybe only one of them was
killed? In fact, I’d bet on it.”

A furious Striker grabbed Xavier by the shirt,
flinging him down into the chair. He dipped the sponge in water,
threatening to shove it into the man’s throat. “Don’t mess with me
like that! Tell me the truth...you son of a bitch!” Joe yelled.

“You’ll never find him if I’m
dead. And mark my words...if I die...the orders have already been
given. Your boy will die with me.”

All of a sudden, a noise sounded from Xavier’s
radio. “Leader in route. He want to examine prisoner. Prepare for
arrival,” the voice echoed.

“The plot thickens. You’re left
with a choice,” Xavier said. “Choose...between getting your revenge
on me...or finding your living son? Killing the one man that knows
his fate...or saving this battle for another day? There’s not time
to torture me for answers...the clock is ticking,” he let out a
laugh. “The leader himself is on his way to see you
personally.”

“No!” Striker said, as he seemed
torn to which mattered more. Should he give in to his anger, grief,
or curiosity?

Gunner stepped in. “If it were up to me...I’d shoot
the bastard. However, he’s got you by the balls. We gotta go.”

“There is no we, remember?”
Striker asked.

“There is now,” he said, making
Joe rethink his strategy.

“Let your leader
know...this isn’t over. Let him know there’s a person out there who
won’t stop until his crimes are paid for! Until America is once
again free! Until I find my son!”

“Just know...I’ll find you,”
Xavier said.

“Not if I find you first,” he
answered.

“I like a challenge...but not your
odds,” Commander Sin replied.

“We have to move,” Gunner
pleaded.

“One last thing before I go” Joe
said. He took the butt of his revolver, smashing Commander Sin’s
glass eye. Xavier let forth a deep, blood-curdling scream. He
forced his eyelid open, causing a river of blood to spill glass
shards from deep within. All that remained was an empty chasm
revealing his ocular socket.

Joe removed the radio from Commander Xavier,
smashing it. “You won’t be needing that.”

“Get this over with, kid! They’re
on the way!”

Striker flung Xavier into the prison, slamming the
door shut.

Gunner picked up the distraught Becky Fox into his
arms. She buried her head deep into his neck, making him feel like
a man. He hadn’t felt the touch of a woman in need for many
years.

The three of them exited the makeshift prison. With
every step, they were followed out by Xavier’s cries of pain,
slowly transforming into sounds of an angry, raspy laugh.

 


 



 



Chapter Five

The Burial

 


The blades of the presidential, Leader One
helicopter, spun with fury. On board, Leader Judas and Under-Leader
Arnold headed towards Mika Sorka’s secret warehouse. They both
anxiously awaited their arrival.

“Any word of the mole yet? Did
they retrieve the microchip?” Leader Judas asked.

“No, sir. I haven’t heard back
from the commander. They’ll never talk...and I don’t mean to
overstep my authority, sir, but may I suggest that we just execute
them and be done with it?”

“Excuse me, Under-Leader? We
should just let that traitor congressman walk? Let incriminating
information float around...waiting to be found?”

An uncomfortable look filled Under-Leader Ben
Arnold’s face. “Not at all, Mr. leader, sir...I just mean...we have
control, support of the people. The mole is minimized, can no
longer do us harm. The location of the microchip will die with the
traitor.”

“No harm? That mole may be walking
amongst us! That microchip could reveal everything. When I get my
hands on it, I can assure you that I will destroy it personally!
Crush it with my own two hands! I have ordered it brought directly
to me...first!”

“I’m sure the commander has it as
we speak. That’s probably why he didn’t answer the calls, I can’t
seem to make contact with him. You know how he gets when he’s in
the act of something he loves.”

“Mark my words...it will end
today.”

“I just believe that we should put
our energy into greater plans, Mr. leader. Not chase
ghosts.”

“Why are you so interested in
giving up this hunt, Under-Leader? Your name appears on that chip,
as well as mine.”

“Are you suggesting something,
sir?”

“I am suggesting that we are not
prepared to deal with an angry public witnessing our hands awash in
blood! We are beloved by these people, why would you want to risk
it all? What interest do you have in our failure?”

A look of fear crossed Under-Leader Arnold’s face,
as he knew that accusations were not followed up by trials. He
realized that his questions were only turning a wide and aimless
spotlight on himself. “You make a good point, leader. We should
continue to pursue it with all our resources.”

Leader Judas nodded, though still had suspicion in
his eyes. It was a known fact that the mole was a close insider to
Mika Sorka. There were thirty people who had access to the computer
network, though many of them were scattered around the world,
hidden under aliases.

Many of the people did their jobs from remote
locations, avoiding any chance of being discovered by the reach of
the CIA or its allied counterparts. Since many of those people are
so covert, then the administration would need to see the microchip
to figure out its fingerprints.

It would reveal clues such as the factory where it
was produced, the world manufacturing code, and the most important
clue: an access code used to enter the server. It was the smoking
gun that would narrow the path to fingering the mole. However,
until that was found, Joe Striker would be the only lead they
had.

They would soon find out that they didn’t even have
him.

******

Striker bolted from the doors of the warehouse.
Gunner slowly walked behind him, carrying a woozy Becky Fox. Joe
looked around for a definite set of tire tracks, calling out,
“Here!” His concerns were not of the incoming leader, but only of
Jenny.

He found a fresh set of tire tracks running along
the forest ground, trampled vegetation, and small flattened trees.
Joe knew that it would lead straight to the mass grave that they
were forced from.

On the journey, he kept asking himself, could my
son still be alive? Or was it just a ploy to keep that
scumbag from taking a bullet in his head? Time was ticking
away. He knew that the leader would land soon, bringing with him an
armed security force. He was stopped from burying his wife once,
though would not let it happen again; even if it ended up killing
him.

Joe, Becky, and Gunner continued to briskly trace
the path through the forest. They raced against time to the site of
the mass burial.

As they arrived, Becky fought her exhaustion,
pointing towards a tree from the comfort of Gunner’s arms. “There!”
she mumbled.

“What’s over there?” Gunner
asked.

“Phone. Microchip,” she said in a
weak voice.

Gunner walked over to the tree. “Inside...roots,”
Becky said. Gunner reached into the dark hole, pulling out the
phone that Becky had hidden from sight.

“One smart chick...that’s for
sure,” he said, realizing that the act stopped Xavier from getting
what he was after. In effect, it saved their lives.

Joe didn’t acknowledge the retrieval, as the
haunting thoughts of Jenny’s condition overtook his mind. He slowly
approached Jenny’s lifeless hand, which still rose from the cold
dirt. It only took a moment for him to notice the missing diamond
ring. He examined her finger, which appeared to be broken, pulled
from its socket. It didn’t take a genius to know that the low-life
mercenaries had pulled it off her. Knowing no sense of value or
decency, they would rob a grave without a mere regret. The ring was
meaningless to Striker at that point, though it revealed a much
larger view into the psychotic circus of clowns currently running
the country. Dark days were ahead for every American, whether they
realized it or not.

A weakened Becky Fox opened her eyes, seeing the
disappointing sight. “They took her ring!” she said.

“Who was she?” Gunner
asked.

“You can put me down,” Becky said,
as Gunner complied. She stumbled onto her feet, as he helped steady
her. “She is his wife.”

Gunner looked on in anger. “It was his
wife...those sick bastards.”

“Is his wife! Love doesn’t
die...or so I’m told.”

“Well, sweetie, I’d recheck your
sources. It dies...and stays dead.”

“You lost a wife?”

“No...she lost me.”

“I don’t think it’s the same
thing,” Becky said, gazing back at Joe.

Striker dropped to his knees. He pulled together the
strength to unearth the horror that he feared the most. Joe dug
down, revealing the empty gaze of his wife. That’s when it hit him.
She was officially dead.

Tears fell from his eyes again. His head hit the
ground, diving into a kneeling fashion. He quickly rose up, “Why!”
he screamed towards the sky. “Why her? Why not me?” He returned to
freeing the rest of her body.

The smell of flesh started to fill the air. Sights
of Jenny’s dirt-covered face hit Striker’s stomach like a ton of
tomatoes. Reaching the midway point, he discovered that her stomach
had been sliced open, causing him to vomit the little contents from
hours ago.

“My God,” Becky said. She wiped
away her own tears, moving towards Joe to comfort him.

Striker continued to vomit, sickened by the whole
scene. Realizing that he was no longer able to carry on, Becky
pulled her own strength together. Dropping to her urine stained
knees, she took over the digging.

Joe looked over, witnessing the act. He wiped the
vomit from his mouth and began to crawl over. Gunner extended his
hand, helping Striker up. “Like you said, we’re gonna need each
other, after all.”

Gunner gripped Joe’s hand, pulling the desperate man
to his feet. He helped him return to his purpose.

The three of them dug deeper, freeing the limp body
of Jenny from the mass grave. Joe laid her down upon the earth. Her
white skin, contrasted the black silk nightgown that he loved so
much. He could still see her modeling it for the first time in
their bedroom, realizing now, it would be the last time he would
see it on her.

He focused on the hole that was cut through it,
revealing the deeper slash in her stomach. There was no sign of a
fetus, just an empty chasm of dried blood and placenta. She was cut
from her sternum, all the way down to her pubic bone.

It was clear that the baby had been removed. There
was little sign of survival. The odds of such a rough, messy
pregnancy would suggest that the fetus didn’t make it. However, it
only opened another question in Joe’s mind. His closure would not
be complete, letting one family member go, now searching for
another.

Would the baby be better off dead than in their
hands? He asked himself. He knew that the answer was yes,
though for the sake of his sanity, he left it unanswered.

A trembling Striker slowly swept Jenny’s face,
wiping off the dirt with his own dirty hand. He cleared it off,
revealing her still beautiful skin. The blue eyes which managed to
shine through the dirt, were gently closed by Joe’s fingertip,
allowing her to be at rest.

He ran his fingers through her soiled hair, as a
small lock fell out from its pores. Joe placed it to his nose,
inhaling deeply. His strong senses separated the blood smell from
the beauty, the dirt from natural oils which were still left.

Striker kissed her on the head, taking her lifeless
body into his arms. “It’s time to give you a proper burial,” he
said.

The words were barely out of his mouth, when the
thunderous roar of a Leader-One chopper sped through the air.

“Get down!” Gunner
yelled.

“Down where?” Becky
asked.

Gunner peered into the exposed hole in the ground,
mixed with many lifeless bodies. “Down there.”

“Are you crazy?”

“The police force shrink seemed to
think so, though that’s for another conversation. Anyway, we’re in
an open field. Do you really think they’re not gonna notice three
random civilians roaming around on their property? Throw in some
dug up stiffs, and they’ll know something’s wrong.”

“Do what he says,” Joe replied.
Gunner picked up a body and laid it on top of his own, concealing
himself.

Joe laid Jenny’s body down next to him, putting a
different corpse over his own. “No one make a move,” he yelled
out.

Becky didn’t move an inch, nervously saying, “I
can’t. I just can’t do it.”

The chopper appeared in the deep distance, rapidly
approaching the scene. “You can and you will!” Gunner demanded. He
tossed the body from him, taking Becky into his arms. Together,
they plowed down into the ground, re-covering them both with a
body.

The chopper passed overhead, though the noise didn’t
fade into the distance as expected. Unfortunately, Leader-One
decided to fly circles around the site.

“I can’t take this any longer! I’m
claustrophobic for God’s sake!” Becky yelled.

Gunner gripped her tightly, not letting her move.
“Pretend we’re cuddling...you know...women love that sort of
thing.”

“Not me...and most certainly not
with you!”

******

Leader Judas and Under-Leader Arnold watched from
the window. They expected to see a dirt-covered field. However, it
was covered with bodies instead.

“I cannot believe what my eyes are
witnessing!” Leader Judas yelled.

“Dead bodies for all to see! The
reporters may not even overlook that fact,” Under-Leader Arnold
said.

“Pilot! Take this bird down...I
want to see what this is about.”

******

Joe inhaled deeply, trying to keep himself from
getting sick again. The smell of the many dismembered bodies was
equal to rotten tuna fish and milk combined.

“Shit!” Gunner called
out.

“What?” Becky asked in a
panic.

“Nothing, just be dead quiet!
Literally.”

The roaring engine and blades of the helicopter
slowed to a crawl. “Are they landing? They can’t be landing! They
just can’t!”

“Would you rather be back in that
electric chair?”

“Can I get back to you on that
one?”

“Just shut it!”

“Stay calm,” she told herself,
closing her eyes tightly. “You’re on a tropical island...not in a
hole with dead people.”

Leader Judas stepped out from the bowels of the
helicopter. He looked around at the pile of unearthed bodies.
“Something isn’t right. I gave strict orders that this gets sealed,
deep into the ground.”

Under-Leader Arnold joined him. “Mr. leader, sir,
the mercenaries tried to contact Commander Sin...still no
answer.”

An eerie look crept upon Simon Judas’s face. A
sudden jolt under one of the bodies had caused him to examine it
closely. It was the body that was hiding Becky and Gunner. “Move
this,” he exclaimed. The mercenary immediately flung the body away,
revealing a dead-still Becky and Gunner.

Gunner was smart enough to remember that the leader
looked upon his face just hours ago. His only hope was to keep
Becky’s head blocking his own. It was up to her now. If she could
remain still, maybe they wouldn’t go any further. Her goal was to
completely let go, letting the full weight of her body rest upon
Gunner.

Striker, who was a few feet away, slowly freed the
gun from the back of his pants. He used the dirt to conceal the
click of the hammer. They were undermanned and outgunned, though he
wasn’t about to go down without a fight.

“Bury these bodies, they’re
practically still breathing...they’re so fresh,” Leader Judas
said.

Becky let out a small gasp, luckily no one
heard.

“Yes, sir,” the mercenary
said.

“We’ll leave you behind, hike your
way back. We have to check on the commander.”

The two leadership members entered the helicopter,
which started its engines and sped towards the warehouse.

The mercenary looked upon the bodies, saying,
“Shit!” He decided to start with the deceased body of Jenny, who
had yet to begin decomposition. He kicked her, breaking a rib from
within.

Joe clinched in anger, wanting to burst from the
body that was shielding him. However he knew that his revenge would
come with patience.

The mercenary dragged Jenny’s body back into the
hole. He moved towards the adjacent corpse, which was concealing
Joe. Striker positioned the gun at the corpse’s belly, slightly
bobbing it up and down.

Seeing the body move, the mercenary yanked his
weapon from its holster. He moved cautiously towards it. Tapping it
with his gun, he asked. “Anybody home?”

Suddenly, a massive gunshot ripped through the
corpse’s stomach. It tore through the face of the mercenary.

Joe forced his way up, causing Becky and Gunner to
gladly follow.

“That will haunt my dreams for
years to come!” Becky called out.

“Was it as good for you as it was
for me?” Gunner asked Becky in a flirty manner, as he wiped the
smell of dead from him.

“Men...they’re even horny in a
mass grave. Sicko,” she proclaimed, wiping the dirt and grime off
her in disgust.

Joe rose, returning the focus to his wife. He
examined the broken rib as if checking to see if she was all
right.

“She didn’t feel a thing, kid,”
Gunner called out. “I promise.”

An embarrassed Joe Striker snapped back to reality.
“It just doesn’t seem possible.”

“It will get better with time,”
Becky said.

“Time...what will that bring?” he
asked.

“Well...I can’t assure you
much...but I know time will bring a whole mess of their buddies
knocking on our door. Once they release that animal from his cage,
he’ll be coming for blood,” Gunner said.

Joe nodded, as he picked up Jenny. The four of them
headed deeper into the woods, trying to find the perfect spot for
the burial.

******

Leader-One landed outside the warehouse, as the two
men of importance headed through its doors. They were led by one of
the mercenaries, who had his weapon drawn. The man was ready to
fire upon a moment’s notice.

As they entered the execution room, Under-Leader
Arnold stopped in disbelief. He was almost frightened by the blood
stained floors and shooting posts. Leader Judas on the other hand
seemed to block it out, not studying the details at all. It was
something he was trained to do from a small child.

Under-Leader Arnold said, “I saw the
plans...but...it just seems so much worse when you see it with
eyes.”

“We don’t have time for remorse,
Under-Leader. It’s done...move on.”

“Yes, Leader Judas.”

They continued moving, arriving in the hallway of
holding cells. The chair was wet and silent with inactivity. Two
bodies of mercenaries lied dead on the floor.

“What could have happened here?”
Leader Judas asked. “Where is that cop? Where’s the two traders
with the chip?”

“Your force isn’t what it’s
cracked up to be,” the raspy voice of Commander Xavier Sin called
out from behind the bars. His empty eye socket was caked with dried
blood.

“You’re alive!”

“Death would’ve been a greater
honor.”

“Open this cell at once,” Leader
Judas demanded. The mercenary freed the commander from the
cage.

He slowly exited, cracking his knuckles to the point
of breaking. “I failed...by trusting these cowards in black.”

“Why are you still alive?”
Under-Leader Arnold asked.

“Because I traded information for
my life.”

“What type of information?” Leader
Judas asked.

“The type you don’t want known,”
he said coldly. “It’s time to get it back...along with the
microchip. I saw the look in his eye...he has it.”

A panicked look marched across the leader’s face.
“The unearthed bodies! They must have been there...infiltrated the
area.”

“Then they can’t be far,”
Commander Xavier said. “It’s time to release my restraints...no
more questioning, no more reason...no more gloves. Let me do the
job the way I wanted to from the beginning.”

“And what way is that?”
Under-Leader Arnold asked suspiciously.

“No more mercy,” he said, in such
a cold, calculating way, it sent chills up the spines of everyone
in the room.

“Do what you must,” Leader Judas
proclaimed. “Bring that chip to me...and only me, do you
understand? The glory will be mine!”

“I have no use for some damn piece
of plastic,” Commander Sin proclaimed. In reality, he was aware of
the favor it would gain him with his real boss, Mika Sorka. The
plan was to lead Judas along, and take the glory for himself. “All
I want is that congressman’s head,” he slyly assured him. “Enough
talk...time for action.”

The four men rushed out the door, heading back to
the Leader-One helicopter. The hunt for the fugitives began.

******

Striker fought exhaustion. He pushed through the
rough terrain. It was covered with rust colored ferns, which hadn’t
died off for the season. The sad man carried his deceased wife
Jenny in his arms, as Gunner and Becky stayed behind him. They gave
him space for the final moments with his wife.

Gunner kept looking back, gripping the dead
mercenary's gun tightly in his hands. “We’ve gotta get this over
with soon,” he said in a paranoid tone. “He needs to pick his spot
and do the deed.”

“You can’t rush a moment like
this,” Becky said in an annoyed tone.

“You can when your life’s on the
line.”

“I can see why you’re no longer
married.”

“And I can see you’ve
clearly never been on the run before.”

“You’ve been on the run? A
fugitive?” she asked.

“No...but I’ve been the one to
chase a-hell-of-a-lot of them down. They don’t give a shit about
wives, grief, or burials. Frankly...neither do I.”

Becky shook her head in disgust. “Well, maybe you
should try someday.”

“And what the hell do you know
about marriage? I don’t see a ring on your finger.”

“And you never will...though
common compassion doesn’t require a ring. It just requires a
heart,” Becky said. She hurried ahead of Gunner, avoiding any
further opportunity for conversation.

“Ouch,” he replied. “Harsh
chick.”

Joe continued on, until he stopped dead in his
tracks.

“What’s wrong?” Becky asked in a
panic.

“Not wrong...exactly right,”
Striker responded, focusing on a massive maple tree. It still hung
onto most of its red leaves, burning like a low setting globe of
sun. He walked over to the tree, placing his wife at the base of
it.

“This is the only one still left
intact...it must have been a late bloomer,” Becky said. “A strong
one at that.”

“It was where we had our first
kiss.”

“Here?”

“No...though a tree just like it.
A crisp fall day, cold...bright, fire-red leaves. It was the type
of moment that seems to freeze in place, like a permanent picture
in an unbreakable frame. She crawled into my arms, her body heat
warming every inch of my skin. I’ve never felt so right in all my
life.”

Becky looked down in sadness. “You truly loved
her...didn’t you.”

“With everything inside me...and
now I’m empty,” he said, dropping to the ground, beginning to dig a
hole.

Becky dropped down next to him, joining in. She
stopped for a moment, placing her hand on his. They gazed deeply
into each other’s eyes. “Take it from a girl who understands
emptiness...you will never be empty.”

Striker fought back the tears. “I was a lucky man,
that’s all I really know,” he replied.

Becky gripped Joe’s hand, as a look of jealousy
covered Gunner’s face. “Can we continue the love affair at another
time...we’re about to be hunted down like bloated hogs on a pork
farm!”

Becky shook her head in further disgust. “You know
how to kill a moment, don’t you?”

“It’s what I was born to do...now
let’s get this over with.”

Striker and Becky Fox began to dig down into the
ground, straining to make good time. Gunner wanted to help, though
to him, sensitivity equaled embarrassment. After a few moments of
feeling stupid, he finally gave in. “Since this could take all
day...I guess I’ll help hurry it along,” he said, tossing down his
weapon, joining the others.

Fifteen precious minutes passed, when they finally
reached an acceptable depth of three feet into soft earth. Gunner
and Becky backed off, leaving Joe Striker a respectful distance to
say his goodbye.

Joe lifted Jenny into his arms, and pulled her to
his face. He moved in towards her dirt-covered lips, placing a last
kiss upon them. “There will be a day we meet again...though I can’t
go yet. I’ll find out what happened to our son. If he’s still
alive, I will find him...I will avenge your death. If it’s the last
thing I do...you have my word. I know I promised to love you until
death due us part,” he said. “It won’t stop there...it will live on
forever.” He placed her body gently into the ground, as if she was
resting upon a pillow of clouds.

He had shed all the tears inside him. The hurting
husband shoveled the dirt back into the hole, covering the body of
his beloved wife. As he smoothed out the dirt, a red maple leaf
drifted from the tree, landing on top. Joe Striker picked up the
leaf, placed it into his pocket, and looked over the picturesque
gravesite. She always said she wanted to be laid to rest under a
beautiful tree, he thought. At least I could give her that
wish. For the finishing touch, he grabbed a sharp rock from the
ground, carving her name deeply into the strong bark. It read:
R.I.P. Jenny Striker.

He realized it was time to accept the inevitable.
His wife Jenny was gone.

“Goodbye,” he silently said, as
his words were drowned out by another sound. It was the sound of a
chopper.

“I’m guessing they didn’t come to
pay their respects,” Gunner said, while picking up the gun from the
floor.

“Don’t bother,” Striker said.
“We’re no match for that machine.”

“Where do we go? We’re in a forest
of nothing but bare trees!” Becky asked.

“Not all the trees are bare,” he
said, looking up at the full maple tree in front of them. “Climb
it!” He shimmied up the thick trunk, into its secure
arms.

“I’m a reporter...not an athlete,”
Becky said.

“Ain’t that the truth,” Gunner
responded. He gripped Becky by her behind, set her on his shoulder,
and pushed her up into Joe’s grasp. Striker pulled her into his
arms, allowing Gunner to make his own path. Each of them immersed
themselves into the group of leaves in the healthy, strong
tree.

******

Leader One crept its way through every inch of the
forest, making multiple passes around the area.

“They couldn’t have gotten far,”
the commander said. “It’s not possible to cover that sort of ground
in such time.”

“It appears they outsmarted us,”
Under-Leader Arnold said. “We didn’t get them or the
chip.”

“They outsmarted your goons in
black,” Commander Sin said, his eye socket stuffed with gauze. “I
suffered the effects of those incompetent retards.”

“Yet!” Leader Judas
proclaimed. “We did not get them or the microchip yet,
Under-Leader...but mark my words, we will. They are in that forest.
Commander, I want you to assemble a team and search the woods inch
by inch. More men are being deployed by the moment. They will not
slip through our fingers again...correct, commander?”

“I will make them suffer. Don’t
underestimate me.”

“My estimations do not matter. Mr.
Sorka...that is a whole different story.”

******

Hours passed, as the last flyby of the day
concluded. The waning light of day started to decline, as the team
of three descended from the maple tree.

“Where do we go now?” Becky
asked.

“We run,” Striker said.

“Run where? Will they just give up
the search?”

“Hell no they won’t,” Gunner
replied. “That one-eyed bastard isn’t the quitting
type.”

“Ok, then where to? I don’t even
have shoes!” Becky asked.

“Anywhere but here,” Striker
said.

“That is not exactly building my
confidence in the plan,” Becky replied.

“Plan?” Gunner asked. “Listen
honey, no one planned for any of this. We’ve got to think
outside the box...or we’re dead meat.”

“Outside the box?” Striker
pondered. “If the box is the forest...then...we go where they would
least expect us. Right under their noses.”

“D.C.? We’ll get caught for sure,”
Becky yelled.

“Not D.C., but a town close enough
to watch them, without stepping into their web. We need to buy
time...spread the flame of resistance. We can’t do this alone.
We’ll need arms...an army for God’s sake. In the meantime...since
we can’t beat them...”

“We join em,” Gunner said. “There
just might be hope for you, after all, kid.”

“We split up, lie low, and wait
for the right moment to strike.”

“And just what if that moment
never comes?” Becky asked.

“Then we help get it started,”
Striker proclaimed. Suddenly, the sound of dogs echoed from the
location of the warehouse. “Search dogs!”

“Into the lion’s den...ready or
not,” Gunner said.

Gunner and Becky started to run. Striker took one
last gaze at his wife’s grave, blew a kiss, and mouthed the words,
“Goodbye.”

The forest had descended into shadow, though still
had another hour of ambient light. They knew that every moment of
it would be necessary.

******

“I must say, Leader Judas, I am
quite disappointed with the return on my investment,” crooned the
Russian accented Mika Sorka. He sat at a large oak desk, in his
dark Moscow office. A Cuban cigar sent a ghostly plume of smoke
into the air, lit only by a beam of sunlight, fighting its way
through the shaded window.

Leader Judas’s trembling voice echoed into the smoky
air from the telephone. “I am truly, truly sorry, Mr. Sorka, sir.
You know that I am committed to your vision, and will stop at
nothing to catch these criminals...find out who was behind this act
of treason.”

“That is the correct response,
Leader Judas...though I’ve heard this promise before. Your words
are beginning to sound like hollow lies, void of
action.”

“No, sir. Please, understand that
I am still your man. I will not sleep, until I turn over every rock
in that forest. I will find and punish those perpetrators. In fact,
I will release a squad of elite, Authoritarian Guard, led by
Commander Sin himself.”

“I was hoping not to use the guard
so early in the game. We are jumping the gun of our phases. I was
expecting more from you...Commander Sin as well.”

“I assure you, I am up to the
task. I will personally see to it that the commander will succeed
or be dealt with. You can count on me! But please understand, Mr.
Sorka... the mercenary civilian force just isn’t cutting it. We
need more muscle to track the treasonous holdouts down. They are
the type that can’t be bought.”

“And you know what I think of
those type, Leader Judas.”

“I do, sir. And that is why I will
spare no expense to bring them to justice. We can put this in the
past and move towards the next phase.”

“Ahh, yes. Phase two. Have the
beginning stages yet to be hatched?”

Simon Judas smiled with pride, as he activated the
phone’s camera. Mr. Sorka now had the exact view that the leader
was gazing at himself. Simon stood in the large hallway of a top
secret, medical guard base. He peered past a massive pane of glass,
overlooking an even bigger room. Hundreds of incubated newborns
slept peacefully, awaiting their fate.

“Phase two has begun, sir. These
children have been collected from the best of the best. These
aren’t foreign. No, they are natural born Americans...the future of
our global empire.”

An even bigger smile came across Mika’s face. “If
you can’t change minds...you breed them. To the future, Leader
Judas.”

“To the future, Mr.
Sorka.”
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Chapter Six

The New Order

 


MONDAY, NOVEMBER 4, 2024

Four Years Later

“John Smith...reporting for duty,”
Joe Striker said. The once bald man had grown back a full head of
hair to further hide his identity. He also had Becky Fox lend him
some skin-toned concealer make-up, along with tips on how to mask
the easily identified scar across his throat.

The 27 year-old man entered a large, open tent,
which served as a site office. It was up on a hill, overlooking a
large, cleared area in the middle of vast forest. The land was
bordered by stakes, ranging in length about a mile between each
corner. Thousands of men were hard at work, hammering in fence
posts that outlined the rectangle edges of four total miles.

“ID,” the mercenary in black said.
Joe Striker handed him a small card, which had his pseudonym and ID
number. It was the new system of identification. Every person was
issued one, and if they didn’t possess it at all times, they were
subject to arrest.

The mercenary scanned it, as a beeping noise sounded
into the air. Striker took a deep, but subdued breath. He tried to
mask the anxiety, which crept upon him at every card request. “Card
check out,” he said, allowing Joe to slowly exhale.

Striker took the card back, placing it into his
pocket, “Thank you, sir,” he said, trying to be as
non-confrontational as possible.

The mercenary turned, grabbing a sledgehammer from a
large pile of tools. He handed it to Joe. “Assign sector three.
Lunch at two. Water break at one and four. Quit time eight. Any
question?”

“No.”

“Work,” he demanded.

Striker headed to his position. He arrived at large
groups of men in progress of hammering stakes into the ground.
“Where do I start?” he asked one of the men, who ignored him. “I
asked you a question.”

The man kept working, side-eyeing him. “Are you
crazy? There’s no conversation...we can be punished for such
a...”

“You!” a mercenary in black called
out.

Striker looked over at him. “I was just
asking...”

“No talk!”

“Sorry.”

“Do again, you very sorry!” he
yelled, grabbing Striker by the shirt. He pulled him to the end of
the line, which had fence stakes lined up and laid out on the
ground.

The mercenary walked away, as Striker started
emulating the routine. He pounded the stakes deep into the dirt.
Joe paused for a moment, looking at the vast amount of action that
was currently in progress.

Shanty looking buildings of gray block were being
constructed, as raw materials lay everywhere. The most disturbing
of them all were the miles of coiled barbed wire, which had yet to
take shape. The project was many years away from completion, but
whatever the administration had planned was massive in its
nature.

Joe realized that the wire would eventually be used
for the fences, but he knew that it couldn’t be used for the
purpose of good. It wasn’t his first day at a labor camp. In fact,
the camps started two years into the administration’s rule.
However, most of the camps were in mining country, ranging from the
pits of coal-filled chasms, to blasting the sides of granite-faced
mountainsides. There was nothing to mine here, and it didn’t appear
to be about extracting anything. It possessed the opposite feeling;
keeping something trapped inside.

Striker went back to work. He thought back on the
long four years since he entered the town of Potomac. It was close
enough to the center of the nation’s capitol, but far enough away
to keep out of the Government’s eye.

Joe, Becky, and Gunner made their way through the
forest, fighting their way towards civilization. Luckily for them,
Commander Xavier didn’t think outside the box, continuing the chase
deep into the woods. The long search would prove unfruitful, as he
would not find them there.

The group of three eventually stumbled upon the
rich, beautiful town, entering as the exact opposite as its wealthy
inhabitants. They had no shelter, no money, no assets, and in
desperate need of protection.

Since charity was the theme of the times, they
decided to take a chance, posing as homeless wanders. Their path
led them to a small, but beautiful church. It was adorned in the
deepest stained glass, floors, walls and beams of shellacked cherry
wood, and a stone cross altar, accompanied by one-hundred wood
carved angels. A stone bench was carved at the foot of the cross.
When lifted back, it revealed the entrance to an old, cavernous
crypt, which housed the skeletal remains of the church’s
founders.

The age-old church was built by the hands of skilled
immigrants, who once fled persecution at the hands of dictating
kings. They spent day and night, dedicating this “gift” to the
country that gave them sanctuary. The group of three needy souls
entered the creaking doors, needing that gift to keep on
giving.

As they entered the unknown place, the musty odor of
history hit their noses. The glowing flickers of candlelight danced
upon the walls, warming the scene to quiet comforts of home. As
they treaded the path between the dusty, wooden pews, it was the
first moment of peace that the three had felt in many hours.

Father Francis Tyme, an old, gray haired, bearded
priest of 69 years, turned from lighting candles. He welcomed the
group with open arms. “I am Father Francis Tyme...how may I help
you, my friends?”

“We’re lost,” Joe Striker
said.

“That is an interesting statement,
Mr.?”

“Striker, Joe Striker. This is
Becky Fox, and Gunner Shoman. What’s so interesting abut being
lost?”

“Well, we all find ourselves lost
at some point in our lives...it’s how we find our way, which
matters the most. You say you’re lost. Are you lost in the
spiritual sense...or the directional one?”

“Directional...Father
Time,” Gunner said in a wiseass manor. “Did you misplace
your hourglass, old man?”

“As you might imagine, son, I’ve
heard that one before,” Father Tyme quipped back, followed by a
friendly smile. “The Lord granted us all originality...try to use
it.”

“Actually, we’re both types of
lost,” Becky piped in, realizing a chance to make their plea for
help.

“Well, I can’t say this is the
best stop for directions...but you definitely came to the right
place for spiritual guidance.”

“We lost everything...in a fire,”
Striker said. “All we have left are the shirts on our
backs.”

Father Francis Tyme smiled, laughed gently.

“What’s so funny?” Gunner asked
defensively.

“Oh, just that...well, you have
much more than the shirt on your back. You just don’t realize it
yet.”

“Can we stay here for a few days,
until we can establish ourselves, get back on our feet?” Becky Fox
wondered. “We won’t impose at all, I promise.”

“We are not a big parish...as the
flock doesn’t come to feed as much as they used to. And we have
even less these days...since we no longer have a tax-exempt status.
However...what little I have, I will gladly offer.”

“Thank you,” Becky said with a
warm smile.

“I must admit, a little company
would do me good. There is a spare room in the back...a few cots
that were donated to us. I’ll get some clean sheets.”

“That will be appreciated,”
Striker said.

“I’ll give you the quick tour,” he
said. Father Tyme showed them around, pointing out the historical
aspects of the church, ending at the hidden, underground crypt. A
serious look came across his face, as he tilted back the stone
bench at the foot of the cross. The act revealed the endless hole
in the floor that led to the darkness. “This is where I put the
sinners,” he said in a disturbed, whispered tone. Everyone got
quiet. “You people need to lighten up...laugh a bit...priests can
tell jokes too, you know.”

The tension broke, as they released smiles. “There
haven’t been too many reasons to laugh lately,” Becky said.

“Well...it’s never too late to
start,” he said with a smile. “Anyway, this is the crypt.” The
church lights flooded the hole, revealing a floor pooled with water
and small wooden bunks of skeletal bodies at rest.

“Like an underground spa...for the
skinless,” Gunner said.

“Complete with a rabies-ridden
family of rats...or so they say. An adjacent sewer-line was added
years ago, the connecting walls eroded with time. It floods at
times of high rain...thanks to a shoddy street manhole cover that
lets in a sea of water, feces, and rats. Frankly, we don’t collect
enough tidings to keep this church taken care of...not to mention
fixing city manhole covers. When the river is high...it nearly
floods this old building,” he said, returning the stone bench back
into place, re-covering the hole to the crypt. “But enough about my
problems.”

They entered the spare room, seeing the springy,
used cots. “I think the crypt looked more comfortable,” Gunner
said, as Becky quickly interjected.

“This will be great. Thank you,
father.”

Father Francis handed them sheets, and they applied
them to the bed. Striker bent over, revealing the large gun, which
protruded from the back of his pants.

Father Francis Tyme looked on it with alarm. “Let me
get you some food,” he said with fear in his voice. He quickly
exited the room.

“Time for some boozin’, I guess,”
Gunner said in his wiseass way.

Striker realized that something was wrong, suddenly,
discovering what it was. “He saw my weapon,” he said, hurrying from
the room.

“Don’t do anything you’ll regret,”
Becky begged, as Joe exited through the door.

“Father,” Joe called out,
interrupting the priest in process of making a phone
call.

“Take out food?” Father Francis
Tyme asked unconvincingly.

Joe removed the gun from his pants. “I know you saw
this...and I know that phone call is not for food. The question
is...what we do about it?”

“As I told you before...I have
little, this church has little...but feel free to take it all. Ask
yourself, son...is it worthy of taking life?”

“All we want...is safety.
Security. The things that were taken from us...that’s
all.”

“You won’t find safety with that
gun.”

“Maybe not, but I sure won’t find
safety without it.”

“Who are you running from, son?
The law?”

“We’re running from the type of
people that see this as the enemy,” he said, holding up his weapon.
“Not because it can take a life...but because...it can save
one.”

“You speak of something much
bigger than yourself. A newly elected government,
perhaps?”

“I do. They took something from
me...something I can never get back.”

“Something or someone?”

“Both. They murdered my wife, took
my son, and stole my country. I can’t get most of it back...but
I’ll gladly die trying to restore what I can.”

“I am truly sorry to hear about
such loss.”

“I was a congressman...in the way
of their plans. They murdered everyone.”

Father Francis closed his eyes in pain. “I didn’t
realize...”

“No one did...how could they? As
uncivil as politics got in the past...it never went there. That was
always some other country...some other government.
People must know who they’re worshiping these days.”

“I’ve seen too many of those
governments in my day.”

“You? Were you born in another
country?”

“I’m as American as a
Twinkie...but I did plenty of mission work in my day. It doesn’t
matter what nationality, race, or language...religion is always the
enemy of such rule. At the end of the day...it’s the strongest
threat dominance. There’s only room for one God...and their God is
the state. Once they take your religion...it’s just a matter of
time before they take...”

“Our freedom,” Becky said, as she
and Gunner entered the conversation behind Joe Striker.

“Remember, son, they can take our
worldly possessions, our loved ones, our dignity...they can never
take our souls.”

“My soul...and my protection,” he
said, holding up his gun again.

“You know...come to think of
it...I believe they think the same thing about him,” he said,
pointing to the sky.

“God?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t see the
connection?”

“They want him gone...not because
he can take a life...but because he can save one,” he said, making
eye contact with Striker, letting him know that they were not far
apart in their beliefs. Father Francis put his phone away, as
Striker handed him the gun.

“As an act of faith,” Joe
said.

Father Francis pushed it back towards him. “Save a
life...there is no bigger act of faith than that. Stay as long as
you like, but be careful. The church may have once been a place of
sanctuary...but I get the feeling that in the coming years...it
will be no longer.”

“Water!” the mercenary yelled out,
causing Striker to break from his thoughts, returning to the
present. Cold sweat poured from his head. He dropped the
sledgehammer, making his way over to a line of tired
men.

After twenty minutes of waiting, he arrived at a
table, where a woman scooped a ladle full of dirty water into a
small tin cup. Joe took it from her hands. He picked a floating
gnat from it. His thirst caused him to override the sight, though
before he could take a drink, the cup was knocked from his hand
with a lead nightstick.

“No hold line!” the mercenary
yelled. The long line of men, shouted for him to move out of the
way.

A desperate Striker dropped to his knees. He picked
up the remaining sip of water, further soiled from the dirt. It
didn’t matter, as he sucked it down, letting the brownish
concoction sail down his throat. Joe hoped it would be enough to
get him to the next break.

Next, he entered the piss line, which was a narrow
and short trench dug into the ground. There were enough spots for
about five people per use. He squeezed his way into line, fighting
for a spot to lose precious liquid that he hated to part with. The
smell from the trench was rancid, as he hurried quickly, escaping
the putrid scent.

“Work!” the mercenary yelled,
motivating the men to continue their collective duty.

Striker found the strength to continue the fence. It
caused him to ask himself, how did it get to this point?

The question was more rhetorical than real-time, as
he had watched the physical answers quietly unfold during his four
year refuge in Potomac. He watched centuries of American ideals
decay, unraveling as quickly as a spilled slinky.

To blend in with society, Father Francis Tyme used
the waning power of the church to get false ID cards for the three
fugitives. Each of them received cover in a new identity and
number. Upon doing so, Father Tyme prayed out loud, “Forgive me,
Lord...but sometimes...to do your ultimate will on earth...one must
improvise.”

Knowing that three sitting ducks in a small pond was
dangerous, Striker and Gunner went out on their own. They got
separate, small apartments, located in different buildings. There
was no furniture, no television, and only meals of the canned
nature, but keeping their distance was crucial to staying safe.
They planned to meet again when the time was right.

Joe and Gunner found work through friends of the
church, doing odd jobs for public companies while they were still
in existence. Becky Fox had chosen to stay undercover in the
church.

From the safety of the shadows, they watched the
utopian ideals of The Government Party trickle into the national
conscience. Early on, they delivered as promised. Bribe payments to
the ex-members of the police and military arrived on time. In fact,
the government nationalized every bank in America, completely
revolutionizing the way they operated. The days of tellers were
replaced with national systems of electronic credits, which
computers kept track of. The monetary system of the dollar-bill was
abolished all together. Each person used their national ID card to
make a transaction.

In what seemed like a fair trade, the government
seized all monetary accounts, on and off shore. They assured the
public that their every need would be met. Anything else was
excess. “Do your patriotic duty, and spread the wealth,” Leader
Judas said. Everyone had the exact amount, and everyone was the
same. Classes of upper, middle, and poor disappeared, as each
person received what they needed to survive. Hard work for little
pay became a distant memory. People became reliant on their
handouts on the 15th and 30th of each month.

While the people were lured to this new system,
little by little, their freedoms were lifted from them. The first
bill signed into law was the fairness act. All deeds to property
ownership were terminated. There were no more property bills to
pay, alleviating the “burden” on people, as the government took
ownership of all land assets.

The American way of life vanished in front of their
eyes. Why was there no fight? Because the new way of life was too
appealing for the staunchest critic to turn down. The government
acquired all farms, gasoline companies, hospital-doctor practices,
and insurance companies. They provided each of those services free
of charge, at least for two blissful, lazy years.

The government owned all phone satellites. Select
phone-numbers were assigned to each citizen. The public was made
aware that all calls would be monitored for the quality of content.
Unfortunately, the administration never defined their definition of
“quality.” Their reason for doing this was to “Protect foolish
Americans from themselves.” Needless to say, conversation was
“self-edited” by the average American from that point on.

Guns were next on the chopping block, as the
administration convinced the public that they had done more harm
than good. They pointed out plights of inner-city gangs, tragic
tales of children & their parents’ firearms, and criminals
having an easy edge against unarmed citizens. The help of the media
aided in focusing only on the bad, missing the point of why the
forefathers chose the right to bare arms as the second amendment of
the constitution. They did it to protect citizens from a government
that could become those criminals.

The next to go were all the flags of red, white, and
blue. Each one of them was deemed illegal by the new
administration. Leader Judas said, “Why would you want to fly a
flag which represents old ideas...ones of slavery! When
instead...you can fly your new flag...of one star, one united
people, one purpose.”

The history books followed, as texts were quietly
changed. Any mention of revolution, capitalism, and individuality
were deleted. Heroes from the past were either erased from
existence, or made to look like villains. President Truman was a
war criminal for dropping the atomic bomb. President Washington was
now a power-hungry emperor, overthrowing a just system of
governing, and President Reagan was a thief, stealing money from
the mouths of the poor to build death machines.

Children were also required to ditch the old pledge
of allegiance every morning at school. They replaced it with “I
pledge allegiance to the government, my keeper, protector and
provider. One nation, under our leader, a just, and kind man.” They
faced a map of the new America, one free of state lines,
boundaries, and names. The map was just a shape, as empty as the
people who were currently controlling it.

Joe Striker watched life move on happily, though he
knew that the cost of promising everything to everyone couldn’t
sustain itself forever. His belief would prove itself correct in
just two years time. He remembered so clearly the vision of Leader
Judas burning the constitution of the United States in front of the
television cameras.

The original, old, brittle document went up in
smoke. He proclaimed, “The past is no more. The fair document I
promised you is completed. It will be handed out to everyone,
everywhere...assuring that you will know your place in our new
society.” Copies of the new document were handed out on every
street corner, school building, and even pushed from planes by
airdrops.

People ran from their homes, eager to see what the
new world would look like. It didn’t take long to see that their
free-ride utopia had come to a quick end. The words labor camps
were in bold letters, requiring each person to “payback” society
and do their part. Mining, farming, and building, was assigned to
benefit the collective. Their pay would be the same 100 credits, as
there were no raises to be given.

All ownership and revenue of businesses now belonged
to the government. Since they already owned the land and homes,
residents would be escorted from them in time. It would be a slow
process, starting in the cities and eventually moving into the
suburbs. Rows of project buildings were added, as only politicians,
minders, spies, and mercenaries would soon be awarded with lavish
homes in the second phase. “Rats,” or people who turned in their
neighbor’s insubordination would also be rewarded in a smaller
way.

Churches, Synagogues, Mosques, Temples, and any form
of religion would eventually be abolished from society, though
slowly phased out with time. Anyone caught practicing self-worship
or private services would be put to death. God provided something
to turn to for help, hope, and relief; something that the
government would now fill the void.

In the new constitution, free speech was outlawed.
Any ill words against the government were punishable by death. The
final straw for most people was that the new and final constitution
claimed that elections would cease to exist. This new “just” system
would introduce a birthright clause. It claimed that the leaders
offspring would, take power upon Judas’s death, and so on. Of
course, it would all be up to Mika Sorka’s approval.

The public was outraged, though they had given up so
much of their control over two years that they didn’t have the
ammunition to fight back. The new security force existed of the
feared elite Authoritarian Guard, which spoke better English,
possessed greater skill, and had far less patience than their
mercenary brethren. They hadn’t been unleashed yet, though rumors
of a brutal nature permeated through society as quickly as head
lice.

It wasn’t only fear, which kept them from fighting
back. Total reliance, and lack of free speech also kept them weak.
The Internet was completely controlled by government minders, as
only pro-leader sites were permitted. TV stations continued their
praise, featuring the good works of the administration. They left
out the hardships, which were only beginning to take place. It
didn’t take long for the public to realize that “utopia” was a
beautiful concept, but an ugly reality.

Joe Striker hammered in the last fence post for the
night, as he hit his knees in exhaustion. The painfully long day
was over, as the clock struck 8 P.M. “Tomorrow, you lay wire!” the
mercenary yelled, as Striker fought to catch his breath.
Whatever this place is, can’t be good, he assured
himself.

******

A moonless, fog-covered night had descended onto the
streets of their adopted town of Potomac. Joe Striker met Gunner
Shoman in an alleyway, as Gunner handed him a can of spray
paint.

“Was your day as shitty as mine?”
Joe asked.

“If it were any shittier, I’d be a
toilet bowl,” Gunner answered.

“I hear you,” Joe responded. “Are
you sure you’re ready to do this? It will put a huge target on our
backs...as well as this town. There’s no turning back.”

“Ahh..who the hell needed peace
and quiet anyway,” Gunner proclaimed, holding up the can of spray
paint. “Cheers.”

“To dissent,” Joe said
passionately. “It’s time to remind our countrymen of what they once
stood for.”

“Hell yeah...to dissent and no
more canned beans,” Gunner said boldly, as the two men clinked
their cans of spray paint together like two beers.

Joe and Gunner crept towards a makeshift stage,
which was unoccupied. They climbed up onto the stage, approaching a
large object, draped with a heavy cloth. Striker yanked the cloth
to the floor, revealing a stone statue of Leader Judas.

The hand-carved object was one of many. They all
would eventually be unveiled to the public in towns across the
country. Leader Judas was to appear at multiple locations in the
local area, kicking off a dedication day, ironically falling on the
anniversary of the outlawed presidential elections.

The town of Potomac was chosen to be televised
nationally. It was a picturesque place that was close enough to the
White House, though far enough from the city setting. Mika Sorka
ordered them to choose a small, but wealthy place. It showed that
the administration is in touch with the average “small man,” as he
called them, making things “more even.”

It was a way to ease any bitterness or worry of a
one-ruler system. In a few short years, it had grown from a life of
little work and free handouts, to a slave labor closed society.
People were expected to turn their despair to praise of the man,
which overlooked their town every day.

Gunner and Striker examined the statue closely. They
focused on the large, fake smile that the monument displayed. The
powerful leader looked as friendly and harmless as a wise
grandfather.

“Looks like he’s taking a dump,”
Gunner said, causing Joe Striker to smile.

“He does look a little
constipated. I say we give him some instant relief,” Striker said,
as he shook his can of spray paint, unleashing a stream of red upon
the Leader’s face, in an X pattern.

Gunner went to work, giving the leader a spray paint
sex change, “Bitch!” he said in enjoyment.

However, the most important action of the defiling
was what Striker did last, like placing the cherry on top. USA was
spray painted on the chest of the leader in all capitals.
Underneath, he wrote DEMOCRACY!

The two tossed their cans aside, knowing that
fingerprints wouldn’t matter. The government had been searching for
the three dissenters for four years. Now, they would know where to
find the trail.

Joe Striker and Gunner Shoman covered the statue
back up, wanting the act to be a surprise to both the
administration and crowd. Not only would it be unexpected, it would
be impossible to hide from the nation.

******

Tuesday, November 5, 2024

“Today, I stand here
humbled...that my image will forever adorn the grounds of...,” he
looked at the teleprompter. It told him to pause in a perfect way,
which stressed pride, but also allowed him to read the words
Potomac. “Potomac!” he called out loud, causing the crowd to cheer.
It was one made up of half true supporters, and half forced ones.
They were taken from their homes and pulled off the streets, told
to cheer or face punishment.

Joe Striker, Gunner Shoman, and Becky Fox watched
from afar. They awaited the moment, which would again make them the
prey.

“It is time to unveil my
likeness,” Judas said, as the crowd was stirred into frenzy. The
television cameras eagerly beamed the image across the country,
into the homes of every citizen. Each channel was instructed to
carry it, allowing no other programming.

Striker tensed, as Under-Leader Arnold unveiled the
cloth, revealing the statue to all. He expected to hear a
resounding cheer, though instead, a collective gasp filled the air.
It was followed by laughs and taunts.

“What is that?” Leader Judas
yelled, reading the dreaded words. They stood out against the dull
gray stone like a red beacon of freedom.

A chant suddenly sounded from afar, “USA! USA! USA!”
The voice belonged to Joe Striker. Gunner and Becky quickly joined
him.

“Who is that?” Leader Judas asked,
squinting, though having no luck in identification. The three of
them were far from his range of sight.

Before he knew it, half the crowd joined in. They
alternated between chants of USA and DEMOCRACY. The people started
to trample chairs to the floor, climbing onto the stage, and
forcing the leadership to be rushed off for protection.

A few government supporters tried to fight back,
though were drowned in a sea of true patriotism. A circle formed
around the defaced statue, providing in one small second, the one
thing that the opposition needed. It was a symbol to rally
around.

Under-Leader Ben Arnold whispered frantically into
his ear. “Sir, the cameras! We must shut them down immediately.
This is being seen nationwide! It will start a wave of dissent! We
don’t know what the consequences will be!”

“No...do not shut down the
cameras.”

“Excuse me, sir? You want them to
see such defiance?”

“The crime of defiance has already
been committed. Now, let us show them the consequences of
that crime.”

“What will we do? It must be a
measured response.”

“You are wrong, Under-Leader. In
fact, we must set an example for all who wish to follow in the
footsteps of...protest. I will not have my unchecked humiliation be
the last image the country sees.”

“What will you have me do,
sir?”

“Contact Commander Sin. Tell him
to introduce the Authoritarian Guard to the country.”

An uneasy look marched across Under-Leader Arnold’s
face. He knew what a call to the commander meant. However, he was
already under suspicion for the questions he posed. His only choice
was to follow orders. “Yes, sir.”

Joe, Becky, and Gunner came together in celebration.
“I never thought this would work!” Becky said to Joe. “I hate to
admit it...but you just might be a genius!” she proclaimed, hugging
him tightly.

“And just what the hell am I?”
Gunner asked jealously.

“The genius’s assistant,” she said
sarcastically, causing him to scoff at such a notion.

“It was my idea!” he said
in jealousy.

Mere moments had passed, when the sound of victory
was quieted by the sounds of marching boots, stepping in perfect
unison.

“What’s that sound?” Becky
asked.

Gunner looked into the distance, as a mass of
blackness broke through the haze. “You’re right...it was his
idea, after all,” Gunner quickly said.

Joe Striker looked on in disbelief. He watched the
guard make their way through the streets, cloaked with ski-mask
head-coverings, concealing their identities. They wore the telltale
uniforms of all black, though were far different than the mercenary
forces of the past. The contrast was in mind, body, and
discipline.

The cameras turned their view from the jubilant
crowd to a dark force, facing them in tight lines. The guards stood
at attention, awaiting their next order. Commander Xavier Sin, who
now donned an eye-patch, joined Leader Judas.

“They await your order, leader,”
the commander said.

“Jail them?” Under-Leader Arnold
suggested.

“Compassion has gotten us
shit...that’s why we’re in the pathetic position we find ourselves.
You don’t bow to anyone...they bow to you,” Commander Sin said,
playing on the ego of the president.

“Interesting words from a man
that’s searched an empty forest for four years,” Under-Leader
Arnold said.

“I’ve been ordered out of the
towns...thanks to cowards like you!” Commander Sin quipped
back.

“Consider that order rescinded,”
Leader Judas replied confidently.

A smile came to Xavier Sin’s face. “It’ll be more
than considered, leader. My men are at the ready. Just give the
word to strike.”

“I think this is a mistake, sir.
The people...they will revolt under such cruelty,” Under-Leader
Arnold said.

“They are revolting under my
charity!” Leader Judas shouted. “I heard your opinion,
Under-Leader, though I believe it is time to take the gloves off.
It is time for a lesson. Commander Sin. I leave the manner of
punishment to your discretion.”

“You won’t be disappointed. Now,
excuse me...while I do my duty,” he said, exiting the
scene.

Leader Judas stepped up to the stage. The cameras
and crowd turned their attention away from the guard, back to the
Leader.

“As your leader...I have shown you
only compassion and kindness. However, if you do not embrace the
carrot...then maybe you would prefer the stick? I assure you, the
leader of this defiance will be hunted down...and sent to justice.
Though, it is not only the perpetrator of this illegal act, which
shall be punished. There is no fire without fuel...no protest
without protesters. Protest is equal to that of murder.”

Looks of fear crept upon the faces of the crowd. Joe
Striker joined them in his worry. “Not in front of the
cameras?”

“Kid...the cameras only get him
off more,” Gunner said.

“For this act...you are condemned
to the hands of the Authoritarian Guard,” he proclaimed. “Their
judgement...will be final.”

The crowd shouted in panic, and cries. They were
men, women, and children who looked at each other puzzled for the
next move.

Before they could form a consensus and fight,
Commander Sin shouted an order. “Light ‘em up, boys!” he yelled, as
the cameras were ordered to turn their lenses toward the unarmed
crowd.

Each member of the Authoritarian Guard aimed a fully
fueled flamethrower at the people. The group of masked men opened
their gas lines, holding their weapons out in unity. One of their
men ran across with a flame, priming a small pilot light to sprout
up from the nozzles. After every one was lit, Commander Xavier Sin
shouted, “Fire!”

The crowd started to run in panic. They tripped over
one another, getting caught up in the mess of madness. Citizens had
never seen the leader in such a cruel manner before, though it was
the first introduction of many to come. Before the collective crowd
could scatter, long lines of flames reached out, lapping the people
like waves swallowing a surfer at sea. It didn’t matter if they
were supporters or dissenters, the fire didn’t discriminate.

The streams of flames whipped around in the wind,
crossing each other like beams of deadly light.

“Oh my God!” Becky Fox yelled from
afar.

Gunner shook his head in disgust. “The beast is
finally unleashed.”

“I did this!” Striker said
to himself in guilty disbelief.

Screams of horror sailed into the air. Whole
families were set on fire, their skin blistering upon impact of the
searing heat. Temperatures reached a heightened max of 2500 degrees
Fahrenheit.

A mother tried to shield her four-year-old daughter,
covering her like a blanket of fire. It was useless, as the flames
burned a hole right through her chest. They singed the mother and
child together as one.

Commander Sin inhaled deeply. “Ahh, the smell of
flesh...is the smell of success,” he said, overlooking the pile of
black ashes at the base of the statue. Confident that every
protester had burned to death, he called out to the emotionless
masked men. “Cease fire!”

The disciplined guard stopped their action
immediately.

All the flames went limp at once. The commander
looked over to the leader, giving him the nod. Judas stepped back
up on the stage. “This is the price of descent,” he said calmly,
staring into the cameras. The trained man kept the same
professional gaze and creepy smile that he was told to wear
publicly.

Members of the media were even in shock, questioning
their producers if they should turn away from such a sight. Their
government appointers told them that they didn’t dictate content;
it’s the governments’ job. However, the whole scene would be
tightly edited by the time it was aired for the international
community. Clips of the leader’s speech would be merged with other
footage, cut to look like the crowd adorned him with praise. It was
an order from Sorka himself, as world polls had Judas topping their
own leaders in popularity. The war of propaganda would entice them
to a one-world government, eventually toppling the other leaders.
Mika Sorka would someday control them all, however, he continued
with one step at a time.

Striker, Gunner, and Becky Fox watched the burning
mass of bodies in sickness. Waves of burned flesh and hair filled
the air, causing Becky to gag, fighting back vomit.

“We need to move out,” Gunner said
to Joe Striker, who didn’t respond. He was fixated on the terrible
scene in front of him. Shoman hit him in the arm, getting his
attention.

Joe broke from his zombie-like gaze. “What?”

“Are you blind, deaf, or dumb?
They’re coming this way!” Gunner said, pointing at the line of
guards who were marching down the street. They were clearing out
the area of remaining people, supporting or dissenting citizens
alike. Citizens were all the same under the steel batons and masked
faces of the elite Authoritarian Guard.

Striker didn’t heed Gunner’s warning. Instead he
focused on Leader Judas and Commander Sin, standing on the distant
stage. Joe pulled his large gun from its resting place, walking out
towards the incoming force like a man with a death wish.

“You want me? Here I am!” Joe
shouted, holding his gun out for all to see. He aimed the long
distance towards the leader and commander. “This gun has hit
further targets!” he yelled, as Becky calmly placed her hand on
his, slowly bringing down the gun.

“Jenny wouldn’t want it to end
this way...not like this,” she said. “You’ll have the chance
again.”

Becky’s mere touch calmed him, as his wife Jenny
used to have the same effect. He dropped his head in despair,
tucking the gun back into its hiding place. Together, the three of
them fled the scene, heading back to the church.

“Message delivered,” Commander
Xavier Sin said joyfully to Leader Simon Judas. The two of them
overlooked the pile of blackness at the foot of the
statue.

“I believe you are correct,
commander. I made an error, listening to Under-Leader Arnold. We
should have searched the towns from day one. This bares the mark of
that congressman we’ve been searching for. I can feel
it.”

“Four years is late...though late
is better than never. Let me finish what I started...take the
gloves off. I want to bury him with the rest of his kind...and worm
fed wife. Before I kill him...I want him to look upon what’s become
of his son...”

“Put up road blocks, man every
exit, letting nothing out. Do what you must to this town of
Potomac. I believe your search will end here...and it will be the
perfect place...for the second phase to start.”

 


 



 


 Chapter Seven

The Twitch

 


Night had fallen upon the town of Potomac. A
permanent curfew was put into place to avoid any troublemakers.
Leader Judas and Commander Xavier Sin drove past the roadblock,
making their way to a top-secret spot in the pentagon.

They walked into a low-lit dojo, filled with only
mirrors. The men joined a room of children dressed in black
uniforms, in progress of learning martial arts. The only other
person in the room was an eight year-old girl named Emma. The
redheaded, freckle-faced child stood by a vat of water, waiting to
scoop the liquid into cups for the young soldiers in training.

Emma focused on one boy in particular, who was out
in front of the pack. He was singled out from the others in both
placement and skill.

Commander Sin whispered into Leader Judas’s ear,
motioning a finger toward the child. “That’s the one,” Commander
Sin said.

Leader Judas squinted his eyes. He closely focused
on the young boy, dressed in all black. “It is unmistakable. He’s a
spitting image of his father,” Leader Judas said, revealing that
the boy was Joe Striker’s son.

“We call him Rock.”

“Names? I thought they were just
numbers? No identity?”

“That was the past...this is our
future force. They will be raised in the new America...no need to
retrain them...no need to wipe the slates clean. Instead, we can
fill their heads from the start.”

“I approve,” Leader Judas
said.

They continued to watch the drills take place, as
Commander Sin thought back to the fateful day four years ago.

His memories sailed back to the moment it all
started. Joe Striker had just been dragged unconsciously from his
house, leaving an anxious Commander Sin alone with Jenny
Striker.

Sobs spilled from Jenny’s eyes. She no longer
pleaded for her own life, but instead changed to mercy for her
husband. “Please...I’ll let you have whatever sick fantasy that you
want...just leave my husband alone! Let him live.”

“He may already be dead as we
speak,” Commander Sin said with pleasure.

“No!” Jenny cried out, as Xavier
threw her to the floor. He lifted her silk nighty, and entered her
forcefully. A wave of disgusted, nausea swept over the frightened
woman. She forced her mind to go to some happy place, far away from
the madness.

Commander Sin went limp inside her, trying to
“revive himself” to no avail. “Damn you!” he yelled, blaming Jenny
for his inability to function. It wouldn’t be the first time he
blamed a woman for his own shortcomings.

A sudden streak of anger overtook Jenny’s fear.
“Just what I thought. You’re as much of a man as you are a human
being.”

Commander Sin slapped Jenny hard in the face,
drawing blood from her nose. The act of violence suddenly helped
him retain his erection. He thrust himself inside her, putting his
calloused hands around her throat. He squeezed to the point of
suffocation, though held back from the final act. It wasn’t the sex
that got him off, but the violence.

He finished inside her, adding his poisonous DNA to
her life-filled womb. Using the soiled woman to prop himself up, he
quickly withdrew from her, calling into his radio. “We’re ready for
the extraction...send them in.”

A look of horror filled Jenny’s face. “What do you
mean? What are you going to extract from me?”

She barely finished her question, when doctor Todd
Layman and nurse Florence White entered the room. They had medical
bags, and sterile gloves.

“My God, no!” she screamed
out.

A stressed Doctor Layman said, “Hold her down.” He
filled a syringe full of a liquid calming drug.

Commander Sin pinned Jenny’s arms to the floor with
his boots. Jenny cringed in pain. “It will all be over soon,” he
promised.

The doctor went to administer the drug, as Commander
Sin barked out an abrupt order, “Stop!”

“It will provide her some
relief...something to numb the pain, at least. She won’t feel a
thing.”

“No shit, doctor. I want her to
feel every inch of it.”

Jenny screamed in bloody murder. Doctor Layman
turned to nurse White, who also had the look of unethical regret
inside her. “It will be ok, dear,” she said in a soft voice, trying
to calm Jenny the best she could.

“I don’t believe I can assist in
such a procedure. We were not told of this...barbaric action,” the
doctor said.

Xavier Sin leaned in closely to the man. “In just
hours time...we will control this entire nation. It’s up to you. Do
you want your family to be an ally or enemy of the state? Your
choice, doctor.”

The doctor looked stressed beyond belief. “I’m
sorry,” he said to Jenny, avoiding eye contact at any cost.

The screams intensified, as the doctor put the
needle aside, pulling a scalpel from the bag. Xavier interrupted
him, saying, “Use this.” He handed the man his dull-bladed
dagger.

Layman paused in horror, though knew the
consequences of denying orders. He took it, cutting a straight line
up the black nightgown, revealing the bare pregnant belly. The
trembling blade was placed at her womb. Commander Sin barked,
“Start higher. We don’t need the rest of her.”

Doctor Layman shook his head in disgust. He moved
the blade up to the sternum, quickly slicing her curvaceous belly
to the end of her pubic bone.

The screams of terror changed to one large gasp.
Shock filled her body and brain. The poor woman shook with fear, as
her attention shifted to a picture on the wall. It showed the happy
couple on their wedding day. In order to escape complete madness,
she replayed the scene in her head, reciting every positive detail
she could conjure up. There was a dress made from scratch, a
homemade cake smashed into Joe’s face, and the romantic three-day
honeymoon in The Great Smoky Mountains. Three days was the time she
could afford to take from her waitressing job. Such happy memories
couldn’t save her, though from that moment on, she no longer felt a
thing.

Rivers of blood spilled down her belly. The doctor
pulled open her skin as wide as he could, perforating the water
sack. He forced the baby from the slimy cavern that it did not want
to emerge from. Who could blame it for not wanting to enter such a
world? The nurse held the newborn into the air, as the doctor
severed the umbilical cord.

Gently smacking the baby on the behind, the doctor
tested the child’s reactions. The procedure was meant to produce a
tearful, emotional response. There was no reaction.

“The boy is strong...good, he’ll
need to be,” Commander Sin said.

Nurse White focused on the blood that was draining
from Jenny’s face, as a tear spilled from her own guilty eyes.
Knowing that it was a risky act to take, she attempted to place the
baby into Jenny’s arms. She wanted the expiring woman to touch her
child in the last moment of consciousness.

Seeing this, Commander Xavier Sin swooped in at the
last moment. He yanked the child from the nurse before the baby
could touch Jenny’s cold skin. “Damn women and their sensitivity!”
he yelled out.

“We need to get that baby into an
incubator...it’s too dangerous to be exposed like this,” the doctor
pleaded.

Xavier Sin ignored the request, lifting the child
high into the air. He spoke directly to the newborn soul. Jenny
returned her focus to the sight of her baby boy. She looked upon
the healthy child, who had a striking image to the baby pictures of
her husband. The last sight she saw was a pleasant one, though the
last words she heard was nothing short of disturbing.

The commander brought the child’s face close to his
own, saying, “You’ll make a great soldier one day.”

Jenny’s eyes faded to a slow close, as she lost her
will to live.

The commander’s thoughts returned to the dojo, and
the live action in front of him. Rock had aged since, though the
memories of his extraction still brought a smile to his weathered
face.

Rock was chosen to battle a boy much older, larger
than him. “Battle!” the master yelled.

The opponent of Striker’s son was no different than
many in the room, as the kids were either taken from the womb or
kidnapped as infants. However, the brutal ways of obtaining the
next squadron of fighters would soon change with the next
phase.

A small hint of it started when parents began their
labor camp service. The government implemented their “big brother
program” which required all young children to attend a school of
repatriation. Each one was brainwashed to believe the ways of the
new system, though some were extracted from the classes. They were
singled out due to their lack of sensitivity, brutal nature,
tactical skill, or brute strength.

In the young Rock’s case, mental skill and physical
strength caused him to shoot right to the top of the class. They
were traits inherited from his father. He was destined to be a
leader, and unfortunately for him, it meant that his training would
be more intense. More would be expected of his performance than
anyone else.

“Fight!” the master yelled, as
Leader Judas moved closer to observe his new force in
action.

An older, taller child ran towards Rock, hurling his
longer arm at the boy’s head. The four-year old ducked to the
ground, sweeping that opponent’s knee with his leg. He knocked the
charging boy to the ground.

A round of laughter and cheer came from Leader
Judas. “I see the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

“A blessing and a curse...the
reason why we must be very careful. It’s the reason we must break
him hard,” Commander Sin stressed.

“What do you mean?”

“For any strength
inherited...there is the risk that his insubordination and
compassion were inherited as well.”

“Traits that will not be
tolerated...correct commander?”

“I’ll make sure of it
myself.”

Rock’s opponent rolled on the ground in agony,
gripping his knee. It was clearly hyper extended by the smaller,
younger boy.

“The enemy is down...showing
weakness. What do you do?” the master asked. “What does your
instinct tell you?”

Rock thought for a moment, unsure of the answer. He
slowly moved towards his opponent, who was still writhing in pain
from the inflicted injury.

“Watch this,” Commander Sin said
proudly, anticipating a final shot that would impress Leader Judas
with the progress that was taking place.

Rock gripped his fists tight, turning his head
towards the master. The man nodded back in approval. His tightened
fist started in motion, though it quickly rolled out into a helping
hand.

Emma smiled at the gesture of kindness, as everyone
else in the room quietly gasped in shock.

The surprised opponent reached up, grabbing Rock’s
hand. He was helped to his feet. “Thank you, friend,” the boy
said.

The master went to step in, as Commander Sin
overshadowed him. “No mercy!” Xavier yelled at the top of his
lungs.

The young boy of four years started to tremble, as
Xavier made his way over to him. “Let the enemy stew in his shame
on the floor!” he yelled.

Rock looked towards the boy, who nodded in
acceptance. “It’s ok,” his friend said.

An apprehensive Rock, removed the propping arm from
his opponent. The boy spilled to the ground. “You never offer
mercy!” the commander yelled, kicking the opponent in the ribs, as
a pop filled the room. “Again...no mercy!” Xavier yelled, sending
three more kicks his way, breaking each rib struck. “No mercy!” he
followed, though instead of kicking the opponent, he sent his boot
into the stomach of Rock. The four year-old fell to the ground,
bouncing on the hard tile floor beneath him.

Tears filled Emma’s eyes, as a drop landed in the
bucket of water that she was in charge of. Surprisingly, Emma
wasn’t the only one to have a reaction. It wasn’t in the form of
tears, though Leader Judas quietly twitched, his face contorting in
an uncontrollable display. Embarrassed by such an unexpected
response, he looked around, realizing that no one saw his reaction.
He desperately wanted to hide, knowing that no sanctuary existed.
Clearly, the action of Commander Sin had set off something deep
inside the leader’s psyche, tarnishing his strictly controlled
demeanor.

Commander Sin turned his back to Rock, calling out
to the others. “This is not what you were taught!”

While he went on his rant, Emma filled a cup with
water. The quiet girl was never one for bravery, as she spent most
of her days reading anything she could get her hands on.
Unfortunately for her, it was only government-approved propaganda.
She welcomed anything to pass the time, emerging herself in a world
with other people her age. The loneliness also made her realize how
much she missed her parents.

However, something overtook her mind. She focused on
the pain in Rock’s eyes, dashing across the floor, dropping to her
knees to comfort the boy. The young girl placed Rock’s head in her
lap, bringing the cup to his lips, letting him drink with fury.

The master tried to quietly shoo her away. Commander
Sin heard the commotion behind his back, causing him to turn,
witnessing the unauthorized act.

“What the hell is happening here?
I leave them unattended for a day, and they become Florence fucking
Nightingale!”

“I did not teach her this! She was
instructed that her one purpose is to serve the soldiers!” the
master assured.

Commander Sin approached Emma in a threatening
manner, causing her to back away from Rock. “I’m...sorry, sir. I
don’t know what’s gotten into me...I promise it will never happen
again, sir.”

“You’re damn right, it won’t!” he
yelled, grabbing her right wrist. “Is this your good
one?”

“What do you mean, sir? They’re
both good.”

“The one you pour water
with?”

“Yes...it is, sir.”

Commander Sin immediately twisted her wrist to the
side, turning it to a sprain.

“Ouch!” she cried out, curling up
into a ball on the floor.

“They get no water until I tell
them they are thirsty, dammit! You’ll be reminded of your error
with every cup from now on! Get her off the floor,” he called out
to the master, who quickly dragged a tearful Emma back to the water
table.

Rock gritted his small teeth in anger. As Xavier
went to grip him by the neck, the young boy rose to his feet before
the commander could force him. “Well, well...I see we found your
weak point...girls. Just like your...never mind. Now do what you
were taught! Finish him!”

Brushing off the embarrassment, Rock walked towards
the hurt opponent. The two boys had been rooming together during
their stay in the top secret training facility. They were the
closest thing to family that each other had known, and it would be
like killing a brother.

“Now!” the commander
yelled.

Rock made eye contact with his friend. He tried to
convey that he was sorry, in the way that a child knew what a true
apology was. However, the four year-old was anything but a child.
His tightened small fists struck the opponent in the temple,
killing him immediately.

“That’s the way it’s done!”
Commander Sin screamed out. He held Rock’s arm into the air like a
champion-prize fighter. “Learn from your leader! Compassion is for
the weak! Those of you who fall...will rise up...or die! Get in
line and take your places.”

The trainees moved like lightning speed, forming a
tight line. Doctor Layman and Nurse White, the two who removed
Jenny’s baby, entered the room with a bag of syringes.

Commander Xavier Sin rejoined Leader Judas. He had
managed to shake off his bizarre twitch, and re-glue his permanent
smile. “I now see what you mean by breaking the boy,
commander.”

“You still approve?”

“Even more than before. We will
need this force more than ever...since we are implementing our next
phase. What are they doing now, if I may inquire?” Leader Judas
asked, focusing on the line up of kids and the doctor approaching
them.

“Remember that chemical
powder?”

“The stimulant.”

“That wasn’t as affective as we
hoped. Instead, we had our lab cook up something else,” he said,
leading Judas to witness the first recipient, Rock.

“Roll your sleeve,” Dr. Layman
stressfully said. He could not bring himself to look the young boy
in the eye, having delivered him from the body of his dead mother.
Nurse White filled a syringe of clear liquid, apprehensively
handing it to her boss.

The doctor quickly stuck the sharp needle into
Rock’s arm, pumping the mysterious fluid into his muscle. The young
boy’s lips quivered in pain, though he managed to fight off any
obvious signs of weakness.

“A good soldier shows no
pain...whether he hurts or not,” Commander Sin drilled into
him.

They moved to the next child, as Rock stayed at
attention in line. Leader Judas and Commander Sin turned their
backs, as the boy’s eyes darted over to Emma. She managed to get
back on her feet, wiping her tears with her left wrist, gripping
her right one in pain.

The girl placed a cup down on the table, gripping
the ladle with her left hand, attempting to pour water with the
other. The miscue caused the cup to fall over, and water to spill
out. She started to cry, though took a deep breath and regained her
composure. Seeing that the old way of doing things wasn’t going to
work, she grabbed the cup with her left hand, dipping it into the
bucket, filling it up.

A slight smile came across the young Rock’s face.
Sensing that she was being watched, Emma lifted her head, making a
moment of eye contact with him. The boy quickly hid the smile,
turning away. The two of them had never spoken, except the words,
“Thank you,” which was the only appreciation that she ever received
from the soldiers.

Commander Sin and Judas headed away from the others.
“What is in the syringe?” Leader Judas asked.

“The future.”

“A little more
specific?”

“The lab constructed a new formula
of steroid, one which matures both the body and mind quicker than
anything witnessed in history. These kids will soon rival the
strength of men...surpassing it shortly afterward.”

“Are we sure about this
one?”

“Mark my words...by the time that
kid reaches puberty...he’ll be able to take down his own father.
Too bad for him...I’ll kill the man first.”

Leader Judas nodded in approval. “You must work on
his mind...or one day...he may become his father.”

“I told you before, leader. I will
break the boy. Every one of them...will both fear and revere
me...as if I am their maker.

“As far as they’re concerned...you
are their maker,” Leader Judas said.

“Yes, leader,” Xavier said,
saluting, as Judas exited the building.

******

Leader Judas’s public smile had faded away, as he
returned to the White House’s Oval Office. For the first time in a
while, he put his feet up on the desk, basking in the reflection of
the long day’s events.

He sipped a harsh bit of vodka from his glass,
lifting the bottle from the desk’s surface. It was Russian made
booze, as the mere site of the foreign words caused Judas to cringe
in a sour manner, rivaling the vodka’s taste.

Anger filled his face as he flung his glass into the
Oval Office wall. The more that he thought about Rock being beaten,
the usually emotionless man started to twitch, more violent ticks
accompanying each one. Memories that had been buried deep inside
his brain suddenly resurfaced, ones that had gone dormant to the
point of nonexistence. They appeared as clear in his mind as night
terrors, though Simon Judas knew that they weren’t creations of an
unconscious mind.

Judas was barely birthed, when he was brought into a
Moscow orphanage, one run under the Soviet Union’s care, or lack
thereof. It was an important day, which would forever change
Judas’s life, as well as the fate of the United States of
America.

A younger Mika Sorka strolled the halls of a large
Soviet building, trailed by a bodyguard. The man accustomed to
limousines, and flower-filled gardens held his breath from the
smell of neglect. He passed cribs of soiled toddlers, crying into
the night air, begging to be freed from their own filth and hunger
pains. There was no heat to protect them from the freezing Russian
winter, and little clothing or medicine to aid in their comfort.
The orphanage received little funding, though grew in numbers every
day.

Sorka began to wonder if it was the wrong place to
shop, as many of the children were mentally handicapped. They were
abandoned by parents who lacked the resources for such a daunting
task. The true shame was that the mental damages were effects of
fetal alcohol syndrome, which the mothers brought on themselves,
drinking heavily while pregnant.

“This is not what I had in mind,”
Mika said to an orphanage worker, who had been promised money to
deliver a healthy baby boy.

“These are throwaways...garbage
kids. The good ones...one I promised...in back,” the worker
assured.

“You better not be wasting my
time!” Sorka demanded.

The worker led Sorka through the back doors. They
arrived in a separate area, where healthy children were reserved
for wealthy overseas buyers. The area was heated, and the
conditions were like a palace compared to the other.

“This is the boy!” the worker
proclaimed.

Sorka had barely laid eyes on his prize for a
moment, when the look of opportunism covered his face. It wasn’t
the baby that caused him such reaction. It was what the baby could
grow up to be.

“He is...perfect. Not a mark on
him. Perfect skin...eyes... presence. He’s...dare I
say...American. Has the paperwork been processed?” Sorka
asked his bodyguard.

“In progress as we speak. As far
as they know...he born American,” the bodyguard said.

“Just the way we planned it,”
Sorka said with a smile.

Simon Ryan Judas was the name that would appear on
his fake American birth certificate. Such an object was a necessity
for a natural born citizen to run for president. Knowing that no
stone would be left unturned in the political dogfight of the
election, every detail was invented to cover his tracks. They
included the hospital he was born at, home address of his fictional
citizen parents, social security number, and even photo-shopped
pictures of various concocted memories.

In reality, Judas was a perfect child, born to
loving Russian parents. They didn’t place him in an orphanage
voluntarily. In fact, he was kidnapped, mirroring many healthy
babies in the Soviet Union, who were taken specifically for deals
like this. Some ended up in eastern brothels, others to wealthy
families, though Judas was the only one to be bred for world
domination.

“I get money?” the worker
asked.

“You get something money can’t
buy. For this...you get to see if there is an afterlife...or not.
Pay the man,” he said to his bodyguard.

“I don’t get?” the worker asked
nervously.

“Translate for him,” he said to
the bodyguard, as the ape-like man gripped the worker around the
neck, twisting it nearly to the back.

A sharp breath sounded from the man, as he fell to
the floor.

“Paid in full,” Sorka said. “Drag
his body out the back...we can’t have anyone knowing of this child.
Not until the time is right.”

The years moved on, as some of Judas’s first
memories were from the age of four, much like when Rock’s training
began. However, he wasn’t taught combat. Instead, he was instructed
in the art of politics.

A young Simon sat at a desk with an American
teacher. “Trust! Now repeat.”

“Trest.”

“No!” Sorka yelled from behind,
interrupting the teacher. “He must not speak with an
accent...dammit...he must not even think with one! Say
it!”

The scared little boy stuttered, “tre...st.”

“He’s been stuttering of late,”
the teacher said. “We can’t figure out why.”

“Why? Because you show him too
much leniency!” he yelled. “Trust!” he screamed out, though even
his own pronunciation wasn’t perfect. “Trust!” he screamed
into the child’s face again. “Trust!” he yelled one more time, as
his closed fist struck the boy in the jaw.

Simon Judas started to shed tears.

“No crying!” he yelled, grabbing
him by the hair. “Say it! Trust!”

The boy started twitching in nervousness, shifting
the fear from his stutter and tears to the twitch on his face. Mika
Sorka closed his fist again, raising it up to strike the boy.

“Trust,” Simon Judas said, in a
perfect way.

“He’s cured. I want that word
perfected...as it will one day be the cornerstone of his
campaign...the word that propels him into office. Next, work on
tone of voice,” Sorka said. “He speaks like a weakling. I don’t
want him to have emotion...I want him to know how to fake emotion,”
he proclaimed, before exiting the room.

The teacher went right back to work, “trust.”

“Trust,” the boy said in a
robotic, flat tone.

“Trust!” the teacher said with
passion.

“Trust,” the boy said robotically
again.

“Do I have to fetch Mr. Sorka
again?”

“Trust!” the boy said with
strength of conviction.

“Correct.”

Simon Judas went to bed that night, laying in the
dark. He tried to fight his uncontrollable twitching, knowing that
it could lead to grave consequences. The twitch eventually stopped,
though not by any act of his doing. The overwhelming fear overtook
his body, sending all of his pain deep into the darkest caverns of
his mind.

He didn’t know it at the time, but with those
memories, went every bit of real emotion that existed. Simon would
eventually even miss the tears, pain, and nerves which once plagued
him.

Even though emotions hurt so much, they had made him
human, as opposed to the empty puppet that he became. The man was
operated by his master, pulling his every string, voicing his every
word, and thinking his every thought.

Judas’s childhood consisted of no toys, ice cream,
or birthday parties. In fact, the only books that he ever read were
profiles on megalomaniacs. They were cults of personality that were
elected with smiles, yet ruled with fists of iron.

The speech, which he delivered on inauguration day,
was one that he had been memorizing for years, performing for Mika
Sorka like entertainment. It was rehearsed until he got it
perfect.

Food, drink, and use of a bathroom were withheld
routinely. There would be times when he went two full days without
receiving an ounce of sustenance or break, collapsing in
exhaustion.

“Get up or get beat,” Sorka would
tell him.

Somehow, Leader Judas would crawl to his feet,
beginning again. He recited the same speeches and themes of trust
ad nauseam. A series of observed debates followed the speeches, as
he was constantly under fire with questions and American issues of
the day.

His teenage years, ones filled by most youngsters
with fun and college parties, passed by in emptiness. Instead of
drinking and girls, Simon Judas attended smile classes, and
structural etiquette.

“Stand tall and smile at all
times,” his teacher demanded. She stood by with a ruler, watching
him building the muscles in his cheeks to display the constant
emotion. His smile placement, mood, and stance were constantly
measured. At times, his smile would droop, as the muscles in his
face would fight against the unnatural consistency of the
act.

“Up!” the teacher would shout,
smacking him in the face with a ruler.

The smile would return to the perfect position.

Each day, Simon Judas was groomed to perfection, as
every hair was gelled into place. At the age of thirty, his
hairline had slightly started receding. Plugs were inserted to fill
the void. The smallest signs of wrinkles were met with Botox. His
good teeth were all eventually pulled, and replaced with
non-stainable veneers, and his suits were of the finest cloth and
most fashionable make.

It was at the age of thirty-eight that he would be
elected president. All the torture would pay off. The hard work was
finally over, and his promised reward of a lavish lifestyle and
unchecked power would soon come to fruition. Sorka assured Simon
Judas that breathtaking mansions and beautiful women would soon be
at his feet, under his complete control. It would be a small sample
of what its like to be Sorka himself.

However, his twitches had presently returned. Leader
Judas knew that it couldn’t last forever, though as frightening as
it was, he embraced the moment with everything he had. It was the
first time in years that he had felt the sting of pain, a real
emotion of humanity. He never really knew joy, so he gladly settled
for what he could get.

Simon Judas wiped a single tear from his eye,
examining it, reacquainting himself with the feeling of the salty
fluid. He grabbed the bottle of Vodka, holding it up to himself.
“To humanity,” he said, closing his eyes, taking a swig. He
reburied the memories of his and Rock’s shared lessons of life,
back down into his dark cavern.

The twitch was buried along with them.

 


 



 


 Chapter Eight

The Second Phase

 


“You have ten minutes to gather
your belongings, and exit your homes,” a speaker shouted from the
top of an intimidating vehicle. These long, rectangle-shaped vans
were called “gatherers” as their main job was to gather mass
crowds, transporting them to other places. The back-seated areas
were topped with a large metal cage, as cuffs and chains adorned
the bars for unruly passengers. There was no exit handle from the
inside. A vehicle with such measures indicated that Mika Sorka’s
second phase had officially begun.

Residents of Potomac exited their homes in droves.
Confusion set in everywhere. “You will be shuttled to your new
accommodations,” the speaker called out, leaving many to wonder
what their new dwellings would look like. Since the government
owned the homes and land, the public had no “rights” to fight the
evictions.

Two gatherers pulled up along the street, opening
their back cage doors. A large group of elite guard stepped out
into the area. They split up, going door to door.

The Johnson family of four waited cooperatively at
the base of their front porch. They consisted of a mother, father,
and two small children. Rushed for time, they tossed their clothes
in garbage bags, allowing their two kids to grab one stuffed animal
for comfort.

“Move,” an elite guard member
said, as two guards led the family towards the vehicle. As they
made their way, an elderly woman neighbor was dragged from the
house next door. “I’ve owned this house for forty years...paid in
full! I lost my husband here! I will not leave!” she cried out, as
an Authoritarian Guard yanked the brittle woman by her arm. He
strained every sensitive joint in her upper body.

“Mrs. Rose!” Mr. Johnson called
out. He went to assist her, being stopped by the arm of the
guard.

“That is none of your concern,”
the guard said.

Mr. Johnson was surprised. “I was just trying to
help diffuse the situation.”

“You are a civilian...know your
place. Now move.”

The couple obeyed orders climbing into the vehicle.
Suddenly, the voice of their daughter filled the air. “Mom!” the
young girl cried out, as Mrs. Johnson turned back to witness a
terrorizing sight.

“My children!” she screamed,
jumping from the vehicle. Within a moment, a guard member grabbed
her, as the other guard pulled her children towards the opposite
vehicle.

“I want my mommy,” the little boy
yelled, as he struggled from the grasp of the gloved guard. He
wasn’t able to overcome the brute strength.

Mr. Johnson ran for the vehicle’s exit, as the guard
pulled his weapon. “Do you wish to die?” he asked.

“Where are you taking them?” Mrs.
Johnson called out.

“They are no longer your concern,”
he said, as she watched her son get loaded into the other vehicle.
With all attention turned towards the boy, the little girl broke
free. She ran towards her mother, with teddy bear in
hand.

“Come to me, baby,” Mrs. Johnson
called out, reaching for her daughter. Before the girl could touch
her mother, her ponytail was grabbed. The teddy bear spilled to the
ground.

“Mom!” the little girl cried
out.

The couple watched painfully at gunpoint, as their
daughter was carried away into the vehicle. Before they knew it,
more families were joining their plight. Crying children were
loaded into one vehicle, as their parents were dragged off into the
other.

“Why are you doing this?” Mrs.
Johnson asked.

“They are going to a better
place,” the guard said.

“Why take our children from us?”
she asked again.

“Because they are no longer
your children,” the guard informed her.

“Who in the hell’s children are
they?” Mr. Johnson shouted.

“The government is their parent
now.”

The guard forced Mrs. Johnson back into the
gatherer. Other tearful parents and couples were secured inside,
wondering where their own fates would end up.

Unfortunately for them, the decree was put into
place that, much like the loss of property rights, parents no
longer owned “rights” to their children. Since the government knew
better, they would take over the parental responsibilities. There
would be no visitation or future contact. It would be the last time
that these couples would see their children.

Each adult was taken to a city-center, where large
sections of newly constructed project buildings were added to older
ones, long in existence. The poor and downtrodden, which already
lived in those roach-ridden rooms, lined the streets. They formed
long rows, mockingly welcoming their suburbanite countrymen to join
them in squalor. However, the promises of upgrading their own
living situation never arrived. The rich were brought down, though
the poor stayed right where they were.

The cities were now where the average person lived,
providing a concentrated area like cows in a pen. Suburban
two-story houses and meticulously manicured lawns were reserved for
the government chosen, along with the possessions that the previous
owners had left behind.

As the Johnson’s entered their new abode, they saw
that the new way of life consisted of the bare minimum. The floors
were of rough concrete, the plywood walls were stuffed with
cancer-causing asbestos, and the icebox was barely big enough to
cool a twelve pack of soft drinks. Dishwashers, washing machines,
and driers were replaced by racks and clotheslines. They were
outlawed to conserve energy in a green world. It was one that the
administration didn’t have to live by.

Heat and air conditioning were replaced by blankets
and breezes. Citizens were issued four square of toilet paper to
flush down with a tiny cup of water. Televisions were small, black
and white, receiving one channel, run directly by the
government.

The couple sighed in horror. They sat down on their
government issued, no frills couch, turned on the TV, and tuned in
for a special infomercial. The content featured Leader Judas and
the good things he did for the nation. He waved to a smiling,
adoring crowd; one which the Johnson’s faces appeared on the
screen. However, it was no mirror staring back at them. The
reversed side featured frowns.

Unfortunately, it would be the only program that
would be available for the rest of their lives. Things had changed,
but at the end of the day, they had no one else to blame but
themselves.

They voted for The Government Party.

******

Joe Striker, Becky Fox, Gunner Shoman, and Father
Francis Tyme huddled in a circle, as stress filled their faces.

“What now?” Gunner
asked.

“We pray,” Father Tyme
said.

“You pray...I’ll get the hell
outta here,” Gunner announced.

Striker was still shaken from the previous day’s
scene. “I can’t take any more blood on my hands,” he said, walking
away from the group. Joe sat on a pew, wearing a numb, lifeless
stare on his face.

Becky joined him, kneeling at his side. “You did
what you had to do, Joe,” she assured him. “We need you...you can’t
just quit on us.”

“For what? We can’t battle
them...they’re too big...willing to do things that I can’t do any
longer. Sacrifices I can no longer make. It’s a fight we can’t
win.”

“The devil wins every day...yet we
don’t give up. We continue to fight evil...even though evil often
wins,” Father Tyme said. “Maybe this will cheer you up?” he asked,
handing Striker an old compass. “The compass you requested. I found
one in the donation box...figured there was no better cause it
should go to.”

Joe put the compass in his pocket. “This will help
us run...who will help us fight?”

“You heard the man,
Striker...pray...and it just magically gets better,” Gunner
said in a mocking tone.

“You confuse prayer with action,
my friend. God tells us the way out of a situation. We must walk
the path...not wait for it to be paved.”

“Yeah...well, you can stick around
and wait for God’s answer. I’ll choose a different form of
worship,” Gunner said, as he pulled his weapon.

“Remind me to ask you about the
source of your anger someday. It burdens you.”

“Can priests take a
wife?”

“No.”

“Then you’ll never understand
that burden.”

“We need to figure something
out...the men in masks are all over the streets,” Becky said.
“They’re rounding people up! Who knows what they’re capable of
next?”

“God will tell us,” Gunner said,
pausing for a moment as he looked at his watch. “Still
waiting.”

All of a sudden, Father Tyme’s phone rang. A look of
shocked concern crossed Gunner’s face.

“For your sake...you better hope
it’s someone else,” Father Tyme said. He answered the phone,
“Hello? Father Jim, how are you, my friend?”

Gunner smirked confidently, turning to Joe and
Becky, saying, “Didn’t think so!” he then turned off to the side,
wiping the sweat from his forehead. He quietly said to himself,
“Phew.”

“My Lord, say it isn’t so!”
Francis said. Becky Fox went to him, offering support. “Do what is
in your heart...I will do what is in mine. Thank you, friend, may
God be with you,” he said, slowly turning off his phone, with a
pale, sick look on his face.

“I take it God had his secretary
call instead?” Gunner asked in a wise manner.

“That was Father Jim from the
Immaculate Conception...our head church over in D.C.”

“And?” Gunner asked.

“They’ve blown it up...reducing it
to a graveyard of stone,” he said, with a defeated look upon his
face.

“Blew up as in bombs?” Gunner
asked.

“Correct, son.”

“Oh my God,” Becky said. “Is
Father Jim, all right?”

“It depends on what you define as
all right. He lived...but was about to be relocated to another
place. He was trying to warn as many parishes as he could...before
it was too late.”

“Relocated? Another church?”
Gunner asked.

“I have my doubts about that,”
Father Francis stressed.

“He had no choice...I’m sure of
it,” Becky Fox said. “He wouldn’t be alive otherwise.”

“There is always a choice,” Father
Tyme answered.

“What choice did they give him?”
she asked.

“They offered to let him die,” he
responded.

“That’s not an option,” Becky
answered.

“It is for me.”

“No! I won’t let you. You have
shown us such kindness...we owe you.”

“My dear, Becky, for what you have
repaid me in company...it is I, who owe you. So, I will ask you all
to leave now. Escape...while I provide the distraction.”

“Sounds good to me,” Gunner
said.

“I won’t leave you to them!” she
proclaimed.

“Remember, my words...they can
take a building...but they can never take a soul,” he
said.

“Listen pal, not that I care or
anything, but she makes a point. If they end up getting
you...they’ll torture you for our information first. Then, they’ll
kill you,” Gunner interrupted.

“They might as well cut my
tongue...as it is all they will get. As for my death...there are
many casualties in the war for hearts and minds. None will die in
vein...for they will be rewarded in heaven for their ultimate
sacrifice. This government must see that there are some still
willing to die for a cause...whether perishing in defense of a
church...or protesting in the streets. Our flesh may burn, but our
spirits shall be renewed.”

Father Tyme’s words entered Joe’s ears. In fact, it
was the first thing he truly heard since witnessing the crowd die.
He had shut himself off to the world, numbing himself from facing
the role he was confronted with. Joe suddenly realized that if he
were to quit, then everyone who died in the cause would die in
vain. He turned his head towards the door, seeing a set of flames
flickering from the streets.

Joe got up, peering out the stained glass windows of
the front doors. He shook his head in pure shock. “It appears
bodies aren’t the only thing to burn.”

The others joined him at the door. They watched
piles of books get tossed into large heaps of flames, resembling a
barn fire setting. The books, which were old and irreplaceable,
failed to compare to the works being burned miles away, in the
heart of DC. They were from the Library of Congress, such as
original writings from Ben Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham
Lincoln, and George Washington, Sigmund Freud, and Susan B.
Anthony, including first editions, ranging from Charles Dickens to
Walt Whitman.

The act would soon repeat itself in every town in
across the nation. Every threatening book was wiped from history,
two singled out specifically: George Orwell’s 1984, and Ayn Rand’s
Atlas Shrugged. They didn’t exactly “meet” the administration’s
definition of an acceptable message.

“It appears books are now as
dangerous as religion,” Striker said.

“I can think of one book that will
be declared the most dangerous of them all,” Father Tyme said,
holding up a bible.

“Why not just ask them if it’s on
the list?” Gunner asked, as he pointed to a group of Authoritarian
Guard heading towards the church. “Cuz here they come.”

“Let’s move,” Striker said, making
his way towards a back door of the church. As Becky fled, she
turned to see Father Tyme standing firmly at the doorway. She
stopped, heading back towards him, causing Striker and Gunner to
stop too.

“You’re coming with us!” she
demanded, attempting to pull him away.

He gently placed a hand on her arm, “I am staying,
Becky.”

“Well then...I am staying with
you,” she said stubbornly.

Both Joe and Gunner shouted out simultaneously, “No,
you’re not!”

She turned towards them, speaking softly. “Wait for
us out back...I’ll make sure he leaves in one piece.”

“One piece is worthless in their
jails!” Joe said. “They’ll bring you into custody...find out who
you are. In those clothes...they’ll know you’re not affiliated with
the church!”

A quick thinking Becky shifted her attention to the
altar. “You’re right,” she said, heading towards it. She pulled out
a nun’s outfit, slipping the robe over her clothes, and wrapping
the black and white head covering around her head.

“That just killed all my
fantasies,” Gunner proclaimed at the mere sight. “Or maybe enhanced
them?”

“They are approaching the doors,
go on!” Father Tyme called out. “May God be with you all!” he said,
with conviction, yet sadness in his voice.

“If I’m not out in ten
minutes...leave,” Becky told Joe.

“I won’t leave you,” Striker
assured her.

“I’m sort of counting on that,”
she said, smiling back at him.

Striker and Gunner headed to the back exit, as Becky
went and joined Father Francis Tyme at the front doors.

“You make a good nun,” he said to
her with a friendly smile.

“My luck with men...trust
me...I’ve considered it.”

The squad kicked open the church doors. Each of them
carried burning torches, equipped with a source of kerosene at
their bases.

The main Authoritarian Guard member wasn’t armed
with a torch. He approached Father Francis and Becky Fox. “You are
to exit the building and come with us for placement. All places of
worship are deemed illegal...under the new order.”

“If the buildings are considered
illegal...then you may consider me nothing short of a criminal,”
Father Francis said.

“Why is that?” the main guard
asked.

“Because...buildings can’t preach,
but I can. As long as breath spills from my lungs...I
will.”

“That can be fixed. You’re under
arrest,” he said, knocking the old man to the ground, kicking him
repeatedly. Becky Fox leapt on the guard, covering Francis Tyme. A
torch-bearing guard leaned in, trying to pull her off of
him.

In the ensuing struggle, the flailing boot of the
main guard member kicked the torch from his colleague’s hand. It
caused the flaming object to hit the wooden floor, exploding on
impact, and spreading a trail of flames creeping down the isle.

A small burst of flames caught Becky and Francis,
though it was quickly stomped by the guard’s boots.

“No!” Father Tyme yelled, ignoring
his own pain, watching the flames start their journey.

“Get them out of here and finish
the job,” the main guard said. Both Becky and Father Tyme were
cuffed, and dragged to the doors. “Wait. He believes in a
hell...give him a preview of what it will look like.”

The other guard members laughed, as Father Tyme and
Becky Fox were made to face the scene. Each guard tossed the
remaining torches into rows of pews, walls, and stained glass of
the church. Fire engulfed the entire structure, spreading to the
altar and forming an inferno of wooden angels. The flames danced in
celebration, as if fanned by the devil himself. The stone cross
didn’t burn, as a ring of fire outlined the shape of the cross.

In mere moments, fire crawled up the beams. Burning
pieces of ceiling floated down. A whole beam followed, bringing
with it a shattering of melting, stained glass, dripping from the
windows.

“The show is over. Let’s go before
we get buried with it,” he said, pulling the dispirited Father Tyme
out the doorway. Becky was by his side.

******

Joe and Gunner watched the dark flames shoot from
the top of the church’s roof. “That’s it...I’m going in.”

“It’s a death sentence,” Gunner
said.

“It wouldn’t be my first,” Striker
said. “And I’ll be damned if I let it be my last.”

“I’m not sure I wanna rely on your
resurrection skills, kid,” Gunner said, as the two of them entered
the burning back door.

A sea of smoke engulfed them, as Gunner shouted, “I
can’t see shit in here!”

Striker fought his way through the flames and smoke.
He arrived in time to see Becky pulled from the front doors, led
away from the church.

“They’ve got them!”

“Sorry to tell you this, kid...but
I think your nine lives have been spent,” he said, looking upward.
A loud, earsplitting noise filled the room. The rest of the ceiling
had suddenly started to collapse in, crumbing the walls with
it.

“Find something to shield yourself
with!” Joe Striker yelled.

“This whole damn place is made of
wood!” Gunner responded.

Striker quickly looked around, seeing the ring of
fire, which had formed around the stone cross. “Not everything!” he
yelled, bolting towards the altar, Gunner following closely behind
him.

The walls and ceiling spilled like drops of acid
rain. They fell in succession, as flaming pieces of wood teased the
fleeing men’s heels. They leapt up upon the burning communion
table, jumping off the opposite side. Each man landed on their
knees, sliding through the flames, reaching the stone bench at the
foot of the cross.

Joe Striker yanked the bench back, revealing the
gaping hole to the crypt. He jumped in, as Gunner said, “Being
burned alive sounds better.” He took one last look at the
collapsing ceiling, and changed his mind.

The two men landed in a pool of cold water, chest
high. The filth-laden liquid splashed on their faces, making them
spit the cruddy mouthwash from their lips. The sliver of firelight
went to complete darkness, as the church roof collapsed. Soot spill
down into the hole, covering them in a dusting of ashes. The exit
hole was plugged-up tight.

“We’re blind...zero visibility,”
Striker said. The soft, but terrifying high-pitched squeals of rats
started to fill the air.

“I wish we were deaf as well,”
Gunner replied, suddenly clicking a steel-plated, waterproof hand
lighter. It illuminated a team of rats crawling on the bones of the
skeletal remains. “Who said smoking isn’t beneficial to my
health?”

“You know...I think I liked the
dark better,” Striker said.

“Didn’t Tyme say these things had
rabies?”

“I don’t plan on finding out,” Joe
replied. “Father Tyme said that this connected to the sewer
line...it may be our only way out.”

They started making their way through the
tunnel.

******

Becky and Father Francis were loaded into one of the
government vehicles. Two guard members got in the front seats, and
the rest of them left in a separate truck. That can’t be a good
sign, Becky thought to herself.

The vehicles pulled away in perfect timing of the
church collapsing. Ten minutes had long passed, as there was not a
sign of Joe and Gunner to be found. Becky’s faith in men was
further crushed, realizing that their exit had sealed her fate.
Once again, she was in the hands of cruelty.

“Where are you taking us?” Becky
asked.

“For a trial,” the main guard
said.

“There are no trials...with people
like you,” Father Tyme snidely said.

“You got it wrong,” the guard
responded. “There are no need for trials...for people like
you...but you will get one. Pull over,” he said, as the
vehicle barely made it down the road.

The two Authoritarian Guards exited the vehicle,
yanking the prisoners out. Becky looked back towards the flames,
seeing that she was still in view of the church.

“Move!” The guard member said, as
he shoved the perceived nun and priest towards a forested area.
They were marched into the woodland. Along the way, they witnessed
a forest of massive, bare poplar trees. One tree in particular had
a strong, protruding branch with round marks in the bark. It was
clearly not the first use of it that day.

“Rope,” the main guard called out,
as he strung it up around the branch, revealing an already tied
noose at its end.

“This is your idea of a trial?”
Becky asked angrily.

“No...this is,” he said, turning
to the accompanying guard. “All who find this man and woman guilty
of treason against the government, say I.”

“I,” repeated the other
guard.

“You see, I am a man of my word.
String him up first,” the main guard said. He pointed to Father
Tyme.

“Take me first,” Becky called
out.

“His position outranks yours,” the
guard said, as Father Tyme was marched to the tree, and the rope
was secured around his neck.

******

The short path through the rat-infested crypt led
Joe and Gunner to a hole in the distant, man-sized, rusty sewer
pipe. They hadn’t cleared the church’s foundation yet, when Striker
approached the hole. Suddenly, a rumble filled the air. The two men
looked at each other in wonderment, as it sounded like an
earthquake.

The weight from the burning debris had taken its
toll. Burning embers had eaten their way through the layers of
shellac, eroding their way into the floor’s structure.

“Dive!” Striker yelled, as the two
men dove down into the brownish sea. The smoldering debris landed
above them, into the cold water. Sizzling streams of steam rose
into the air, as all went quiet for a few moments in
time.

Suddenly, Striker’s fist burst through the cooled
debris, Gunner followed. The two crashed through rubble, like
ghosts rising from the ashes. A top layer of the water-cooled
wreckage still managed to sting their skin, holding onto its last
bit of heat. Although pained, the men were just happy to be
alive.

Gunner held the lighter into the air, reopening the
protective steel latch, and relighting a fresh flame.

“Are you, ok?” Striker asked
Gunner.

“That’s a loaded question, kid,”
he said, peering all around him. “Listen. The rats. Those
mange-infected bastards are quiet. Cooked by the fire! You
hungry?”

“Hang on! Give me the lighter,”
Joe said, as Gunner handed it to him. Joe shined it towards the
remains of the built-in coffins, seeing that the rats were gone. “I
don’t see any rodent carcasses.”

“If they’re not dead...then where
are they?’ Gunner asked.

Striker looked down, as a team of rats popped their
heads from the water below. They started crawling up his body like
a ladder to safety. He knocked them off with his hands. “I can’t
fight through this...too thick!”

“That makes two of us!” Gunner
proclaimed. They both tried to bust their way through the thick
debris, which the rats were starting to take refuge on.

“If we can’t break through it...go
under it!” Joe yelled. They dove back into the water, swimming
below the floating wreckage. Gunner joined him as the two headed
forward, blindly in the pitch darkness. Each one fought the swarms
of drowning rats, which were biting at their arms, clawing at their
eyes, and gnawing clumps of hair.

Madness continued, as they hit the sewer-line’s
edge. The two emerged, as Gunner relit the scene. They arrived at
their target, which was also covered by agitated rats. Having
already been bit numerous times, Striker climbed into the
rust-covered hole, crawling towards charging packs of rodents. It
appeared that he turned the wrong way onto the Kentucky Derby’s
racetrack. Water, thick with remnants of human waste, corroded
their bodies, and poisoned their lungs. The short crawl felt like
hours, as they finally reached an upward pipe. It had a ladder
rung, mercifully leading to a manhole-cover exit.

Since the ladder was also covered with rats, Striker
flung the frantic rodents off, starting his ascent. Gunner was
closely behind him. Both men used their fists to pound the heavy
manhole-cover off its base.

The two of them burst through the hole, gasping for
air, dry heaving into the empty streets.

“You smell like shit,” Gunner
said.

“Funny...I thought you smelled
better than usual,” Striker retorted. “I sure hope the rabies story
was just a myth.” The two turned to see an even more eerie sight,
which distracted them from their own worries.

The crackling of simmering ashes replaced the entire
area of church foundation. There was a gaping hole in the middle,
where the floor caved in. A once beautiful building had come
crashing to the ground. The only thing left standing was the stone
cross on the building’s back edge. Amazingly, the strong structure
barely had a scratch on it.

“Becky!” Striker yelled out,
brushing off the rest of his problems. He focused on what was truly
important to him.

Striker looked around frantically. “Becky!” he
repeated again, this time with more hope in his voice.

“She’s gone, kid...face it.
There’s not a trace in sight.”

Striker focused on the government vehicle, which was
oddly pulled off to the side of the road at the woodland’s
entrance. “Where there’s smoke...there’s fire,” he said.

“I’ve had enough fire for one
day...fire and rats,” Gunner replied.

Striker ran towards the vehicle, as a fed-up Gunner
followed him. They reached the forest edge, seeing the trampled
vegetation. Joe knew that it would lead the way to their friends’
fates. However, the real question was one of timing.

Striker pulled out his gun, checking to see that he
had one bullet left. Gunner was out of ammunition. “This will have
to do,” he said, as they had no time to search for more. The two
men tiptoed along the path, coming to the distant, disturbing sight
of Father Tyme with a noose around his neck.

They dashed behind a large poplar. Joe aimed his
gun, trying to focus his hazy eyes on the main guard.

“You got one shot...don’t miss,
kid. By the way...no pressure,” Gunner said.

“I used to live for pressure,
Gunner. It’s been put on hold. You can take the marine out of the
military...but not the military out of the Marine,” he said,
zeroing in one last time.

“Any last words?” the main guard
shouted aloud, gripping the back end of the hanging rope. One pull
would levy Father Tyme into the air, dangling his body from the
large, high branch.

“A microchip? This could be the
one!” the other guard interrupted the hanging, as he roved the
civilian clothes of Becky. He discovered the tiny microchip tucked
beneath the robe, into her pocket. Becky tried to squirm away,
though the guard strong-armed her to the ground.

“An unexpected surprise,” the main
guard said, turning his attention away from Father Francis. Tyme
focused on a reflection from a metal object, deep into the woods. A
smile crossed his face.

“Looks like we have stumbled upon
the famed fugitives. More importantly...the legendary microchip is
in our grasp,” he said. A sly smile crossed his lips, as he
returned to pull the rope with all of his strength, lifting the
elderly priest into the air. The remaining breath spilled from
Tyme’s lungs, redness hijacked his face, and veins bulged from his
neck. The rope was secured tightly and expertly to the trunk of the
tree.

“God forgives you,” Father Tyme
strained his voice, fighting to get the words out.

“What?” the guard
asked.

“Last words! God forgives you,” he
squeezed from his throat.

“Ha,” the man laughed in
mockery.

Tyme gazed back into the woods. He could see Joe
Striker taking aim, clouding in and out of focus. He lined up the
long barrel with the main guard’s head.

“Unfortunately for you, the men in
the woods...are not as forgiving as God,” Father Tyme said
cryptically. The main guard alarmingly drew his weapon, spinning
around to search for the hidden men. Suddenly, a bullet struck the
guard’s forehead with precision, ripping through to the other
side.

“Bulls eye,” Striker proclaimed.
He and Gunner rushed to aid the hanging Father Tyme.

The two men were greeted by the remaining guard, who
had Becky in a headlock. “Move closer and she’ll die,” he
threatened.

“Forget me...save him!” Becky
yelled, motioning toward Francis.

“Save him...she dies. You choose,”
the guard said with a smirk.

“Kill him! He took the chip from
me!” Becky called out. “It’s all we have...our only proof to the
world!”

Striker grabbed the barrel of his gun, aiming the
large butt at the guard’s head. His intentions were a mystery.
Suddenly, Striker tomahawked the heavy pistol, missing Becky’s face
by an inch, striking the guard between the eyes.

The masked man crashed down. Becky ran towards
Father Tyme, trying to undo her plastic restraints so she could
untie the tight tree rope. She was unsuccessful.

Striker ran at the downed guard, as Gunner went to
free Francis. Shoman’s strength was no match for the gnarled and
twisted rope, which held the priest’s weight in full. The father’s
eyes were starting to roll back into his head, as his consciousness
slipped away.

Gunner propped up the struggling Francis. He lifted
him into the air, providing a moment of lifesaving breath.

Joe Striker went to check on the guard, who appeared
to be knocked out cold. He opened the man’s hand, retrieving the
microchip, returning it to the safety of his pocket. He saw his gun
on the floor, but decided to head towards Father Tyme first.

“Would you care to join us?”
Gunner asked, as Striker turned his back on the guard. Suddenly,
the downed enemy leapt from his fake slumber, striking Joe in the
back of his head, sending him to the ground.

He gripped Striker by the back of his hair, turning
him over, witnessing the faint scar, which ran across his neck. The
make-up used to conceal the mark had faded in the water. The
guard’s eyes lit up with delight, as he had been instructed to find
a man of that description. The reward would be one of the
immaculate, vacated homes.

“I was told to take you
alive...but I can’t resist,” he said, pulling a dagger from a
secret pocket within his boot. He prepared to reopen Striker’s neck
wound. Gunner had no choice but to drop Father Tyme, ending his
moment of recovery. The hanging started again. Becky, who was still
bound, tried to boost Francis on her shoulders, though it was to no
avail.

Realizing that she couldn’t help him in a bound
state, Becky used the sharp bark of the poplar tree, rubbing
frantic friction against the plastic cuff ties. She was starting to
make progress, but it would clearly take more time than she
needed.

Gunner lunged at the guard. He knocked the man off
Striker, just moments before his throat could be recut. As they
landed on the ground, each one wrestled for control. The guard
regained his position. He still had the dagger in hand, gripping it
even tighter, lunging it towards Gunner’s heart. Shoman caught the
knife, fighting with all his might to ward off the forward
movement. However, the guard was trained in such maneuvers, bending
Gunner’s wrist to weaken it of all strength.

The knife sunk deeper, as the tip of the blade began
to pierce Gunner’s skin. Joe Striker shook off the dizziness,
charging the guard. The enemy in black momentarily stopped the
progression of the knife, using a sweeping motion to take Striker
down to the ground. He trapped him with a steel-toed boot against
his neck.

Gunner tried to cover his chest, though the guard
thrust the blade through the fleshy part of his hand, sinking the
knife’s tip back down towards his heart. It was clear that these
guard members were far from the typical mercenary. Their grasp of
the English language and fighting skill were far superior.

It seemed over for them all. Father Francis Tyme
counted his last moments of consciousness, preparing his soul with
a silent prayer. Joe Striker was about to have his throat crushed,
and the guard’s blade began drawing blood on the journey to
Gunner’s heart.

All hope appeared to be lost, as suddenly, the hard
butt of Joe Striker’s Smith & Wesson bashed the guard’s skull,
causing him to stop all pressure on Joe Striker’s throat. He
released the knife’s momentum into Gunner’s chest.

The guard keeled over. Gunner yanked the tip of the
blade from his chest and hand, flinging the unconscious guard to
the side. Becky ran to each of them, “Are you hurt?”

“There’s no time to hurt!” Joe
called out, noticing that Father Tyme had just lost consciousness.
His face turned blue, and his body went limp.

They both pushed away their pains and injuries,
hurrying over to the large Poplar. “This knife would be better
served cutting the rope...than lodged in my chest,” Gunner said,
handing Striker the dagger. Gunner returned to hold Father Francis
into the air, allowing the breathing process to return.

Striker approached the tightly tied trunk knot,
sawing a slice through the rope. The fragile Father Tyme spilled to
the ground, though Gunner caught him, and laid him down gently. He
unloosened the noose from the priest’s neck, allowing the blood to
leave his head, and bringing the veins in his neck down to size.
The moment that Francis was freed from the choking restraints of
the noose, life returned to him. He slowly regained
consciousness.

They tended to the old man, as the steps of a
fleeing guard member filled the air. They turned to see the guard
escaping through the woods, heading for his vehicle.

“Shit! He’ll get help! They’ll be
on us any minute,” Gunner yelled.

“Let him,” Striker said. “We’ve
survived for four years with this man’s help...let’s help him
survive a few more years with ours,” he said.

Tears entered Becky’s face, as she leaned down and
kissed Tyme on the forehead. “Are you, ok? Any lasting
damages?”

“Minus the preexisting ones,”
Gunner said.

Striker helped Father Tyme into a sitting position.
“Take it easy...you’ve been through a lot.”

Francis looked around in a confused manner. “Is this
heaven?” he asked, as he turned to look at Gunner. “It obviously is
not.”

“Are you happy to see us?” Gunner
asked, as Becky wrapped Shoman’s injured hand with the nun’s head
wrap.

“Some of you...more than others,”
Father Tyme responded in a lighthearted manner.

“Hey, ungrateful old man...there’s
still enough rope to hang you back up!”

“You’ve done enough favors for one
day,” he said.

Becky handed Joe his gun, as he returned it to its
place. “Who needs bullets?” she asked, as he smiled at her.

“Are you able to walk?” Striker
asked Father Tyme.

“I can make it,” he said,
struggling to his feet.

“We’re all banged up...but we
still have our lives...and we still have the chip,” Striker said,
holding the microchip into the air. “Now...all we need to do is get
out of here...and find a new home.”

“Easier said than done, kid.
Easier said than done,” Gunner assured him.

 


 



 



Chapter Nine

The River

 


The time was only 5:00 P.M., though the lights were
off in the windowless underground bunker of the Pentagon.
Eight-year-old Emma pretended to be asleep in her bed, comfortably
at rest after the endless training session, which started the night
before. The long, harsh hours were commonplace in the dojos, as it
was preparing the young army for a future battle against their own
countrymen.

Emma’s female government minder checked her closely,
syringe ready in hand. If the young girl wasn’t asleep by then, the
minder would aid the child with a dose of medicine to help end her
consciousness. However, it didn’t appear the shot would be needed,
since she seemed to be out cold.

The female minder was satisfied with Emma’s status,
having no reason to doubt her. The young girl had been nothing but
cooperative since the day she arrived in custody. The minder exited
the room, quietly closing the door, and leaving Emma to dream
beneath a faint red light.

Since all the disciplined children were checked, the
minder felt the freedom to exit the bunker, heading down the hall
to smoke. It was something she was forbidden to do, though did
often.

Hearing the sound of the outer-doors close, Emma
tossed around in her bed, trying to comply with naptime. She could
not rid the previous night’s trauma from her innocent brain. In
fact, the young girl had not achieved a full night’s sleep since
being taken for “reeducation” purposes. She missed her home, and
couldn’t adapt to the stale whitewashed walls, stiff mattress, and
thin sheet.

She missed her dog, a pug named Mimi, which used to
snuggle with her at night. The loving animal would get so close, it
practically became a loving thorn in her side. The warmth, which
radiated from the dog made her feel safe, like someone was looking
over her. It was the complete opposite of the 59-degree
temperature, which filled the air she currently breathed. Emma
longed for the day, when she would feel that warmth again. However,
she had no idea that the laws had changed. The promise of a return
to her parents was crushed by the second phase, making her official
government property. At least the young girl had hoped to hang
onto, as the newly removed children would never have those beliefs
to cling to.

Should I do it? She wondered to herself, as
her demons and angels went back and forth. They weighed the severe
consequences for disobeying an order. Emma examined her sprained
wrist, getting a taste of the abuse that the boys received
daily.

You’ll be punished, she assured herself.
Minder will never find out, the other half of her brain
assured her. Is he worth it? They both asked her. He
is, she assured herself, as the girl sat up from her bed, and
crept towards the door.

She quietly peered out into the hallway, confirming
that darkness was its only inhabitant. Confident that her
government minder was absent, she slowly shut her door, tiptoeing
the short distance to the adjacent room.

Emma took another look towards the bunker entrance.
She placed her hand on the neighboring doorknob, turning it slowly.
What if he wakes? Will he tell? She asked herself.

Throwing caution to the wind, Emma opened the door,
entering Rock’s room. She had decided to take a chance. The thing
that fascinated her about the boy, who was half-her-age, was his
kindness in the face of such brutality.

Emma delicately approached Rock’s bed, studying the
soft, red light on his face. It revealed soft skin, and gentle
features. He was sleeping hard, exhausted from the vigorous and
emotional day that had taken a toll on him.

She sat beside him, gazing at the young boy like a
work of fine art. The patient girl had always been one that was
easily entertained, though she never thought that watching someone
sleep would lead her to such content. However, Emma was more than
just content. Rock had caught her interest since the moment she
laid eyes on him.

The peaceful look upon Rock’s face quickly turned to
one of angst. The boy’s brain flashed between images of a
mysterious, blood-covered woman reaching out for him, begging for
the return of her son. She was unknown to Rock. Though the sadness
in her eyes, and the cruel state of torn flesh inflicted upon her,
had wracked his young heart. An image of such horror scared the
four year-old, as he trembled in his bed.

The more defined image was of Emma, being thrown to
the ground by the beastly, eye-patched Commander Xavier Sin. The
tears in her helpless eyes angered him, though much like his
father, it was his inaction to save her that caused him such
pain.

Minutes of Rock’s nightmare seemed to stretch for
hours, as the slow-motioned twisting of Emma’s wrist replayed in
his mind. It brought his doped blood to a heightened boil.
Suddenly, the angst turned to rage.

He leapt up, causing Emma to gasp. She headed back
into the hidden shadows of a corner. Rock, who was stuck in between
a state of REM sleep and consciousness, was about to experience his
first bout with steroid rage. It would not be the last in his young
life. His muscles burned beneath his skin, making him want to stomp
out the fire with his fists.

Both nightmares stayed burned into his mind like the
screen of an old plasma television, left on one repeating scene. He
rolled off his bed, bashing his small fists into the steel frame.
Next, he moved to the bare walls, giving them a sudden splash of
small, red blotches

Emma watched in horror. She couldn’t believe such
sweetness could turn into such destruction. What she didn’t know
was that the unnatural power and anger of such a young child was
created in a lab, and injected in a syringe. It wasn’t part of his
nature.

Rock continued. He was so focused on his dreams that
he didn’t even detect Emma’s presence. To him, he was surrounded by
nothing but darkness, as his anger spilled out onto the wall, in a
fury. He neared the breaking of his fists, as Emma called out,
“Rock, stop!”

The tearful, sweet voice broke him from his trance.
The young boy turned to face her, trembling in fear. Tears spilled
from his eyes like a saltwater fountain, as he had experienced his
first cry since infancy. Acts of weakness were forbidden for a
solider, in training or not.

Rock collapsed to the ground, as Emma rushed to his
aid. She cradled him in her arms, bringing the boy close to her. He
cuddled in, squeezing against her, almost absorbing her compassion.
In mere moments of feeling her healing touch, the trembling and
sobs stopped. The two children had never spoken to each other,
minus words of appreciation at the water table, though they were as
familiar as a broken-in pair of shoes.

The exhausted boy laid in Emma’s arms, basking in
emotions he had never experienced. Before Emma could say anything
to him, Rock had drifted back to sleep. She rhythmically rocked him
back and forth, humming a soft lullaby in his ear.

On the flip side, Rock wasn’t the only one to
benefit. Warmth filled every inch of Emma’s body. She reclined on
the hard, cold tile floors, as Rock slept soundly on her chest. It
was the first time since the young girl left home that she achieved
a few hours of real sleep.

Upon awakening, she returned Rock to his bed. Emma
kissed the sleeping boy on the forehead. “You probably won’t even
remember this,” she whispered to him. “But thank you.” She exited
the room.

The hallways were still quiet. Emma assumed that the
minder was absent from the area. She crept to her door, quietly
opening it, and shutting it equally as quiet. She turned towards
her bed, as a voice startled her.

“Where were you?” the minder
asked, in her raspy, cigarette stained voice. She was sitting in
the dark, waiting on the bed.

Emma gasped, trying to think quickly. “I just...just
needed to use the restroom, minder...I promise.”

“You wait for permission to
relieve yourself.”

“I know...it won’t happen
again.”

“You’re right it won’t...because
you will be asleep,” she demanded, holding the liquid-filled
syringe in her hand. “That will be the last time I trust you,” she
said coldly, rising from the bed, approaching the scared
girl.

“Please...I was sleeping...I just
woke up.”

“This will stop that,” she assured
her. “Now...take your medicine like a good girl,” she said, placing
the needle at Emma’s arm.

“Did you enjoy your cigarette?”
the young Emma asked.

The government minder stopped the needle’s
progression, angrily asking, “What did you say to me?”

“I can smell it on your clothes.
My mother smelled like that too...hers not as cheap. I’ve heard the
door close...almost every night now, for a while. I know you leave
us alone...unattended.”

“You wouldn’t dare tell...you
little brat!”

“I’ll tell the master if you ever
try to give me that shot!”

“They will never believe
you...just a child’s lies.”

“Maybe they’ll believe us both,”
the intelligent girl said in a defiant, threatening manner. “They
like to punish people around here.”

“Get to bed,” the minder demanded.
She removed the shot from Emma’s arm, quickly exiting the
room.

Emma took a deep breath, and ran back to her bed. A
big smile filled her face, as she learned a valuable lesson. In
order to survive around such bad people, you must sometimes give
them a dose of their own medicine.

******

“Did you get the damned chip?”
Commander Xavier screamed from the top of his lungs. He was inside
his newly appointed Potomac office, as the escaped, out of breath,
Guard member stood before him.

“We located the chip...it is in
their possession.”

“I didn’t ask if you located
it...I asked if you got it!”

“It was in my grasp...but they got
it back. They can’t be far! They’re on foot...in town! Just a mile
away!”

“I’m beginning to think I should
just hire Striker for myself...since you retards can’t seem to do a
damn thing right! Release a full squadron. I want that chip...and
by the way...there’s a change in the order! I want the congressmen
delivered alive...kill the rest of them.”

“Yes, sir,” the guard
said.

******

The setting sun blasted a blaze of light from the
horizon line, coating the large, thick clouds in a marinade of
orange and red. Joe Striker helped Father Tyme onto the edge of
rubble that used to be his church. He looked on the scene with
heavy eyes.

“I’ll give you a moment,” Joe
said.

“We don’t have a moment to give,”
Gunner replied. “They’ll be on us any second.”

“Be respectful,” Becky chimed in.
“Let him have closure.”

“I’m ok,” Father Tyme responded.
He zeroed in on the stone cross, which burst through the edge of
the standing wreckage. “The cross stands...like a monument to
hope.”

“Hope. I’ve heard that word a lot
these days...I don’t believe in it anymore,” Joe Striker
said.

“Don’t confuse the two, son. The
hope I speak of is not the word which comes from a politician’s
mouth...or other orifices.”

All of a sudden, the thumping sound of heavy, steel
trucks, and large tires echoed in the distance. They were just
minutes away.

“Speaking of assholes...they’re
back,” Gunner said.

“What do we do?” Becky
asked.

“We need to head for the cover of
the forest again,” Striker replied. “It’s the only place that’s
still free...for the moment, at least.”

“But how do we get there? On foot?
They will have us in cuffs by then!” Becky asked in a manner of
worry.

“On foot, no,” Father Tyme said,
as he thought deeply. “But on wheels...”

“You have a car?” Striker
asked.

“The pope-mobile?” Gunner chimed
in.

“Not quite as bullet-proof...or
well made,” Father Tyme said. He quickly led them to a small house
located next to the church, which had a garage. He opened the door,
revealing an old, beat-up Pinto.

“Umm...the 70’s called...they want
their Pinto back,” Gunner quipped.

“Now, I know this isn’t
perfection...but it’s sturdy and sleek...much like the horse it was
named after,” Father Tyme added.

“If the horse looked anything like
that...I would have shot it...not named a carline after it,” Gunner
replied.

“Right now...anything with a motor
and wheels looks like gold to me,” Striker responded. “Keys,” he
said. Father Tyme reached above the upper-right tire, revealing a
hidden set. He tossed them to Striker. Joe got in the driver’s
seat, Becky in the passenger seat, with Gunner and Father Tyme in
the back.

Striker started the engine. The loud, rusty engine
took a minute to turn over. When it did finally catch, it spit a
plume of grayish smoke into the air.

“Be gentle with her,” Father Tyme
said. “It was a donation.”

Gunner gave him a look of insanity, as he was
quickly distracted by a bag, concealing a bottle of wine. “Was this
a donation as well?”

“That is for the holy
communion.”

“Well...I’m donating it to my...I
mean, our cause now,” he said.

Joe Striker shifted the car into drive, peeling from
the garage. They merged with two oncoming government trucks,
carrying groups of elite guard. The two vehicles were about to
collide, as Striker jammed on the brakes. The leading truck stopped
swiftly. It was mere inches from the Pinto.

“Why did you stop?” Becky
asked.

“Because...the woods are
that way,” he said, pointing towards the two trucks,
blocking the path forward.

“What the hell is he doing?”
Commander Sin yelled from the second vehicle. “Plow them off the
road!”

Striker put the car in reverse, turning it around to
face the truck head on.

“Kid...I always admire balls...but
insanity is nothing to brag about,” Gunner proclaimed.

“There’s one way out of here...and
they currently occupy it,” Joe said, revving the
gas.

“Those trucks can destroy us,”
Becky pleaded.

“Not if they flinch first,” he
said, putting the car in drive. He raced directly towards the
imposing government vehicle.

The shocked guard driver froze in silence, unsure of
which move to make. He started to race forward, realizing that the
pinto was not going to budge. Out of pure reaction, he jerked the
wheel moments before the two collided. Truck number one turned off
the road, crashing through the pile of church ashes. The vehicle
spilled down into the depths of the crypt’s chasm.

Commander Xavier Sin watched from the passenger seat
of the second truck. The oncoming Pinto sped forward, as the guard
driver watched in fear. Commander Sin hit him on the back of the
head, “They don’t stand a chance against us! Drive, you damned
coward!”

Having just witnessed the destruction of his
brethren, the shaken driver followed orders. He raced toward the
Pinto with a glimmer of apprehension in his eyes.

“If they don’t move...I’m sorry,”
Striker yelled out. He shut his eyes, along with the three others
in the car, not willing to back down.

The two vehicles were inches from a deadly
collision. The guard member panicked at the last moment, losing the
game of chicken. He veered from the path of the smaller Pinto.

“You coward!” Xavier yelled, as
veins popped from his neck. The truck came to an abrupt stop. He
reached over, opened the driver’s door, and tossed the guard member
to the asphalt. “Cowards have no place in this truck,” he yelled,
crawling into the driver’s seat. The door was shut as he backed
over the guard-member with the heavy tires. He crushed the man’s
skull, breaking his face into pieces.

The Pinto sped down the road. Xavier Sin put the
truck in drive, flooring the gas to its very limit.

“They’re coming again!” Becky
yelled, as her eyes were pinned on the rearview mirror. “Fast! Way
faster than us...to be exact.”

“This thing only does
eighty-five!” Striker yelled. “I’m flooring it!”

Xavier smiled, knowing that his powerful truck was
capable of speeds up to 200 miles per hour. In just moments, he was
bumping Striker’s car, trying to knock it off the road. He slowed
down his speed, then quickly accelerated, plunging into the
backside of the old Pinto. It tore the back bumper off, crushing it
beneath the truck’s wheels.

The car’s tail swerved like a fish’s backside.
Striker used his entire strength to steady the car from veering off
the road into a tree. “Goodbye, old friend,” Father Tyme said.

“Don’t these tin cans explode when
hit from the back?” Gunner asked Striker.

“I don’t know...nor do I want to,”
Striker answered.

“That wasn’t really a
question...it was a warning,” Gunner said, not helping the
situation.

Becky looked back into the rearview mirror, seeing
Xavier slow his speed again. “He’s slowing again!”

Joe Striker had to think fast. He was approaching a
dead end, which began forestland for miles. However, he didn’t
realize that beyond the grouping of trees was a section of the
Potomac River, called Great Falls. It was a hellish stretch of
water that they would have to cross.

He knew that at the current speed, its shoddy tires
and damaged back end couldn’t handle such a quick stop. The
government truck at his heels would compact it into a tree. It
appeared that there was no longer any choice.

“We need to stop!” Becky
said.

“Kid...I don’t normally agree with
her...but...the chick has a painfully obvious point.”

Commander Xavier jammed his foot on the gas. He
peeled the truck’s thick tires into the pavement, releasing a loud
screech, propelling him forward at blazing speed.

“Buckle up,” Joe said, as Becky
snapped her seatbelt, closing her eyes. Striker placed his foot
even further down on the gas, speeding towards the trees. He turned
at the last moment away from a large poplar. The Pinto busted
through an area of smaller, lighter, new growth. It plowed the
vegetation down to the ground.

Xavier was so focused on delivering the Pinto a last
deathblow, he was unprepared for the coming surprise. As Joe
Striker veered from the path, the large truck smashed into a thick,
poplar trunk with protruding branches. One long, sharp appendage
pierced the window, stopping before it could remove the commander’s
one working eye.

Smoke plumed into the air, as the engine continued
to roar. The group of elite guard members spilled around in the
back. They heard the commander unleash his frustration.
“Impossible!” he yelled, shaking his fists in the air.

Xavier Sin exited the vehicle, running after the
Pinto on foot. The other guards exited the truck, following him a
short distance to the river’s edge. They knew that there would be
no escape route for the fugitives.

“I don’t see them anymore! We’re
safe!” Becky yelled, as Striker jammed on his brakes, coming to the
river’s edge.

“Or maybe not,” Becky added,
looking at the unexpected detour in front of her.

“I must have forgotten to mention
this,” Father Tyme said in embarrassment. “With age...comes
forgetfulness.”

“Here they come...baring gifts we
don’t want,” Gunner said, focusing on the arrival of Xavier and his
force, holding their ammo-filled weapons.

Xavier and the others surrounded the car with their
guns drawn. “It’s over!” he yelled. “Surrender...and we’ll show you
mercy.”

Striker rolled the window down. “The same mercy my
wife was shown?”

“No...the mercy I showed your
son.”

Joe Striker cringed. “Where is he...you son of a
bitch!”

“Come out peacefully, and you’ll
be reunited. Pledge your loyalty...hand over the chip, and all will
be forgiven. I underestimated your ability, Striker...one I see in
the boy. Join him...join us...and we can help him reach his full
potential.”

“I’ll join him,” Joe said. “On my
terms,” he demanded.

“And what terms would those
be?”

“We walk free.”

“No one is free...you and the boy
are no exception.”

“I’m not finished with my
negotiation. We walk free...after I kill you...like you killed my
wife.”

“Tempting...but I’ll have to pass.
If you won’t join us...then what will you do? Plunge to your
death...drown? You survive the falls. There is no
choice.”

Joe Striker thought deep and hard about his next
move. He looked back at Father Tyme, who smiled at him, knowing
what was on his mind.

Striker stuck his head out the window again, saying,
“ A friend of mine once told me...there’s always a choice,” he
confidently said, returning his attention into the car. “Roll down
the windows...and get ready to duck.”

“Kid! Have you lost your mind?
Even I wouldn’t do that!” Gunner said.

Striker turned to Becky, “If there were any other
way...I’d take it.”

“Your son deserves better than
them...go for it.”

Striker nodded, saying, “Father...it’s probably time
to pray.”

“Already on it,” he said, as he
folded his hands in a praying motion. Gunner quietly joined Tyme,
causing Francis to peer over at him.

“Don’t say a word,” he
demanded.

Joe revved the gas, as Commander Sin looked on in
disbelief. “He’ll never do it. It’s suicide.”

The car was put into reverse, nearly running Xavier
to the ground. They dove out of the way, as Striker shifted the car
into drive, spinning the tires with fury. By the time the guards
were on their feet, the Pinto raced into the roaring rapids towards
the Great Falls of the Potomac.

The car flew off the rocky bank of the Potomac
River. It spilled into the water, being ferried down stream by the
swift moving current. The heavy clunker floated for a few moments,
taking on water dangerously fast.

“The falls are coming up...we need
to get out before we either sink...or go over! Neither of them is
an option!” Joe said.

Water poured into every hole, edge, and opening of
the car. Striker climbed out the window, getting to the roof. He
looked over the scene, seeing a massive stretch of metamorphic
rocks approaching rapidly. The craggy, sharp mounds of rock
stretched across the wide river, creating a series of rushing
waterfalls with a 20-foot drop. The swirling whirlpools, and
hardened earth would certainly spell danger for anyone who slid
down it. However, it wasn’t only the falls, which created the
problem. If they didn’t jump ship before they reached the beginning
rapids, they would not be able to free themselves from the current.
It would either suck them into its rocky bowels, or trap them
within a swift whirlpool chasm.

Striker reached his hand into the two-door car. He
motioned for Becky to take his help. “Now!”

“Get the father out first!” she
yelled.

“You first!”

She ignored Joe’s pleas, pulling the driver’s seat
forward. Striker pulled the 69 year-old priest to the top of the
roof. “Wait here!” Joe said, as Father Tyme looked around
wondering, Where else would I go?”

Before Joe could return to help Becky, Gunner
crawled from the car. He was half way out, when he yelled, “Wait,”
climbing back inside.

“You want to stay?” Striker
asked.

Gunner reached into the back seat, retrieving the
bottle of wine. He crawled back out onto the car’s roof, as Striker
yanked him out. Seeing him grasp the bottle of wine, Joe gave him a
dirty look.

“For the holy
communion!”

All of a sudden, Striker fell to the ground, as they
hit their first series of rapids. “Take the father...it’s your only
chance!” Striker yelled to Gunner, who stuck the bottle of wine in
the waistband of his pants, and grabbed Father Tyme.

“Can you swim?” Gunner
asked.

“I’m old, son...not dead,” the
father said, as the two jumped into the water. Gunner gripped
Francis Tyme around the neck, fighting the currents to the
shoreline.

Joe turned his attention back towards Becky, who was
in process of crawling from the passenger window. The waterline was
already waste deep. He went to go help her, as the Pinto smashed
into its first rock, spinning the car in a 360-degree twirl.

Becky screamed, as she fell into the treacherous
waters. She gripped the rearview mirror, hanging on with every
ounce of strength in her body. The current had reached a fervent
pitch, producing such power that it flirted with ripping her arm
from its socket. “I can’t hold on anymore,” she screamed, as each
finger loosened its grip.

“I’m not losing another one!” Joe
Striker yelled, as he dove to the car’s edge, lunging his arm into
the water. His fist caught her wrist, as she had completely become
separated from the car. Only Joe’s strength stopped Becky from
being swallowed into the powerful current.

Striker looked towards the incoming falls. He had
realized that there wasn’t time left, straining every muscle in his
body. Joe pulled Becky back onto the roof of the car. The exhausted
girl gripped him in a powerful hug, trying to catch her breath.
“It’s too late,” she said. “We’ll never survive that fall.”

Joe only had a moment to figure it out, as an idea
suddenly hit him. “We won’t...but the car might,” he said, looking
down into the soaked interior. “Climb back in!”

“It’s nearly
underwater!”

Having no time for debate, Striker gripped the side
of the rusty Pinto, using the current to his advantage. He allowed
it to propel him feet first into the watery cavern of the front
seat. Joe went under the water, sticking his face up to a small air
pocket at the roof. It wasn’t perfect, but it was enough to ride
out the fall.

Striker stuck his hand up through the window’s
opening, as Becky went to take his help into the vehicle. Right
before she could grip it, the car hit another rock, causing Becky
to spill from the roof to the hood. She looked forward, freezing in
fear, and realizing that there was no time left.

Gunner and Father Tyme ran alongside them on the
edge of the shore. He tried to prepare himself for a rescue.
However, Gunner knew that the chance of survival had just become
next to impossible.

The car had reached the edge of the falls.

Joe Striker watched Becky hang onto the hood. He
threw caution to the wind, trying to re-exit through the window.
Suddenly, a massive crash busted in the front glass, letting in a
rush of water. “Becky!” he yelled, realizing that there was nothing
he could do. The distraught man quickly buckled his seat belt,
preparing for the coming ride.

He could not see forward, though could feel
everything. The car sailed over the largest flowing falls, flipping
over completely onto its roof. He was completely suspended in the
air, as the car landed, crashing into a deep pool of water. It spun
out of control, entering into a greater flow of rapids. The car was
quickly delivered to calmer waters, sailing to its final resting
place on the shore.

Gunner ran with reckless abandonment, leaping over
slippery rocks upon the shoreline. He reached the car, yanking a
soaked Striker from the seat. Joe had cuts on his forehead from the
flying glass, but the seatbelt kept him from spilling through the
front window, getting crushed underneath. He brushed off his pain,
exiting the car, frantically looking for Becky.

“Where is she?” Joe
asked.

“The car went over...then she
disappeared!” Gunner yelled. “No one can survive that.”

Striker looked at the rapids. “Then I’ll die
trying,” he said, preparing himself to jump into the water.

Gunner grabbed his arm, “Kid...it’s not gonna bring
back your wife.”

Joe ignored Gunner’s plea, as he broke from the
grip, diving into the water. He fought his way back into the
rapids, trying to battle against the frothy push of the merciless
current.

He was able to make his way to one of the rocks,
crawling across its slick, slimy top, standing above it all. He
looked around, “Where are you?” he called out in a panic, finding
nothing in sight. Suddenly, he saw a body spit up from the trapping
of an underwater whirlpool. It was clearly Becky, though she was
floating face down. Her body was pressed up against one of the
rocks.

Horror overtook Striker. He dove off the rock,
power-swimming his way to the base of the falls, getting shoved
back when he arrived. He was within an arms length of her, though
didn’t have any more strength to force his way forward.

Joe extended his arm, nearly dislocating it from the
socket. He used all of his might to reach her, to no avail. Every
muscle in Joe’s body started to tremble. His reach started to
retract backwards, as he mouthed the words, “I’m sorry.”

At that moment, Joe Striker lost his strength,
letting the current carry him away. The hands of Gunner suddenly
halted him. “Don’t quit, kid...it’s not your style,” he said,
propelling Joe back into the current. He was plunged towards
Becky.

Joe leapt forward, landing on her body, gripping it
tightly in his arms. He pulled Becky’s face from the water, aiming
it back towards the air. Next, he used his feet to push off against
the rock, freeing them both from the current’s grip.

A waiting Gunner grabbed them both, returning them
to the banks of the river’s muddy ground.

A trembling Striker crawled onto the shore. Gunner
laid a blue-faced Becky on her back. He placed his head to her
chest. “She’s not breathing!” he yelled.

Reaching deep into his soul, Joe rose up, lunging
toward Becky. He sucked every bit of air that he could fit into his
lungs, blowing into her mouth. He began administering CPR.

Striker followed by pumping a series of hard thrusts
to her heart, trying to keep the blood flowing within her. He
continued to repeat the process for the next five minutes.
Unfortunately, she didn’t continue to breathe on her own.

Exhaustion overtook him, as he dropped to the
ground, gasping for air. “My turn,” Gunner yelled, as he continued
the CPR process, trying to keep Becky alive.

After another five minutes, Gunner quit as well.
“I’m sorry...kid. I tried my best.”

Striker gripped his hair in anger, nearly tearing it
out from the individual pores. Father Tyme walked over to Becky,
offering a prayer. “Please lord...embrace her soul in your arms,
welcoming her to the kingdom of Heaven...”

Thoughts of Jenny’s lifeless body burned into Joe’s
head. He exploded in a fit of rage. “I won’t let you go!” he yelled
out, shoving Father Tyme out of the way, jumping back into the CPR
position.

He blew even harder into Becky’s mouth, pumping her
chest to near bruising. Suddenly, a sea of water and vomit spilled
from her lungs. Her eyes bolted open as if her soul was thrust from
the arms of Heaven back to earth.

Joe had never received the opportunity to save his
wife. However, now having it in front of him, he was not going to
lose it.

The blue hue slowly turned red and beige, as blood
began returning to Becky’s face. Joe wrapped her tightly into his
arms.

“Relax, kid...you’ll suffocate her
all over again!” Gunner called out.

Joe looked Becky Fox over, examining a nasty cut on
her forehead. She appeared unharmed otherwise. “How did you not get
crushed by the car?”

“I was swimming champion in high
school. Diving was my specialty,” she said with an injured smile.
Becky was being truthful. When the car began its flip, she kicked
off its hood, diving into the water, and clearing the impact of the
vehicle. The strong current immediately sucked her into a sharp
rock, bashing her head against it. It vacuumed her into a small
whirlpool chasm.

“I thought...we lost you,” Joe
said.

“She’s tougher than most chicks I
know,” Gunner said.

“Maybe because I’m not a chick,”
Becky answered. “I’m a woman.”

“A strong one,” Joe said, locking
eyes with Becky.

“You sure kiss like a woman...I’ll
tell ya that,” Gunner said.

“Did anyone ever tell you...that
CPR doesn’t include a tongue?” Becky asked. “Even in an unconscious
state...I could feel that.”

Gunner let forth a laugh and wink, “The police
academy must have left that detail out.”

Father Tyme looked downstream. “How long do you
think until they’ll be back on our trail?”

“Sooner than later,” Joe Striker
assured. He pulled the wet compass from his pocket, checking
direction. “We need to get moving.”

“Where do we move to?” Father Tyme
asked. “The church is gone...our shelter with it.”

“From here...we head
southwest...along the river a ways. Then we break off to the
mountains. To the place I grew up,” Joe said, gathering Becky to
her feet, moving forward.

“Is your family there?” Becky
asked.

“No longer...but it’s home.
There’s forestland...plenty of it. I’d know my way around there if
I were blind.”

“What’s there that’s different
than here, kid?” Gunner asked. “They will search that forest as
hard as this one.”

“This one has a series of caves,”
he said.

“A cave?” Becky asked in concerned
wonder.

“More like caverns. It’s not the
Ritz...but it will give us a place to hide out...form a plan. We’ll
need one,” he said, checking to see that the microchip was intact.
He pointed the compass in the right direction, leading the way into
the woods. The others followed with weary looks upon their
faces.

“My ex-wife called me a cave-man
once,” Gunner said to himself. “Maybe she was right, after
all.”

******

Commander Xavier Sin dusted the dirt from his back,
staring down the river in pure disbelief.

The team of Authoritarian Guards returned from their
emergency mission, which the commander had sent them on. “So...are
they dead?” Xavier asked.

“The car went over the falls...no
bodies, sir.”

“I told you not to come back until
you found a sign! I won’t believe he’s is dead...until I see his
carcass rotted in front of me. Hell...I’m not sure I’ll even
believe it then!”

“We didn’t find bodies, sir,
but...we did find a fresh set of tracks. They led into the woods,
heading west. Should I inform the others...prepare for a search at
first light?”

“First light? We search
tonight...now! I want every guard member with a pulse combing the
ground. And I want the search dogs put on the trail. If we can’t
chase them down...we’ll sniff them out.”

 


 



 



Chapter Ten

The Chase

 


“Your reward for undying loyalty
has arrived,” Mika Sorka addressed Simon Judas by phone, as Ben
Arnold accompanied the leader in the helicopter.

“There is no greater reward than
serving you, Mr. Sorka, sir. As long as I have your confidence...I
deserve nothing else,” Judas over-passionately said.

“I agree, though I am giving you a
gift anyway. I present to you...the fruits of your labor,” Sorka
told him, as he hung up the phone.

“What can it be?” Under-Leader Ben
Arnold asked, as jealousy seeped from his face.

Leader Judas looked out the window of the
helicopter, seeing waves of blue haze bake the sky. They were
in-flight over the ex-state of North Carolina, though it was now
just part of a boundless territory. The two were in the western
part of the state, where the Blue-Ridge Mountains stretched their
undulated curves to the edge of the horizon line.

“Maybe the Blue Ridge Mountains?”
Leader Judas wondered in arrogance.

The look of jealousy only got worse on the
Under-Leader’s face, as he hadn’t received anything. Ben Arnold had
not been singled out for world domination like Leader Judas was,
because he was meant to be the “everyman” figure that the “average”
American could relate to.

During his upbringing, he was raised in poverty,
living the life of a working class parents’ child. Judas would
regale Ben with tales of freshly squeezed juice from the same
crystal glasses that Mika Sorka drank from; of course, he left out
the abusive parts.

The envious Ben Arnold’s childhood meals consisted
of drinking milk from the carton, and sticking his finger in a
peanut butter jar. He swept the floors on construction sites so his
government minder family could eat that night. Much like Leader
Judas, Ben was also purchased from the black market, though his
“sale price” went for a much cheaper price. In reality, both ended
up costing nothing.

Ben Arnold played the part to a tee. The story of
his hard-luck past helped those untrusting of Simon Judas’s pricey,
pressed suits and perfectly pronounced prose, take a chance on good
ole’ Ben. The two men created a truly balanced ticket.

The striking difference between their upbringing
always lent tension to their alone time, which consisted of Leader
Judas’s bragging, and Ben Arnold’s look of envy. Thoughts of
revenge always ran through his mind. Wait until I take over,
he thought. However, Mika Sorka was no fool. The Under-Leader would
never go beyond a pawn, never graduating past the part of tool.
Judas kept close tabs on Arnold, reporting every word of suspicion
to Sorka. In turn, Mika grew more curious about a man he never
really respected.

The helicopter landed upon the front lawn of the
Biltmore Estate. It was a breathtaking 250-room palatial palace,
sitting on 8,000 acres, built by George Vanderbilt. The French
Renaissance chateau, shined at the end of a long, manicured lawn
with a round fountain in the middle. The historic, privately owned
building was obtained by the government in a deal that couldn’t be
refused: give up full ownership or die.

The usually chatty Leader Judas was rendered
speechless. He peered around like a child with new eyes, walking
the grand entranceway. Ben Arnold was still seething in jealousy.
They approached the doors, which opened in a welcome of perfect
timing. Judas was greeted by a pleasant woman, with a calming
demeanor, and supportive “wife” type of look. She was pretty,
though not beautiful, feminine, though not intimidating. She fit
the part perfectly.

“Welcome to your new home...well,
one of them,” Kate “Kitty” Smith, said with an overly warmed
smile.

Leader Judas gasped, not knowing how to react to
such a gift. He had gone from receiving nothing, to owning a dream
come true.

He entered through the doors. His first sight was an
unbelievably impressive dining room. It featured massive vaulted
ceilings, art adorned walls, shining floors of wood, ceiling strung
candleholders, three adjacent fireplaces, and an endless dining
table, with red chairs resembling thrones.

“This is my reward?” he asked in
wonder.

“Part of it,” Kitty
answered.

“Part?” Both Simon Judas and Ben
Arnold asked, though much different in tone.

“Yes,” she said, taking him by the
hand.

“What else can I possibly
want?”

“Me,” she responded
hopefully.

Leader Judas gulped in nervousness. He hadn’t had
much contact with women in the past. “I would like that.”

“Then your wish is my command,”
she said, leaning in to kiss his lips.

“This
is...unbelievable!”

“Please do not doubt me, sir. I am
your reward, along with the house. We are to marry, I am to bare
you sons...heirs, and serve you as a loving wife is commanded to
do.”

“Do I get one?” Under-Leader
Arnold asked.

“You were not mentioned in my
instructions,” she said, as he further sunk into his
despair.

“Leave us. I would like some time
alone with my...fiancé.” Leader Judas ordered Under-Leader
Arnold.

“Where do I go?”

Kitty turned to the waiting servants. “Show him to
the guest quarters.” They nodded their heads, and led the
Under-Leader to his nightly room.

“I am starved after the long
flight,” Leader Judas said.

Kitty motioned to the remaining servants, as she
took Simon Judas by the hand, pulling his dining seat out for him.
Not used to such service, he paused for a moment, though quickly
warmed to the idea, taking his place at the head of the table. His
new fiancé placed a napkin on his lap, pushing in his chair.

The servants brought out piping hot soup. She blew
on it, cooling the heat from the bowl. Then, she dipped the spoon
into the lobster bisque, and lifted it towards his mouth.

He gladly accepted the kingly treatment from his
appointed spouse. “Take a seat,” he told her, as she walked the
long path to the table’s opposite end.

Simon raised his voice, calling to her, “I
meant...one a little closer,” he said, pointing at the chair next
to him.

“Yes, sir,” she said, exiting the
chair, and taking a seat at his side.

“Much better...and please, if you
are to be my wife, do not call me, sir.”

“What should I call you,
sir?”

“Leader...is appropriate for the
time-being.”

“Yes, leader.”

“In time...husband...may even be
permitted. But...I would like to get to know you first.”

“What would you like to know,
leader?”

“Did you make this soup
yourself?”

“I did. Is it to your
liking?”

“It is,” he said, as the look of
fear melted from her face. One of extreme happiness took
over.

“Thank you, so much, leader,” she
said, seeming as if her worth had just been proven.

“When are we to be married?” he
asked.

“One month,” she said, as Leader
Judas spit a spoonful of soup from his mouth.

“Are you, ok?” she asked, cleaning
the mess from his chin.

“I am fine...just unexpectedly
surprised...that is all.”

“I did not mean to surprise you,
leader.”

“It is a pleasant one...though I
suppose I should ask next...when are we to begin conceiving a
child?” he asked, following with another sip of soup.

“Tonight,” she said, causing him
to spit soup again.

******

One of the estate’s sixty-five fireplaces roared a
romantic flame. It created a deep contrast to the awkward tension
filling the master bedroom. Simon Judas and Kitty Smith approached
the four-poster bed. The two of them sat down on the plush
mattress, leaving a rather large space in between them.

“Sit closer,” he demanded, as she
immediately obeyed his order.



“Yes, leader.”

He moved in for a rather quick, forceful, sloppy
kiss, assuring that the only flame of romance was left in the
fireplace.

Leader Judas pulled away from Kitty’s lips, making a
suction-cup noise. The nervous woman hid the stinging pain that
pulsated on her, not wanting to insult her man. She didn’t believe
that kissing should invoke that feeling, though much like Leader
Judas, she had nothing to compare it to. They were both virgins,
held back from any physical “nonsense” like sex for enjoyment’s
sake. Kitty was “hand-broken” by Mika Sorka himself, so her body
would be ready to accept childbirth. Other than that, she had never
experienced the actual act, or intimacy that accompanied it.
Whether they were ready or not, it was time to perform.

“Remove your clothes,” Judas
ordered.

“Yes, Leader,” she responded,
rising from the bed, and dropping her ankle length dress to her
feet. Her underwear was not one of a seductress. In fact, the
garment was of an obedient wife and soon to be mother.

The apprehensive, shy Kitty removed her bra. She
revealed fresh and freestanding breasts, “perfect for feeding,”
Mika Sorka had commented upon his final examination. She followed
with the removal of her large underwear. The bashful woman wanted
to cover-up, though it was not permitted in her instruction.

The light of the fire shined off her virgin body,
revealing an untrimmed, natural pubic area, under arms, and legs.
It hinted at her European origin, although her accent and backstory
indicated she was All-American.

Simon Judas salivated, gazing upon naked female
flesh like an alligator timing the attack of an oblivious chicken.
He removed his shirt and shoes, though pulled a sheet over his
genital region, showing his inexperience as well.

“Come,” he said, patting the other
side of the bed, as if calling a dog.

“Yes, leader,” Kitty responded.
She climbed into the bed, completely draping herself within the
covers, waiting nervously and silently.

Each of them waited for the other to make the next
move, though neither moved. Finally, Leader Judas rolled on top of
her. He poked and prodded at her body, having no luck in finding
the bull’s-eye.

“I will assist you, leader,” Kitty
said.

“No!” he demanded, as his pride
would be hurt by letting a subordinate woman help him do a “man’s
job.” He continued aiming, having no luck. “You have my
permission,” he said in frustration.

“Thank you,” she told him,
shifting the favor to her. Kitty gently guided his manhood into its
counterpart. Both of them tightened. One gasped in pain, the other
in pure pleasure.

“I am ovulating,” Kitty groaned in
proud whisper. This was the moment she had waited for her entire
life, as she was told it was her only reason for
existing.

“I am...finishing,” Simon Judas
called out loud, knowing that the sound would spill over into the
adjoining guest room of the Under-Leader.

“I’ll take him down,” a lonely,
bed bound, Ben Arnold said to himself. He wondered why Simon Judas
seemed to constantly draw him into such bitterness. For whatever
the reason was, the plan had clearly succeeded.

Simon let forth a desperate moan, sending the seeds
of life into her womb. Millions of sperm cells raced to be the one
to fertilize the egg of first American succession.

In just minute’s time, Leader Judas collapsed on top
of Kitty. I always thought it would be better, she told
herself silently, taking pains to ensure that thoughts of
disappointment didn’t seep from her mouth.

Simon Judas rolled off her, saying, “For your sake,
I hope it is a boy,” he told her.

“I guarantee you a boy, leader,”
she told him. It has to be, she thought to
herself.

******

A freezing rain spilled from the dark night sky, as
the frightening sounds of barking, flesh-seeking German Shepherds
sounded through the air. Two days had passed, as teams of exhausted
Authoritarian Guards continued the chase, following the riverside
trail scent, day and night.

“They can’t run forever,”
Commander Xavier Sin yelled out. “Sooner or later, they’ll stop,”
he said, showing slight signs of weakness himself. However, it was
no match for his unstoppable resolve. All of a sudden, the dogs
turned away from the forward trail, yanking their masters’ leashes
to the side. They headed to the edge of the Potomac
River.

“We have something, sir!” A guard
called out.

“Then go get it!” he yelled,
brushing the frozen sweat from his forehead, following the dogs to
the river’s edge.

They arrived at a pile of shoes, boots, and socks.
Clumps of splattered dirt pools covered the ground, as the dogs
lunged at the discarded footwear. “Heel!” the guards yelled, as the
German Shepherds sat still, shaking with anticipation to tear
something apart.

Commander Xavier Sin bent down, examining the shoes
with close precision. “They outsmarted us again.”

“Sir, we can have the dogs back on
the trail in no time!” he said, yanking the metal chain of the
animal away from the footwear. The man struggled to fight the dog’s
will, which was pushing it back towards the scent.

The guard whacked the dog on the head, finally
succeeding in returning it towards the trail. However, the act
produced little results. A few empty sniffs in a circle-pattern led
the German Shepherd back towards the shoes.

“They must have crossed back over
the river,” the guard yelled. “I will have the men on it
immediately.”

“Hook, line, and sinker,”
Commander Sin said.

“I don’t understand.”

“Clearly...you idiot. It’s the
oldest trick in the book...but, one of the most effective,” he
said. “They covered their scent...therefore hiding the trail. They
could be anywhere now...west, east, south...even behind
us.”

“We await your orders,
sir.”

“Double the search,” he ordered.
“No...triple it! I want men combing every inch of forest!” The
guard gathered the dogs, heading away from the river. Commander Sin
looked back towards the discarded footwear, as pain gripped his
chest. Age-old memories overtook his mind.

The year was 1970, as a two-eyed, 18 year-old Xavier
Sin sat inside a jail cell for the murder of a man in a bar fight.
He already had a record for armed theft, and was looking at a
sentence of twenty to thirty years. It all depended on the ruling
of his manslaughter plea.

All the evidence and witnesses were in place. It was
only a matter of time before he would lose his case, and the
productive years of his life would end in a prison cell. That was,
until a top-secret program was put into production by the US
military. If Xavier Sin would agree to serve in the Vietnam War,
willing to do the kind of missions that no one else wanted to do,
he would receive clemency.

“Where the hell do I sign?” he
asked, as the prison doors were slid open, and he was fitted for a
military uniform.

After a crash course in military training, Xavier
was in the air, flying over the battered grounds of Hanoi. He was
dropped into the woods, along with a team of “expendables." Upon
landing, they snuck their way towards a convoy of mortar rounds and
cheaply made Chinese Type 56 AK guns. The weapons were being
unloaded to defend Hỏa Lò Prison, which was originally built by the
French to house their own prisoners. It became known as the Hanoi
Hilton when they fled, and the Vietnamese took over. The open
convoy, which was momentarily left exposed and alone, was the
ultimate target of the top-secret team.

Each soldier was given a crate of weaponry, equal to
the ones that were being unloaded from the Vietnamese convoys.
However, the decoy additions would not perform quite the same. Each
weapon was tampered with, made to backfire, explode in chamber, or
misfire in an unpredictable pattern.

Xavier didn’t really care about the mission. The
bitter man was taken from his drunken father at the age of seven,
placed in an even more abusive foster care system, courtesy of the
United States Government. I’m not even sure whose side I’m
on, he thought to himself. But if it gets me out of the
slammer, I’ll do it.

The convoy was cleared of Vietnamese soldiers, as
the American squad’s mission leader gave the hand signal,
indicating to move. The men were informed that they would have a
time ranging from one minute to mere seconds. If they were
captured, none of them would have ever existed, along with the
mission.

They knew what they were getting into, but for each
one, the risk was worth the reward. The men darted from the thick
forest of green, each one holding a rectangle crate. They scattered
the faulty weapons down amongst the pile, heading back to the
woods.

All of a sudden, a voice screamed out in Vietnamese.
A returning enemy soldier pointed out the infiltrators. The sobbing
wails of a hand cranked alarm filled the air, as guards in the
towers turned their guns on the American targets in the open
field.

Bullets popped the ground, tracing a trail of
destruction through the dirt. They hit one man after another. The
expendables were sitting ducks, and each man knew it, though
refused to surrender themselves to the fate of a vicious enemy.

One of the men behind Xavier fell to the ground,
shot in the chest, screaming out in pain. “Help me! Don’t leave me
behind!”

Xavier kept running, noticing that the guns were now
on him. He stopped, and turned back for the injured man.

“Thank you, brother,” the man
called out.

However, the words of appreciation were for naught,
as the opportunistic Xavier Sin dragged the soldier in front of
him. He cruelly used the man as a human shield. “Hold still,”
Xavier said coldly.

“Don’t do this! I have a pregnant
wife at home!” the man yelled.

“There’s no more a reason to die
than that,” he said, letting out a raspy, nervous laugh.

“Ahhh!” the man screamed, as
bullets riddled his back. Blood spilled from his mouth, as he
slowly faded away.

The other soldiers nearly made it to the cover of
woodland. They were mowed down, all dying but one, who was shot in
the ankle.

The blazing guns came to a sudden halt. Armed
Vietnamese soldiers entered the open field, beating the men, dead
or not, in the head. “Mercy!” Xavier yelled, though he wouldn’t
receive any. The beating continued, as one of the enemy soldiers
told his comrade to stop. They dragged a bloodied Xavier into the
Hỏa Lò Prison, along with the single surviving, wounded soldier,
Tom Johnson.

Inside the prison, the two captives were strung up
against the walls. Their wrists were cuffed with barbed wire, faces
covered in blood.

Tom Johnson was trying to hold himself up, shifting
the weight off his bullet-ridden ankle. He was the first to get
questioned.

“What you know...mission?” the
officer asked in broken English.

“Private Thomas Johnson,
265605234,” he said, repeating his rank, name, and social security
number.

The officer kicked Johnson in his wounded ankle,
causing him to fall from his stance. The man hung from the barbed
wire by his wrists. Blood spilled down, unleashing a pained scream
from the soldier’s mouth.

“I ask one more...what you
know?”

Tom pulled himself to his feet, regaining his
composure. “Private Thomas Johnson, 265605234,” he muttered from
his lips.

The Vietnamese officer went to bash Tom’s head in,
as Xavier called out. “It was a top secret mission...meant to add
fouled up guns and ammunition to your stock pile.”

“Don’t tell these bastards
anything!” Private Johnson called out. The officer finished him off
by cracking his head open with the butt of a rifle.

“More,” the officer
said.

“If I tell you everything...will
you let me live?”

“You live....now tell.”

“The weapons were placed on the
left side of the pile...you can identify them by the type of wood
used in the crates. It’s manufactured plywood...painted on wood
grain...flat...not cratered like your boxes.”

The officer shouted a command in Vietnamese to his
men. They left in a hurry to remove the weapons. All but one
Vietnamese soldier exited, joining the officer’s side. The man
pulled a burning stake of metal from a simmering fireplace of
ashes. The sharp rod shined red at the tip.

“I...I thought you said I would
live? I told you everything.”

“You live...we torture,” he
said.

“No!” Xavier called out, pulling
away from the approaching metal poker.

“What else you know?” the officer
threatened him.

“Nothing...I swear.”

“Wrong answer,” he said, giving
the nod to the assisting soldier. He gripped Sin’s face, pulling it
straightforward. The red-hot metal stake was slowly pressed against
Xavier’s temple, dragged all the way to his eye. The remaining scar
sizzled like a seared steak, but would not compare to the next
wound. The burning metal was placed against his eyeball, singeing
the sight from it.

Sin gritted his teeth, trying with everything in him
to not show weakness or pass out. “We had a deal!”

“No deal with rat,” he said,
motioning to the assistant. The eager man went into a cage, yanking
out a shit-eating, large rodent. It was placed inside a bag, and
brought over to Xavier.

“You wouldn’t!” Sin
yelled.

“One rat...deserve other,” the
officer said. He forced the bag over Xavier’s head, tying it around
his neck. Sin shook with madness, trying to break free from the
cuffs of barbed-wire cutting into his wrists.

Speckles of blood decorated the bag, as the starving
rat gnawed on his wounded eye. It eventually ate it clean from the
socket. Sin did everything he could to fight it, though he lost
consciousness.

“Take to new home,” the officer
ordered the accompanying soldier.

For over a decade, Xavier Sin would rot in a small,
bamboo tiger cage, much the size of a coffin.

Each day, he was fed one bowl of a putrid porridge,
consisting of things that Xavier couldn’t identify to this day. In
fact, the only recognizable ingredients were the meal worms, which
wiggled down his throat, providing some much needed protein.

His bathroom consisted of the gaps in his cage. The
bed was the sharp, hard bamboo shoots under his back. In the
present, he would still wake in the night, smacking phantom
poisonous spiders from his neck, arms, and legs, as if he was still
stuck there.

He watched, as in 1973, prisoners were released
under an agreement with the United States. As promised, his name
wasn’t on the list. He tried to kill himself many times, though the
guards watching over him twenty-four hours a day, made sure they
stopped him.

He eventually accepted the fact that he would live
the remainder of his life in the horrid conditions, stewing in
bitterness everyday. The very little compassion and love that he
had before the captivity had turned to pure hatred of his country.
It was a place that he resented long before.

It wasn’t until 1982, when a man named Mika Sorka
walked through the ragged gates of the broken down Vietnam prison.
He asked, “Show me the worst one of the remaining lot.” It wasn’t a
hard decision to make, as the officer led him right to Xavier
Sin.

Mika leaned in, asking, “Your country abandoned
you...what do you think of them now, soldier?” A fit of rage
painted Xavier’s face, as he spit into Sorka’s.

The officer started poking a bamboo cane through the
tiger cage, as Mika stopped him. One of Sorka’s personal guards
wiped the spit from Sin’s face, allowing him to laugh out loud.
“That is the exact response I was hoping to hear. Free him,” he
said.

The officer opened up the cage door, pulling the
horribly atrophied man from his prison. Xavier tried to move his
stiffened, unused legs, though couldn’t budge them an inch.

“Your appendages will be back to
normal in time,” Mika said. He looked over at the remaining
prisoners in line, as their arms, legs, and heads awaited a date
with the machete. “I can not say the same about them.”

Sorka’s personal guard helped the injured Xavier Sin
to his feet. Mika also helped prop him up.

“Am I going to die?” Xavier asked.
“Please say I am!”

“Just the opposite, my new friend.
You will live...to make others die,” Sorka said with a smile. “To
get your revenge on America.”

Xavier was carried towards the exit gates. It was a
sight he never thought he’d see alive. On the way out, Sin
witnessed the hacking of feet from any remaining soldier that was
left unclaimed by their country.

Xavier snapped back to the riverside chase, as a
guard’s voice interrupted his memories. “Commander? Are you
coming?”

Sin focused one last time on the fugitives’ empty
shoes. The difference was, their severed appendages were not
included.

“Get more men now!” he
demanded.

******

Joe Striker wondered through the cold fog alone.
“Hello?” he screamed out. “Where are you?”

“Where are you?” his voice
returned to him as loudly.

The fog filled the air, turning his visibility to
zero. Suddenly, he entered a clearing, seeing the large poplar
tree, which his wife was buried under. “It’s impossible...that’s
nowhere near here,” he told himself. Joe ran his finger along the
name carved into the bark. It was unmistakable. The location could
no longer be denied.

His foot was grabbed by a soiled hand, reaching up
from the muddy dirt. “No!” he yelled out, being dragged down into
soft ground.

He reached for solid dirt. More hands reached from
the depth of the earth, gripping his neck, face, head, and arms.
Pained voices sounded from below, “Come back to us,” they cried out
in high and low-pitched tones.

Joe managed to fight the hands away. He wiggled from
their grip, crawling from the slime, though sinking back down as if
he was in an endless sea. Swimming forward, his arms hit another
body, one with long hair.

Its face slowly peered up from the mud, revealing
the rotted corpse of Jenny Striker. “Hello, my dear,” she said, as
a mixture of blood and dirt seeped from her mouth. The skin on her
face slowly started to droop off.

“Jenny!” he yelled out, running
his trembling fingers through her soiled hair.

“Come back to me,” she attempted
to say, as her teeth fell out and jaw broke off, dangling in her
skin. His wife dragged him down into the raw filth.

“I’m not ready...I have to save
our son,” he yelled, pulling away, yanking her arm off with the
motion. Her detached fist stayed gripped around his
wrist.

Joe swam backwards, away from the horrifying sight
of his deceased wife. It only led him back into the arms of his
murdered colleagues, trying to drown him. Jenny’s face had
completely fallen off, revealing a jawless skeleton. She landed on
his body, taking him down to the mass grave hellhole that he once
crawled from.

“Joe,” Becky’s voice gently said,
as she placed a hand on the sleeping Striker’s head. He bolted up
from his tense slumber, wiping wet dirt from his face. “You must
have been dreaming,” she said.

“It was no dream. In fact, it was
a nightmare.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.
“But...you’re not awakening into anything better.”

Joe peered over at Father Tyme, who was sound
asleep. A loud snore sounded from Gunner, who was also asleep, each
one covered with dirt.

“He’s been snoring so loud, I keep
thinking...he’ll lead them right to us,” Becky said. She wiped her
own tired eyes with her dirty hands.

After two days straight on the run, they had emptied
of energy. The three had no time to eat, taking quick drinks from
the muddy river with their cupped hands. There came the point where
they had no more ability or will to go on. It was a do or die
moment.

“Leave me,” Father Tyme had said,
as the older man dropped to his knees. “I can not go on anymore...I
don’t have the ability.”

“Let’s go, old man,” Gunner said,
lifting Father Tyme up in an over the shoulder carry. After a few
seconds, even the usually strong Shoman hit his knees. “Just gimme
a minute...I can do this.”

“This is inhuman!” Becky yelled,
as dogs could be heard barking in the far distance. “They have
thousands...we’re just a few people. Their dogs will just sniff our
scent...no matter where we go!”

Striker thought hard. He remembered a skill he was
taught in his Marine Corps training. “What if our scent...is no
different than the ground they walk on?”

He bolted over to the nearby river, taking off his
shoes. Joe dug into the bank-side, scooping a large-pile of wet mud
from it. He covered his feet completely. The others came over,
watching him.

“Now’s not the time to play in the
dirt, kid,” Gunner said.

“The mud will harden, trapping our
scent with it...leaving its own scent behind us.”

“Are you sure this will work?”
Becky asked. “We’ll be without shoes on this terrain...not to
mention cold weather clothes!”

“Sleep or shoes...decide
now...because we don’t have another moment to waste,” Joe said
sternly.

Becky joined Striker, taking her shoes off, and
throwing them in the pile. She covered herself in the mud, assuring
herself, “People pay hundreds of dollars for this...I’m getting it
for free.”

“Minus the bugs and duck shit,”
Gunner told her. He joined the in the act, along with Father
Tyme.

“Thanks for reminding me,” she
said.

“Always willing to
help.”

The act worked, allowing them to stop the journey
forward. They made a side lateral move to the south, letting
Commander Xavier take the decoy, and pass them up.

They collected handfuls of tadpoles, small fish, and
frogs from the river, cooking the small meat with Gunner’s hand
lighter. Each one ate the primitive meal like it was the best of
cuisine.

The exhausted group fell asleep quicker than newborn
babies, except for Becky Fox. She closed her eyes, and leaned
against a tree, assuring herself that the crawling things of the
forest were asleep as well. She had just managed to doze off, when
she was startled by the noise of Joe, being rustled by the
nightmare.

“Was it your wife?” she asked
him.

“What?”

“The nightmare...was it about your
wife?”

He looked away, trying to not show his emotion.
“It’s one of many nightmares I’ve had over the four years. Each
one...more horrible than the next.”

“I’m sorry, Joe...I really
am.”

“Every night, in that small, one
room apartment with no TV or radio to distract me...I lay
there...haunted by memories. I kept asking myself what I could have
done to save her. There was even a point...things got so bad, I
placed the gun to my head. Cocked the hammer, put pressure on the
trigger...and pressed it.”

“You pressed it?”

“As you probably can guess...it
didn’t fire. I left one chamber empty, closed and spun it like a
wheel of misfortune. I wanted to test him...see if he was even
real. My guess was negative.”

“Test God?”

“I wanted to see what I was meant
to do with the rest of my useless life...if anything. I certainly
didn’t want to live...but sure enough, I got my answer. The hammer
snapped with all its might...nothing came out. There I
was...spared...awakened to the fact...that I had to move on. I had
to be something greater than I currently am...though to be honest,
it still didn’t take away the blame. The pain didn’t leave. The
only thing that did pass...was the burden of my
purpose.”

“You must stop blaming yourself.
How could anyone have known what would happen? I have a
family...mother, father, sister, and brother...whom I love very
much. They live in Florida...and honestly...I had enough guilt only
seeing them once a year at Thanksgiving. I don’t know where they
are...or what happened. I’ve cried every night...wishing I could
have done my job as a reporter...protected them...but...I didn’t.
How do I sleep at night? I find comfort in the fact that my heart
was in the right place...even if I wasn’t.”

“My heart is hollow...stopped
beating a long time ago,” he said.

“It’s just on pause for a while,”
she assured him.

“You didn’t mention a husband back
home? Did you leave one behind?”

“No!” she said
emphatically.

“Why so passionate? You say
it...as if it’s a curse.”

“I’m not the marrying
type.”

“Why not?”

“Men...that’s why.”

“Are we that
bad?”

“Most are.”

“Not all?”

“I just haven’t met him
yet...maybe he doesn’t exist. There are worse things in life than
being single.”

“I’m not so bad...am
I?”

“I guess you’re...ok,” she said
with a slight smirk.

“What happened to you...that made
you so hard?”

“Let’s just say...I put myself in
the wrong hands. It was my own fault. I asked to see the worst of
what man could be...and I got it. After that...it’s all I could
see...the faces...the violence...the details just bring back too
many dark memories to tell you anymore.”

“I guess we’re not that
different...haunted by decisions we can’t take back.”

“It’s not like I didn’t try to
move on...date people. Nothing really came from it. They just never
seemed to let me in. Would you say I’m a cold person?”

“Cold? No. Cautious...yes. Worth
waiting for? Most definitely.”

Becky blushed, as she wasn’t used to compliments.
“Sometimes...I think I’ll be waiting forever. I mean...I watch
football on Sundays...love pizza and wings...as well as my
femininity...I think I’m quite a catch! But...according to my
results...apparently I’m not.”

“Did you ever think of lowering
your walls? The ones that block people out...before they could ever
get in...hurt you?”

A look of regret overcame Becky’s face. “Enough
about my love...or lack-there-of life. Tell me about good
times...tell me about Jenny.”

Joe sat up, as a light came over his usually dark
face. “She put the heavens to shame with her beauty.
Kindness...that could heal the most scarred heart. Words just can’t
do her justice...all I can say...she made me the man I am,” he
said, with a large smile on his face. “At least, the one I used to
be.”

“You’re still that man. And that
smile does her more justice...than you’ll ever know,” she said, as
the two locked eyes.

“She made me smile all the time.
Like when she bought me my first tie...for congress. It was solid
red...I tried to put it on...nearly hung myself in the
process.”

Becky broke into laughter. “Sorry, I didn’t mean
to...”

“It was pathetic...me gasping for
air! But sure enough, my wife, having that special
touch...took it into her hands, and made it right. We broke
into laughter afterwards...collapsing in each other’s arms,” he
said, joining Becky in the round of laughter. “What I’d give to
have those days back.”

Becky’s face turned serious. “Do you think that it’s
possible to love again?”

Joe thought deeply. “You know...in all the alone
time in Potomac...a man can do a lot of thinking. At some
point...you just have to accept she’s gone. Can my love for her
ever be replaced? Not a chance. Though maybe...if I’m lucky...I can
find someone worthy enough to add to it,” he said.

Becky smiled, as the two locked eyes again. “I hope
that day comes, Joe Striker,” she said. “Sooner than later.”

Joe moved in slowly towards Becky’s lips, the two
being drawn together like magnets to a refrigerator. “Maybe it’s
closer than I realize,” he said, about to make contact with Becky’s
soft, dirt-brushed lips.

“Enjoy my sloppy seconds, kid!”
Gunner called out, waking from his sound sleep, rudely interrupting
their moment.

Father Tyme also woke up. “Amen for a few hours
sleep,” he said.

“I don’t hear any dogs...and I’m
not dead. I guess your plan worked,” Gunner said while
stretching.

Joe and Becky pulled away from each other. “I was
checking something on her face,” Striker empathized.

“Are tonsils on the face?” Gunner
asked in an almost jealous tone.

“It’s not what you think,” Becky
said in a defensive manner. “I don’t need a relationship in my
life...and I certainly don’t need a man.”

“You a lezbo?”

“No! Well...there was one
time...maybe two...but other wise...I’m absolutely
straight!”

“Sure...little miss
hussy.”

“How dare you!” Becky called out.
“You’re just mad that no woman would touch you!”

“Oh...I’ve had my fair share of
them, honey.”

“I told you never to call me
that!”

“Didn’t you mention a wife once?”
Striker asked Gunner. “Where is she?”

“I ditched her,” he said
angrily.

“Don’t I remember you
saying...‘she lost me?’” Becky asked.

“As in...lost my interest. I
tossed her to the curb,” he said in a cocky manner. “I’ve had more
women in my life than you can count on your fingers and
toes.”

“How much did they charge you?”
Becky asked.

“More money than you’re worth,” he
said.

“Are you this charming with all
the women in your life...or is it just me?” she asked.

“Just you,” he said.

“You have any kids?” Striker
asked.

The look of cockiness melted from Gunner’s face. For
a moment, the shield dropped from him, giving him the look of
vulnerability. “No kids...never had ‘em, never want ‘em. Time to
piss,” he said, getting up and exiting the group.

“The words of a poet,” Father Tyme
said.

“Something set him off,” Becky
said.

Gunner made distance from the group, urinating on
one of the trees. He peered out into the darkness, angrily speaking
to himself, “I should have left that bitch...ex-wife! If I ever see
her again...I’ll...” he didn’t finish his statement, as suddenly a
noise sounded from afar.

“We’ve got company!” Gunner yelled
back towards the others, as he frantically zipped up. Striker and
the others joined him.

“Should we run?” Becky
asked.

“It’s too late for running...and
we’ve got no ammo,” Gunner said.

“Then we use what we do have,”
Striker said, picking up a rock from the forest floor.

“Can you help us?” a female voice
asked from afar.

“That doesn’t sound like one of
them,” Becky curiously said.

“Tell me my ears are playing
tricks on me,” Gunner said to himself.

The footsteps got heavier and closer, as a whole
group of people emerged.

“If shit had two legs, breasts,
and a nasty mouth...” Gunner shouted, as the woman appeared to
him.

“Gun? Is that really you?” the
bottled strawberry-blonde woman asked him. She carried a Louis
Vuitton handbag, wore expensive heels, and enough make-up to either
go to a party or the circus.

“Goddamn it!” Gunner
said.

“Remove the damn...and you’ll have
it just right,” Father Tyme said.

“You know her?” Becky
asked.

“My ex-wife...Stacey,” he
said.

“The one you dumped?”

Gunner turned to her, “Let’s not mention that little
detail.”

Stacey ran to him, hugging him desperately, tightly.
“They took her! Our little girl is never coming back!”

“What?”

“They said it was only for a
little while...she’d be back home again! They lied! They said on
TV...she’s their property now!”

Joe turned to Becky, “I thought he had no kids?”

Becky shrugged her shoulders in wonderment. “I’m
still shocked to see someone would actually marry him.”

“Fate? They took my little Fate?”
Gunner called out in disbelief.

A man that Gunner didn’t recognize stepped forward,
asking, “Who’s Fate?”

“Hey, man...this is none of your
concern,” Gunner said boldly.

“Hang on, baby...let me deal with
this,” Stacey told the man.

“Actually, it is my
concern,” Robert Yale said, wearing a dapper suit and tie. He
extended his hand to Gunner. “You must be Gunner...I’ve heard a lot
about you over the years. I am Stacey’s husband, Robert
Yale.”

Gunner ignored the hand, causing Robert to rescind
it. “So, you’re the one,” Gunner said in anger. “The one that stole
my family away...kidnapping my daughter!”

“She was not kidnapped...she was
rescued by a court order. And for the record, I did not steal
anyone. In fact, one can argue that I saved them.”

“I’ve been waiting a
hell-of-a-long time for this,” Gunner said, rolling up his dirty
sleeves, preparing for a fistfight.

Joe Striker restrained Gunner, as Stacey restrained
her husband Robert. She pulled the man to the side, whispering in
his ear. A moment later, he looked upon the fuming ex-husband with
pity.

Stacey-approached Gunner again. “Get him the hell
out of my sight!” Shoman yelled.

“Forget our past for a moment!
Think of Fate! Our daughter! You can still save her...get her back!
If anyone can do it...I know it’s you!” Stacey begged
him.

The feelings of rage, which Gunner had stored for
years, were paused for a daughter he could only remember as a
little girl. Her sweet face had never left his mind, and the love
he felt for her never lessoned.

“I thought of her every day,”
Gunner said, lowering his guard. Striker let him loose, surprised
to see a totally different side to the usually defensive
man.

“Can you do it?” Stacey asked.
“Can you get her back?”

“I don’t know...clearly...I
couldn’t rescue her from you. Why would I be able to take on
the government?”

“Sir...can we put our differences
in the past, and work together?” Robert asked. “Not as your ex-wife
and her husband...but a concerned family, looking out for their
daughter.”

“Fine...but when we find
her...I’ll deal with you,” he said.

“Fair enough,” Robert
responded.

Joe Striker stepped up to the group of scared people
behind them. “Where did you all come from?”

“All over Virginia and DC,” Robert
answered. “We were removed from our homes, and were about to be
relocated. We had to make a run for it...joining these nice people
along the way. They were in the same predicament as we were,
displaced and desperate. I faced an even bigger danger...as I was
to be reeducated for my profession.”

“What profession would that
be...wife stealer?” Gunner asked.

“Stop,” Stacey demanded, managing
to quiet Gunner down. She obviously still had the same controlling
effect on him, and his feelings of inadequacy.

“College Professor,” he said. “I
was a big supporter of this administration and their social
beliefs...I can’t imagine why they would treat me this
way.”

“As they say...the smartest
people...are often the dumbest. I have no crackerjack college
degree, and know that communism and socialism sucked...both of
‘em,” Gunner quipped.

“I said stop,” Stacey said again,
re-quieting Gunner.

“We have nowhere to go...can you
help us?” Robert asked.

“We have nothing,” Joe Striker
said. “There’s no shelter, little food and water, and we’re
constantly on the run. To be honest...we would only put you in the
path of more danger. We’re fugitives.”

“We’re all fugitives now,” a man
named Jonah Reed called out, placing an arm around his wife, Julie.
They held their newborn son Thomas, who was wrapped in cloth. “Even
my newborn...who hasn’t even experienced the world yet is an
outlaw.”

A look of concern filled Joe Striker’s face. I can’t
be responsible for all these people, he said to himself, as an
awkward silence filled the forest. I’ve led too many innocents to
their deaths...my hands are stained with enough blood.

Reading his disposition, Father Tyme placed a hand
on Joe’s shoulder. “A flock is stronger than a single sheep,” he
said softly.

Striker nodded. He realized that the time to form a
resistance was now, though he hadn’t imagined that it would be with
ordinary citizens.

“You’re welcome to join us...and
share what we have,” Joe said. “In turn...we’ll ask you to donate
any extra shoes or warm clothes that you can spare. We had to
abandon ours.”

The group checked their things, coming up with close
enough sizes to outfit the desperate team of four. Stacey looked in
her bag, seeing a pair of expensive boots that she was not willing
to part with. “Fresh out,” she told Becky.

Julie Reed chimed in. “Check my bag...I believe I
have a pair of sneakers.”

“Thank you,” Becky told her, as
she found a close fit. “Please, join us,” she told everyone,
leading the newbies to the remaining food.

“Sorry,” Stacey said to Gunner,
before she joined the others. “I was selfish then...I’ve changed my
ways.”

The usually headstrong, bitter man melted in the
presence of his ex-wife’s intimidating beauty. Her skin was as soft
as the day he left her, hair as reddish-blonde, and toes as
manicured. He always loved the shape of her feminine, painted
toenails and manicured feet.

Even with all that Stacey put Gunner through, dreams
of winning her back and reuniting their family always plagued him.
Now, he knew that by rescuing his daughter, he had a chance.

“I don’t blame you,” he said,
looking towards Robert in an obviously threatening way.

“Good...can you carry my bags?”
she asked, flashing her long lashes at him, in the way she used to
do it.

“Of course,” he said. She knew
that making Gunner feel like a man was the way to play him. The
vain woman unloaded two large, heavy bags of pure vanity, leaving
him thoughtlessly behind.

She headed towards the food, snobbishly saying,
“This is it? Oh well...I’m on a diet anyway.”

Becky joined the group, helping them get as
comfortable as they could. Father Tyme also offered his spiritual
support, giving words of prayer, strength, and hope to the scared,
and lost people.

Joe and Gunner watched the interactions from a
distance. Both had worry on their faces for different reasons. “Do
you think we’ll make it to the caves?” Gunner asked.
“Honestly.”

“Who needs honesty...when there’s
no other option?” Striker asked. A single snowflake landed on his
face, before he could finish his statement.

“The weather’s not gonna make it
any easier,” Gunner said.

Joe looked down at the pricey bags in Gunner’s hand,
saying, "Neither are those bags.” Both men exhaled deeply, peering
back towards the new group.

Suddenly, the sounds of dogs barked in the distance.
Fear gripped the newbies.

“What is that?” Robert Yale
asked.

Joe joined the group, calmly saying, “Stay calm,
stay quiet, collect your things, and we need to get moving!”

“Well...what is it?” Robert asked
again.

“Something you’ll get used to,”
Striker proclaimed, as he re-led the way west, towards his
homeland.

 


 



 


 Chapter
Eleven

The Journey Home

 


Crowds piled into the national mall for the wedding
of Simon Judas and Kitty Smith. It recreated a scene much like
Election Day, the difference being the blanket of December snow
currently covering the grounds. The fact that half of the crowd was
forced by gunpoint, also stood in contrast. The hope and excitement
of four years past was as dark as the flag, which flew in the cold
winds, taunting everyone with its proud, militant wave.

“Since the government is our God,
the Capitol will be our church,” Leader Judas proclaimed, setting
the stage for his worldwide broadcasted wedding. “A politician will
be our pastor.”

Under-Leader Arnold was chosen to marry the two. He
had to fight the distain in his voice, masking it with the most
over-enthusiastic response, “Nothing would make me happier,” he
told them.

Mika Sorka watched on a monitor from the shadows of
his Moscow office. Commander Xavier Sin stood at attention behind
the couple, though his mind was in a much different place, hunting
down the group with his guards. Mika Sorka insisted upon the
commander’s presence, putting the intimidating, eye-patched man on
display for the masses to behold. The world would witness the
administrations’ authority, power, and domination, which would one
day rule them all.

Standing at the commander’s side was a child unknown
to the world, but if the plans worked out, Rock would eventually
take Commander Sin’s place. It would be with or without the help of
his father.

The four year-old boy looked around in amazed shock,
having never seen so many people. In fact, he had never even
witnessed a world outside of the dojo. The child had never seen a
tree, not to mention a forest of such grand buildings. He had
better get used to it though, as the boy would be expected to
police that world someday.

Kitty wore a silk gown of pure white, and Leader
Judas donned a damper tuxedo of the finest cloth. Mika Sorka spared
none of the nations’ expense, wanting to display to the world that
everything was better in America than it’s ever been. The daily
propaganda was beamed around the globe, welcomed into every nation
on earth.

“We are gathered here today to
witness the union of American royalty. They are the father and
mother to all men, women, and children...the voices of their every
reason...the light and darkness of their every season,”
Under-Leader Arnold read from Mika’s pre-prepared vows. He spoke
into the cameras, as he was instructed to direct those lines to the
public.

After an hour of worship rambling, he finally got to
the personal vows. These were directed only at Kitty. “Do you, Kate
Smith, take Simon Judas, as your leader and husband, a man you
obey, worship, and serve submissively. A leader who transcends all
thoughts of self, one worthy of sacrificing all needs for personal
desire, for the good of the nation. A leader, to whom you will
deliver a son, produce an heir, and further extend the hand of
progression. He will protect the way of life which shall endure
until the end of time.”

Kitty looked into Leader Judas’s eyes with pure
obedience, “I do.”

Since Leader Judas only had to answer to Mika Sorka,
he was not given any vows. “You may place the rings on each others’
fingers,” Ben Arnold said, as the couple placed massive, diamond
studded, platinum wedding rings in their rightful places.

“Let these rings serve as the
chains of union, binding you to your ideals, only to be broken if
your leader deems it so.”

Kitty nodded in approval.

“Then it is done, this union
complete, and the future of our nation sealed. From this day forth,
the date shall be set in stone, as a national holiday for all to
praise, remembering in glory and happiness.” Cheers filled the
air.

The date was December 24th, a day which used to be
celebrated as Christmas Eve. However, since all national holidays
such as Christmas, Thanksgiving, Independence Day, President’s Day,
etc. were abolished, citizens were thankful to get one day of rest.
The seven day-a-week work schedule kept the public constantly
occupied, zapping any thoughts of rebellion from their minds. Mika
Sorka had planned it from the beginning, proclaiming that, “Like
any hostage situation...take away all comforts. Throw them a small
bone, and they will love you for it.” Unfortunately for the public,
that small bone would consist of spending a twelve-hour day, rain,
shine, or snow, in gathering worship. They would sing songs of
praise to the couple and government.

“I pronounce you, Leader and
wife!” Under-Leader Arnold proclaimed loudly and passionately, as
he was instructed to do. He immediately followed the announcement
by introducing a new statue, lifting the veil of cover. The
sculpted likeness of the couple was revealed, forever immortalized
in stone. They would soon be added to the many existing statues in
every town across the nation.

The supporting half of the crowd broke into loud
applause, as they were placed up front, seen by all. Just out of
the camera’s eye, were the dissenting citizens, who did not show
any reaction to the news.

Seeing this, a few random mercenaries in black were
dressed in civilian clothes, pre-placed into the crowd. They went
into action, bashing the quiet ones in the back with low-lying
butts of their weapons.

The roar of the crowd grew greater, as the captive
members were suddenly motivated to cheer, welcoming the new
couple.

Simon and Kitty Judas faced the crowd. They soaked
in the applause, heartfelt and coerced alike.

******

Over a month of pure hell had passed, as a horrid
cold winter hit the area. The merciless clouds dropped 40 inches of
snow in the period of a month. The day would bring a much different
Christmas Eve than any of them had ever experienced, as there would
be no tinsel filled trees, and bow-wrapped presents to hand
out.

The group fought their way west, entering the
mountainous region of Virginia. They headed for the outskirts of a
town called Luray, just outside of Shenandoah National Park’s
borders.

Exhaustion, lack of food, freezing temperatures, and
sounds of hungry dogs followed them the whole way. Somehow, the
group endured on as they reached a final span of roughly thirty
miles. Their pace had equaled about ten to twelve miles a day,
dodging or rerouting any town or government hotspot along the way.
The plan was to do a final two days of fifteen miles, arriving at
their new home by Christmas Day, to boost some sort of morale.

It was an early morning. The dogs were heard earlier
than usually, only affording the group three-hours of sleep, down
from the five they had been getting. The plan was to elect a
different watchman with every sleep shift, alerting the group of
tracking dogs. Sometimes they would get to sleep in the darkness,
though others were in the bright day. It no longer mattered to the
desperate group.

Since the frozen mud was harder to unearth, the
scent of the large group was harder to mask. With each day, Xavier
regained more ground on them.

The clock struck 7:00 A.M., as the sun was peaking
from the horizon. Smoke rose from the craggy mountain valleys,
releasing not only the coldest temperature of the day, but what
would be the coldest of the entire year. The gage had just hit ten
degrees, chilling the air like an old fashioned icebox.

“Pull it together people! Get
moving! The dogs are getting louder!” Gunner called out, as he was
extra crabby from a cold night. Shoman rubbed his arms together
like a cricket in heat, shivering against a tree. He tried to stay
awake as hard as he tried not to freeze to death.

The group rose slowly, as exhaustion and hunger
hijacked their faces. “Don’t forget my bags!” a moody Stacey called
out to Gunner. She checked her face in an ivory-cased, handheld
mirror, in which she fixed her disheveled hair. “Oh...we should
just surrender already...at least the government would provide us
with showers,” she said. Gunner grabbed her bags, biting his tongue
as hard as possible.

Stacey’s husband Robert returned from a distant
tree. The sick look of paleness covered his face.

“Are you ok?” Becky asked
him.

Stacey continued to selfishly gaze into her vanity
mirror, “He’ll be fine. Big baby.”

“I’ll make it,” he said, holding
his stomach tightly. “I cannot keep the little food I’ve eaten
down.”

“We’ve all had a case of
Giardiasis...there’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Becky assured him.
“You have to keep hydrated.”

“Isn’t that what caused this in
the first place...a waterborne parasite?” Robert asked.

“Fresh water...flowing, not
still.”

He nodded, preparing himself for the oncoming trip.
“Even professors have something to learn,” he said.

Throughout the month’s journey, when the snow
managed to melt, small pools of water were left behind. Since the
group had trekked away from the Potomac River, finding no time to
find fresh water, they had to settle for stagnant water. Having no
filtration system, there was no way of testing which source had
been contaminated with an animal’s waste.

The end-result led to waves of sickness. The
intestinal parasite wrecked havoc on the group, causing endless
bouts of diarrhea and vomiting. Sometimes, in the endless chase of
pursuit, they didn’t even have time to stop, soiling themselves
until the next moment of mercy. The smell only further helped the
dogs find their trail.

Joe Striker looked examined the ragged group, which
moved slowly, lacked life. They were filthy, frost bitten, and for
the first time, appeared to don the look of defeat.

The newborn baby of Jonah and Julie Reed cried into
the cold air. Pains of hunger and gas plagued its small stomach.
“Shhh, sweet baby boy,” Julie Reed whispered in a tear-filled tone.
She rocked the baby, pulling out her breast, and letting it drink
the best it could. “My dehydration...and lack of food...I’m just
not producing much milk anymore,” she said in fear.

“Keep the kid quiet!” Gunner
demanded. “How many times do I have to tell you...it will lead them
right to us,” he said.

“He’s a baby! You can’t expect him
to know better!” Becky yelled at him.

Jonah stepped up to Gunner’s face, “You’ve been on
my last nerve since we got here. Tell my son to shut up again...and
I’ll waste you.”

“You wanna fight? Go hit those
dogs...I’m getting the hell outta here before I become their
dinner,” Gunner told him.

“It can’t be much worse than
this,” Jonah said, turning to the rest of the group. They all
nodded in approval. “Before we left, I heard the government was
giving amnesty to anyone that swore their loyalty! I say we give up
this goose chase, get a warm bed, warm meal, and clean
water.”

The dispirited group applauded, showing the first
sign of hope in a month.

“You don’t mean that,” Joe Striker
told them, approaching the group from his quiet corner.

“The gentlemen’s correct,” Robert
said, still holding his stomach in ache. “My wife...deserves better
than this.” Gunner cringed having heard those words before. “We are
not barbarians...and they are not either. I’m sure we can come to
some type of agreement.”

“Sure you can...it’s called
appeasement...professor. Surely you’ve come across that word in
your textbooks,” Gunner said in jest.

“At this juncture, even
appeasement sounds better than freezing to death,” he said, as he
was suddenly interrupted by the hacking cough of Father Tyme’s
lungs. Francis backed up against a tree, slowly sinking to the
ground.

Joe Striker ran to his aid, asking, “Father! Are
you, ok?” The others turned away in embarrassment, forming a group
to discuss their fate. Joe came to his aid. “That cough is getting
worse everyday. Is there anything I can do?”

“You can exchange your youthful
lungs for my ancient ones,” he said with a friendly smile, hacking
up more phlegm from his throat. “Anything short of that...we
lack.”

The sound of dogs started to creep closer.

“You need medicine...something I
can’t give.”

“God will see me through this...if
I am willing to help myself.”

“I think we’re all beyond prayers
at this point,” he said.

“Maybe you’re right,” he
answered.

“I was kind of hoping you’d say I
was wrong,” Striker said, running a hand over his dirty, tired
face. He exhaled in disillusionment, looking back at the debating
group of people. “It’s over...we’ve lost them.”

“Son...when I said you’re
right...I didn’t mean God was wrong.”

“Well...I sure wish he’d give me
an answer. Frankly...I’m sick and tired of waiting for
one.”

“Maybe that’s your
problem?”

“What?”

“That you wait for an
answer...instead of using the brain that God gave you. Find the
answer yourself.”

“He gets credit for
everything...shouldn’t he take the blame every now and
then?”

“God takes credit for making
us...for better or worse. What happens after that...is what we make
of it. Like you for instance...”

“What about me? I’ve failed every
test thrown my way. I let my wife die, son get taken, crowds
burned...and sure enough, turned these people to the dark
side.”

“Freewill, son. The decision they
make...is theirs to live with. Of course, you have the freewill to
convince them to fight on.”

“They don’t respect me...hell,
they don’t even believe in me.”

“Did you ever think that you...are
the one lacking believe in yourself? Your own
leadership?”

“I’m not their leader...I never
asked to be.”

“Moses never asked to free his
people from the bonds of slavery...but he accepted the
challenge.”

“In case you haven’t noticed,
father...I’m no Moses.”

“Leaders are not born, son...they
merely accept their calling...pass the test. Think of yourself as
their leader, and they will think of you in the same
light.”

“I can’t.”

“Then you have your
answer.”

“Which is?”

“That God isn’t failing you. You
are.”

Striker looked down in guilt. “How can one
man...take on such an impossible task?”

“One step at a time,” he said,
smiling. The expression was interrupted by more violent coughing.
“Leave me behind. I will not be the cause of our downfall. You must
move quick...I will only drag you down.”

“I won’t leave you.”

“How will I make it?” he
asked.

“One step at a time,” Striker
said, as the two men connected eyes, finally understanding each
other.

Becky placed a hand on Joe’s shoulder. “As much as I
hate to say this...we have to let the others go. They’re all
adults...and they’ve made up their minds.”

Robert approached, interrupting their conversation.
He told them, “We’ve taken a vote...and decided to turn ourselves
in. We’ll waste as much time as we can...giving you room to gain
distance. After that...we’ll have no choice but to bargain...tell
them everything.”

Striker thought for a moment. He suddenly rose from
the ground with renewed vigor. Joe approached the group, pacing
back and forth, arousing their interest. The recharged man
addressed them with passion in his voice, “Am I hearing this
correctly? You voted to leave us?”

The group nodded in agreement. Jonah stepped out as
a second spokesman. “We can’t live like this...my son won’t survive
this cold.”

“Democracy,” Striker spoke out.
“Remember this moment...frame it so deeply in your minds...never
let it fade.”

“Explain yourself,” Robert
demanded.

“Because...this was the last
moment you were free. It was the last moment your voice still
mattered. No, it was the last moment you even had a
voice.”

The others looked down in shame. Fear and indecision
covered their faces.

“And you say your son won’t
survive,” Striker said, motioning to Jonah and Julie, cradling
their fragile newborn. “You’re correct...he may not make it through
the day...or the next...or the one after that...though tell me,
what will his life be in the hands of evil? Can a seed truly grow
under skies of constant darkness? Will you be able to live with
yourself...knowing that one day, he will be called upon to execute
the innocent, corrupt the good? Will you be able to sleep at night,
knowing he won’t be raised with your values? The values of your
parents, their parents before them...American values! No...he’ll be
turned into a monster. He’ll thrive upon rape, murder,
stealing...death!”

Again, everyone looked away, refusing to face Joe
Striker in the eyes. No one wanted to accept the truth.

“My son faces that LIFE
every day of his existence! If it had been my choice...and I could
only offer him that life...I would mercifully choose death. But
unlike me...you still have that choice. You still can control the
fate of your son’s destiny...one I would have died for! You are all
free to choose a life of chains. I choose light over darkness. I
choose freedom!” he called out, as sunlight rose from the cover of
a tall mountain. Warm rays of sun landed upon the freezing group of
people. It was a divine moment of inspiration for people who hadn’t
felt such emotion in a long time.

Father Tyme made the sign of the cross with his
trembling hand. He climbed his way back up onto his feet, readying
himself to move on his own.

“Are you ready?” Joe asked
him.

“I choose to survive,” he said,
gently smacking Striker in the face like a proud father.

“Let’s roll,” Joe said, as Becky,
Gunner, and Father Tyme made their way west. Gunner tossed Stacey’s
bags behind him, shooting her a wise smirk. “Have a nice trip,” he
said, finally finding the courage to stand up to her.

The others in the group looked on, waiting for
someone to make a move. Julie Reed stepped forward with the baby in
her hands. She started following Joe Striker.

“Where are you going?” Jonah
asked.

“To give my son a life,” she said,
continuing on. One by one, the group started splintering off,
following her. Before he knew it, Jonah was the last one left. He
checked his hurt pride, and followed the rest of them.

Stacey grabbed her bags, handing them to her sick
husband Robert. “Take these!” she demanded.

“I’m a tenured college
professor...not a skycap.”

“If you ever want sex
again...you’ll do it.”

He begrudgingly grabbed the heavy bags, which were
obviously too heavy for a man of his frail nature and current
weakened state.

Striker looked back at the approaching group. He
realized that he had been wrong. “I guess they believed in you
after all,” Father Tyme told him. “More importantly, you finally
believed in yourself.”

“No, Father...I believe in my
son,” he said.

******

Night had fallen on the forest, as the goal of
fifteen miles had been surpassed by twenty-five. The eerie barking
of the dogs, which had grown alarmingly close, had suddenly quieted
down. They decided to call it quits for the night, celebrating a
makeshift Christmas Eve.

The group had set their places for the night. They
broke off into small celebrations with their families and
friends.

Joe Striker, Becky Fox, Gunner Shoman, Father
Francis Tyme, Stacey and Robert Yale, gathered together. Rare luck
had managed to find them, as the morning lows had passed. A
cloud-covered warm front of 34 degrees descended upon the area.

They managed to find a flowing creek. Joe and Gunner
made a makeshift fishnet out of Stacey’s pantyhose, which they took
without her permission. “Fishnet stockings! Couldn’t think of a
better name for ‘em,” Gunner said, tearing them apart into an open
trap. The reward was a small feast of rainbow trout.

“Uh...not more fish! I guess it’s
better than frogs. How did you catch them?” Stacey
asked.

“Fish nets,” Gunner said with a
smirk.

“Funny, I have stockings with the
same name,” Stacey said with a laugh.

“You don’t say,” Gunner responded,
joining in her laughing.

Becky helped prepare the fish, using a dagger. “Raw
again?” she asked.

Gunner held up his hand lighter. “A special night
deserves more of a spark than this.”

“Make a real fire,” Stacey called
out. “I’m tired of all this raw fish! In fact...I’m tired of fish
all together!”

“Then go find us a cow,” Gunner
said.

“If you’re suggesting the making
of a fire...no,” Joe Striker ordered.

“Why not?” Robert
asked.

“The same reason we nearly froze
to death every night...it’s a big signal...saying come get
us!”

“How about a short one...just to
pan sear them?” Becky asked.

“You’re in on this mutiny
too?”

“You can’t deny this face, can you
kid?” Gunner inquired, as Becky made a sad frown, making him
smile.

“I still don’t think it’s a good
idea...but...a quick one. That’s it!”

After a search for dry wood, a fire was lit. The
fresh fish were seared on the flame, simultaneously warming their
skin. Before they knew it, separate small fires were comforting
each group. “This is not what I agreed to,” Joe said.

“Good ideas have a way of catching
on,” Gunner assured him.

“Try to relax for once,” Becky
said. “It’s Christmas Eve...there’s been no sound of dogs for hours
now. Maybe they’re taking the night off too.”

Joe looked out into the dark woods. “This day is
meaningless to them. The quieter they are...the more nervous I
get.”

Gunner broke out the bottle of wine he was saving.
“A little wine...with the fish.” He unscrewed the cap from the
bottle. “Father...couldn’t you have spared a few more bucks for the
corked kind? I mean...come on...it’s for God.”

“The cheaper the
parishioners...the cheaper the wine, son.”

“It’s Christmas Eve,” Becky
announced. “Enough talk of governments and screw top wine. Since my
day would normally consist of eating delicious Chinese take out and
my mother’s crispy eggplant parm...let’s go around and see what
everyone else would love on this day. One thing you really wanted
for Christmas.”

“Me first,” Stacey called
out.

“Nothing new there,” Gunner
whispered under his breath.

“Diamonds! The necklace I’ve been
asking for...up to a year now!”

“I hate to ruin the
surprise...but, I bought it for you. It’s back at the house,”
Robert told her.

“You jerk! A lot of good it will
do me there! Why didn’t you take it with you?”

“Umm...I was sort of in a
hurry.”

“What did you get him?” Becky
asked Stacey.

“Have you looked at this body? I
work hard on it all year. A hot wife...not a fat cow like most
other wives. And to think I had a kid!”

“That’s all a husband could ask
for,” Robert said to her, as they kissed each other. “However, a
fresh copy of the New York Times would make my day!”

Gunner rolled his eyes. “My turn,” he said.

“A six pack?” Becky
asked.

“A fresh copy of the New York
Times,” he said in a serous manner.

Robert Yale now rolled his eyes. “Can you read?”

“Read it? I’ll wipe my ass with
it,” Gunner said.

Laughs came from the group, as the newspaper was the
lead supporter of the current administration.

“What do you really want?” Becky
asked Gunner.

“My family back,” he said, staring
Robert Yale down.

“Let’s not fight, boys...it’s
Christmas,” Becky interjected. “Come on...anything. Food, gifts,
people...anything.”

Gunner was deep in thought. “Ah hell, you’re
probably right...a six pack...cold. Actually, since it’s a
holiday...upgrade that to a twelve pack.”

Everyone laughed, as Becky turned her attention to
Father Tyme. “Father?”

“Peace,” he said.

“ok...you’re supposed to say that.
Be selfish for a moment! Just this once!”

‘I don’t suppose antibiotics will
satisfy your curiosity?”

“That’s a given,” Becky
answered.

He was quiet for a moment. “My church back,” he said
with sincerity, as everyone looked down. “That old building was
more than a place for people to visit on Sundays. It was my home.
On this eve...before Christ was born...I’d like to go home.”

“Very nice, Father,” Becky
said.

“What about you?” Joe asked
Becky.

“I already answered...My mother’s
eggplant!”

“Now who’s the one deflecting?”
Striker asked.

A serious look crept upon her face. She blushed with
redness, fighting everything within her to say, “True love.”

“A gift worthy of us all,” Father
Tyme said.

“And just what does the mighty Joe
Striker want?” Gunner called out.

“I can never get back what I
want.”

“It doesn’t stop us from wanting
it,” Becky said, anticipating what he would say.

Joe looked her in the eyes. “I want my wi...” he
started to say, as his eyes darted from Becky’s to a flame lit
apparition floating in behind her.

“Wifi?” Gunner asked. “You miss
the fucking internet?”

Paleness filled Joe’s face, as he looked like he was
gazing upon a ghost. He slowly rose, wanting to soak up the vision
before it vanished before his eyes.

Becky looked behind her, gasping in startled fright.
Gunner gripped his empty gun, pointing it towards an incoming
woman.

“You see her too?” Joe Striker
asked in amazement.

“Of course, kid...I’m not
that drunk. Who are you?” Gunner called out to
her.

“I’m lost,” the tearful woman
said, as she stepped further into the light. Becky studied her,
wondering why she had such an impact on Joe.

Gunner moved closer, holding the weapon. “What are
you doing out here...at a time like this?”

“My name is Jane. I’m from Front
Royal...they’ve taken over it completely. I was evicted from my
apartment...to be relocated to the city-center! I ran...had nowhere
to go!” she cried.

All of a sudden, a hand was placed on Gunner’s
weapon, lowering it down to the ground. It was Joe Striker’s
hand.

“What the hell are you doing? I’m
trying to feel her out!” Gunner yelled.

Joe ignored Gunner’s rant, almost as if he were in a
trance. He continued on towards the tearful girl, placing his hand
on her face, caressing every inch of skin. Striker wiped her tear
with his fingertip, letting the wetness absorb his skin.

“What’s gotten into you, kid?”
Gunner asked.

“Are you all right?” Becky
wondered in a concerned manner.

Jane looked scared, as Joe leaned in and kissed her
lips. He felt the same pillowy texture as Jenny once had. In fact,
she was identical to his deceased wife. Her jet-black hair, brown
eyes, length of eyelashes, smoothness of skin were identical. It
wasn’t only her perfection that mirrored the woman, it was the tiny
imperfections: A birth mark on her upper eyelid, dimples in her
cheeks, eyebrows which slightly merged into one, all convinced Joe
Striker. “Jenny,” he said in disbelief.

“Would somebody get ahold of him,
before we officially have to commit the poor bastard!” Gunner
called out.

Becky approached Joe, gently separating him from the
scared girl. He was led away, back towards the fire.

Jane was welcomed to the group with open arms, given
the remaining food, and basked in the remaining moments of a warm
flame. Joe kept his distance, watching her from afar. He was almost
spooked, as if a ghost walked amongst him. Becky approached, seeing
the confusion on his face. “You must know...it’s not her,” she
said. “No matter how much she resembles your wife.”

“It’s...it’s...what are the odds?
She’s like a carbon copy...even sounds like her. It’s as if someone
plucked her from heaven...placing her before me. I’ve been granted
a second chance to save her.”

Becky exhaled, realizing that whatever she and Joe
had built, crashed down for a total stranger. She was even more
concerned about his instant loyalty to a person who hadn’t earned
his trust.

“Promise me, Joe. Promise me,
you’ll be careful. I mean...she may have Jenny’s looks...though you
loved her for her compassion...her kindness. Let her earn your
love...like Jenny once did.”

“I have to talk to her,” he said,
getting up, ignoring the valuable words that Becky offered
him.

“Don’t make this harder on
yourself,” Becky called out.

He moved towards Jane, arriving at her side. “Can I
join you?” he asked.

“Please do,” she said.

“I’m...I’m sorry for before...I
don’t know what’s gotten into me?”

“Don’t be sorry...there are worse
things than being kissed. Have a seat.”

Joe sat down, locking upon her face with his eyes.
“I’ve only seen a face as beautiful once in my life.”

“Who?” she asked him.

“My wife.”

“Where is she?”

“She was killed...by the men
you’re running from.”

“I’m so sorry to hear
that.”

“Just know...I won’t let them hurt
you. Even if I have to sacrifice my own life.”

“I didn’t know your wife...but she
was clearly a lucky woman to have a man like you,” she told
him.

Joe placed his hand on top of Jane’s. He quickly
removed it, “I’m sorry...I just can’t get my mind straight.”

She took his hand and placed it back on top. “I’ve
been alone and scared for weeks. I could use a comforting touch,”
she said, leaning into his chest in an embrace. Joe inhaled deeply,
smelling the familiar scent of Jenny’s rose pedal perfume. The
anguish and emptiness that he felt since losing her had vanished in
a moment. Jane could see Becky staring her down from afar. The two
shot each other looks of untrusting suspicion.

Something isn’t right here, Becky told herself.

******

The phone ringtone blasted a slow hand cranked
alarm, similar to the Hanoi Hilton. Xavier jumped up from his
Pentagon office couch, having still been in town for Judas’s
wedding. He managed to nod off for a few minutes of rare sleep. The
untrusting man never slept for more than twenty minutes at a time,
wanting to make sure that he maintained control of his
surroundings.

Xavier answered the phone. “Commander Sin
speaking...did we get them?”

A guard spoke from the other end of the phone. “Sir,
we have located the enemy’s firelight. Upon inspection...it appears
their numbers have grown. Our teams will take time to
re-coordinate...but the targets are asleep. Should we attack?”

Commander Xavier Sin thought for a moment.
“No...tell the men to back off. Stay ready to be called upon at a
moment’s notice.”

“Yes, sir.”

The commander hung up the phone, dialing another
number. “Drone force,” the voice answered.

“Are the napalm drones completed
yet?” Xavier asked.

“They are complete...though have
not received a test run.”

“Then there’s no better time than
now. Get it fueled up...and loaded.”

******

“They’re coming for you!” a
ghostly voice sounded throughout Striker’s head. He bolted out of
his sleep.

Frantically looking around, he searched for someone,
anyone, knowing that it was Jenny’s voice. No one was around.

Joe pulled himself together, turning to see the spot
next to him abandoned. It was the one occupied by Jane. Disturbed
by what he still saw as his resurrected wife, Joe searched for her
trail, finding footsteps leading into the woods.

He ran forward, searching every inch around him.
Finally he located her. She was facing away from him, leaning
towards a tree. “Jen!...I mean...Jane?”

The nervous looking girl waited a moment before
turning around. “Yes?”

“What were you doing out here...by
yourself?”

“I was...using the
bathroom.”

“Oh...we designate areas...to
ensure safety and non-contamination. It’s on the other side...I
thought Becky told you.”

“I forgot...hard to remember
everything.”

“I understand...wait,” he said,
focusing in on a sound.

The humming of a jet engine sounded from the skies.
He looked upward. “We need to move now!”

“Why?” she asked.

“No time to explain,” he said,
grabbing her by the arm. She reluctantly went with him, causing a
little resistance.

Joe and Jane returned to the group, as Striker
called out at the top of his lungs. “Everyone up now! Enemy plane
in the sky!”

Everyone was startled, though used to picking up
fast. “How do you know it’s a government bird?” Gunner asked.

“They’ve banned all other air
traffic!” he said.

“Looks like Christmas won’t be so
damned merry after all,” Gunner yelled out, as he started to
move.

Joe turned to Jane, who was standing next to Becky.
“Stick close to me, don’t leave my side!” he shouted.

“Ok,” Becky and Jane answered
simultaneously. Joe turned to Jane, almost as if she was the only
woman that existed.

Becky lowered her head for a moment, until the sound
of a circling plane took over her thoughts. “Run!” she yelled.

In just minutes, the group was in full flight from
the area.

******

Commander Xavier sat in a control room of the
Pentagon. He was joined by a pilot, who operated the remote
drone.

They watched the scene unfold on a monitor. It
provided virtual real time, as only a delay of seconds existed.

“We’re arriving at the
coordinates, sir,” he said, zooming in on the infrared glow of the
night vision cameras.

“They’re in sight!” Xavier called
out, seeing the frightened people in flight. Joe separated the
group in two halves, avoiding the creation of a massive target to
be struck with one blow.

“Drop the first payload,” Xavier
ordered.

“Dropping, sir,” the guard said,
as he pressed a simple red button.

******

The drone cruised through the moist air, opening its
bay doors. The sleek, aerodynamic machine dropped twenty flaming
napalm bombs onto the first group.

Little sparks floated from the sky, like a storm of
fireflies and fairies. To the average person, it almost portrayed a
ballet of beauty. Each firelight sailed through the sky with such
grace, one would expect the sounds of Tchaikovsky to accompany it.
The first group of people stopped running. They gazed upward. Not
expecting the administration to take such drastic measures, they
were entranced and puzzled by the sight, each person basking in the
mystery.

“Flares!” one of the men called
out.

Joe was in the second group, leading the way
forward. He turned his head back, seeing his people gaze into the
air. Striker looked upward, catching the deadly sight, which owned
their attention.

“Napalm! That’s
deadly!”

Before his words could penetrate their brains, the
twenty napalm bombs crashed down into the cold dirt. They exploded
with vengeance, landing in clusters throughout the group. Screams
of horror filled the air, as walls of flames shot up, out, and
across, flowing its way through the crowd.

“No!” Striker yelled. He ran
towards them, only to be knocked back by the searing heat. Becky
joined him, covering him up, using herself as a human shield. Jane
watched from afar, not attempting to block Joe’s path into harms
way.

“It’s too late!” Becky yelled to
Joe.

Gunner joined them. “Kid...we’re up next! No time
for grieving! Go!”

Joe Striker stumbled to his feet, watching in
sickness as the twenty separate bombs merged into one deadly
disaster. Separate flames united, melting mounds of innocent flesh
to the ground.

The cries had gone silent, as one last body leapt
from the graveyard of fire, crawling towards the group. There was
no way of telling who it was or what sex it once was. The hair had
been burned off, as the skin slid from its skull. Joe watched in
horror, as the body of only bone finally went still, crumbling to
nothing but ash. The drone began the re-circling pattern, preparing
to complete its mission.

Joe Striker pulled himself together, rejoining the
fleeing group.

******

“Bulls-eye!” Commander Xavier
cheered out loud.

“Direct hit, sir. Making the pass
for round two,” the guard said.

“He should have joined us...but
instead...he’ll pay the price!” He didn’t know if Striker was dead
or alive, though either way, he would be dealt with
soon.

******

“It’s coming back!” Robert yelled,
causing each person to run, emptying of cold breath fast. Most of
the group stopped, choking in exhaustion. They didn’t have anything
left.

“We need to keep moving! Don’t
create a target!” Joe Striker huffed.

“There’s no fleeing this one,”
Gunner said. ‘For what it’s worth, kid...we gave it one hell of a
shot.”

The two shook hands, as Father Tyme hacked up some
phlegm and joined them.

Gunner turned towards Francis, “Hey father. How
about one of them miracles?” he asked.

“Don’t worry...I’ve already put in
a request.”

******

“We have them in sight,” the guard
announced. “Awaiting orders.”

“End them,” Xavier
demanded.

“Yes, sir.” The guard lined up the
group members inside the digital target sights, placing his finger
to the button.

Suddenly, the picture went dark. “Who turned off the
lights?” Xavier asked.

“It must be a cloud burst...storm
clouds dimming the visibility,” the guard answered.

“Drop it! Damn you! Drop it
now!”

“But sir...this is our one
shot.”

Commander Xavier pulled his pistol from its holster,
pointing it at the man’s head. “I will not have them slip through
my fingers on account of some clouds. Do it or die!”

“Yes, sir,” the guard said,
unleashing the spray of small firebombs in intervals through the
air.

******

The members of the group closed their eyes, crying
out in fear.

“The pattern...it’s erratic!”
Striker said in a surprised tone. “Stay still! They’re not on
target! Hit the ground!”

The group dove to the ground. Rounds of napalm
dropped through the air, missing the massed individuals, landing in
different areas of the forest around them. The group members rose
to their feet, thankful to be spared a direct hit.

“It appears our request was
accepted,” Father Tyme said.

“I gotta give you that one,”
Gunner replied.

The group hugged, turning their attention away from
the deep sea of red flowing through the forest. It ignited the
trees, forming into a complete firewall around them.

“Wait! We’re trapped,” Striker
yelled. Again the group screamed out in fear, as each person was
offered a glimpse of what hell looked like. The flames flowed like
waves in the ocean, spreading to every inch of wooded ground like a
creeping mist of fog.

There was nowhere else to go.

******

“Did we hit them?” Commander
Xavier asked.

“A whole front of clouds have
descended on the area...but...there’s a break!” the guard said, as
he moved the joystick, aiming the cameras at the ground. The group
still stood intact.

“Damn incompetence!”

“They are surrounded by fire,
sir...will be burned alive. That’s as good as a direct
hit.”

Commander Xavier shouted into his radio. “I want
every team available to descend upon those coordinates! I want the
ashes scooped up and brought to me still steaming!”

“The fire...it’s about to consume
them!”

“I’ll believe that when I see it!”
Xavier said. “And even then...I’ll have my doubts.”

******

Joe ran to Jane, holding her tight. He pressed her
against his chest, guarding her from the sight of coming death.

Becky went to offer Joe a goodbye. However, she
backed off, allowing him a moment with the lookalike.

The ocean of fire reached the final wrung of forest,
as the group was pushed tightly up against each other. Sparks spit
onto their skin. The fingers of flames reached out for them,
teasing them with pain.

All of a sudden, the clapping of thunder roared
through the cloudy sky. Large drops of cold sleet poured from the
thick, dark clouds, dousing the raging fire. The water fell with
rage, as in mere seconds, they had gone from death’s doorstep to an
open path home.

******

Rain covered every inch of the drone, spilling
across the camera lens. The screen revealed the small flickering
flames of a dying fire. “Son of a bitch!” Commander Xavier
yelled.

“We’ve got a problem, sir,” the
guard said.

“Tell me something I don’t
know!”

“Not just the escape...our
visibility is zero.”

“Didn’t you include some sort of
radar controlled auto pilot?”

“Yes...it’s supposed to take over.
It’s not responding....I’m losing control...flying blind. This is
the first official test run!” he yelled, fighting to find a spot of
sight. He would finally got a clear view of the drone, which had
traveled miles off course. The drone nosedived face first into a
tree. Weight and speed caused it to sever the tree in half,
crashing deep into the frosty forest. The signal went
dead.

“I’m sorry, sir...we’re still
trying to exterminate the drone’s problems.” Before he could
finish, he was blasted in the head by Commander Sin’s
bullet.

“Problem one...exterminated,”
Xavier said. He shook his head in disgrace, returning to the radio.
“The fugitives are back on the run. Pursue them with every
measure...shoot on sight!” He slammed his radio down into the
ground.

******

After hiking through the rain-filled night, into the
midday, the surviving group arrived at an old burned down shack.
Joe Striker looked on it with a smile.

“If this was home, kid...your
childhood memories clearly weren’t that fond,” Gunner
said.

“No...this was in bad shape even
back then. I used to play inside it...pretending I was on the
run...hiding out from the bad guys. The fate of the world depended
on me,” he said, as memories from his childhood came racing back.
He used to run through the house, entertaining himself with few
friends around and little to do.

“Not much has changed,” Becky
said. She placed a hand on his shoulder, as Jane shot her a dirty
look.

“No...and we’re all lucky it
didn’t...as this place was more than a play stage. It was a
landmark.”

“For what?” Becky
asked.

“Our new home.”

They made their way to a nearby towering waterfall.
Liquid spilled down black rock into a fresh clear emerald pool.

“Jenny Falls,” Joe said with
remembrance in his eyes.

Not only was it the place he proposed to Jenny, but
as a young boy, he would swim in the water alone. Although he
discovered it with his mother, memories of his independent
adventure sailed through his mind. He got lost for a full day, as
overwhelming fear had overtaken him. He knew at that moment that
two choices were at his feet: panic or overcome. The young boy sent
his fear away, calling upon courage. He used the small hand held
compass, emulating his mother’s actions.

It took some time, but he figured it out. Joe would
need a spot to camp for the night. That’s when he discovered the
cavern. It was that sense of independence, which made him a great
soldier. The abandoned fear from that day never returned, until he
lost his wife. At that moment, it all came rushing back, choking
his soul with personal doubt. He knew that the moment in the forest
was in front of him again, though he had yet to shake the fear. Joe
realized that to lead a rebellion, he would have to shake his doubt
and rediscover his courage, or it would all come crashing down.

Joe walked to the backside of the rock structure. He
squeezed his way between a tight, concealed, yet accessible
fissure.

“That’s a home? Maybe to squirrels
and snakes,” Gunner said.

“Is it safe?” Becky
asked.

Joe reached his hand up toward Jane, helping her
inside. “Thank you,” she told him.

“I guess we’re on our own,” Gunner
responded. He slid his way in, flicking the waning fuel-filled
lighter. Joe ignited a large peace of wood, creating a makeshift
torch. Becky, Father Tyme, Stacey & Robert Yale, Jonah, Julie,
and their newborn son entered the cave. They were the only
survivors left.

“Wow!” Becky said. “I’ve never
seen something so beautiful.”

They entered a series of caverns, which went miles
down into the earth. The main chamber was the width of a football
field. The flickering firelight exposed tones of gold, brown, and
red. An endless array of stalactites, stalagmites, and natural
columns of minerals rose from the floors. They also hung from the
ceiling like a thousand icicles permanently frozen in time.

A natural, drinkable spring sat in the middle of the
room. It consisted of crystal clear water, which mirrored the
heavenly reflections above.

“I think I can live here,” Becky
said.

“This is where we heal...recover,
and form a resistance,” Striker proclaimed.

“Excuse me for asking, but an army
consisting of unarmed, untrained civilians, and a little baby?”
Robert Yale asked. “We are not soldiers.”

“You are now,” Gunner
shouted, harshly patting Yale on the back.

“We’ll find more...in time. People
just like us...wondering the woods...lost...desperate. We will
offer them a chance at redemption. A chance to join us
here...”

“Underground,” Gunner
said.

“Yes...an underground,” Joe
Striker repeated. “Living...as we will fight. Formed in the shadows
to one day appear in the light. Relax, get comfortable. This is
going to be your home...for as long as it takes.”

 


 



 



PART III
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Twelve

The Ambush

 


DECEMBER 25th, 2034

Ten Years Later

“The plan is final...does everyone
understand their instruction? Make loud, fierce noise...as if a
pack of animals await them,” a fully bearded Joe Striker said to a
group of one hundred people. Each one sat nervously inside the
flame-lit cavern.

Gunner rolled his eyes at the suggestion.

“Yes,” the crowd responded with
little enthusiasm and confidence.

“That’s yes, sir!” Gunner called
out in frustration. “Haven’t I taught you people
anything?”

They responded as unenthusiastically. “Yes,
sir.”

“Good luck...and remember...if we
fail...the hope of our children fails with us. Prepare
yourselves...we move out in five,” Joe Striker told
them.

Silence followed the orders. A 37 year-old Joe
Striker turned his back on the group, allowing his hopeful demeanor
to melt away into one of fear.

Becky Fox, 39, and Gunner Shoman 49, joined his
side. “Face it, kid...it didn’t work out as we planned. Most of
these people...they’re just not the fighting type. It could end up
being a blood bath out there!” Gunner said.

“How many times do I have to tell
you that I’m not a kid, anymore?”

“I’m 12 years older...you’re a kid
to my old ass.”

“How can they respect me enough to
lead them into battle, if my second in command calls
me...kid!”

“Relax, kid...I’ll do it quietly!
And lead them into battle, you say? In the last ten years, we’ve
scraped the forest floor for the pathetic...the weak....who crawled
in here looking for shelter. These aren’t warriors...they didn’t
sign up to be part of an army! They’re your average moms and
dads...throw in a few teens and pre-teens, and you’re left with
nothing but a PTA meeting.”

“You think like such a....man!
Everything or nothing at all! What do you expect him to do?” Becky
asked. “He has no other choice...we have no other choice. Do
we just hide in here forever?”

“Listen, Gunner. We have no ammo
or weapons. If we don’t make a move on that arsenal...we might as
well just turn ourselves in. Our country with it!” Striker
said.

“What country? We’ve barely seen
the light of day...not to mention the state of the world these
days. As far as we know...the people love them...and accept the
thugs. If you think we can just walk on in...and overtake a trained
force with sharpened sticks, and thrown rocks...you’ve got another
thing coming.”

“We have the blue prints...and the
guards’ schedule. Now is the moment. Besides...I’m counting on our
sheer numbers to buy us time...until we can get to those
weapons.”

“Either way, boys...now is
not the time to fight. Not in front of the others....not
before we all risk our lives. We need to stick together...not come
apart,” Becky begged.

“Oh...we’ll stick together all
right. I just hope it’s not death which does it,” Gunner
proclaimed, as he moved towards the exit.

Joe Striker looked back over the crowd of ragged,
every day citizens. “He’s right,” Joe said to Becky. “No matter
what I keep telling myself...the numbers and quality didn’t come
like I hoped.”

“This is the best...maybe the only
chance we’re ever going to have. This is for your son...for your
wife,” she told him. “You’re so close...don’t give up
now.”

“Becky...I know I haven’t exactly
been appreciative for all your support...but...if for some reason
we never make it back. If for some reason, I never get the chance
to thank you for always being there...”

Jane came sliding through the tight entranceway to
the cavern, interrupting their conversation. “Are we ready to
go?”

“One moment,” Joe told her, as she
gave them an inch of space.

“Where does she go? She just
disappears sometimes,” Becky asked.

“We all need a little time alone,”
Joe said, as if he didn’t know himself.

Joe looked back at Becky, as she spoke up. “Joe, no
thanks needed...you know how complements make me uncomfortable. At
this point...we’re family,” Becky assured him.

“I still think you should stay
here...out of harms way. All the women and children to be
exact.”

“We’re a part of this resistance
as well...our freedom and rights at stake every bit as much as
yours. And frankly...some of us women...have bigger balls than
others in this place,” she said, staring over at Robert Yale.
“You’d be surprised what a girl can do when her life is at risk,”
Becky said, trying to hide a grave look upon her face.

“Well...for what it’s
worth...we’re going to need all the balls we can get,” he said, as
the group of one hundred men, women, and children lined up. Each of
them held primitive weapons of sticks and stones. They hoped that
their overwhelming numbers and diversion plan would allow them to
not fight at all.

“All women and children in the
back! Stay close to us at all times,” Joe Striker called out. They
made their way through the exit. The moment they had been waiting
for, which seemed like an eternity, had finally arrived.

Ten years had passed since they tool refuge in the
cave, fourteen since the government had taken power.

Although it took time, the group settled into their
new home. They were grateful to be sheltered from the harsh winter
snow, and strong summer sun. Task groups formed, everyone
separating into an area, which housed their strengths. The hunter
teams would collect long wood sticks, carving sharp, spear-like
heads on them. Slingshots were also assembled, using the creek beds
of stones to gather natural ammo. If everything went according to
plan, the weapons would be more of a threat, than a reality.
However, there was no guarantee of that.

In time, traps were set from excess clothes and
materials. Each person donated something for the cause. Striker and
Gunner dug large pits, placing sharp spears, facing upward from
down below. They would cover the pits by tying the clothes
together, laying them across the hole, and covering it with debris.
Deer would make their way through the forest, falling into the
trap, and becoming dinner. Trout, venison, bass, and wild turkey
were the meals of choice. The deer and turkey meat was dried out,
using salt that was brought from stragglers. It was prepared for
the winter months of animal hibernation.

The nurturers took care of preparing the meals,
gathering fresh water, and patching up the cuts. They raised the
aging group of youth who the passing years. They also washed the
clothes, as each person only had a few outfits to recycle per
week.

Lit fires kept them warm in the winter. The natural
cool draft of the cave cooled them in the summer. Bathrooms were
designated in the deeper parts of the caves. Lines of holes were
dug, and groupings of natural stone lay around to cover the waste
up. Leaves were collected and dried for a rather uncomfortable
toilet paper.

Patrols were sent out each day to seek lost or
desperate people, who could be wandering the woods. Each person was
instructed to listen closely, avoiding the barks of dogs. The
sounds stayed loud and close, never quite finding the cave area.
However, it didn’t stop them from continuing the search for the
entire decade.

With every new person, more information was
gathered. The most important was Ray Park, a black man, security
guard for a weapons arsenal hidden deep in the local woods. There
were many of these unspoken sites across the United States, waiting
to be tapped. The administration used American security guards to
help transition the new guard, promising them benefits, which never
came.

“Can you locate it from here?” Joe
Striker asked him.

“Brother, not only can I locate
it...I lifted the blueprints from the desk of the asshole that
canned me. Along with a bunch more crap. I figured...they ruined my
life...I’d ruin theirs!”

Ray Park handed over the papers, as Striker opened
them up. They possessed the exact coordinates, which would lead the
way. The large, perfectly round building resembled the tower of a
castle, with spindling stairs, and two floors full of weapons.
There were even rumors of suitcase nukes.

Striker focused on an escape hatch, which was
clearly labeled. Most importantly, it led to an underground
entrance. If the arsenal was ever under attack, or had a uranium
leak, this was the route the personnel would take. The hatch was
just outside the gates, but would have to be blown open.

The group managed to send spies into the closest
town, raiding an abandoned fireworks store, which still possessed
some of its merchandise. All the gunpowder that could be carried
was grabbed. There would be two explosions, one set off at the
front by Ray Park. All other firepower would be used to blow the
hatch. After that, they would happily ditch their primitive sticks
for real weapons, overtaking the arsenal.

Upon examining the other papers, Striker discovered
something even more valuable than the blue prints. It was the work
schedules and guard shifts. The late night shift switched out at 2
A.M. on the dot, offering five less guards than the other shifts.
It left a gap at the back entrance; one that Joe Striker was
determined to exploit.

As each member slowly trickled in, the process of
training began. Each person that was old enough to function,
received a spear. Gunner trained each one in hand-to-hand combat,
making easy defeats out of them all.

Joe Striker pulled him aside. “Go easier on these
people. They aren’t cops and soldiers...most of them are
civilians.”

“Do you want untrained
civilians fighting alongside you?” Gunner asked
him.

Joe hesitated to answer. “No.”

“Then that’s exactly what we need
to do...turn each one of them into a soldier or cop. Forget your
congressman days...you know better, kid.”

“I want people who know the basic
tactics of combat. You can’t beat them to the ground and expect
them not to quit. They just don’t have the mentality we
do.”

“In battle...fists outweigh
mentality. They either rise to the challenge or die. You’re one
person I shouldn’t have to remind of that.”

“Continue training,” Joe said. “I
just hope they don’t all go AWOL. We can’t afford to lose anyone
else.”

“Kid...if they give up that
easy...you better hope they quit,” he said, rejoining the
hand-to-hand combat. It didn’t matter if it was a man, woman, or
teenager, Gunner didn’t go easy on them.

Joe watched Gunner charge Robert Yale with the
spear. The man froze in fright, being mowed down to the ground. “If
you think this is bad...just wait!” Gunner yelled out to the group.
“Again!” he yelled, as the pacifist, ex-college professor,
apprehensively rose back to his feet. The same process continued
with the same result.

Striker shook his head in doubt, looking away in
shame.

When they weren’t training and planning, there was a
lot of down time to partake in personal relationships.

The mysterious bond between Joe and Jane only grew
greater with each day. The similarities only drew Striker to his
wife’s lookalike with more intensity. One night, while everyone was
asleep, they made love in one of the springs, in the depths of the
cave.

Jane was the first person that Joe had been with
since his wife, as their first time resembled anything but sex.
Instead, it merely extended the lovemaking that he once experienced
with Jenny.

He roamed her body as if finely sculpting a
masterwork of art, tracing the smooth skin as if smearing a creamy
body of clay. Every move was slow and deliberate. They were
thoughtfully planned out to bring her pleasure, not even thinking
of himself. Chills shot through Jane’s body, as Joe studied every
inch of the woman before him. He knew the familiar details, mapping
her skin, as if God had reused the mold for Jenny Striker.

Her perky B cups, elongated neck, and ultra white
teeth all combined to bring him to another world. It was one in
which the replica Jenny completely replaced the old one. Joe
tightened, releasing with all his might, as years of pent up
pleasure relieved itself. He collapsed upon her chest, gripping
tightly, as if she would soon disappear from his sight.

“Jenny,” he said.

“I’m here,” Jane repeated, not
correcting his mistake. “I want to know everything about you...your
past, your thoughts, your innermost secrets.”

“Anything...everything. You and I
are one,” Joe said.

“What are your plans for us? Are
we going to stay here forever?”

“If you want...I will stay
forever.”

“I don’t want that. In fact, I
want a life with you. An actual life...a house...a child,” she
said.

Sickness came over Joe. Fleeing thoughts of his
missing son had returned to his mind. He got up and moved away.

“Did I say something wrong, babe?”
she asked.

“No...it’s not you. It’s...you
reminded me of my son. The pain had started to lessen...for some
reason.”

“You have a son? Where is he? I
want to know him!”

“They took him...when they took my
wife. They have him to this day...or so they tell me.”

“That’s so terrible. It’s all so
terrible. Do you think you’ll ever see him again?”

“Only by beating them...or joining
them.”

“What do they want from
you?”

“A microchip.”

“That’s it?”

“It’s more than it appears. It has
names, acts of murder...acts which the world does not know of yet.
It’s too late for our country...but the world is not yet in their
hands.”

“I’m sorry...but a piece of
plastic can’t be worth your son,” she said, causing him to look at
her in shock. “Can it?” she asked.

“I ask myself that question every
day. Is it worth it? One of these days...the answer just may
be...that it isn’t,” he said, moving back into her arms. “That’s
the day it will all come to an end.”

“Where is it? This chip? Can
I...see it?”

Joe was about to answer, though a random memory
played throughout his mind. It was of Becky, who had waited for a
rare moment where Jane did not occupy his time.

“Be careful,” Becky had once told
him in warning.

“Of what?”

“You don’t know her.”

‘Neither do you,” he said to
Becky. “I know her well enough to love her...and that’s enough for
me.”

Becky tried to hide the hurt on her face. “You can
love her...and still keep some secrets. What she doesn’t know won’t
hurt her...what she does...could end up hurting us all. Don’t be
manipulated.”

Anger filled Joe’s face. “Don’t try to force your
trust issues on me. I don’t know why you dislike her...but she’s in
my life now. You have to make room for her...or less room for me,”
he said, walking away.

Tears filled Becky’s eyes, as she watched him exit.
“She’s not your wife,” Becky called out. Joe stopped for a moment.
Then, he continued his exit.

“The chip?” Jane asked, bringing
Joe back to the moment.

“It’s safe,” Joe said, not
revealing it’s location. He decided to heed the advice of a woman
that he had much ignored recently. “In the hands of someone I
trust.”

The look of jealousy covered Jane’s face. All of her
suspicions pointed to Becky Fox, as the two shared much distain for
each other.

Little did she know, but Becky Fox witnessed the act
of them making love. The hurt girl watched from a hidden spot, out
of sight. Becky stormed away, not being able to stomach the final
act that would push her over the edge. It’s time to accept
it, she told herself. He just doesn’t love you. No one
does.

Becky went to wake Gunner, smacking him on the head.
“What the hell’s your problem?” he asked, waking with a
startle.

“Let’s go...before I change my
mind!” she demanded.

“Go where?”

“Where do you think?” she
asked.

“If it’s where I think...you don’t
have to ask twice,” he said.

“Then move it!” she demanded,
exiting the room.

Gunner blew into his hand, checking his breath. He
darted from his bed of a single sheet, and followed Becky to a
secluded part of the cave.

Becky attacked Gunner down to the ground, using all
of her pent up aggression and anger at Joe. She tore Shoman’s
clothes from him, making quick work of the man. Five minutes later,
she climbed off. “I’m done.”

“That’s it?” he asked, almost
frozen in disbelief.

“Good night,” she said, exiting
the room, and heading back to bed.

“What just happened here? Could
I really have just been used for sex?” he asked himself.
“That’s my job!”

Although Gunner may have been Becky’s first
experience in years, he had been quite busy himself.

One day while out on patrol, he ran into Stacey. She
was lounging topless in the sunlight.

“What are you doing out here? They
could stumble onto you!” Gunner yelled.

Stacey covered herself up, “How dare you!”

“Like I haven’t seen it
before.”

“Not while I was married to
someone else.”

“You still look good,” he told
her, making a glow come over her face.

“Like I did when I was
younger?”

“Better.”

“Well then,” she said, uncovering
herself. “Feel free to look all you want.”

“I want to do more than look. It’s
all I’ve wanted to do...since you left.”

The ongoing complement turned Stacey on like nothing
else. Memories of a wild, risqué sex life entered her mind,
contrasting with a mild, boring one with Robert.

“Then do it...Robert will never
find out.”

“Frankly...I don’t give a damn if
he does,” Gunner said.

“Where was this bad boy during our
marriage, Gun?” she asked. “I like it.”

“Well, then...you’re in for a
treat.”

“What’s that?”

“In bed...I’m even badder,” he
said, jumping on top of her. He pinned her down by her wrists,
entering her hard and fast. The act was a common fantasy that
Stacey had, though Robert wouldn’t dare fulfill. Gunner continued
on, lifting Stacey, slamming her into a large rock, and yanking a
handful of hair on her head. The sex was rough, animalistic, and
savage, in other words, pure satisfaction. His thrusts were hard,
almost angry, as years of loneliness and barflies were avenged with
each one. He blasted his seed inside her, hoping that another child
would take hold; one that didn’t belong to Robert Yale. Gunner
dropped Stacey back down. They rolled off each other, wiping the
sticky sweat from their bodies. Stacey said, “What I’d give for a
cigarette, right now.”

Aside from the enjoyable activity of sex, the decade
mostly offered depression and down time. With each new person,
food, space, and boredom led to new tensions, as fights began to
break out. Little groups would form, trying to outwit the other.
Stealing, assault, and common criminal acts of society began to
happen, minus the police force.

Joe Striker knew that his group was not ready,
though there was little time left. The long, hard wait had taken
its toll. The people were starting to consider creating a mutiny of
leadership, or bolting, using the cave’s location as a bargaining
chip.

The decision was made. Ready or not, the attack had
begun.

The group of one hundred made their way through the
moonlit woods. Reflections of the last ten years had stopped
playing in their heads. One way or another, the past was the past.
Everything was about to change for better or worse.

They arrived at the coordinates, being met by Ray
Park.

“Let’s get this show started,”
Gunner said.

Joe Striker gave the nod to Park, who dropped to the
ground. He crawled his way along the edge, quickly disappearing
from sight. The group waited for the explosion to go off.

Suddenly, an alarm blared. Guard lights blasted on
the group.

“That wasn’t the sound I expected
to hear,” Gunner said. Though before the large group could run, a
massive team of 300 guards and mercenaries charged from all
directions. “We’ve been sold out,” Joe Striker said.

“By her,” Becky said, pointing to
Jane.

“Excuse me?” Jane
asked.

“Don’t think you’ve fooled all of
us,” Becky said.

“Take your blinders off,
kid...she’s been playing you like a damaged fiddle the whole time,”
Gunner implied.

“Ray never set off the
M80’s...he’s nowhere in sight. He sold us out!” Joe
said.

“Well...I guess it no longer
matters,” Gunner announced. “We’re done for.”

The teams descended on the group, beating them with
clubs. The makeshift weapons of sticks and stones were dropped to
the ground. The groups’ hands went into the air.

“On ground!” one of the
mercenaries yelled.

They followed his orders, lying down with their
hands in the air. Wrists were forced behind their backs, tied
tightly with steel wire.

“God...have mercy on us,” the 79
year-old Father Tyme called out.

“God may...but they sure as hell
won’t,” Gunner said.

A masked Authoritarian Guard spoke into the radio.
He was clearly an American. “Yes, sir. I will deliver them directly
to camp,” he said, closing the connection. “On your feet, scum!” He
kicked Striker in the side.

Joe’s weapon bulged from the back of his pants. The
guard yanked it out. “What do we have here? I’ve never seen one of
these before. A fine weapon...one I think I’ll keep for myself,” he
said. “Let’s get them out of here.”

All the members of the group were pulled to their
feet. Each person was violently yanked up, as lines of gatherer
vehicles pulled into the arsenal’s dirt parking area.

“I wish I could kill you myself,”
the guard said, breathing into Joe’s face with rank breath. “This
force has chased you through these damn woods for a decade. Our
revenge will be sweet...and long. I promise you that.”

“Do it,” Striker dared him. “Take
your best shot...right now.”

“You’ve already been claimed. But
don’t worry...I’ll get my turn,” the masked guard said, spitting in
Joe Striker’s face. Although neither one of them knew it, father
and son had finally been united. The unnaturally, and freakishly
powerful boy behind the mask was Rock. His steroid induced strength
equaled that of a muscular man.

“Let’s take them to their new
home,” Rock told the other guards. The group was forced into the
gatherers, and driven off to their unknown destiny.

******

“Mr. Sorka, sir, I am proud to
present you the congressman and his friends. The fugitives have
been apprehended,” Rock said, appearing as a projected hologram
before Mika Sorka. The grinning grayed man sat in his dark, Moscow
office. He was never a fan of sunlight.

“Remove your mask, let me look
upon you with my eyes,” the 80 year-old Sorka said. Money bought
him the best vision and health. He had the vital signs of a young
man.

The teenage boy unmasked himself, revealing a
spitting image of his father. His age may have been fourteen,
though he had the body and muscular structure of a man in his
prime. Muscles popped from his arms. Hungry veins crawled up each
appendage like unpruned ivy vines. His legs were like chiseled
stone, neck thick and round, and his face drained of all empathy.
The purpose of giving American guard members the lab-spawned
steroid cocktail was for more than strength. It also prematurely
aged them, stimulating both mind and body well beyond their
years.

“You look just like
him.”

“Who do I look like,
sir?”

“All will be revealed in time,
Rock. I must say...I am pleased with your progress. So pleased, in
fact...that I am putting you in charge of the camps.”

A proud look came across Rock’s face. It was the
first legitimacy he had ever received. “I am not worthy of such an
honor, sir.”

“We shall soon find out. My
investment in you was always meant to achieve greatness...and I
would say that you are on that road. Soon, I shall step foot on
American soil, and will get to gaze upon my creation in
person.”

“I await the day, sir. We all
do...as we owe everything to you.”

“I must admit...I had long thought
our secret operative...dead or turned, though it appears planting
the mole in has paid off. This long annoyance may have finally been
brought to an end.

“Yes, Mr. Sorka. How should I
reward the mole? Rank? Freedom?”

“Let the traitor rot with the
others.” Even Rock, who was raised on such ruthlessness, was
shocked at Sorka’s response. “Remember, Rock...never trust a
rat...even one that was called upon to do your bidding. Debrief
them. Place them with the general population...string them along
for a while with false promises. See what other info we can
obtain.”

“I will see to it personally,
sir.”

“Did you locate the
microchip?”

“They will all be searched and
interrogated directly after I leave you. We will get it...I will
hold myself accountable, sir.”

“Do not permanently disable
anyone...until we have it in our hands. The final phase is nearly
upon us, and we cannot allow anything to stand in our way. World
domination will soon be at our feet. One day soon, you will stand
at my side. I expect great things from you Rock, do not let me
down.”

“It is my honor to serve you,
sir.”

“Yes...it is. Go greet our new
guests,” he said, turning off the hologram phone image. Mika
inhaled the deep scent of a Cuban cigar. A member of the Castro
dynasty sent entire boxes to him.

It was a celebration of sort, as the last chink in
Sorka’s armor was about to be repaired. The long and expensive road
to the top had paid off. His investment had netted him the most
powerful nation in the world, along with the ability to print its
money at will.

The fake propaganda was constantly being floated
across the globe. International populations had just started to
reject their own leaders. Rioting began, as the citizens started
demanding a new way of life, a new allegiance to a one-world order.
Simon Judas, aka, Mika Sorka’s puppet would reap the benefits. The
hammer hadn’t fallen yet, but it was nearing the gavel.

Sorka commanded the phone’s memory banks to playback
hologram messages of frantic, desperate world leaders. They begged
for help and a return on the investments they were made under
Mika’s promises. The look of lust covered his face, as the
quivering in their voices vibrated his eardrums. After the last one
played, he hit delete. His hacking laughter filled the room. The
next time they would hear from him, would be at their own
executions.

“Take a bow, Mr. Sorka,” he said
to himself. “You did it.” Pride filled his body as memories of the
road to domination danced through his mind. Unlike the desperate
souls that he collected, his own upbringing was not one of
hardship, but of pleasure.

Born to a Soviet politician father in 1950, and the
supportive wife of one, Mika got everything he desired. He was
loved, spoiled, and free to say as he liked. When he was denied a
wish, he watched his father beat the man, woman or child who denied
it. In the end, he got what he wanted.

Sorka had never been poor in his life, nor did he
ever treat the less fortunate with an ounce of respect. He often
assaulted anyone that bothered him with panhandling or what he
called “the smell of homelessness...the scent of the living dead.”
Although he didn’t see them as human beings, he did see them as
something else. It was his favorite lesson learned from the bible
of Communism.

They were the direct words of Joseph Stalin, the
idol he only heard about in stories. “Useful idiots are the tools
to our success...the poor, the uneducated. They will hand you the
future...for a mere scrap of bread,” his father read to him,
putting the boy to bed. “Beat the West...by turning its own ideals
against it. Beat America by using their freedom...to crush freedom
itself.” Mika’s father had idolized the man, raising his own son to
worship the cruel leader’s rule as a role model. The dictator’s
words molded Sorka into the man he eventually became.

At the age of 8, Mika’s parents would lose their
lives’ at the hands of Russia’s next leader, Nikita Khrushchev. His
plan to de-Stalinize the Soviet Union went into effect, murdering
those who still held the regime’s ideals close to their hearts.

Upon Mika’s parents “untimely death,” the boy
inherited a small fortune. However, by the time he reached his
teenage years, he was not content with it. “Money without
power...is like life without living,” became his motto. Angry at
Russia’s western style reforms, he fled, traveling the world as a
man without country. He would eventually return to Russia, slowly
pushing the pins that reunited the country's official return to
Communism in 2017. It was never the main goal. His purpose was to
rid all influence that America had on the world.

Sorka realized that his only roadblock was the
American flame of freedom, which had to be extinguished. It would
allow him to fill the superpower vacuum left behind. However,
unlike his comrades, the plan wasn’t to darken the light through
annihilation.

“I will destroy them through
democracy,” he said.

Willing to pay his dues, he moved in secret. The man
used pseudonyms to cover his existence and trail. He made
connections to form more connections, networking with every
scoundrel and money making scheme in existence.

Mika befriended the oil alliance countries of OPEC,
investing in the production of Arab and South American oil fields.
His bribery shot him to the top of the board, ensuring that gas
prices stayed high, and America’s production stayed low. He
accomplished it by bribing the United States’ own congress and
Environmental Protection Agency. The payoffs made sure that they
never drilled on their own lands, not benefiting from their own
resources.

The millions OPEC made him, barely compared to his
investment in the Mexican drug cartels. He boosted the making of
highly addictive meth and cocaine. Sorka bribed border guards on
both sides, carving a clear path to rob Americans of income,
therefore eroding the minds and moral standing of the population.
It made them even more dependent on outside forces. In doing so,
they became slaves to themselves.

His greatest payday came in the form of more
payoffs, to the tune of 100 million dollars. Large shipments of
money found its way into the executive’s bank accounts of Standard
& Poor’s in 2011, convincing them to drop the prized AAA credit
rating. He eventually bribed Moody’s Investors Service, and Fitch
Ratings to lower their recommended ratings a few years after
that.

Of course, the out of control debt made it easy for
Mika to complete his real goal. Why stop the downgrade at AA, but
sink it to BBB-, alongside Peru, Tunisia, Romania, and so on. The
markets tanked, and the global economy collapsed, breeding poverty
like a prostitute without birth control. However, there was one man
who made a billion dollars profit by betting against the most
powerful nation in the world.

His name was Mika Sorka.

All the schemes made him the richest man in the
world, though he would never be truly satisfied until the
opposition was vanquished. He purchased every global T.V. station
that existed, sending out orders to put his plan into effect. The
man could imagine his past heroes of Lenin, Stalin, and Hitler,
standing in the room as he signed into law the document, bringing
all their “hard work” into fruition.

The monumental moment had arrived, as he signed his
name on the dotted line. It would enact the final step to solidify
his future dictatorship.

“It is time to begin phase three,”
he said aloud.
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Thirteen

The Final Phase

 


“The amniotic sac is broken,
crowning has begun!” Nurse White called out, as Kitty Judas’s legs
were tucked into portable stirrups. She was uncomfortably laid out
on an ultra large bed, though the room was no hospital. In fact, it
was one of the lavish bedrooms in the historic White
House.

“We need you to push,” Doctor
Layman told her. He was much more comfortable delivering this baby,
as opposed to the past horrors of extracting Rock. The man still
woke nightly, covered in sweat from reliving the scene through
night terrors.

Leader Simon Judas yawned in boredom. He watched
from the back of the room, having already become sick of the
process. This would be his eighth child, all of them girls. Each
child was either delivered from the comforts of their palatial
home, or the White House bedrooms. The leader was adamant in not
using the medical system he created. “Have you seen the kind of
medical care those rat holes deliver?” he once said. “My son will
never be subjected to such filth. I’m the leader of
government...not a meaningless civilian.”

The competent American doctors had either quit from
endless hours of little pay or were removed for insubordination of
patient rationing. Age and disease decided the order of who got
treated and when. All that were left standing in the medical
community were either foreign trained crackpots, or medics who were
“passed along,” through government schools.

Kitty grunted, pushing with all her might. This
is it, she thought to herself. This will finally be a
boy. She shook with exhaustion, as her body never really had
time to recover after each birth. With the disappointment of every
new baby girl, she lost a little more will to have the next one. In
fact, she lost a little more will to live. Her stomach was stained
with stretch marks, to the point that Leader Judas was disgusted by
his wife’s appearance. He only had sex with her for reasons of
procreation, and barely talked to her anymore.

“The baby is coming! Keep
pushing!” Nurse White encouraged her, as the infant’s head peeked
through the vaginal opening.

Doctor Layman guided the newborn’s head, letting it
gently fall into his gloved hand. The baby slowly slid out, turning
to the side, landing in the doctor’s arms. A look of disappointment
filled his face.

“Well...what is it?” Leader Judas
asked.

The doctor kept silent.

“It’s a girl!” Nurse White forced
the words from her lips. She tried to keep the tone joyful,
providing some much needed encouragement to Kitty.

The entire room went flat, as the fake smile of
Leader Judas turned dark. The doctor cut the umbilical cord,
wrapping the baby in a cloth towel. He went to clear the infant’s
nose with a bulb syringe, as an angry Simon Judas knocked it
away.

“Don’t bother.”

“But leader...it is necessary for
the health of the...”

“Girl? She doesn’t matter! Remove
her from my presence...put her with the others!”

Tears burst from Kitty’s face, as she shook her head
in disbelief. “But it’s impossible! The sperm was spun!”

“It was,” the doctor
said.

“And? I was told that it was 93%
accurate!” Leader Judas asked angrily.

“Leaving a 7% chance of failure,”
the doctor said. “It all depends upon the genes.”

“Her genes! Not mine!”

The doctor bit his tongue, forcing himself to speak
the lie. In reality, it’s the father’s chromosome that decides the
sex of the baby. “Of course not, leader.”

“You’ll pay for this!” he yelled
at the doctor.

While they were arguing, Nurse White snuck the baby
girl into Kitty’s arms. The new mother kissed the child on the
head, having not held any of the other seven children. In fact, she
barely even got to see them. They were sent off to minder families,
eventually being used for government service. The girls were no
longer the “problem” of the Judas’s.

“That is not permitted!” Leader
Judas yelled, as his pent up anger finally took its toll. He
hurried over, ripping the baby from Kitty’s arms, tossing it to the
nurse. She rushed to catch it before it would smash into the wood
floors. The concerned woman got to it just in time.

“Your chances are running out!” he
yelled in his delicate wife’s face. He turned towards the Nurse.
“Get that useless thing out of my sight!”

Kitty quickly stopped her tears, trying to convince
her husband. “Forgive me, leader! I will make sure...I will
guarantee a boy! The next one will be the boy...it has to happen
this time!”

“Do it now! I want this room
cleared immediately!” he screamed at the doctor and
nurse.

“Leader...she has to heal! It’s
too soon...to even conceive again!” the doctor said.

“Did I ask your opinion? Out!” he
yelled, pushing them out the door.

He unzipped his pants, leaving Kitty’s feet in the
stirrups. Blood and placenta still oozed from her, as she lay in
her own mess. Leader Judas hopped up on the bed, having no trouble
entering the gaping hole before him. The very sore Kitty cried out
in agony. He slid in and out, as not a moment of pleasure would
follow. This was purely business.

He finished inside her, yanking himself out. The
cruel man cleaned himself with the soiled sheets on his wife’s bed.
Simon pulled up his pants, saying, “You will see me again tomorrow.
Be ready.”

Leader Judas stormed out of the bedroom, leaving
Kitty in a sea of tears. In reality, she was not the only one under
pressure to deliver a son. Simon was as well. Mika Sorka demanded a
new heir to train while he was still alive. If he didn’t get one
soon, he would do it himself, with or without them.

Kitty was left to stew in her filth, as any order to
clean the mess was forbidden. “Let her learn a lesson,” the leader
demanded to the doctors. Simon Judas, however, would not be left
with the same punishment. Instead, he made his way to an adjoining
bedroom, where two buxom government “interns” were awaiting his
arrival.

“Now...where did we leave off?” he
asked, removing his clothes, joining them in bed.

Sounds of moaning pleasure defiled any remaining
honor which the stately building still possessed. Those sounds also
filled the confines of the adjoining bedroom, as Kitty broke down
in tears and depression. It wasn’t the first time she heard it,
though it was the time when it hurt the most. She pulled the sheet
over her head, and cried for the rest of the night.

******

It was déjà vu for Striker, who stepped upon
familiar, but distant ground. He entered the replica confines of a
place he once helped build. However, its purpose was no longer just
a work camp. The sites had clearly morphed into something much more
disturbing.

Joe gazed around him. He recalled the harsh day when
he was called upon to hammer in stake after stake, witnessing the
rolls of barbed wire sitting aimlessly on the ground. The only
difference between the two camps was the miles between them,
indicating that there was more than one in existence.

The skeletal outlines were just the start, as lines
of barbed wire fenced in the large area. High guard towers stood in
four corners. Armed men flashed their spotlights across every inch
of ground, with their fingers at attention on machine gun
triggers.

Large colorless buildings of block lined the grounds
in rows. They consisted of prisoner barracks, guard quarters, a
storage center, and a medical building.

The most mysterious feature was a deep, 15-foot pit,
dug into the ground. The hole was nothing but dirt and mud from the
damp December air.

Each one of the new arrivals was lined up, awaiting
orders. Rock approached them, covered with his mask. Two guards
accompanied him, leading ferocious looking German Shepherds by
sharp metal chains.

“I want men in one line, women in
another, and children in another,” Rock yelled, as everyone looked
at each other with confusion and fear. “Now!” he screamed, as the
dogs lunged at them, being yanked back by the guards.

The vicious barks cut through the night air, as the
scared group made their way into separate lines. Joe Striker
focused closely on the hooded man, recognizing the voice as the
guard who had taken his gun.

Everyone obeyed. Rock yelled out, “Let’s move
them!”

Joe looked over at Jane, who was quite composed. He
called to her, “Stay strong!”

He next looked over at Becky, seeing tears in her
eyes, wanting badly to take them away. She looked at him deeply. It
was as if she wanted to tell him something, but couldn’t get the
words from her mouth. She waited, as panic suddenly struck her.
What if I never see him again? What if I leave this earth
without ever getting it off my chest? She wondered to herself.
Moments before they were out of each other’s sights, she yelled
out, “Joe Striker...I love you!”

Striker gasped, as the breath was sucked from his
lungs. A pound of heavy thoughts suddenly entered his mind. Anger
seeped from Jane’s eyes, seeing the effect that it had on Joe’s
face. It was like the spell she had him under was lifted. He
suddenly realized that his wife was long gone, and would never
return. It was the first time in years that Joe had even paused to
examine what the word meant. Love? It’s not a familiar
face...it’s something much deeper, much more real, he said to
himself.

Without a moment of further thought, Joe shouted the
words back to Becky. “I love you too. For longer than I even
realized,” he said, as the sound of his voice was even shocked at
his own discovery.

Those were the last words Becky heard him say. She
closed her eyes, letting them penetrate her brain. Even amidst the
horrible possibilities that confronted her, warmth consumed her
face.

Jane leaned in and said, “He doesn’t love you...he
loves me. You know it.”

“An impostor...is impossible to
love,” Becky responded. “I don’t know what you are...but...I know
it’s not what...and who...you pretend to be. Joe finally knows that
too.”

“You’ll never see him again. I
promise that.”

“It doesn’t matter anymore,” she
replied. “For the first time in a long time...I’m
healed.”

Jane was confused by Becky’s answer, not caring to
find out about her past. “Not for long,” she assured her. “Not for
long.”

The groups were separated. All children were led
from the camp, back to a gatherer vehicle. “My baby!” Julie Reed
cried out, reaching out for her ten-year-old son. Becky helped pull
her back into line. “He’ll be ok, you must stay positive.”

“Robert,” Stacey yelled. “Don’t
let them do this,” she cried, though he looked helpless. The man
was too scared to even respond.

“He won’t save you...I will,”
Gunner yelled out to her.

She turned her gaze away from her husband, locking
eyes with her ex-husband. She started to realize that Robert was
useful for the residential points of her life. Gunner would be the
perfect partner for the hectic ones.

The groups split off. The men watched the women fade
away to the opposite side of the camp. Each man had a sickening
feeling, wondering if they would ever see their loved ones again.
However, thoughts quickly turned to themselves, as the group of
males were led into a long, locker room type building. There was a
large machine in the middle of the room. It had the look of a
cannon.

Rock singled out Joe first, finding the striking
resemblance strange. However, he knew better to form any
self-opinion. “You. Step up,” he said.

“Kid...do ya think we should go
out in a blaze of glory? I sure as hell don’t wanna go out on their
terms,” Gunner whispered.

“We have the chip...we still have
value. It’s not time yet,” Joe told him.

“I didn’t say talk!” Rock yelled,
as he punched Striker in the face. Joe barely flinched, holding his
own.

“Now go!”

Joe stepped forward in front of the group, when the
guard yelled, “Strip!”

The apprehensive Striker complied, dropping his
dirty clothes to the floor. A man with a thin face confiscated
them, heading to storage. The others looked away in shame from his
bare flesh, knowing they would soon be next.

“Flush him,” Rock called out, as
the water cannon was activated. A powerful stream of scalding hot
water shot out, having enough pressure to chafe the skin. Joe held
strong, fighting the current, which attempted to fling him into the
wall. “I see we have a strong-willed one here,” Rock said. “Turn it
up,” he instructed the guard at the water cannon.

The stream became stronger, leaving red welts on the
skin. However, Striker still managed to hold his own.

“Stop,” Rock called out. Joe shook
with pain, managing to stand tall and defiant. “He’ll break,” Rock
said, repeating the words that were once said about him. “Delouse
him.”

Next, the guards unlocked the water hose from the
cannon, hooking another hose to it. They activated a switch,
releasing a dust storm of delousing powder upon Striker. It assured
that he didn’t bring lice or any other type of body parasite into
the camp.

“Shave him,” was the next order
from Rock.

A hard chair was brought out, as Joe was slammed
down upon its surface. A prisoner in a black, pajama type uniform
unleashed a long blade, removing the beard from Joe’s face. He
quickly dry shaved him, tearing little bits of hair upon his skin.
Joe was shaved bald, returning his head to a powdery shine.

“Brand him,” Rock said next, as
the prisoner in black was handed a long stake. At the end of the
stake was a set of removable numbers, in which a single digit was
removed and replaced by a four. “10234,” he called out. Rock
recorded it in a book.

The stake was lowered into hot, red coals. Steam
rose into the air. Feeling the heat, Striker shut his eyes,
preparing himself for pain. The burning hot numbers were singed
into the back of his neck.

Joe gripped the chair, tucking every bit of
expression into his mind. After it was done, disinfecting alcohol
was tossed on it, causing him to flinch even more.

“Clothe him,” Rock yelled. Another
man in the black uniform tossed an identical one at Joe’s body. He
quickly dressed himself, being led to the side.

“Next,” Rock said, pointing to
Robert Yale.

A trickle of urine spilled down his leg, making a
puddle on the floor. “Clean it!” Rock yelled.

“I have nothing to clean it with,”
his shivering voice mumbled.

Rock threw Robert Yale on the floor, using his body
to wipe up the mess. “Now, strip...take your position,” he
said.

The humiliated ex-college professor took his spot,
trying not to collapse.

“Hose him,” Rock yelled, as the
boiling hot water cannon fired, knocking him onto the
floor.

“Hot! Hot! Please stop!” Robert
yelled, sobbing like a baby.

Rock waited a moment as he was instructed to do.
However, even he couldn’t take the agony any longer. “Stop.”

The cannons were immediately turned off.

“Delouse him,” he said, as the
parade of humiliation continued.

******

The women’s side of camp offered the same
dehumanizing experiences as the men’s camp. Becky watched in
horror, as an unclothed Stacey screamed in bloody murder. She was
held down in the chair, as her cherished locks of strawberry-blond
hair were shaved from her. “Not my hair! I am a woman! Please...not
my hair!” she cried out to no avail. She was shaved bald. Stacey
screamed even louder as the numbers were burned into her neck.

Becky watched the feminine woman get dragged from
the chair in tears. Jane was up next. Oddly enough, she showed
little emotion. It was almost like she was prepared for the coming
routine.

It was only a matter of time, before Becky’s turn
came. She slowly removed her clothing, as she was mortified. It was
hard enough for a self-conscious lady to expose herself, though for
one who had been so objectified, it was a tragedy.

She took the harsh bath as best she could, crying
her tears as her long, blond hair fell to the ground. However,
instead of falling apart like Stacey, she put on her black prison
uniform. Fox took a deep breath, and ran a hand over her hairless
head. I won’t let them destroy me, she said. For the
first time in my life...I have a reason to fight. I have a reason
to live. I will see Joe again.

******

After the unwelcoming ceremony to the prison camp,
the men entered their sleeping quarters. It was pitched dark, only
lit by a small window. Rows of bunk beds lined a very long
room.

“I can’t see shit, kid...can you?”
Gunner asked.

“No. Just sit...and hope for
luck,” Joe said.

They did, as men yelled out, “Hey! Get the hell off
of us!”

After making their way along the bunks, they
realized there was not one space on the elongated beds. Each man
was squeezed in. They jammed themselves into every nook and cranny,
leaving no space for new arrivals. There were no sheets, blankets,
or pillows.

“I think the whole country is
shoved into this bed,” Gunner said.

“Where are we supposed to sleep?”
Joe called out.

“The floor,” a familiar voice
sounded.

“Tommy? Tommy O’Brien?” Gunner
asked.

“And just who the hell wants to
know?” Tommy barked.

“Captain Shoman.”

“Captain? Don’t you mean officer
Shoman?” another voice called out.

“Jerry Simmons?”

The last time Gunner saw Tommy was at Leader Judas’s
rally. The rookie officer had warned Gunner not to get rid of his
pink slip. The two men got up, shaking hands with their
brother-in-law-enforcement.

“I thought you were toast...after
being dragged out of that auditorium,” Tommy said.

“I would have been...though I knew
someone had to come rescue your ass,” Gunner told him. “The last I
remember...you said these guys were good for the country. Still
feel that way now?”

“He’s still an asshole, I see,”
Jerry interjected.

“Yeah...but a correct asshole,”
Tommy responded. “I sold out the country for a free pay check...and
now...I guess you can say I’m paying the price for it. Anyway, most
of the boys are here, Mark, Jimmy brown eyes, Ray...and so on. They
rounded up everyone who posed a threat to them...apparently ex-law
enforcement and military were on the list. I hear there are
concentration camps all over the country...at least that’s the
rumor. Though...there are plenty of rumors around this
place.”

“Is that what this is? A
concentration camp?” Gunner asked.

“We don’t know what it is
exactly...or what they want to do with us. I sure as hell don’t
plan on finding out.”

“Do you have a plan?” Striker
asked. “Or are you going to just ask permission?”

“Were you invited into this
conversation?” Tommy asked. “I don’t remember inviting
you.”

“This is Joe Striker. He’s a
congressman...and a marine,” Gunner said.

“Well...which one is it?” Tommy
asked. “Marines I respect. Congressman...I don’t.”

“These days...all I am is a pissed
off American that wants his country back,” Striker said.
“That...and I want to kill the sons of bitches that put us
here.”

Tommy turned to the men in the bunk. “Make room,
fellas. It appears we got some new allies,” he said.

Each member of the group jammed into the bunk. They
were unable to shift position or risk getting crushed by a
bunkmate.

Joe lay quiet, thinking of ways to escape the
well-guarded fortress. An important fact suddenly hit him. As
ominous as it may have seemed, he finally found parts to make his
plan operate. He had to get captured to find an army, though he
would have to escape to give them a fighting chance.

******

The morning couldn’t have come soon enough. At the
stroke of sunrise, a wailing, eerie alarm sounded through the air,
calling everyone to work.

Men spilled from the bunks. Joe Striker went to
urinate, seeing one public, shit stained toilet, fully exposed to
the room.

“I hope you don’t have to
shit...ever,” Gunner said to him.

The men slowly headed out the doors, lining up in
front of the barracks. Each one stood as straight as a human spine
would allow.

Rock walked the line, calling out the numbers that
were burned into their necks. If one man was late or missing, the
entire group was punished. The system was called inventory check,
as these men were not looked upon as human beings, but as
tools.

Extensive records of each citizen were kept. Anyone
who wasn’t registered for the government party, a military member,
or law enforcement was rounded up. They were brought to separate
camps all over the country.

It wasn’t only the administrations’ natural enemies
who were collected. In fact, some of their allies were as well.
Teachers, artists, musicians, actors, and authors were taken too.
The camps consisted of anyone with an ability to raise arms or
raise argument.

Next, they made their way to a makeshift food
station. They all waited in line, as misery painted their faces.
The prisoner’s wives were held on the other side of the camp, where
the women were currently lining up for the same garbage breakfast.
They were kept separate from the men. Each sex had their own side
of the camp, as guards stood between them, armed to the teeth.

Joe Striker was handed a small bowl, and a small
ladle of slop was dumped into it. The sad five hundred calories of
food consisted of Xavier’s imprisonment meal in the Hanoi Hilton.
He made sure that they were treated the same. It was almost an
obsession to him.

Joe and Gunner examined the disgusting food,
smelling it, and pulling away from the putrid porridge.

“Death would taste better than
this,” Gunner yelled, as he dumped it on the ground.

“So much for breakfast,” Striker
said, joining Gunner.

Father Tyme ate the pasty goop, holding his nose,
trying not to taste it. “Swallow...not chew,” he reminded
himself.

“Father Tyme likes it,” Gunner
announced. “All you need is some screw top wine...and it will be
just like home, eh?”

“Son, if I told you some of the
things I’ve eaten in my missionary work...you would think this was
a four star meal.”

Robert Yale and Jonah Reed arrived with their food
in hand. “This isn’t fit for animal consumption,” Robert said.

“It looks more like something my
boy would throw up,” Jonah said, as he dumped his as
well.

Tommy O’Brien stepped in. “You guys better eat
up.”

“I’ll bet on lunch,” Gunner said.
“It has to be better than this.”

“There is no lunch...however, it
will be dinner. Get used to it,” Tommy said.

“Well...then I’ll
starve.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn
you.”

“Chow time is over! Get to work,”
Rock yelled out, as he arrived on the scene.

“Work? What do we do exactly?”
Striker asked.

“Whatever they tell us,” Tommy
O’Brien answered.

All of a sudden, a voice shouted out. “What do you
mean you ran out?” Rock yelled at the man dishing out the food.

“I’m sorry...I must have been too
generous! It won’t happen again!”

“Generosity is the job of the
government...not you!” he said, pulling out the Smith and Wesson
revolver that he took from Joe. It was reloaded, blasting the food
giver to pieces. That was the first example of how things were
governed at the camp.

“Remind me never to piss that guy
off,” Gunner said.

“You think he’s bad...imagine what
his parents must be like. Real psychopaths,” Joe Striker
interjected.

The men were taken outside the camp to a
mountainside. They were handed pickaxes, and instructed to smash
out the rock, mining for gems, rubies, and diamonds. The
administration desperately needed the income that the labor
unearthed, as prior taxes, revenue, and production dropped with the
introduction of choking regulations and controlled commerce. No one
had money to buy, as the life cycle of the economy completely
stopped. It was the reason that the men were spared their lives,
and not exterminated from the start.

Each of the newbies swung with all their might,
still processing the willpower to exert their energy. Hours passed,
and the cold sweat turned hot. Elderly Father Tyme collapsed to the
ground.

Striker ran to help him up. The guard on duty
yelled, “You don’t stop until you’re told to stop!” he poked Father
Tyme with a long shock stick, which spit volts of cracking
electricity from its end. The elderly Francis shook with pain, as
Joe felt the volts pass through his body.

“He’s too old for this!” Striker
yelled. “Give the man a break, at least!”

“We don’t give breaks here...but
we will gladly break him,” the guard said, sparking Father Francis
again.

He cried out, “Give me the strength, God.”

The guard let forth an even longer, and greater
punishment. He said, “Any talk of God is treason against the
government! Now get up before I finish you!”

The old man struggled to his feet, dropping back
down in exhaustion.

The guard prepared a final electrocution, as Joe
Striker darted in front of it. “Let me help him up! The more
men...the more work gets done,” Striker said.

The guard paused in thought. “Hurry.”

Joe pulled Father Tyme to his feet, handing him the
axe. “You can do this, father.”

Father Tyme went to swing the axe, falling
again.

“That’s it,” the guard said,
removing his gun.

“Ten packs to transfer him,” Tommy
O’Brien shouted out.

“Ten? Let me see them,” the guard
said.

“You know I’m good for
it.”

“Let me get this straight...ten
packs of cigarettes...for this old man’s sake? Are you sure you
want to waste it? He won’t last long in here?”

“I’ll worry about
that.”

“Fine, he’ll be transferred to
rock clearing.”

“Something less physical...you’re
in need of a new food man. How about it?”

“Fine...up on your feet old man,”
the guard said, yanking Father Tyme up.

“Bless you,” the weak man said to
Tommy, as he was exited from the area.

“Back to work!” the guard yelled,
as the pickaxes started swinging again.

In that one moment, Joe Striker saw that as ruthless
as the guards were, there was a way they could be bought.

******

The sun hung low in the air, as Becky Fox stretched
herself out. Muscles ached that she never even knew existed.

“I broke a nail!” Stacey cried
out.

“You might as well break the
others in advance,” Becky said. “Because they’ll break soon enough
on their own.”

Julie Reed broke down in tears at that moment. “I
can’t do this...I miss my husband...my son,” she said, dropping the
shovel on the ground. Luckily for her, the wailing alarm sounded in
the air, indicating stop time.

“Line up!” A short haired, female
guard named Lita VanDyke yelled out.

All the girls formed a line. Lita walked past each
one, examining their dirty faces. “You,” she told a strong,
tattoo-covered girl. She exhaled, taking a deep breath, and
pounding her fist.

“What is that about?” Stacey
asked.

“It can’t be good,” Becky
responded.

Lita continued on. She examined Stacey closely,
moving on to Becky, past Jane, and finally stopping at Julie
Reed.

“You,” she said.

“What about me?” Julie asked
scared.

“You’re chosen.”

“For what?”

“The entertainment.”

******

Night had fallen, as torches were lit, illuminating
the camp. The food line immediately formed upon the men’s return
from work. A weak Father Tyme took his place at the food
rashioner’s table, carefully distributing the amount as if his life
depended on it.

Joe, Gunner, Robert, and Jonah sucked down the food.
They followed Father Tyme’s advice to swallow, not chew. It wasn’t
easy, as the little lumps of mystery sailed down their throats,
taking a gamble on choking rather than tasting. As they reached the
bowl’s bottom, they licked it clean, needing more to fuel their
energy. The next time, they surely wouldn’t skip breakfast.

“I see you suddenly have a taste
for bug stew,” Tommy said.

“Right now...I’d eat shit stew,”
Gunner responded.

“After a while, it will taste like
prime rib,” Tommy told him. “Anything will.”

“I appreciate what you did for my
friend,” Joe said to Tommy. “He wouldn’t have made it out
there.”

“Just like the force members were
my brothers...we’re all brothers now. If one dies...we all die,”
Tommy said, as Joe gained a true respect for him.

“You mind if I ask you something?”
Joe Striker asked.

“Shoot,” Tommy told
him.

“The cigarettes...where do you get
them?”

“There’s a man in charge of
storing new arrivals’ clothes, also cleaning the camp of the dead.
We call him the reaper...anyway...he gets first dibs on anything
that people bring into camp, as well as leave behind. Cigarettes
are carried in pockets, so it’s the thing most found...most wanted.
I get him some extra food, or smuggle him a few gems from the
mountainside...and we got a deal.”

“Good to know,” Joe
said.

“Be careful...anyone caught
trading is dead meat.”

“Dead meat has to taste better
than shit stew,” Joe said with a smile.

A smile broke across Tommy’s face, as the others
started laughing.

“Take your places,” an
announcement was made throughout the camp on a speaker.

A resounding cheer sounded. Groups of prisoners
headed towards the mysterious pit in the center of the camp. They
walked to the pit’s edge, as the most eager ones jockeyed for a
front row view.

A large group of armed guards appeared on the
storage building’s roof, overlooking the pit. The bird’s eye view
was like a skybox at a sporting event. Food and booze from the
storage barrels underneath was brought to them upon request. Their
cheer was even louder and more enthusiastic than the prisoners.

“Places for what?” Joe
asked.

“The entertainment,” Tommy
answered.

“Movie night?” Gunner asked in his
wiseass manner.

“Fight night,” Tommy O’Brien
answered.

“Who’s fighting?” Joe
wondered.

“The women tonight.”

“What women?” Joe
asked.

“At the end of each week...two are
chosen...one week from the women’s camp...next from the men’s. The
women fight for our entertainment...the men for theirs. To be
honest...I think the only people truly entertained are the guards.
They bet big government credits on it.”

“What does the winner get?” Joe
asked.

“To live,” Tommy
answered.

“Is that really a prize in this
pisshole?” Gunner asked.

“They fight to the death?” Joe
wondered, as panic covered his face. He realized that Becky or Jane
could be one of them, expected to fight for their lives.

“It could be any one of us...at
any time,” Tommy said.

They followed everyone to the edge of the pits.

******

Julie Reed was prepared in a separate room. She was
given a woman fighter’s uniform consisting of a gladiator type
short skirt, tank top, and no underwear or shoes.

Her rough looking opponent’s arms were sleeved with
gargoyle and demon tattoos. She was a winner and guard moneymaker.
The fights were a way to cleanse the camp of its weakest patrons.
It kept work production at its max, while saving on ration
spending. She sat across from the inexperienced, scared Julie Reed,
trying desperately to stare her down in fear. The scared mother
kept her gaze at the floor.

“Look at me,” the tattooed woman
said.

Julie finally looked up at her, though eye contact
was never made. “What do you want from me?”

“I want to see the fear in your
eyes...it gets me off,” she said.

Tears spilled from Julie’s eyes, “I can’t do this!”
She tried to run out of the room, as Lita pushed Julie to the
floor.

A smile came across Lita’s face. She had been
observing the workers all day. Her intention was to find the
weakest one amongst them to battle the seasoned fighter. “For your
sake...I hope you bring more fire than that,” Lita said. “Or you’ll
die a very painful death.”

The two women started laughing, as Julie curled up
in a ball on the floor. She trained her thoughts on her son and
husband.

******

Lita marched the two women to the men’s side of
camp. The guards and some prisoners cheered out loud. It wasn’t
that the prisoners wanted to watch their own die, but many were so
desperate for a break that watching other’s pain helped them escape
their own.

“Julie!” her husband Jonah called
out, lunging for her through the crowd.

Lita kicked the man in the ribs, sending him to the
ground. She pulled out her weapon and aimed it at Jonah.

“Don’t kill my husband...I beg
you!” Julie cried out.

Lita stopped for a moment. “Let him watch,” she
said, putting her gun away, dragging Julie back towards the
pit.

Joe, Gunner, and Tommy helped Jonah back to his
feet. He was distraught. “She’s a wife...a mother...not a
fighter!”

“At least she has a chance,” Joe
said unconvincingly. “Focus on that!”

Lita tossed Julie and the tattooed prisoner downward
into the fifteen-foot pit. The crowd exploded in joy, as the fall
alone nearly broke the brittle woman’s arms.

The tattooed prisoner landed on her feet, as it
wasn’t her first trip into the pit. Lita grabbed one dull bladed
knife, tossing it onto the dirt floor. The weapon landed in between
the two.

“Take it,” the tattooed woman said
to Julie, who was cowered in a corner. “I said take it!” she
repeated, grabbing the knife and forcing it in Julie’s hand. “I
like a challenge.”

“Julie!” Jonah yelled out. She
recognized his voice through all the others, slowly looking
up.

“Use the knife!” he yelled. “It’s
your only chance.”

A shaking Julie looked down at the knife. She
realized that the only way to survive would come in the form of a
weapon. The frightened woman rose to her feet, as the crowd went
into a further frenzy.

Lita yelled, “Let the battle begin!”

Thoughts of Julie’s missing son raced through her
brain, as anger overtook her. She bolted toward the calm tattooed
prisoner, who lacked an ounce of fear.

“Ahhh!” Julie screamed with furor,
charging the woman like a bull seeing red. She gripped the knife as
hard as she could, approaching her composed opponent.

The dull blade led the way, just inches from the
woman’s skin. Her timing perfect, the tattooed woman twisted her
body from the dagger’s path. She gripped Julie’s wrists, turning
the knife into Reed’s own stomach. The momentum alone flung the
weakling into the wall.

Julie crashed into the moist dirt. The knife
slightly pierced her soft skin, flying from her hands. The crowd
cheered even greater, as the guards made the loudest noise. They
actually had something to gain from the fight.

Striker looked down in despair, feeling horrible for
The Reed’s. He realized it would only be a matter of time before
his loved ones met the same fate. Joe looked up at the guards,
watching from above. However, he did not see Rock.

The reason was because Rock never watched the
fights. With all the violence that he caused on a daily basis, he
just couldn’t bring himself to invite more into his life. It was
not entertaining to him.

The tattooed woman raised her hands in glory, as the
crowd praised her. Julie stumbled to her knees, her hope on empty.
She cried, begging for mercy. “Please...let me live!”

The crowd booed. Striker yelled, “Get up, Julie! Get
up...don’t give up! For your family!”

Julie Reed continued to beg, as the tattooed woman
shook her head in disappointment. She wanted a challenge, though it
was clear she wasn’t going to get one.

“You want blood?” Tattoo called
out to the crowd.

“Hell yeah!” they
shouted.

The loud hazing went to a quiet, blurred hum. Julie
looked up at her husband, singling him out. In her mind, it was
just the two of them. They locked eyes, as she mouthed the words,
“I love you,” followed by her last one, “Goodbye.”

Realizing that the show needed something big, the
tattooed woman approached Reed, who continued to stay zoned in on
her husband. She went to that place where no more pain could reach
her.

The scaled hands of Julie’s opponent were placed on
her soft, dirty face. Inky webbed fingers gripped her chin. She
grabbed a handful of skin from the defeated, tearful woman.

With one swift movement, Julie’s life was over. The
opponent broke her neck, twisting the front all the way to the
back.

Julie’s eyes went blank, and she spilled to the
ground. The crowd cheered loudly, as Jonah yelled, “NO!” He tried
to jump into the hole, desperately wanting to join his dead wife.
Joe, Gunner, and Tommy stopped him before he could take the
plunge.

“Not now...not like this! We’ll
get our revenge,” Joe assured him.

******

Becky lay awake in the crowded bunk, trying to
conjure up hope that her friend would return alive.

The doors flew open. In walked the victorious and
cocky tattooed woman. “No challenge at all,” she said, laughing out
loud. Most of the women fled their bunks, paying homage to the
tattooed prisoner. They hoped that it would buy them some goodwill.
Becky however, stayed in her bunk, trying to extend her line of
sight to the open doors.

To her horror, she saw Julie’s dead body lying on a
cart. Lita made her way inside, as the women scrambled back to
their beds in fear of punishment.

The heartless guard made her way to Becky and
Stacey. “You were her friends?”

“Yes,” Becky said.

“Well...I didn’t really know her
that well,” Stacey said. Becky gave her a dirty
look.

“Come with me,” Lita ordered them.
Stacey gasped and they rose, exiting the building. Becky looked
back at Jane, who was not called upon, only furthering the
suspicion of her.

As they exited the prisoner barracks, the body was
the first sight to greet them. Ms. Fox bolted to it, shedding
tears. She placed a hand on the gentle woman’s lifeless face.

“My G..,” she said, pausing before
she said the punishable word of God.

“Disgusting! I’ve never seen a
dead body so close before,” Stacey cringed.

“Grab the cart, and follow me,”
Lita demanded.

Becky grabbed a handle of the heavy cart. She looked
toward a frozen Stacey, staring at the body in pale disbelief.

“Help me,” Becky yelled at
her.

Stacey joined, but was little help in the dragging
of the death cart. They were made to march to a far corner of their
camp, where two shovels awaited them.

“Dig,” Lita said.

Becky pulled herself together. She used her bare
feet to thrust the spade’s dull tip into the ground. The dirt had
already been disturbed.

Stacey was still very little help. The high
maintenance woman moved slowly, unearthing little ground.

The shovel struck something hard. Becky uncovered a
half decayed face staring back at her. Stacey screamed loudly, as
Fox gasped in horror.

“Keep going...deeper and to the
right,” Lita demanded.

Following the directions, Becky dug a shallow grave.
They were made to lift the lifeless Julie, placing her into the
hole.

As they did it, Stacey vomited off to the side. Lita
smiled at the sight. Becky shoveled dirt, gently covering the body.
“May I say a few words of remembrance?” she asked Lita.

“On your own time,” Lita said
coldly. “Which, you have none. Back to bed.”

Becky helped Stacey to her feet, as the two marched
through the chilly night air. They returned to their bunks with
nothing but nightmares awaiting them.

******

“Julie....Julie....Julie,” Jonah
Reed repeated constantly. It was as if he could hear or speak
nothing else.

The group of men whispered through the dark confines
of the bunks. They were confident the others around them were in
the same state of mind. “It’s time to make a run for it,” Tommy
said. “We’ve got nothing else to lose.”

“One shot...why waste it on a
death charge? We need a solid plan,” Joe said.

“What other options do we have?
You said it yourself...ask them permission to leave?”

“I second that, kid,” Gunner said.
“Caution is for pussies! Run or done.”

“They’ll mow us down one by one,”
Joe replied. “We’re out gunned.”

“But not outmanned,” Tommy
said.

“We will be if we pull a mindless
stunt like that. First of all...we can’t move until
spring.”

“You must be crazy,” Tommy
said.

“Again...I second that,” Gunner
replied.

“We need cover of foliage...and
besides...we’ve been out there. You can’t make it long or far in
these cold, Virginia winters. We’ll need weapons, time to set up an
offensive. At least a distraction to give us a fighting
chance.”

“Weapons? Where do we get those?”
Tommy asked.

“By doing what you do
best...trading for them. Cigarettes, favors, anything we can get
our hands on will work. We’ll need some
firepower...explosives.”

“The last time I checked...there
wasn’t exactly a bomb depot nearby. Get real...would ya, kid,”
Gunner told him.

“Not a bomb...just the ingredients
to make one.”

“You know how?” Tommy
asked.

“I do.”

“I’m guessing you didn’t pick that
up in congress?”

“That wasn’t on the
agenda.”

“They were too busy voting on pay
raises,” Gunner called out.

“In the meantime, we watch each
other’s backs. Plan carefully and quietly....use our heads, as
muscles are no match for the guns. The most important thing...” Joe
told them.

“What would that be?” Tommy
asked.

“Stay alive.”

 


 



 


 Chapter
Fourteen

The Experiment

 


“Just relax. This is meant to
help...not hurt,” an eerily eager Dr. Johann Mange said. He pushed
his thick, rimmed glasses up his longish nose to his beady eyes. A
slight German accent touched his dialogue. Messed plugs of hair,
and a long white lab coat gave him the look of a mad scientist. It
was a fact not too distant from reality.

Jerry Simmons reclined nervously on the table.
Gunner's colleague was draped in a paper gown. Dr. Mange pressed a
button, as Jerry was sucked into an MRI-like tube. It stopped at
his lower extremities. There was no need to go any further.

“Take it easy. The machine will do
the rest of the work,” Dr. Mange said, as he started to exit the
room.

“What are you doing to me?” Jerry
yelled out.

Dr. Mange stopped and thought for a moment. “Fixing
nature’s errors,” he said with anxiousness on his face.

Jerry looked even more weary and confused than
before.

Dr. Mange exited the room with an eager smile. He
entered an adjacent room, watching through a glass observation
window. Dr. Layman awaited him there. “Activate the gamma radiation
for the subject,” Johann said proudly.

Dr. Layman picked up a recorder and spoke into it,
“Mr. Jerry Simmons...”

“No names!”

“Excuse me, doctor?”

“Never speak a patient’s name in
my presence. You are to say test subject and the number on his
neck! Names indicate humanity. These things are scourges of the
earth...not human beings.”

“I am sorry, doctor. Test subject
10035,” Dr. Layman said, deactivating the recorder after his
learned lesson in humility.

“Do not let such incompetence
repeat itself.”

An uneasy look came across Dr. Layman’s face, though
he forced himself to speak. “Sir, I know I am overstepping my
bounds here...but, this is unethical...at best. At worst...it’s
inhuman.”

“Are you questioning my methods,
doctor?”

“No...no, sir. I just...I just
feel that something more humane might be in order. A vasectomy
maybe...but bursts of long term, high levels of radiation? It will
end up killing more than his ability to procreate.”

“That is not your area of
expertise or concern, doctor. Vasectomy’s can be reversed...wasting
valuable time and resources we do not possess. You were chosen to
assist me, not question me. My education far outranks yours. Were
you awarded the Noble Prize for science?”

“I was not, sir.”

“Exactly. Now do as you are
told.”

Doctor Layman activated the machine. A searing light
shot out from the tube, covering Jerry’s reproductive areas. He
didn’t feel any pain. I guess this won’t be as bad as I
thought...whatever it is, he told himself.

However, what he didn’t realize was that the true
damage would be long term. It was not only to his body, but to
American society in general. Project eradicate was signed into law
by Mika Sorka. Its first wave decreed that males aged 12-65, which
voted against the Government Party or showed insubordination, would
be sterilized by radiation or castration. Jerry was lucky to be in
the early stages of the radiation cycle.

The hundreds of prisoners at the camp, millions
country wide, would take years to treat. The costly process would
only allow them to sterilize one per day. However, if everything
went according to plan, the second wave would be much cheaper,
quicker, and deadlier.

That was still in testing mode.

Dr. Mange watched the deadly light dance through the
room. Tears entered his eyes, as he said, “It’s like an
opera...beauty, life, death...all played out before our very
eyes.”

Dr. Layman observed his colleague with disturbed
eyes. He wondered if it would have been better to have refused past
orders, and paid with his own life. The heinous acts required of
him couldn’t compare to a quick death. He almost hoped that the
government was correct about religion being a hoax, because if they
were wrong, judgement day would not be one to look forward to.

In contrast, Dr. Mange often slept soundly and
satisfied. The prior Nobel Prize winner for finding various cures
had immediately caught Mika’s eyes. Sorka offered the doctor more
money than he could refuse, though the young prodigy surprisingly
refused it. “You refuse me?” Sorka asked him.

“Not you, Herr Sorka. It is your
money that I refuse. The opportunity to create...to take medicine
where it’s never gone before. That I accept.”

Dr. Johann Mange was born in Germany. He did the
things that society always required of him, such as finding the
cure. However, deep down in his dark brain, he always asked
himself, Anyone can find the cure, but how many amongst us can
birth the disease? It was a question he once wrote a thesis on.
It was pulled from the light of day by a particular professor, who
geared Johann towards the mainstream, while sending the work to
Mika. Many professors around the country were paid scouts for the
powerful trillionaire, searching for “talent” all over the
globe.

Dr. Mange found inspiration in old Frankenstein
movies. He fixated on the ability to go outside the mainstream,
beyond the fringe, and create a niche of all his own. The
sterilization was just a warm up. The procedure was nothing new and
had been done before. However, his true purpose was near. He would
soon get to perform the experiment.

The Gamma Rays had done their job, killing every one
of the million + life giving sperm inside the former police
officer. It assured that the offspring of a man who voted against
the government would never see the light of day.

The machine shut down, as Dr. Mange entered the
room. He walked through the remains of radioactive haze hanging
invisibly through the air. “Your treatment is complete,” he told
Jerry, who sat up, unfazed.

“What did you treat me
for?”

“A hidden sickness, which every
prisoner in this camp has. It’s one unseen, lurking deep inside
each one of you. Fear not, it will soon be eradicated from
existence.”

******

The eighteen year-old Emma entered the camp in an
SUV. She looked around at the poor, dirty souls who slaved away at
hard labor. Her heart broke for them, even though compassion was
supposedly brainwashed from her. It was still hidden inside.
They can control my brain, but not my heart, she told
herself.

The vehicle was brought to the male guards’
quarters, which she entered, finding it empty. “What do I do?” she
asked the accompanying guard.

“I was ordered to bring you here,
my job is done,” he said, exiting the room.

Emma looked around, seeing a cloth wrapped around a
small object. It was laying on one of the beds.

She slowly made her way to it, looking around to see
if anyone was watching her. Unwrapping the cloth, layer by layer,
she uncovered a red rose. “I haven’t seen something so vivid...with
so much color...so much life in years,” she told herself.

“I have,” Rock’s voice sounded
from behind her.

“Rock!” she said with pure joy,
lunging toward him. The two embraced. “I wasn’t sure if I’d ever
see you again.”

“I made sure of it,” he said, as
she stared into his eyes. Rock moved in, passionately kissing her
lips.

A frightened Emma quickly pulled away, looking
around in a paranoid manner. “But...but, if they find out...if
someone sees us we’ll be punished.”

“I’m in control around here...it’s
how I got you transferred to me. This camp needs its water girl...I
need my girl,” he said, returning to kiss her. She was more
comfortable, allowing the kiss to complete itself.

“You’re really in charge here?
We’re really free to show our love?”

“No,” he said
emphatically.

“I didn’t think so.”

“I mean...I’m in charge of this
camp...but my orders still come from above. Commander Xavier
arrives soon.”

The moment of rare happiness faded from Emma’s face,
as they spent their whole lives learning not to test Commander
Xavier. As the years progressed, Emma’s newfound control over her
government minder was put to maximum use. She approached Rock,
lying with him, talking for all hours of the night.

She told him of her family, her dog, her house, and
life in general. They were things that Rock never had. He never
questioned it publicly, but it plagued his thoughts daily.
Where's my family? He asked himself. Although it was just
small doses of reality, it was the reason that the steroid filled
man had more than rage inside him. He also had heart.

“We must be extra careful while
the commander is around,” Emma warned.

“Don’t worry...he’ll be busy
interrogating the new prisoners. It’s his main purpose for
coming.”

“Don’t you get new prisoners every
day? What’s special about these?”

“They are the ones we’ve been
hunting. The last holdouts.”

A look of disappointment crossed Emma’s face. Word
of the rebels had filtered through the dojos, as they had taken on
legendary status. They were known as the only ones who could
outsmart the government. There were even rumors they had evidence
to bring it all crashing down. However, that was no longer a
possibility.

“Does that upset you?” Rock asked.
“I caught them myself...I thought it would bring honor to us
all.”

Emma quickly shifted her expression to one of
overwhelming joy. “Oh no...I’m thrilled! It’s just that...it’s
something else.”

“Who is bothering you? I’ll deal
with them immediately.”

“I just...am tired of hiding us,”
she said. “We’ve snuck around for so long...I just want to be able
to hug you when I want. Love you in front of others.”

“This won’t be forever.
Someday...I’ll take command of it all. I’ll make sure you are by my
side.”

“You’ve said that for a while now.
There are days...when it seems so far away. Almost
impossible.”

“Don’t give up on us,” Rock said,
as he grabbed the rose and ran it along her freckled skin. She
closed her eyes, letting the soft petals give her a rare moment of
pleasure. She hadn’t had many like it in the years of
captivity.

The truth is, she hadn’t had many years of happiness
growing up either. Her selfish mother always put her second, and
the death of her father left a gaping hole in her heart.

“Where did you get that flower? I
haven’t seen one of those since I was a kid,” Emma
inquired.

“Believe it or not...there are
some perks that come with power,” he told her.

“I look forward to seeing
more.”

“Why wait?” he asked, gripping her
by the chin, and lifting her lips towards his. He moved in for a
long passionate kiss, laying her down on the bed.

“Are you sure they won’t catch us
here? We can be killed for this.”

“Trust me,” Rock assured her. Emma
abandoned her fear, and moved back in towards his lips.

******

The new dawn had not arrived yet, though Joe,
Gunner, and Tommy lay wide awake. A delirious Jonah Reed rambled on
through the night. “Julie, Julie,” he said in defeat.

“He’s officially nuts,” Gunner
said.

“He better snap out of it by
inventory...or he’ll disappear,” Tommy warned. “The last guy that
had a meltdown...we never saw him again.”

“I’ll drag him out if I have to,”
Joe commanded. His voice went to a low whisper, as he quickly
changed the subject. “At the moment...we have a greater issue to
deal with. It’s time to make our grocery list.”

“Hey kid, I’ll take a steak and a
shot of whiskey...straight up,” Gunner interjected.

“The groceries I speak of...have
more of a kick,” Striker said. “We’ll need to start now...in order
to get them by spring.”

“I just hope they’re realistic,”
Tommy said. “They’re not gonna just hand out deadly
items.”

“We’ll each take separate tasks.
Can you get one of us on unloading duty with that guy?” Joe
asked.

“The reaper?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s gonna cost me a boatload of
smokes.”

“What’s more important...cancer or
freedom?” Striker asked.

“I’ll get it done.”

“Good, I need something called
salt peter.”

“Salt peter?”

“An accelerant...also used as a
food preservative.”

“I think the preservative excuse
will be more doable. Is that it?”

“Charcoal,”

“Are we gonna bar-b-q the bastards
to death?” Gunner asked.

“Just trust me,” Joe said. “I’ll
also need a good amount of hydrogen peroxide and citric
acid.”

“The citric acid should be in
storage...the peroxide should be in medical,” Tommy
said.

“And just how will we get in
there?” Gunner asked.

“Get hurt,” Joe told him. “Hurt
people can’t work. As long as I’m producing...they patch me up.
Does it all seem possible?”

“The supply trucks come once a
week...I think it’s doable.” Tommy said. “Anything
else?”

“A spare nuke...while we’re in
fantasy land,” Gunner quipped.

“Barrels...and something to make a
fuse out of.”

“They keep the dry food in large
barrels...the storage building. The fuse? You got me there,” Tommy
said.

“Nothing a roll of tape can’t
solve. Where is the storage building?” Joe asked with extreme
interest.

“It’s overlooking the pit. You
know, the building those asshole guards watch the fights from?
Why?”

“Let’s just say...a massive
grouping of guards all in one spot...at one time.”

Gunner’s eyes lit up with opportunity. “Blow ‘em
straight to hell.”

All of a sudden, the wailing alarm sounded into the
air, indicating that their conversation was over.

Everyone rushed to the doors, as a lifeless Jonah
lay there pale and trancelike. “Get up, Reed!” Gunner yelled,
trying to shake the desperate man from his slumber.

“I got him,” Striker said, as he
lifted Jonah over his shoulder, and carried him out the
door.

As each man lined up for inventory, Joe did his best
to hold Jonah on his feet. However, the man’s dead weight was
giving the weakened Striker a run for his money.

Rock passed each man, looking over all of them. He
studied their mental and physical states. The boy passed Striker
and Jonah, appearing to give them the pass. Suddenly the strength
seeped from Joe’s body. Jonah crashed to the floor.

Rock rushed over, shocking the desperate man with a
shock stick. “Get on your feet now!”

“Julie...Julie...Julie,” he kept
repeating.

“Who is Julie?” Rock
asked.

“His wife,” Joe called out. “The
woman you murdered in the pits last night,” he said with
distain.

“How long has he been like this?”
Rock asked.

“You almost sound like you give a
shit,” Joe said defiantly.

Rock grabbed Joe by the throat, tossing him to the
ground. Striker was floored by the young man’s brute strength.

“Show me respect!” Rock yelled.
Joe immediately climbed back to his feet, staring his son defiantly
down.

Rock took another gaze at Jonah. “He’s just what
they’ve been looking for. No use for me anymore,” he said, as two
guards grabbed Jonah by the arms. They dragged his dead weight away
from the group.

“Where are you taking him?” Joe
Striker called out.

“I’m donating him to science,”
Rock responded in equal defiance.

Fear crawled across Striker’s skin. He turned and
gave troubling looks to both Gunner and Tommy.

“What the hell is he talking
about?” Joe whispered to Tommy.

“I have no idea.”

******

“You asked for a throw-a-way...you
got one,” Rock said, as the two guards dragged Jonah into the
medical center.

Dr. Mange’s eyes lit up with opportunity. “What is
his status?”

“He keeps calling for his
wife...she was killed yesterday.”

“Traumatic shock...mixed with
manic depression. He’ll do,” Doctor Johann Mange said. “You are
dismissed.”

“Freak,” Rock said, exiting the
building.

“Bring him to the chamber,” the
eager doctor ordered.

Jonah was brought to an underground, airtight room.
Mange was fitted with an airtight suit and clear mask, astronaut
style.

“Well...get him on the table
already!” Dr. Mange called to Dr. Layman and Nurse White, who also
donned the suits. Layman didn’t want to follow the instructions,
though there was no choice. Jonah would be the first test subject
for the second wave of Project Eradication. He would not be the
last.

There was a caged white rabbit placed near the
subject. The animal was covered with attached wires and vital
reading equipment. The furry creature came from a breeding farm of
dogs, cats, rats, and other animals bred for experimentation.
Clearly, animals were no longer used for pets, since nobody could
afford to feed them.

The horribly depressed Jonah stayed still and
unresponsive. He was easily strapped to a hard medical table. His
arms were fully exposed, causing the straps to put endless pressure
upon bulging veins.

“Syringe one,” Dr. Mange’s voice
muffled through the suit.

Nurse White picked up a syringe, handing it to Dr.
Layman. The assisting doctor filled it with liquid, handing it to
his boss.

“Injecting bonding agent,” Dr.
Mange announced coldly. He placed the spear of the needle against
Jonah’s vein, slowly breaking the skin. Jonah stayed in his
catatonic state, barely moving an inch.

Dr. Mange’s thumb eagerly pressed down upon the
syringe’s plunger. The barrel quickly emptied, and the liquid was
sucked into Jonah’s thirsty veins.

“Bonding agent accepted,” he said,
after shining a light into Jonah’s eyes, checking his pupils for
any dilation or strange coloring. “I am ready for X-1,” he said
with anticipation.

Nurse White’s hands shook, as she opened a nearby
refrigerator. The woman removed a plastic bladder from the frosty
innards. Thick, experimental brownish liquid sailed around inside,
as Dr. Layman carefully took it from her hands. He hooked it to a
metal IV stand.

Dr. Mange screwed a tube onto one end of the
bladder, then moved to the needled opposite end. The cap was
removed, freeing the sharp instrument to go into Jonah’s arm. It
was injected into his vein, as the nurse squeezed the bag. She
released the thick substance through the tube. It crawled slowly
into its new home like a salt covered slug.

Jonah stayed still, repeating one last time,
“Julie.” All of a sudden, he gasped, extending his lungs to the
very max. The dull man went into violent convulsions, as the last
of the brown liquid emptied from the bladder into his blood
stream.

Dr. Mange headed for an observation room. He yelled
out one last order. “Release his restraints!”

Dr. Layman’s surgeon-steady hands shook with
imprecision. The binding straps were undone, releasing the flailing
appendages of Jonah Reed.

Jonah leapt from the table onto a frightened Dr.
Layman, knocking him to the floor. Reed had the look of a crazed
man. His eyes appeared to be bulging from the sockets. “Get him off
before he rips my protective suit!”

Nurse White pried the test subject off. The two of
them made a break for the exit door. As they passed through, the
exit was shut, sealed airtight again.

They both shed their hazmat suits. They were short
on breath, stepping into the decontamination shower that Dr. Mange
had just passed through. The two joined the observation, watching
Jonah collapse to the floor.

“Fascinating...yet sadly
disappointing,” Johann said, as it appeared their subject was dead.
The group turned their backs on the observation window. Dr. Mange
asked, “Survival time?”

BAM! A crash rattled the unbreakable glass to its
base, frightening the three doctors to a shout. Blood dripped from
Jonah’s eyes, nose, and mouth. In fact, it dripped from every
orifice.

A hellish scream sounded from his lungs, as strings
of blood dangled from his teeth. Dr. Mange approached the window,
as Jonah’s bloody palm rested against it. The act was his only way
left to beg for mercy.

“Now that is more like it,”
Dr. Mange proclaimed. The man looked upon his test subject like a
father upon his own offspring. He placed his palm up against the
soiled man, a thick pane of glass between their touch. Jonah’s last
bit of strength expired, as he collapsed to the ground. The
desperate man finally got his wish. He would join his wife Julie in
the afterlife.

Nurse White trembled in fear. She tried to fight the
tears from her eyes, fear from her body. Dr. Layman realized that
he lost all ability to feel. He was beginning to see his greatest
fear coming true. Hollowness was taking hold, as nothing shocked
him anymore.

“Survival time?” Dr. Mange asked
again.

Todd Layman looked at a digital clock on the
computer. “Two minutes.”

“The test animal’s vitals?’ Dr.
Mange asked in anger.

Dr. Layman turned, checking the flat-lined vital
reader. “Expired,” he said, then looking to see that the animal was
also a bloody mess.

A further look of disgust crossed Dr. Mange’s face.
“Failure on every front!”

“It was just our first test,” Dr.
Layman said.

“And we will work through the
nights...days to get it correct! That animal was not injected with
the bonding agent...therefore...we failed on two fronts. The
disease must be genetically modified to seek only the bond...the
fools who were injected. We must also ensure that our subject
survives long enough to spread it! If disease dies with him, how
can it eradicate millions of enemies in 120 seconds?”

Dr. Layman looked away, trying not to bare the brunt
of Dr. Mange’s anger. Much was riding on the experiment. It was the
beginning of a cost saving answer to Project Eradication. Dr. Mange
had secretly researched his dream of creating a disease, however,
the endless resources of Mika Sorka allowed him to do it on more
than paper. It allowed him to bring it to life.

It was the perfect weapon. He created a bonding
agent, which would be used to “prime” the target, injecting certain
molecules into their bloodstream. It, in turn, would seek out a
modified airborne Ebola-like disease when inhaled.

The two would find each other, causing the
destructive disease to activate itself only inside the individual.
It would only infect those who received the bond. Everyone would
catch the disease, however, only primed members would suffer its
deadly effects. The plague would spread across political enemies
everywhere they hide.

Mika’s ultimate goal was to “weaponize” the disease,
breaking it down into a powder form to be dropped on an entire
group of targets. However, Dr. Mange’s twisted, complex mind aimed
to save the government badly needed finances. The much cheaper
produced primer could be weaponized instead. The disease itself
would go airborne, only having to make a few doses of it. One
infected person could go a long way, if they could survive long
enough to spread it. That was his plan. At the moment, it was far
from being perfected.

“I hope you are prepared to
dedicate your lives,” he said, terrifying his assistants. “Because
I will not cease...until the dream becomes the reality!”

******

Xavier Sin entered the camp, excited to set eyes
upon his prize. He wanted to hand the microchip to Mika Sorka
himself. It would repair the damage to his reputation that had been
so badly tarnished over the years. However, first he had to get the
microchip.

Xavier entered his office met by Rock, who saluted
him. “Commander, sir. It’s good to see you again.”

“I should have been there to
capture that scum myself!” Sin grumbled.

“You were with us in spirit,
sir.”

A bitter look came across Xavier’s face. Rock’s rise
in the ranks was the first challenge to authority, which the
veteran would face in the government system.

“Would you like to start the
interrogations?” Rock asked.

“I didn’t come for any other
reason,” the impatient Xavier ordered.

“Of course, sir. Should we start
with their leader...I believe his name is Striker?”

“No...bring me the mole. Bring me
Jane Doe.”

******

Lita called “Jane,” out of the work line. “Come with
me,” she said. Becky and Stacey looked at each other in
wonderment.

Jane was brought into the large locker room, where
the female prisoners were “welcomed” upon arrival. She sat in the
hard chair. Xavier entered the room with Rock at his side.
Commander Sin stopped in dead disbelief, as if he were looking upon
a corpse. The eerie sight filtered through his one eye, spooking a
man who did not get spooked often.

“They really did it,” he said,
running his calloused hands upon Jane’s face. “Every damned
detail...like a ghost sitting in front of me...brought back to
avenge my acts against her,” he said. Memories of a brutal past
sailed through his head, one which Rock had no knowledge
of.

“You’ve seen this woman before?”
Rock asked.

Xavier laughed, realizing that the boy had no idea.
He was looking at his own mother’s image.

“Once...a long time ago,” he
answered, brushing off any further detail.

He continued to look upon Jane with amazement,
impressed that the administrations’ plan had worked to precision.
The John and Jane Doe project was set in motion long ago, as men
and women with similar features of political enemies were set
aside. First they were taught mannerisms, given voice match
lessons, and drilled twelve hours a day on memories and
character.

After that was completed, they went under the knife.
Every source of identification was unearthed, using the advances in
plastic surgery to bring the “copy” to life. Xavier snapped a
picture fresh from the still warm body of Jenny Striker, getting
every detail and angle that she had.

This particular model Jane Doe, whose body was
liposuctioned to the exact weight, was changed down to the last
manufactured mole. They washed any bit of prior identity from her,
making sure she would seduce her victim.

Rewards of money, freedom, power, and security were
promised to those willing to sacrifice everything. They would never
be paid.

“I did what your people told me to
do,” Jane Doe said. “Held up my end of the deal.”

“You came just in time...we were
beginning to lose hope in you. We were ready to give your
assignment to someone else.”

“Infiltration takes years...so
does getting inside a man’s heart. His head was much easier to
invade. Anyway...I did what you asked...now give me my reward. Let
me out of this horrible place!”

“You forgot one...major thing,”
Xavier said. “The damned microchip!”

“I buried the transponder inside
the cave, I already told him,” she pointed to Rock.

“The caves were searched
fully...there was no sign of any chip. Each prisoner was searched
and x-rayed...still nothing, commander,” Rock
interjected.

“Joe wouldn’t tell me where it
was,” Jane said apprehensively.

“Your job was to gain his
trust...get him to tell you everything! Especially
that!”

“It’s the girl! Becky Fox! She’s
in the women’s camp with me. Joe said it was with someone he
trusted...it has to be her! Even when he was with me...I could tell
someone else was on his mind. She’s been suspicious of me since day
one...constantly watching me.”

“Then you still have work left to
do!”

“She’s a lost cause...she’ll never
talk! Put her in the pit...against me! When she dies...he’ll
finally be free to love me fully! He’ll tell me everything! His
heart will no longer be torn.”

“You should know better than
that...foolish bitch! Falling in love with your target is the
ultimate failure of a mole!”

“I never said I loved him!” she
said defensively.

“Your face tells a different
story. Stick around for a while...you’re still in need.”

“Let me be the one to end her!
Then...deliver my freedom and my money.”

“You’ll get what’s coming to
you...though first...I get the chip! As for Fox...I get the feeling
she may still be of use to us.”

“We can use her to get to him,”
Rock said.

“You’ve clearly learned from me,
boy,” Commander Sin said, quieting Rock’s confidence a bit. “Take
Ms. Doe here back to general pop,” he said, as Jane was guided
away.

Jane stopped before she exited. “We have a deal...me
and Becky Fox in the pit! Then...Joe and I earn our
freedom...together!”

“Fine. Tell me...what do you care
if he loves you?”

“I just need it,” she told him,
avoiding any deeper answers.

“Well, you may get your chance
sooner than you think,” he said, giving Rock one last order. “Bring
me Striker. It’s time to make him a deal he can’t
refuse.”

 


 



 


 Chapter
Fifteen

The Reunion

 


“Enjoy...or at least try not to
throw up,” Father Tyme said, as he dished out a ladle of disgusting
food. Joe Striker went to take it from him, discovering a tiny
bible tucked underneath.

“How did you get this?”

“I’ve discovered that this
food...if that’s what you call it...is useful after
all.”

“Bibles are nice...but do you have
anything else for me?”

Tyme looked around, seeing that the guards weren’t
listening. “I located the empty barrels...right where you wanted
them in storage. The citric acid is there also.”

“Well, father...I think I see a
second career as a smuggler,” Gunner chimed in.

“Son, at my age...the only second
career I wanted was retirement,” he answered.

“Be careful distributing those
books. They’re illegal...will end up in death,” Joe warned
him.

“If I have to die for any
reason...I can think of none better.”

“Hang in there father. We’re
counting on you,” Joe said, as he took his food and moved
on.

Robert Yale arrived for his food. He looked weak,
pale and about to snap.

“Are you, ok, my friend? You don’t
look well.”

“Food...quickly,” he demanded,
grabbing his portion frantically. The good book dropped onto the
ground.

Father Tyme rushed to pick it up, making sure that
it didn’t end up in the wrong hands.

Robert devoured his food like a starving animal,
caring about nothing else. The group watched him closely, as he
scraped the bowl down to the bottom. His fingernails chafed against
the cheap wood.

Joe and Gunner tried to stop Robert from doing
further damage. Blood seeped from his dirt caked, jagged
fingernails. The two men wrestled the bowl away, as Yale hit the
ground, and started eating dirt.

The deliriously hungry man shoved a fist full of dry
earth into his mouth. He sucked every bit of nutrients, imagining
it was his favorite meal: apricot glazed duck with an aged bottle
of Chianti. Unfortunately for the professor, the dirt wouldn’t
settle as well. He started throwing up the foul tasting concoction
of musty dust.

Gunner pounded Robert’s back, making sure the dirt
had cleared his windpipes. As many times as he wished the man dead,
he wasn’t serious when it came down to it. “Spit it up...spit it
up! Even Stacey’s cooking isn’t that bad,” he assured
him.

A shaking Robert Yale huffed for breath, as the
strong sun beat down upon him. How will I ever make it through
another workday? He asked himself.

Suddenly, a soft, sweet, and familiar voice floated
to his ears. It would provide the answer. “Drink,” the voice said,
as Yale and Gunner lifted their heads in unison. The two men gazed
up at a silhouetted angel, holding a water-filled cup.

“Dad?” Emma asked in pure
disbelief.

“This...must be an illusion,”
Robert said. “Can it really be you? Like a mirage in the
desert...can it really be my daughter?”

“Fate?” Gunner repeated, as chills
shot through his body. He only remembered the innocent redheaded
girl as a baby, though she had his eyes, and Stacey’s soft,
feminine features. After all of these years, he finally found what
he had been searching for.

Emma looked strangely at Gunner. “You have confused
me with someone else, sir. My name is Emma...not Fate.”

“It really is you!” Robert
yelled. The desperate man found his inner strength. He lunged at
the girl, embracing her with all his might. He started to cry. Emma
joined him.

“They said I was coming back to
you...then changed their minds,” she said sadly.

“Let me look at you! You’re an
adult! So beautiful,” he said, running his hands through her hair.
Emma was surprised at the display of overwhelming warmth from the
usually reserved man.

Gunner watched in disbelief. He knew that his
daughter Fate stood in front of him. However, he was puzzled as to
why she no longer bared the name he gave her.

“Where’s mom? Is she...” Emma
asked, trembling in fear.

“She’s alive,” he said. “At least
I think...in the women’s camp.”

“Mimi?” she asked about her
dog.

“It’s been so long...we...it
happened so fast. We had no choice but to leave her behind,” he
said, as sadness enveloped her face.

“I hope someone gave her a good
life,” she said, knowing that there was no longer a good life
available to give.

“How have they treated you? Did
they hurt you?” he asked.

She thought for a moment, remembering to repeat what
she was taught. “I am thankful to the government party...they
provide and care for me...meeting my every need.”

Gunner butted in, “No kid of mine speaks that
bullshit! Fate...everything they told you is a lie! You’re smarter
than that!”

“You mistake me for someone else,”
Emma proclaimed, staring at Gunner like he was insane. “My name is
Emma, not Fate...and you’re not my father...he is.” She pointed at
Robert Yale.

Robert looked down in embarrassment. “Emma, I have
something to tell you,” he said.

Emma had the look of both fear and shock on her
face. “My father is dead...an alcoholic that abused us. He drank
himself to death.”

Gunner looked at Robert with angry eyes. “You son of
a bitch! Not only did you steal my wife...but you lied to my
daughter.”

“They were not my words...they
were Stacy’s,” he timidly said.

“You mean...he’s...alive?” Emma
asked in disbelief.

“That’s right, kid...I’m your
father. Your real father! And here’s a news flash...your mother
left me...yanked you right from my arms!”

“Why?” she asked Robert. “Why
would you do that to me?”

“Your mother had no choice...she
feared for your safety. She changed your name to protect
you.”

“It’s not true! I was no longer of
use to her...this cow had run outta cash! Damn it...I searched. I
looked for you every damned day of my meaningless life. I never
gave up...just wanting to know my little girl! I deserved
it!”

Emma started to back away. “I...I,”

“What’s going on here?” Rock
entered the scene. He turned to Emma. “Do you know this
man?”

“No...I was just giving him water.
He’s a stranger,” she said, handing Robert the cup. “They all
are.”

“Fraternization is forbidden
amongst prisoners...you know better,” Rock said, trying to maintain
a professional manner. He turned to the group of prisoners, “And
you all...better get to work.”

Emma walked away, stopping for one last moment to
gaze back at her real father. The distraught man stared her down.
He watched a tear spill from her eye to the ground. Sunlight
hi-lighted her reddish hair, glistening her eyes. The picture
mirrored the smiling baby face that was lodged in his head for
years. He used to stare at her photos, mapping every inch of his
beloved child’s image. She used to light up his face with her joy,
as he would entertain his daughter by head-butting her hand
puppets. After she was taken away, Gunner was never the same.

Fragmented flashes of memories played through Emma’s
head as well. The very young child, too young to know better, cried
out for her father. She was hurried away from him in tears. The
last, fuzzy memory she had was of him crashing to his knees,
begging not to take his daughter. Unfortunately, her young,
impressionable mind blocked that time out, letting her mother’s
agenda rewrite history. It would only resurface when she saw his
face again.

In time, the more adult, less affectionate Robert
Yale resumed the role of father. He was the only one she’d ever
known, as upon the age of five, she started asking questions about
distant memories. “He was killed...drank himself to death. He was a
bad man...that’s all you need to know,” her mother Stacey told
her.

The selfish woman’s words haunted the child.
Abandonment issues plagued her dreams, shattering sheets of
bitterness that pierced her heart. How could the man who gave
birth to me, be so bad? How can he love me so little? She
always asked herself. Although Robert was not doting, he was the
closest thing she had to an adult influence in her life, and she
was grateful for him. He provided for her, educated her, and served
as a father figure. He hadn’t been perfect, but she appreciated
what he was, not what he wasn’t.

Suddenly, old questions were replaced by new ones.
The world she had always known came down upon her like acid rain. I
left my father...he didn’t leave me? Could the man I spent my life
hating, be the one who truly loved me? My real name is Fate?

“Get moving!” Rock yelled, using
the shock stick to take Gunner to the ground.

It was against everything she was taught, but Emma’s
heart suddenly kicked into gear. She ran to protect her father,
jumping in front of him. Rock pulled back from mistakenly striking
Emma with the shock stick instead.

“Don’t hurt him!” she cried
out.

“What has gotten into you?” Rock
shouted.

A team of guards ran over, “Should we have her
disciplined, sir?”

Rock debated whether to allow her punishment for the
sake of the couple’s shared secret. He decided against it. “I’ll
take care of it.” They nodded.

Rock grabbed Emma by the arm, yanking her away from
Gunner. He left the man one last warning, “Get off your ass, and
get to work!” Gunner slowly stood on his feet, staring Rock
down.

“Hurt her...and die,” he said.
Emma looked away, hoping to escape a confrontation.

Rock looked strangely at Gunner, returning his
attention to Emma. “Let’s go!” he said, marching her away.

“Don’t you touch my little girl!”
Gunner called out, as he was beat down by the other
guards.

Rock was left puzzled by Gunner and Robert’s
interest in his girlfriend. He brought Emma into her small
quarters, sitting her on the bed. “What has gotten into you?”

“I’m so sorry! I...I don’t know
what compelled me to do that?”

“The next time you pull a stunt
like that...I’ll have to let them punish you! Trust me...you don’t
want to experience that.”

“I understand,” she said, breaking
eye contact with him.

“Tell me. What was it about that
man...that caused you to sacrifice yourself? Our position
here?”

“A misjudgment...which will never
happen again.”

“I thought you cared for
me...respected me?”

“I do! With everything inside,”
she assured him. “You know that!”

“Then why do you act like I’m a
fool? I was trained to read lies...recognize liars. The guilt on
your face...jittering of your eyes...tells me you’re being
untruthful.”

“Do you trust me?” she asked.
“After all these years...do you think I’d ever do anything that
wasn’t in your best interest? Do anything to hurt you?”

Rock looked down. “I’m starting to wonder,” he said.
“Lucky for you...I have to deal with more pressing matters at the
moment. This isn’t over,” he said.

“Can I have a kiss?” she
asked.

“When you start acting like you’re
one of us...and not one of them. Get back to work,”
he said, exiting in frustration.

Emma gasped, lying back on the bed. Not only did she
have to digest a world-changing event, though now, she would have
to hide it from the one she loved.

******

Rock had Joe pulled off the line, marching him to
the interrogation room. Striker was pushed down onto the chair, as
the unknowingly related strangers sat quietly, each detesting the
other.

“We meet again,” Xavier exclaimed.
He entered the room, letting forth the loud, harsh laugh that
followed Joe out of the Virginia warehouse.

“I should’ve killed you...while I
had the chance,” Joe snarled.

“But your son...you would’ve never
found him if you had gone through with it,” he said with a
sarcastic tone.

“I haven’t found him...yet! For
all I know...he’s not even alive.”

“Oh...I assure you, he is quite
alive...and closer than you think.”

“He’s here?”

“We’ll get to what you want soon
enough...but its time to give up the game. They’ll be no escape
this time. Where is the chip?”

“Safe. For all you know...it could
be closer than you think,” Joe said, using Sin’s own words to
secure his bargaining position.

“You’re a tough man to bargain
with...Striker...I’ll give you that,” he said. “You don’t go down
easy. Your talents are useless opposing us. Join us...and you can
have the world!”

“I wouldn’t bet your good eye on
it,” he said, zeroing in on the patch covering Sin’s eye
socket.

“I am reminded of your prowess
every day. Though you no longer hold the advantage...what’s to stop
me from returning the favor? Trade both your eyes for my
one.”

“Do what you must...but I won’t
break.”

“Well, well...it’s nice to see
principle still lives, isn’t it?” he asked, turning to the masked
Rock.

“Principle is for the weak
minded,” Rock said.

Commander Sin let forth a laugh. “The weak and the
privileged.”

“From my point of view...the
privileged ones are standing in front of me,” Joe said.

“Oh...make no mistake about
it...we hold the cards these days. However, we’re only taking what
is due us. The past owes us everything.”

“I paid my dues...worked for
everything I ever had in my life. The past? It wasn’t perfect...but
at least it wasn’t pre-decided. Those who failed...had a chance to
succeed.”

“Spoken like the true, ungrateful
piss-ant, you are,” Commander Sin said. “The past was a twisted
place...where one set of vets came home to a hero’s welcome...the
other set came home to be spit on by the public.”

“What the hell are you talking
about? My military service? So this is some type of past grievance?
Blaming me for other people’s ignorance?”

“This is much more than that. It’s
about the downtrodden taking power...those held down...getting
their revenge.”

“So do it already...take your
revenge. I’m right here...kill me...and the chip still exists.
Maybe it’s in someone else’s hands...ready to be sent to allies of
freedom.”

“You must take me for a retard,
Striker. I’ve seen your resolve already, and I know that hurting
you won’t work. However...” he said, walking behind Rock, who was
uneasy, though still stood at stiff attention.

“Let’s see if you have the same
stubbornness...for you son,” he said, yanking the black mask from
Rock’s head.

Rock was left in further confusion, as Striker
gasped with disbelief. It was the first time that Joe gazed upon
the cruel guard’s face. The resemblance was clear from the moment
of the unmasking. He’s my son, Joe told himself. He was torn
between bliss and the horrific realization of what his offspring
had become.

Tears filled his eyes, as he gazed into the mirror
of DNA. What shocked him even more was that they looked the same
age. He’s a fourteen-year-old boy with the face and body of a
man, Joe wondered. He knew his son’s exact age, as the
monumental date shared itself with the deaths of both Jenny and his
country.

“That’s false, commander. I...was
abandoned by my parents...Mr. Sorka told me himself,” Rock said,
recalling a time when the questions of “why me” had gotten
the best of him. He dared to ask Mika about his past. The cruel and
careless things that he heard further angered the rage-filled young
man. More importantly to the cause, it further endeared his loyalty
to the government.

“You were abandoned...by
the pig that sits before you,” Xavier said. “The man that murdered
your mother.”

“How dare you lie like that!” Joe
Striker yelled, leaping from the chair at the commander. Before he
could make contact, Rock floored his father. He sent a hard boot
into the man’s side.

Joe crashed into the floor, again amazed at the
young boy’s strength.

Commander Xavier continued laughing loudly. “He gave
you up...leaving you to die on the streets. The government took you
in...gave you direction. We made you the man you’ve become. The man
your mother would have been so proud of,” he said, cracking a
smile.

“No!” Striker called out, charging
Xavier with the fury as an enraged rhinoceros. Rock stepped in
front, flipping Joe Striker over his shoulder. He sent him crashing
to the floor again.

“I never thought my father would
be so weak,” Rock said.

“What did you do to him?” Joe
called out. “He’s only a boy! It’s unnatural!”

“We made him a man,”
Commander Xavier said, pulling Joe’s Smith & Wesson revolver
from Rock’s holster, and placing it to the boy’s head.

“What the hell are you doing?” Joe
asked.

“One bargaining chip for another,”
he said, turning his questioning towards Rock. “Are you willing to
sacrifice yourself for the good of the government,
Rock?”

The surprised boy paused for a moment. He suddenly
repeated the mantra that he was raised with, “I am but a tool in
the government’s hands,” he said, standing tall and brave.

“Here’s my offer. Give up the
chip...your son lives, friends go free, and you join us. Think of
it...father and son reunited...joining forces for a worthy
cause.”

“You won’t kill him...you need
him.”

“Everyone is replaceable...even
myself. Do you catch my drift? Either way...I benefit from your
decision. Make your choice. Make it quick.”

Joe thought long and hard, battling his own angels
and demons. This is not my son, he told himself. The boy
died that day...with his mother. He died when they sucked the soul
from his body.

As hard as the words were to speak, Striker forced
them out. “Do it.”

Shock came across both of their faces, as Commander
Sin followed with a laugh. “You’re really willing to sacrifice your
own son...for a piece of plastic? You see Rock...everything I said
about him...has just been proven.”

“No, I’m not willing to sacrifice
my son. I’m willing to sacrifice a masked, brainwashed psychopath
who was made in some government lab. My real son was torn from the
body of my murdered wife...his identity murdered with her.
Please...put him out of his misery,” Striker said
confidently.

However, a dissenting thought quickly popped into
his brain. “Anyone can be saved, even the worst of us,”
Father Tyme’s words jogged through Joe’s head. It’s
hopeless, another thought argued its way through. Either way,
Joe Striker was hoping to call Xavier’s bluff. He had long blamed
himself for a wife’s death he had no fault in. The murder of his
son would come directly from his own lips.

“So be it,” Commander Sin said. He
cocked the hammer of the weapon, placing his finger on the trigger.
Joe Striker studied the eagerness in Xavier’s eye, realizing the
advantage he would have in killing his eventual replacement. He
may be the one hope the world has left, Striker told himself,
realizing that evil is learned, and good is inherited. If he has
Jenny’s compassion anywhere within him, he has hope. Joe
finally came to a decision.

“Your sacrifice will be honored by
your comrades,” Xavier said to Rock. His finger pressed down on the
trigger, only stopping within a millisecond of Joe’s
voice.

“Stop!” Striker called
out.

Damn, Commander Sin thought. I guess I’ll
have to settle for the chip. “Have I finally found a way to
break the unbreakable Joe Striker?” he asked.

“I don’t know where it is,” Joe
said.

“Not good enough,” Xavier
answered, replacing the barrel to Rock’s head.

“But Becky Fox does. I entrusted
it in her care. Knowing that I would be the target...I didn’t want
to know what she did with it.”

“Fox...ah yes...the blond beauty.
I’ve been informed of her presence here. I have fond memories of
the last time we spent together.”

“The hell you do! Memories which
you’ll pay for someday,” he said angrily.

Xavier read the look on Joe’s face, realizing that
Jane was correct. Striker’s feelings for her had clearly grown
since the torture session. She will be useful indeed, he
thought to himself. “What makes you think she’ll tell me this
time?”

“She won’t tell
you...she’ll tell me.”

Xavier seemed disappointed as he removed the gun
from Rock’s head. “I’ll arrange it...get permission from above.
Fail me...and I’ll have them both killed,” he said.

Rock quietly exhaled, trying not to show the fear
that gripped him from within. “Am I needed here any longer?” he
asked.

“Take your father back to his
quarters. It will give you two a chance to get...reacquainted,”
Xavier ordered.

Rock gripped Joe Striker by his shirt, yanking him
up to his feet. Anger plagued his eyes. “Let’s go!” he said,
pushing his father out the door.

On the way back to the work line, it was quiet. Joe
knew he couldn’t let an opportunity to speak truth slip away.

“It’s all a lie, son,” he
said.

“Don’t ever call me your son! I am
the son of the government...child of the cause. You’re just a
ruthless murderer.”

Joe shut his eyes in disgust. “I know you don’t want
to hear this...but I have to say it. The commander...murdered your
mother with his own hands! He was the one who took you! Search your
heart...you know the truth!”

A stroke of anger shot across Rock’s body. He
punched Striker in the back of the neck, sending him dizzily into
the ground. “You lie! You’re trying to turn me against my
government...my protector...but I won’t believe it. Never! Get up!”
he yelled.

Joe gathered himself, rising to his feet. “When
you’re ready to accept the truth, I’ll be waiting for you.”

Rock pushed him forward. Striker’s words only
complicated what was a fairly simple life. It was much easier to
love the government, believing that it loved him back. He heard the
story of Emma’s separation from her parents, though always put
himself above her, like he was in a different class of people.

The father and son arrived at the work line. Joe
picked up the tool, rejoining the group. Rock felt no pity for the
man, as he watched the pick smash into the hardened earth. He took
joy in the exhaustion on Striker’s face. If he really is my
father, than I’ll push him even more, Rock said. Any man
that would murder my mother...abandon his own son... deserves such
a fate.

******

“I have information...that will be
of interest to your leader,” Robert Yale said to a guard. He had
quietly crawled from the sleeping quarters, making sure not to wake
the others. The sneaky man crept out the door, being stopped
immediately by the gun toting guard outside.

“Come with me,” the guard said,
taking Robert to see Rock. Professor Yale had self-debated since
his arrival, weighing the consequences of betrayal for both the
group and himself. However, with the discovery of his stepdaughter
Emma, along with his breaking point, it was time to make a
move.

The guard brought Robert Yale into the interrogation
room. Rock was awakened, and eagerly rose to hear the news. He was
disappointed that Joe Striker didn’t deliver it, but hopeful
anyway. The boy instructed the guard to hide the information from
Commander Xavier Sin. Everyone wanted to deliver the chip to Mika
Sorka, and Rock was no different.

“So...what is this news?”
Rock asked.

Robert Yale swallowed hard, as his breathing pace
matched his heart rate. “I’m here...to make a deal.”

“It depends on what you have to
say. Tell me first...then I’ll decide your reward.”

“The chip.”

“Go on...”

“I know its location.”

A look of ambition covered Rock’s face. He fought
the excitement from ruining his disciplined manner. “Where? Where
is it?”

“The deal?”

“What do you want?”

“The release of my wife and
daughter.”

“I think we can make that
happen...if the information pans out, of course.”

“My wife Stacey is in the women’s
camp...although she’s probably just a number now.”

“We’ll find her. The chip’s
location?”

“My daughter...”

Rock rolled his eyes, clearly not interested in the
deal. “The chip?”

“My daughter is a worker here,” he
said.

Suddenly, Rock’s interest was peaked. “A prison
laborer?”

“No...part of the
government.”

Rock was shocked that a prisoner and team member had
relations. He knew that the conflict of interest could be
devastating to the camp, since loyalties linger. The boy would have
to deal with her accordingly.

“What’s her name...I’ll see to it
that she’s identified.”

“She hands out water...her name is
Emma.”

Rock’s shock became even greater, as he felt like he
stuck a wet fingernail in an electric socket. She clearly had not
been honest with him. “Emma? What does she look like?”

“Red hair, freckles...a kind look
in her eyes.”

“I know the one...you’ll get your
deal. Now, tell me the location of the chip,” he said with anger on
his breath.

“At the cave...where we used to
hide out.”

“We already checked
there!”

“Not inside. On the outer ring of
the waterfall...there’s a clay colored rock...orange tone. It’s
buried under there...in a sack,” he said, seeing the scene play out
in his mind. It was one early morning. He was coming back from a
short walk, needing to get away from the crowding caves. In the
distance, he saw Becky Fox burying something of obvious importance,
due to the look on her face. It’s the chip, he told himself.
Everyone knew of its existence. Stories of congressman Joe Striker
and his tragedy had consumed the group’s chatter.

Professor Yale hid behind a tree. He watched her dig
the small cloth sack deep into the ground. She looked around,
making sure that nobody had seen her, then returned to the cave’s
interior. Robert walked with quiet, suspiciousness in his steps. He
unearthed the chip from its hiding place, knowing that it could
benefit Stacey and him. If the government would kill for this
chip, they would certainly reward for it as well, he thought to
himself.

“Are you sure about this? You only
get one chance around here,” Rock asked.

“I held it in my own hands...you
will find the chip there.”

Rock looked to the accompanying guard. “I want you
to gather a team...we’re going to check it out. Quietly...no one
else hears this...especially not the commander!”

“Yes, sir,” the guard said,
bolting off.

“The deal? My wife, daughter and I
will be freed?” Robert asked.

“If I get that chip...you’ll get
your reward. In the meantime...I’ll set you up with a room and a
proper meal.”

“Thank you.”

“No, Mr. Yale...thank you,” he
said.

******

Joe woke from his exhaustion. His body realized
something must be wrong, since it was getting a decent night’s
sleep. The usual squeeze of men was a little less congested, more
room to breathe. Someone was missing.

“Yale,” Joe called out. No one
answered.

The others woke up. “Kid! Or should I say buzz
kill?” Gunner said. “I was dreaming of women and beer...not
necessarily in that order. This better be good!”

“Where’s Yale?” Joe asked
alarmingly.

Tommy looked around at the sleeping men. “He’s
gone...and that can only mean one of two things.”

“What?” Joe asked.

“Either he’s been executed...or
turned.”

“Frankly...I’ll take the first
one...but I doubt either,” Gunner said. “He just found out that his
daughter...I mean STEP daughter is alive...” he stopped in
mid-sentence, coming to a harsh realization. “Oh shit. The rat’s
making a run for it with my family...again!”

“He doesn’t know where the chip
is...what could he offer them?” Joe asked.

“Do you know that for fact?”
Gunner asked. “He was the snake type...slithering around...stealing
wives and shit. I wouldn’t put it past the wife stealing
professor.”

“I’m sure,” Joe
answered.

“For all our sakes...I hope he
doesn’t,” Tommy said. “Cuz your bargaining power may have just
walked out the door with him. Still care to wait for
spring?”

“Time to fast track things a bit,”
Joe said.

“Finally...the kid speaks my
language...action!” Gunner emphasized.

“It will increase the danger...you
said it yourself,” Tommy answered. “We may end up being sitting
ducks.”

“One way or another...the hour
glass has been flipped. I met my son today.”

“What?” Gunner asked. “Your
son...my daughter...like a dysfunctional family
reunion.”

“Dysfunction doesn’t even begin to
describe it. You know the masked asshole we all want to beat
down?”

“Demented Zorro?”

“That’s him. Let’s just say he’s
not the boy I hoped he’d be. I’ve been given an ultimatum. Deliver
the chip...he lives and you all go free.”

“Sounds like a fair deal to me,”
Gunner said.

“Don’t deliver it...and die,” Joe
proclaimed.

“You don’t really think they’re
gonna free us...stick to their word? Do you?” Tommy
asked.

“No...but I need them to believe I
do...buy us some time. We need to start getting the supplies, and
putting us in position.”

“I’ll do my best...but
frankly...those things take time.”

“You’ve been bribing prisoners for
a while...haven’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“Then do what you do best...just
stop using cigarettes to do it.”

“What do you expect me to use
then? Smokes are like gold around here.”

“Something more valuable...bribe
them with hope. In fact, start spreading the word to everyone you
can trust. We are outgunned...but they are outnumbered,” Joe said,
taking charge of the situation.

“Kid, Father Tyme may have been
right about you, after all. You just might be worth following,”
Gunner said.

“I don’t want to lead...I want to
live,” he said.

******

A dull gleam of light had just started to lighten
the early sky. A massive truck plowed its way through the
overgrowth, following the path of previously cut down trees. Teams
of guards exited the vehicle, blasting powerful bolts of flashed
light. They covered every inch of ground around the waterfall.

“The clay rock!” a guard yelled
out, as Rock made his way to collect the spoils.

“Don’t touch it! This glory is all
mine!” he said, approaching the spot of buried treasure.

Rock dropped to his knees. He frantically unearthed
mounds of dirt, digging to the depths of the underground.

Nothing was found.

Anger started to build. He turned over the rock
itself, again finding nothing. “No!” he yelled out, as his voice
echoed through the still, dark forest. The unnatural rage inside
him was set afire.

He focused on the guards staring at him in
embarrassment, as shame covered his face. Word would get back to
Commander Xavier, who would mock him at best, execute him at
worst.

“Stop looking at me!” Rock yelled,
as the guards looked away. “Any one of you leaks a word of
this...I’ll put you all to death!”

Not one of the guards muttered a sound. A stew of
redness covered Rock’s masked face, nearly shining through the
black cloth. All he could think about was avenging his disgrace,
punishing Robert Yale for his lie. Luckily for the professor’s
daughter, she was not as expendable to the vengeful boy.

“Let’s get the hell out of here!”
Rock said.

******

“You sent for me?” Emma asked
Rock. She entered his small, dark office with no windows. He was
unresponsive, staring Emma down like a vulture to a carcass. “Rock?
Are you ok? Is something wrong?” she asked, rushing to his side,
placing a hand on his shoulder.

The angry boy flung her caring hand off him, “Don’t
touch me.”

Emma dropped to her knees, “Please, tell me what
I’ve done to you?”

“I never took you for a liar,” he
said. “But I guess it just runs in the family.”

“Family? I’ve never lied to
you.”

“Stop insulting my intelligence! I
know about your father...Robert,” he said, causing Emma to look
away in fear.

“I...I meant to tell you...but...I
just didn’t know how you’d react.”

“How I’d react?” he said in rage,
rising up to smack Emma across the face. She fell to the floor.
Tears fell from her eyes.

A massive streak of guilt covered Rock’s face,
something he hadn’t experienced in a very long time. He rushed to
her aid, embracing her. “I’ve never done that before...I never
thought I was even capable of hurting you.”

“I deserved it,” Emma said. “I
didn’t tell you about him...because I didn’t want to put you in a
bad position. I didn’t want to force you into a bad
choice.”

Rock lifted the scared, deeply upset girl to her
feet. “Don’t you see? By not telling me...now I have to make that
decision,” he told her, releasing a wave of greater fear upon her
face.

“What did he do?”

“Like you...he lied. A much worse
lie than yours. He knew the consequences...and now he must suffer
them.”

“No!” she begged him. The young
woman dropped down to her knees again, forming a begging motion
with her hands, blocking his exit path. “Punish me! It’s my
fault...I will take the blame! Don’t kill him!”

“The men saw the whole
thing...word has already spread. I no longer have any choice. I’ll
understand if you lose what you feel for me...never forgive the
action I must take. Just know...I’ll never stop...loving you. A
word I’d never know if you didn’t teach me. However, it’s no longer
in my hands. I’ll make sure you stay safe...but that’s all I can
do,” he said, moving from her grasp, as she cried aloud.

“Please...spare him! Take me,” she
continued to cry.

Emotions gripped Rock’s heart, as he finally had his
first true dose of humanity. However, none of it would matter. He
would have to deal with Robert, before Xavier would deal with
him.

He exited the room, leaving Emma lying on the floor
in a mess of her own tears.

******

Robert Yale let the shower’s hot water spill down
his dirty face. It took a good half an hour to rid the dirt
completely, but he happily would wait. He dressed himself in his
own real clothes again, as each garment had been saved as evidence
upon their arrival.

The most rewarding perk of his new situation was a
hot meal of steak and chowder. The food sailed down his throat,
diving into his empty stomach. He put his feet up, turned on the
one government channel, and said, “I can get used to this.”

Unfortunately for him, it was about to end.

Rock kicked the door open, charging the relaxing
man. He threw him to the floor. “You lying scum,” he screamed.

“What? It wasn’t there? It had to
be!”

“The only thing there was my
disgrace!” he yelled, kicking Robert Yale in the face with his
boot.

“Your wife will never leave this
place...I’ll see to it personally. And your daughter...” he said,
moving in close enough so Yale could practically smell the words.
“Your daughter will be my wife someday.” He plunged Robert’s head
down into the ground.

Blood trickled down Robert’s nose and lip, as he
crawled away. “I swear...it was there,” he cried out, replaying the
scene of the chip’s burial in his mind.

What the professor did not see, was the next day and
the one after that. Becky unearthed the prized possession, moving
it to a new location daily. Her lack of trust served her well.

“Are you going to kill me?” Robert
asked in tears, fear overtaking him.

“No,” Rock said.

“You’re not?”

“I promised Emma that I
wouldn’t,” he said, knowing that he couldn’t live with himself for
taking his love’s father.

“Thank you!” Robert said,
practically kissing Rock’s feet.

“But soon...I believe you’ll wish
I had. Take him to Dr. Mange,” Rock ordered.

“Who?” Robert asked, as the guards
dragged him from the room. “Where are you taking me? Let me go back
to work...I’ll make up for it!”

******

“A college professor, eh?” Dr.
Mange said, as Robert Yale was strapped to the medical table.
“Large brains are always of interest to me. Leave us,” he ordered
the guards, who scurried out of the room as fast as they
could.

“From one intellectual to
another...let me go,” Robert begged. “Don’t kill me!”

“Kill you? Why would I do such a
thing to a man of knowledge? Now, of course, knowledge not granted
by the government is poisonous...so...I must cleanse it to fit our
needs.”

“How?”

“A small experiment I’m working
on...quite fascinating really. You see...nurse prep him while I
explain,” he said, pointing to Nurse White.

The nurse quickly injected Robert’s head with a
numbing agent, causing the professor to tense up. “My head is
tingling.”

“Let it happen...you will be very
thankful for that feeling soon. Now, what was I saying? Oh yes, you
see,” he said, grabbing a scalpel, and walking to the backside of
Robert’s head.

“Aren’t you going to put me out?
Anesthesia?” Professor Yale asked.

“For this one...we need you
awake.”

“This is barbaric!”

“Quite the contrary, professor.
This is, in fact...groundbreaking!” he said, placing the scalpel at
the edge of the patient’s forehead, continuing to talk as he sliced
open Yale’s skin. “We are going to perform what you would call...a
lobotomy,” he said.

“What?” the numb Robert Yale
drooled, as the numbing agent started to affect his whole head.
“You will render me incapable. A mindless vegetable!”

“No, professor. A vegetable
controls its own fate, you will not. Proceed doctor,” he ordered,
instructing Layman to take the next step. The sickened doctor
lifted the sharp blade of an electric saw, buzzing through bone,
and separating the skullcap from the professor.

“No!” Yale yelled.

“Relax...you will not even
remember a thing,” Dr. Mange said. “If everything goes to
plan...you will be a new man...one free of dangerous self-thought,
ready to take order at will. Now, you will only feel this for a
moment.” He dug his way into Robert’s brain tissue, cutting two
connections to the prefrontal cortex, located in the anterior
section of the brain’s frontal lobes.

Robert’s screams went silent. His eyes rolled into
the back of his head, and a glazed expression came over him.

“Now for the ground breaking
part,” Dr. Mange proclaimed, as he rerouted the cortexes through a
small box, reconnecting Robert’s brain in full. “Patch him
up.”

After the messy job of reconstructing the
professor’s skull and sewing the skin together, the empty man lay
emotionless and thoughtless.

“Turn her on,” Dr. Mange ordered.
His eyes widened, as he wiped the beads of sweat from his
forehead.

Dr. Layman flicked the switch on a large mainframe.
Professor Yale suddenly gasped, charging back to life. Thousands of
tiny electrodes shot through his brain, stimulating it, and
preparing it to receive data. The box was designed to stop a
person’s thought, replacing it with the digital signals of a
computer. However, that was still being perfected.

Enter Command. The words came up on the
computer screen, as Robert’s eyes crawled back down to the normal
position. They still looked empty.

“That’s as far as we can go,” Dr.
Layman said. “What do we do with him in the meantime?”

“Put him on ice, slow down his
metabolism...force hibernation. He will be nice and fresh when we
are ready to use him.”

Robert’s skull was reconstructed, and skin sewn back
into place. Dr. Layman fully covered the body of Professor Yale,
pushing him into a large freezer. As disturbed as he was by the
sight, there was something that disturbed him more.

Robert wasn’t alone.

******

Hours passed, as Emma lay in a stew of tears. Rock’s
office was next door to the medical lab, though the loud cries that
pierced its walls might as well been directly inside. Emma heard
every second of her stepfather’s pain.

The love she felt for Rock hadn’t disappeared,
though it wasn’t as pure as it once was. I can’t just turn off
something I’ve felt since childhood, she told herself. They made
him this way. It’s up to me...to bring him back.

It’s up to me to change him!
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The Plan

 


Kitty Judas squeezed the bottle of antidepressants
tightly in her hands. Her heart thumped erratically and quick. She
angrily wondered why the prescribed pills weren’t taking her
incessant anxiousness away.

The first lady had reached her breaking point upon
her fifth child, having a nervous breakdown in front of Dr. Layman.
She dropped to the floor, shaking in uncontrollable worry. Her
inability to produce a male heir could only lead to terrible
consequences.

“Calm down,” he told her. “Take
deep breaths.”

Kitty took the breaths, though was still unable to
right herself. Dr. Layman injected her with a dose of valium,
bringing an induced calmness over the desperate woman. Her words
finally came together, as she was able to explain herself. “I can’t
handle this anymore. What if...I never have a boy?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he assured
her. “It will happen eventually...nature will right its course.
Even if it takes time.”

“Time? I don’t have
time.”

“Pressuring yourself will not help
the situation. You will only make things worse.”

“Give me something...I beg you.
Something to help take the horrible thoughts and constant fears
away.”

“I was ordered not to prescribe
you anything...to not taint the purity of the child.”

“What about the purity of my mind?
I’m going to lose it soon...or harm myself.”

“Ok,” he said nervously, worrying
about his own consequences. “I’ll start you off slow...”

“I need something aggressive...I’m
constantly on edge,” she begged.

“It’s against my better
judgement...but...don’t mention a word of this to anyone,” he said,
giving her 2MG of an anti-anxiety medication.

“Thank you! Thank you, so much!”
Kitty cried out, hugging Dr. Layman tightly. The desperate woman
squeezed him in appreciation, soaking up every bit of warmth she
could siphon from the man. She hadn’t been loved in a number of
years.

The anxiety medication worked as the years went on,
but as each new female child was born, the anxiety only grew
greater. The dosage went up, as Dr. Layman finally drew the line at
5MG. “You need to talk to someone...a therapist,” he said. “You’ve
become immune to the medicine’s effects...and frankly...you’ve
become addicted.”

“You know therapy is outlawed...a
danger to the regime! Please, don’t cut me off...even if you don’t
increase the dosage! I’m desperate!”

Dr. Layman exhaled, giving in to her request.
“Here,” he said, handing her the latest bottle of medicine. “I
cannot go any higher...it will start to affect your speech. It will
be too obvious!” he implored. “I have to get back to the camp...I’m
sorry I cannot be of further help to you.” He exited the room.

Kitty continued to grip the full bottle of pills
tightly, staring at the dosage closely, obsessing over the
milligrams. Suddenly, one dark thought overtook the others, I
know a way to quiet the pain forever, she told herself. Take
them all.

Barely a moment went by, as the hopeless woman
dumped the entire bottle into her mouth. She was about to swallow
them all, when Simon Judas made his daily appearance into the
room.

“It’s time to procreate,” he said,
focusing on the empty bottle and her pill-filled mouth. “What is
this?” he asked, grabbing it from her. It all suddenly added up.
“Spit that out now!” he yelled, gripping Kitty’s lips, forcing his
fingernails into her mouth to pry it open.

Kitty spit out a mouthful of tiny beige pills,
coughing up a few others. “I’m sorry,” she cried, breaking down in
tears, hitting the floor.

“Who authorized this?” he demanded
to know.

“I can’t say.”

He slapped her, “Who?”

“Dr. Layman,” she cried
out.

“He’ll be punished for this act!”
he yelled, refocusing on his tearful wife. “Why would you do this?
Are you not happy?”

Kitty refrained from vomiting at the mere sound of
the question. “I’m depressed. I’ve failed as a wife. I’ve failed as
a mother. I’ve failed Mr. Sorka,” she said fearfully.

“Yes, you have. But...there still
is another chance. One boy could reverse all of your
mistakes.”

“How many chances do I have
left...until Mr. Sorka decides it’s over?”

“I do not know,” he said. “But I
do know that taking your life would embarrass the leader of the
most powerful nation on earth. My own wife committing suicide...the
public would think I caused it! How do you think that would reflect
upon me?”

A sad look came across Kitty’s face. She realized
that her husband wasn’t concerned about the attempt on her life,
just the consequences it would have on his image. “I never wanted
that...I only want it to be like it used to. In the
beginning...when we shared a bed, you let me cook for you...serve
you...like a wife should. Can we ever go back to the way it used to
be?”

“Birth me a son...an heir,” he
told her. “Everything will be good again.”

“I will do it...just love me
again,” she begged.

They moved in and locked lips. Leader Judas
undressed his wife, revealing her still unhealed body. Simon knew
that this was his last chance, as Mika Sorka had expressed his
frustration to him personally. “Time is running out for you both,”
he warned.

As heartless as Leader Judas normally was, he had
actually missed the adoration and dedication his wife delivered
him. He was determined to give her one last chance to birth him a
male heir.

If not, he had no idea what the consequence would
be.

******

Commander Xavier appeared on Mika Sorka’s hologram
phone. “Mr. Sorka, you summoned me?”

“Commander, I hear that the chip
confession was a fraud.”

“It was...Rock failed
us.”

“The prisoner failed us...I cannot
fault Rock for acting on the tip,” he said.

Commander Xavier cringed, though quickly removed the
expression from his face. He remembered that the boss could see
him. “Speaking of Rock...I come to you for permission to use him
against Striker.”

“How so, commander?”

“In the event that the good’s are
not delivered...execute the son in front of the father.”

“An act like that would only hurt
our cause...not help it.”

“We can force him to his knees!
Show him we’re serious!”

“This sounds less tactical...and
more personal to me, commander.”

“Never, sir. I would never
disgrace this administration by mixing the two.”

“I should hope not...because such
thoughts would be a definite distraction to our plans. Do I make
myself clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Tell me more about this woman,
the one you mentioned in our last conversation.”

“Fox...she’s in the camp. I’ve
tried to break her before...though it was no use.”

“Are they of a romantic
nature?”

“The mole believes they
are...Striker requested a meeting with her. A private room is being
bugged and rigged with video equipment. We’ll discover her use
after they meet.”

“Excellent, Commander Sin. I
expect Rock’s inability to find the chip to be a matter that’s
dead...do you understand?”

“I do.”

“Good...now go do your
duty.”

“One more thing. Striker...the
deal? If he sticks to it...do I honor it? Do we release his
friends?”

“Once we get the chip...it will be
destroyed. His friends will join it.”

A large smile came across Xavier’s face. “I couldn’t
have said it better myself.”

“You’re dismissed,
commander.”

******

A week had passed since Joe Striker and Xavier Sin
had come to an agreement. However, Joe didn’t sit around, waiting
for the meeting to happen. Knowing that time was running out, he
had to put his plan into place.

Word was carefully spread around the camp, alerting
every ally that was worthy of trust. They would soon be called upon
to make a choice: fight and risk death, or stay and suffer. It was
an easy decision.

Tommy O’Brien worked his connections. He got Gunner
and himself into the unloading zone, convincing the reaper to place
the special orders into the deliveries. The man had been at it for
so long, nothing was questioned.

Upon delivery, Gunner and Tommy would drop the large
packages of charcoal, sulfur tablets, salt peter, and scotch tape
into the storage house. Once there, the two men rushed the
unloading of stock items, joining Father Tyme in following Joe
Striker’s instruction. They read from the recipe for gunpowder that
Joe wrote with confiscated writing materials.

They frantically ground the tablets up, using their
feet and food mortars to get the powder to very fine consistencies.
Next, they dumped the two powders into an array of empty wooden
food barrels, which were adjacent to solid steel barrels, storing
more time-sensitive products. They added saltpeter to each
concoction, sealing the wooden barrels up, and placing them toward
the back of the pile. The explosives were stashed in awkward areas,
assuring that they wouldn’t be pulled from first.

Per the instructions, scotch tape was dipped into
the black powder, allowing it to adhere to the long pieces of
sticky, clear substance. Each piece of tape was rolled into thin
strands, placed inside the barrels for a later time.

By the time the week had passed, they had produced
30 full barrels of accelerated gunpowder. Each of the emptied bags
were tucked inside their clothes, smuggled from the building, and
buried underneath the dirt floors of their bunks. The last thing
they needed was evidence.

The citric acid was waiting in storage, though the
last thing needed was hydrogen peroxide. Although the saltpeter
would provide an accelerant, more of a kick would be needed. The
combination of the acid and peroxide would do the trick.

“My head!” Joe screamed out, as a
long line of red blood seeped from his forehead.

“What’s going on here?” the
on-duty guard asked, as Joe wiped a handful of blood from his
forehead.

“A sharp rock shot up after I hit
it...cut my head.”

The guard examined it. Joe nervously hoped the man
wouldn’t realize the small, self-inflicted axe cut.

Luckily for him, he didn’t. “I’ll take you to the
medic...then back to work. I need this load done today!” He turned
to another guard on duty, “Can you handle them by yourself?”

“Damn right, I can!” he
said.

“Fine, let’s go,” the guard
ordered. Joe followed him, keeping the pickaxe in his hands. He
tucked it closely to his body.

The prisoner and guard arrived at the medical
station, though no one was around. “Anybody here?” he called out.
No one answered.

“Screw it...they must have a
bandage around here...that’s the best you’re gonna get,” he said,
making his way to the cabinets. He searched through them, while
turning his back on Striker.

“That should work just fine,” Joe
said eagerly, gripping the pickaxe tightly. He swung it downward,
sending the sharp, merciless blade of the pick right through the
guard’s head. It bore its way through skull, brain, and out of the
back neck, severing the spinal cord.

The guard died instantly, crashing to the floor.
Against Joe’s better wishes, the man brought a handful of loud
supplies with him.

Striker realized that the noise was sure to attract
attention. He frantically tore through the cabinets, tossing
everything that wasn’t peroxide to the floor. He would not find it.
However, he would discover Dr. Layman, standing behind him.

“What are you doing in here?” the
doctor asked.

A startled Joe turned, witnessing Layman staring at
the body on the floor. “Guards!” the doctor yelled out.

“Wait...before you do
that...”

“You killed a guard...what
possible excuse could you have?”

“Listen...you look like a
reasonable man...a doctor. Your job is to save
lives...correct?”

“Of course it is,” he
said.

“This man on the floor...he’s
taken many lives. In fact...all of these people...murdered
thousands...millions of innocents. My wife...my wife! She was
murdered by them...years ago. My son...was taken from her body! Her
dead body!” he yelled.

The words from Striker’s mouth were like poison
darts to Layman’s ears. Suddenly, it all added up. The story and
the man’s striking resemblance to Rock couldn't be denied. The
guilty man Joe spoke of was the doctor himself.

“Stop talking!”

“I guess none of that matters to
you. I guess justice has no place in a doctor’s life
anymore.”

Dr. Layman took a deep breath, debating his decision
to speak the next words. He decided that it was time to come clean
about his past sin, and it might as well be to the man he sinned
against. If he kills me, at least the guilt will stop, he
thought to himself. “She wasn’t dead...not yet, anyway,” he said to
Striker.

“What did you say?”

“Your wife...I was the man who
delivered your son.”

A surge of anger came over Joe. He charged Dr.
Layman, slamming him into the wall, creating a further distraction
of noise.

“They’re going to hear
you!”

“Good...I’ll get to kill the
bastard that killed my wife before I die,” he said, placing blood
stained hands around the doctor’s neck, choking the life from
him.

Dr. Layman fought to speak. The words cracked from
his throat. “I can help...you,” he said, as Joe fought back from
killing the man. It took everything within him to pull away,
allowing the doctor a moment of breath. Layman slid down to the
floor, choking for air.

“How can any man who would help
them...ever help me?

“I didn’t kill your wife...the
one-eyed commander did. Listen, I’m no different than you...they
abducted my assisting nurse and me from an emergency room. Everyone
else inside was murdered. We had one choice...follow their
instruction or die!”

“I would have chosen
death.”

“I was prepared to...until they
used my family against me too. Would you have still been willing to
die if they asked before killing your wife and son? If they could
be saved by an order? I knew these people would take power...all
the polls showed it. I wasn’t willing to lose
everything.”

“And just where are they
now?”

“I tell myself...the government
honored our deal...taking care of them. Not a day goes by where I
don’t have to fight the thoughts which tell me
otherwise.”

Joe looked down for a moment, as sadness covered his
face. “My wife...was it quick?”

Dr. Layman also looked away, refusing to tell him
the truth. “It was. She barely felt any pain. She even got to hold
the baby. I tried to get him to spare her...believe me, after all
these years, I still wake in cold sweats...nightmares.”

“That makes two of us,” Joe said
angrily.

Suddenly, a noise sounded from the other room. “You
have to go!”

“You said you’d help me. I need
hydrogen peroxide...and...an excuse,” he said, looking down at the
guard’s dead body.

“It was a suicide...and trust
me...it wouldn’t be the first one around here. I’ll take care of
the body,” he assured Joe, opening a separate cabinet, full of
hydrogen peroxide. “Take what you need...but hurry.”

Striker grabbed as many bottles as he could. He
stuffed them in his pants, shirt, and arms. “Don’t think this makes
us even.”

“I can never repay you for what
I’ve done. But...if you are planning an escape...please...succeed.
Not for me...but for my wife and kids. If they’re still
alive...give them the opportunity that your family never
had.”

Joe nodded, and exited the building.

After delivering the bottles to Father Tyme, Joe
rejoined the work crew. “Where is your chaperone?” the on-duty
guard asked him.

“He had something else on his
mind,” Striker said.

The guard looked suspicious, but ignored his
thoughts. “Get back to work.”

The bottles of peroxide and citric acid were dumped
out to half their contents, and the two were combined, capped, and
set inside the dry gunpowder.

Against all odds of circumstance and time, the plan
had been set up. The only thing remaining was the execution of
it.

******

“Get up,” Lita barked at Becky
Fox. She rose out of her bunk.

Stacey looked away, trying not to draw attention to
herself. Jane perked up. “Am I needed as well,” she asked, hoping
it was her moment to shine.

“Did I call your name?” Lita
asked.

“No.”

“Then shut up,” she said, grabbing
Becky by the arm, and leading her away.

Becky was led into a large room with a small bed. A
mirror was suspiciously screwed into the wall. She looked around,
wondering why she was taken there. Lita shut the door, and
exited.

Fox inspected the room, coming to the mirror. She
looked into it, seeing her dirty, slightly weathered face, and
shaved head. The professional, kept reporter was no longer staring
back, as the scared girl was gone. A strong woman remained.

Through the double-sided mirror, Commander Sin
watched covertly from the other side. He awaited any information he
could get. A sound engineer joined him, working the microphones in
the room. “That’s right, woman...reveal yourself to me,” Xavier
said.

The door opened, as Joe Striker entered the room.
The two stopped in their tracks, staring at each other in shock and
silence. They were almost speechless, surprised at the difference
in appearance. However the two were even more surprised at the
holed heart that was instantly plugged up.

They moved towards each other, embracing in a
passionate hug. “I never thought I’d see you again,” Becky
said.

“I was sure I would...even if I
had to kill to do it,” Joe said, as the two broke the embrace, and
stared at each other.

“Don’t look at me,” Becky said,
turning away from Joe’s gaze. “I’m...hideous.”

“You’re beautiful,” he
said.

“I appreciate the attempt...but
I’m not exactly the skinhead type.”

“All the hair in the
world...couldn’t enhance or hurt true beauty. Your eyes...skin...”
he said, placing a hand on her face. Becky Fox returned the gaze to
Joe. “Your curves,” he added, running his hand down the edges of
her breasts, tracing the curves of her hips. “How have they treated
you?”

“I’m a survivor,” she
said.

“That’s what I love about you,” he
told her.

Becky quickly changed the subject, remembering to
protect herself from getting hurt. “Jane...she’s doing fine.”

“I didn’t ask about her,” he
said.

“She’s all you thought about. What
changed in one moment? Was it because I said I loved you?” she
wondered.

“I realized something in this time
apart. In all my quiet moments...when I lay in the darkness...the
one I thought of was you. Your kindness...vulnerability...the way
you watched my back...I watched yours. I’ve come to realize that I
was in love with the idea of Jane...the fact that I could have my
wife back. At the end of the day...it was only her face that
returned...not her soul.”

“I’m glad you see that now,” she
said smiling.

“It’s been so long...yet it’s
still so hard to believe it. My wife died...and she’ll never come
back.”

“Remember what you once said to
me...no one will ever replace her in your heart,” she
said.

“No...but I want you to
join her there,” he said, as the distant Becky Fox’s walls came
crashing down. It was almost as if the red lights in her eyes
turned green, allowing Joe to move forward.

He leaned in, kissing her lips. His hands undressed
the dirty, unattractive prison garb to the floor, revealing the
pale, soft skin underneath. He removed his clothes, laying Becky
down on the bed, entering her slowly, gently, and safely.

Becky gasped deeply, as it had been a long time. It
was painful at first, though the type of beautiful pain, which
feels pleasurable simultaneously. She lay back, struck by natural
light from the window, the shadows enhancing her curves. For the
first time in her life, she let herself go, accepting Striker fully
into her body.

Two mouths’ moved toward each other like magnets,
sucking each other’s lips, letting their tongues dance like
earthworms in moist soil. He moved to her ear, nibbling on the soft
lobes, sending chills throughout her body. However, his next move
wasn’t of a sexual nature at all. He quietly whispered to her,
“We’re planning an escape. Tell anyone you can trust...to be ready
to go at a moment’s notice.”

She moved into his ear, “How will we know?”

His whisper stayed soft,” When you hear a large
explosion.”

Becky gasped.

Commander Xavier leaned in, asking the sound
engineer, “What the hell are they saying? I can only hear puffs of
air!”

“The room is bugged from above. As
sensitive as it is...there are too many obstacles in the line of
sight to hear it.”

“You better hope it was just some
dirty talk! Damn! Get this peep show over with already...and get to
the chip!”

Joe and Becky continued to make love for a
passionate hour. The slow, sensual, and deliberate pace helped them
escape the terrible hell they were trapped in. It was like a short
stop in heaven.

Striker finished, injecting his life giving seed
inside her. There were no condoms in such a place, though they
wouldn’t have changed a thing anyway.

“That was amazing,” Joe
said.

“More than you’ll ever know,”
Becky answered. The two got dressed, as it suddenly hit Ms. Fox.
“Why did they let us in here? I’m not sure I
understand?”

“I told them you had the chip,” he
said.

“You know I gave it to you,” she
answered.

“What!” Commander Sin screamed
from the other side of the mirror.

“I know,” Joe answered. “I just
needed to buy some time,” he told her, looking directly into the
mirror, kicking his boot through it. The glass shattered all over
the commander and engineer.

“You rat bastard!” Commander Sin
yelled. “Tell me where that chip is now!”

“You’ll have to kill me first,”
Joe rebelled.

A stroke of anger came over the commander. Guards
burst into the room, grabbing hold of Joe and Becky.

“Kill you? No...I’ll let you watch
her die instead!”

“I’ll take the bullet for
her!”

“Oh...a bullet will be too
merciful!” he said with delight, “Let her bunkmate battle her in
the pits...while you watch,” he demanded.

“Bunkmate?” Joe asked.

“Jane,” Becky said, knowing
exactly whom they were referring to. “I have a feeling she had a
say in this.”

“Prepare her!” Xavier
yelled.

“No!” Joe yelled, hitting the
guard in the face with his elbow. He tried to wrestle Becky away
from the other one.

Commander Sin jumped through the window. He leapt on
Joe, knocking him to the ground.

“Joe!” Becky yelled. The injured
guard got up, and both men beat Striker.

“Get her out of here! I want her
in the pit by tonight!”

“Becky!” Joe screamed, as they
dragged her out of the room.

“Don’t tell them...no matter
what!” she screamed back, finally disappearing from the
room.

She was gone from sight, as Commander Xavier leaned
in. “Her opponent is with us...in fact...she’s the one who ratted
you out. Don’t let the familiar face fool you...she’s a trained
killer,” he said, laughing loudly.

“So am I!” Joe yelled, being held
back by the guards.

Shock came over Joe Striker. He learned for the
first time that the woman he loved, was a fake all along. How
could I have been such a fool? He wondered.

“Put him in a holding cell until
the fight...or should I say execution,” Xavier said. He exited the
room, as his loud, raspy laugh stayed long after he was
gone.

 


 



 


 Chapter
Seventeen

The Revolt

 


“Don’t fail us now, Striker!”
Tommy O’Brien said in hope. All the fuses were laid, the guards
were awaiting their beloved fight night, and Joe was no where to be
found.

“Something’s not right,” Gunner
said. “The kid’s been gone too long...it’s not like
him.”

Father Tyme joined them. “The pathway is clear...I
don’t know how long the opportunity will present itself.” He made
sure to leave the door unlocked after cleaning up for the night.
Looking up at the guards on the storage roof, he said, “God forgive
me.”

“Men like that may have been made
by God,” Tommy said. “But they were sure as hell claimed by the
devil. Removing them from the earth...is doing the planet a
favor.”

“What if the kid doesn’t show?”
Gunner asked. “We have too much riding on this!”

“We do what he told us to do...go
ahead with the plan,” Tommy answered. “When the fight starts...take
our positions...and get ready to revolt.”

******

Becky was brought back to the bunks, as Lita pushed
her aside. “You,” Lita pointed at Jane.

“Yes?” Jane asked
anxiously.

“You’ve been chosen. Get ready to
enter the pit.”

The other girls cheered aloud. A large smile marched
across Jane’s face. She focused on Becky, who returned the gaze in
an opposite manner. Fox studied the joyful look, ensuring her
suspicion that Jane was the cause of their capture.

“Collect your stuff...I’m sure you
won’t be returning. We need the bunk space anyway...new load coming
soon,” Lita said coldly to Becky.

Fox took a deep breath, walking to the bunk. Stacey
was there in tears. “I’ll be alone now...do you think I’m next?”
the fearful Stacey asked Becky.

Becky leaned inward, whispering, “Be quiet and
listen! Tell the other girls...any prisoner you can trust!
Tonight...there will be an explosion...make a run for the fences.
Knock down anyone in their way! The men have a plan to get us out
of here!”

“Really?” she asked, loud and
excited.

“Quietly! Our lives depend upon
it. Can I count on you?”

“One hundred percent, yes,” she
said. Becky trusted that since Stacey’s interest was at stake, she
would honor her word.

Becky picked up her food bowl, nodding at Stacey.
She joined Lita and Jane, who were waiting for her.

“Are you ready to die?” Lita
asked. Becky remained quiet. “Let’s move,” she said, pushing them
both out the door.

******

Joe was shoved into a holding cell. He placed his
hands to the steel bars, calling out to the guard on duty. “Let me
talk to my son!”

“Are you ready to hand it
over?”

“No.”

“Then sit tight...and await the
show,” he said, laughing.

Joe turned away. A million thoughts raced his brain.
She’ll never last against a trained agent of theirs. Becky’s not
a killer...I can’t let her die. Will Tommy go ahead with the plan
if I’m not there? He reached a terrible point, where there
appeared to be no other option. I have to make a deal.

Striker gave it one last thought. He realized that
he would need more than a chip to take down the government. With
the total control they already had, it would take all out war. The
time had come to relinquish control, though it wasn’t easy. To Joe,
the microchip always represented a safety net, a sacred object he
could hold in his hand. It was something he could touch and feel,
reminding him that hope still existed. However, it wasn’t worth
losing another loved one over.

He re-approached the cell bars, forcing the words
from his mouth. “I’m ready,” he told the man.

The guard looked up in disbelief. “Ready to give up
the chip?”

“I’m ready to make a
deal.”

“I’ll inform the
commander.”

“Not him.”

“Then who?”

“My son...Rock.”

“I can arrange that,” he
said.

******

Becky was marched into the preparing area. She put
on the uniform of the female fighter. Exhaling nervously, she hoped
the plan would save her from going to a dark place; one she had
visited only once before.

“I’ll take pleasure in knowing
that Joe will watch you die,” Jane said.

Becky sat quiet for a moment, then decided to speak
up. “I’ll take as much pleasure in knowing that Joe will never
forgive you.”

“He will in time...the look of his
wife’s face will be too hard to pass up. Every detail in perfect
place...planned to perfection.”

A look of anger came across Becky. “I knew you were
a fraud...but I have news for you. It takes much more than a face
to earn a man’s love. Speaking of love...I made love to Joe...just
hours ago.”

“Just remember...I had him first.
You’ll be dead soon...he and I will be free. I’ve already worked
out a deal for the two of us.”

“I’m sure that deal will be
honored...along with the rest of their lies,” Becky said, not
backing down.

“Don’t think you have a chance...I
have a past you could never imagine. I’m battle tested.”

“You may be surprised to find
out...so am I,” Becky responded.

Lita entered the room. “Rise,” she demanded. The two
of them stood up, staring each other down.

“Make this one...extra brutal,”
Lita said to Jane, who nodded. “Let’s go.”

The two women were marched out towards their date
with destiny.

******

“I see you’ve finally come to your
senses,” Rock told his father, as Joe was marched into his son’s
office.

“Your commander offered me a
deal...my friends’ freedom for the microchip. The pit fight will be
stopped.”

“You’re forgetting one
detail.”

“What’s that?”

“You join us. Accept your place at
my side, father.”

Joe looked surprised at the statement. He waited for
years to hear his son call him father. “Yes, son,” he said in
defeat.

“Understand, you will have to
undergo some changes to your attitude. Reeducation classes...can be
rather...brutal.”

“I can take it,” he
said.

“From what I’ve heard about
you...I believe that.”

“I still stand by my words...they
lied to you.”

“Enough! Now where’s the chip?
Your woman is on her way to the pit as we speak...it’s up to you if
she makes it there.”

Joe exhaled deeply. He hoped something would save
him from the moment, though nothing would. “My jeans...the pair I
came here with.”

“We have them in
storage.”

“It’s sewn into the
seam.”

“Follow me,” he said.

The two of them made their way to the locker room,
locating Joe Striker’s number. Rock quickly opened the locker door,
tossing everything out until he arrived at the pants. He used his
brute strength to shred the tough fabric apart, separating the
solid seam holding the leg together. Then, the boy ripped the
stitched seam in two, causing the microchip to fall out.

Joe Striker closed his eyes in regret, knowing he
put his trust in people unworthy. Now that his last bargaining chip
was gone, his group was officially expendable. Their only hope was
for the plan to go perfectly.

Rock picked the chip up, nearly shaking as he
examined it. “Decades were lost...blood was spilled...resources
exhausted...chasing this small piece of nothing. Now...I have
it.

“The deal,” Joe said.

“You will join us,” he
followed.

“And?”

“You have a fight to
watch.”

“What?” Joe yelled
angrily.

“When men above my rank give
orders...I follow. In time, you will learn to as well. Guards!”
Rock called out. They grabbed hold of Striker.

“Think of what you’re doing! We’re
family...for God’s sake!”

“Which is why we must get rid of
your friends. It’s time to close the past...and write the future,”
Rock said.

Joe lunged at the cruel boy in front of him. “I
should have let that one-eyed punk pull the trigger!” Striker
yelled, as the guards held him down.

“You’ll have to excuse me,
father...I have a call to make. One which will surely gain favor.
Take him away.” The guards pulled Joe out the door.

“You’re no son of mine!” he
yelled, as Rock continued to stare at the small object in his
hands.

******

The crowd cheered, as the loudest screams came from
the guard members on the storage roof. Becky and Jane were marched
through the crowd to the pit’s edge.

“My Lord! It’s Becky! Jane too!”
Father Tyme said in disbelief.

“Son of a bitch! I wonder if the
kid even knows?” Gunner asked.

“Well...I can’t wait around to
find out...it’s zero hour,” Tommy said.

It was the moment that had been drawn up all along.
All eyes would be on the fight, and Tommy would get his chance to
sneak into the building, lighting the fuses.

“God speed,” Father Tyme
added.

“Good luck, kid,” Gunner said, as
Tommy headed for the storage building entrance. Before he could get
to the door, Joe finally arrived. Unfortunately for the group, an
armed guard accompanied him, providing an unexpected
twist.

“Kid!” Gunner said.

Joe didn’t say a word. He was both angered and
dismayed, seeing Becky at the edge of the pit with the traitor
Jane.

“Just in time! And you brought a
friend?” Gunner mocked. “How nice! And what would your name be?”
The guard gave him a dirty look.

Joe took his place next to Gunner. Father Tyme kept
gazing at the storage entrance, hoping that the door was not
re-locked.

Tommy look around one last time, assuring that he
wasn’t being watched. He slowly opened the door.

“Thank God,” Father Tyme said,
with his full attention on Tommy entering the storage
building.

The accompanying guard took notice of Father Tyme’s
directional gaze. He was just in time to see Tommy enter the
building.

Nervousness covered Tyme’s face, as the guard was
suspicious. “Don’t try anything funny,” he told Joe.

“Where are you going?” Gunner
asked him.

“None of your business,” he
answered, walking towards Tommy and the storage
entrance.

Gunner and Joe looked at each other with fear. “This
wasn’t in the plan, kid.”

All of a sudden, Lita pushed the two women down into
the pit. Becky went tumbling, rolling into the ground. “Neither was
this,” Joe said gravely.

Lita grabbed a sharp piece of wire, tossing it onto
the dirt floor. It landed directly in-between the two.

Jane grabbed the wire before Becky could get it. She
tossed it out of the crowd. Joe Striker ran and ripped it from
another prisoner’s hand.

“Becky!” Joe called out. She
looked up, as he revealed the wire to her. He would hold it until
the time was right.

Jane snarled, recognizing the look in Joe’s eyes
that he once had for her. That look will be mine again, she
assured herself.

Lita yelled, “Let the battle begin!” The crowd
exploded into frenzy.

Rock watched the battle from afar, as Emma joined
his side. “Why would you want to watch this?” she asked him.

“Because this one is different. In
fact...it affects us all.”

******

Tommy shut the door to the storage building. The
sounds of muffled cheers made their way through the creaking
ceiling, which held the weight of over half the guards in camp.

He pulled a box of matches from his pocket. The
rolled tape fuses snaked out of select barrels, all tying into one
main fuse, linking them. Its length would give him about
thirty-seconds to clear the building, before pounds of gunpowder
blew the roof off. It was a risk, but one worth taking.

“Here goes nothing,” Tommy said,
as he struck the match and neared the fuse. However, before the
flame could touchdown, the door was thrust open.

“Stop right there!” the guard
yelled, shutting and locking the door behind him. He drew his gun,
pointing towards Tommy.

“This isn’t what it looks like,”
O’Brien tried to convince him.

“Blow it out,” the guard
demanded.

Tommy blew the match out, still holding the box of
matches in one hand. “Fire that gun...and you’ll set off an
explosion...that will kill us both instantly. Not to mention half
your friends,” he said, looking skyward.

The guard thought about it. He slowly approached
Tommy, within striking range. “Don’t make a move,” he said,
shifting his attention to the radio.

O’Brien knew that it was now or never. He kicked the
gun from the guard’s hand, lunging toward him. The radio went
flying before the guard could trigger it, as the box of matches
joined it on the floor.

The two wrestled for control. Tommy realized that if
he didn’t set the fuse soon, the distraction couldn’t be made. The
revolt would never be set into motion.

******

Jane charged Becky, plowing her down into the
ground. The crowd roared, as adrenaline overtook Jane Doe’s body.
She kicked Becky in the lungs, causing her to struggle for a breath
of air.

The crowd cheered again. Jane Doe turned to the
guards on the roof, soaking in their praise.

Becky pulled herself up, seeing that Jane’s back was
still turned away from her. She found a second wind, charging the
unaware traitor. Before she could reach her, Jane turned and
clothes lined her opponent. Becky was hit in the throat.

Anger filled Joe, as all his attention was on the
fight. Gunner, however, was looking towards the storage room door.
“If we help him...it will draw attention to the whole plan! He’s on
his own now. It all depends on him.”

******

The two men wrestled for control, rolling back and
forth. Just as one gained domination, the other took charge. Tommy
finally gained position. He pushed downward on the guard’s face,
trying to snap his neck.

The guard was able to break his leg free, using it
to knee Tommy in the groin. O’Brien keeled over, as the guard threw
him down, placing a boot on his throat. The angry man put his
thumbs over O’Brien’s protected eye-lid sockets, putting pressure
to poke out his eyes.

“No!” Tommy yelled. His hands
gripped the guard’s wrists, pushing against them with full force.
If he had no eyes, then he’d never be able to light the
fuse.

******

Becky gripped her throat in pain. She crawled away,
trying to find a moment to recover. Jane ran after her, gripping
her feet, and pulling Fox across the floor. Piles of dirt were
sucked into her nasal cavity and mouth.

Once again, Jane turned to the adoring crowd. This
time, she left little space between her opponent and herself.

Becky forced her eyes open. She fought through the
dirt, staring up at Joe, having the look of defeat. Suddenly, she
started having flashbacks from a time long ago.

It was the end of the torturous year of sex slavery.
She had been raped by more grimy, sweaty, and smelly men than she
had ever seen before, not to mention slept with.

It was at the point where she abandoned her will to
live, becoming numb to the sting of sex, and losing all thoughts of
morality and self-worthiness. She had kept track of the days in her
head, knowing that the slave-cell kept their girls for a year.
After that, the Johns wanted fresh meat to partake in. The end of
the year arrived, and it was the only thought that kept her from
committing suicide.

However, to Becky Fox’s horror, her service was
being extended. “You stay for one more year...men like blonde
Americans,” the cell leader, Ashghol, told the dispirited, naked
Becky in front of her.

The sparse life that Becky still had, seeped from
her. It was the same look that currently covered her face in the
pit. “Next,” Ashghol called out, as a fat, sweaty man entered the
room.

I’ll kill myself, she thought, as the man
landed on top of her. Ashghol smoked her cigarette in the same
room, making sure that Becky performed her duty properly. However,
the captive was so “cooperative” during her stay, that she didn’t
expect any trouble.

Pity was suddenly replaced by anger. The past year’s
memories started blending in her brain. She suddenly remembered her
purpose in all of this, her true identity. You’re a reporter,
not a sex slave, she reminded herself. Taking their
lives...will save others.

As Ashghol’s mind was on her cigarette, Becky’s hand
traveled down to the sweaty Arab’s balls. She grasped them,
squeezing to a pulp. The man let forth a high-pitched grunt, which
was a normal reaction in such a place.

Becky twisted, nearly tearing the testicles from his
body. It caused the man to pass out cold.

Sounds of the crowd jolted Becky back to the
present. She gazed up at Joe, realizing that there was more to live
for than ever. It also occurred to her that her true nature was not
that of a prisoner, but of a survivor.

Jane continued to soak in her praise. Becky gathered
a surge of strength, lunging at Jane’s knees. She was knocked
backwards, causing the mole’s head to crash into the hard, dirt
ground.

The guards gasped in shock and disappointment. All
the money was on one woman, and it wasn’t Fox.

Jane wiped the back of her head. She was shocked
that Becky managed to draw a drop of blood. From that moment on,
Becky gave herself permission to go to that place.
The dark place where one thing mattered: survival.

******

Realizing that he had to make a move fast, Tommy let
one hand free. He removed his grip on the guard’s wrist, allowing
the descent into his eyelid. He moaned in pain, though managed to
keep all focus on his free hand.

He quietly ran his fingers across the ground,
feeling around for the matches. First, he touched the tape fuse,
realizing that the crucial piece was within reach.

Next, he came across the radio, which was of no help
to him. He stopped searching for a moment, as the guard started to
tear through one eye-lid with his thumbnail, digging into the
eyeball.

Pain is better than death, he told himself.
His hand stretched out in a frantic search, finally reaching the
open box of matches. He knocked the box over, gripping one from the
floor. Right before Tommy’s eye was penetrated, the guard looked
back, noticing the match in O’Brien’s hand.

The entire plan had come down to this moment. If he
lit the match before the guard could stop him, the fuse could be
set off. First, he had to find a way to ignite it.

******

Jane raged with anger. Now, she was the aggressor,
putting Becky in the role of defender. Fox knew that she couldn’t
match Jane’s fighting ability, but she possessed something greater:
skill of the mind.

As her opponent charged like a raging bull, Becky
held her ground. She stayed steady until the perfect moment
presented itself. Then, Fox picked up a fist full of dirt, tossing
it into Jane’s eyes. Ms. Doe lost temporary sight, continuing to
blindly charge.

Becky moved from the path. She stuck her leg out,
tripping Jane to the floor. Fox piled down on her, gripping the
hairless-head, using all her anger and strength to pound Jane’s
face into the ground. Blood spilled from Doe’s nose and mouth.

Suddenly, Jane managed to use her neck muscles to
stop another blow. She used a battle technique to flip Becky over,
pinning her to the ground. Doe’s fist tightened like a lump of
coal, as she pummeled Becky’s face with one blow after another.

Joe realized that the time had come. Becky was
bloody, and looked like she was about to be defeated. “Becky!” Joe
called out. She managed to turn her swollen eyes towards him. He
tossed the sharp wire within her hands reach. “Now!”

Jane was so obsessed with punishing Becky’s
face, all attention remained on the beating. Becky drifted in and
out of consciousness. She managed to reach out, gripping the
wire.

Then her eyes closed, and she went limp.

The crowd exploded in applause. Jane stood up,
holding her fists into the air. She appeared to be victorious,
eagerly awaiting her freedom. More importantly, she could win Joe
back. “Kill...kill...kill!” they all screamed, as she soaked in the
praise, ready to finish Becky off. She turned to face the
unconscious woman, lifted her foot, and prepared to crush Becky’s
beautiful face.

******

With only seconds to form a plan, Tommy gripped the
match tightly. He struck the red tip on the guard’s boot. The soft
sound of fire was like music to his ears, as the match approached
the fuse.

Seeing this, the guard gripped O’Brien’s wrist. He
used every bit of strength to redirect the lit match away from the
fuse. The two men battled back and forth. Just as one would make
progress, the other would gain opposite ground.

The match neared the guard’s lips, as he tried to
blow it out. The flame flickered and danced around, though it just
wouldn’t extinguish.

It was the last hope that the plan had of
succeeding.

******

Inches from crushing Becky’s restful face, the fake
unconscious act ended. Fox pretended to be knocked out, though was
anything but. She caught Jane’s foot, flinging her opponent down to
the ground.

Becky re-grabbed the wire, leaping on Jane. She went
for the unsuspecting woman’s neck, wrapping it around tightly, and
squeezing the life from her.

Jane coughed and choked. She fought to snap the
sharp wire in two, causing blood to seep from her palms. The scene
shifted back and forth, strobing Becky’s mind with the final
memories of her escape from sexual slavery. She reentered the
flashback.

“Good work,” Ashghol said, taking
another puff from her cigarette. She believed that another
satisfied customer was served. “Get ready for the next one,” she
said, as Becky lay still. A lifeless look lived in her eyes. “I
said get moving!” Becky continued to stay still.

Ashghol grabbed the John’s belt, which was still
attached to his pants on the floor. She freed it, preparing to whip
Becky.

Fox caught the belt in her hand with precision. The
weak Ashghol gasped, as Becky yanked it into her possession.

The Arab backed up, “Don’t make mistake,” she said.
“I was good to you...gave you job...you want money?” she asked,
pulling a handful of American dollars from her pocket. Becky
knocked the money to the floor, using the belt to beat Ashghol.

The woman dropped to her knees, as Becky wrapped the
belt around Ashghol’s neck. “Why do you do this?” the Arab had the
nerve to ask.

“So no other girl ever has to
again,” she said, tightening the belt around the neck.

Jane’s face morphed with Ashghol’s appearance, as
Becky’s mind returned to the pit. The two brutal women’s faces
merged, becoming one. The crowd, which had once supported Jane,
turned their blood lust against her. “Kill! Kill! Kill!”

Becky Fox gripped the wire with everything inside
her, until a loud SNAP filled the air. The tension in the
wire went limp, crushing Jane’s esophagus. The life was choked from
the impostor, who would never again fool the man Becky loved.

******

The match was finally starting to lose its luster,
as it was nearly burned out. Both men’s strength was used up,
causing the guard to attempt a deal. “It’s over...the flame is
about out. It will only kill us both! I’ll make sure you get a nice
cell. Is this really worth dying for?” the guard asked.

Tommy paused for a moment, appearing to soften his
resolve. He started to allow some slack to the guard’s hand,
causing the man to relax his own arm. Suddenly, Tommy shouted, “It
is!” He used a massive surge of energy to break from the guard’s
grasp, dropping the last flicker of the flame. It hit the floor,
shooting one last ray of heat towards the main fuse.

At that moment, everything seemed to slow down.
Tommy let go, as the guard continued to pin him down.

“You killed us both!” the guard
yelled, as a smile crept across Tommy’s face. He watched the bright
flame dance along its track in rhythmic beauty. It reached the
splitting point, using the powder-lined fuse to march towards its
final goal.

It marched towards freedom.

******

Jane took one last gasp of breath. Her red, swollen
face puffed out like Ashghol’s. As her eyes opened wide, and pupils
fully dilated, she was dead.

Becky broke down in tears. She freed herself from
the darkness, as her humanity was returned. It was just like she
did in the Turkish brothel. Images of Ashghol had faded away, as
Jane lay fully in front of her. Becky stood on her feet, embracing
the same hollowness that she once had. However, there was a major
difference on how the two scenes ended.

In the brothel, Becky ran throughout, alerting the
captives that it was time to escape. Realizing that they had the
numbers, each girl turned on the few captors left. The men were
taken down. The girls made a run for it.

The present scene ended with a loud explosion.
Pieces of the storage unit, food barrels, and guards’ body parts
spewed throughout the air.

“Tommy!” Gunner yelled out in
anguish.

“He sacrificed himself for us...a
hero,” Father Tyme said.

“The kid was an old fashioned cop
after all,” Gunner said, having his faith renewed that the pride
and principle of law enforcement still existed.

Chaos filled the air. The signal was sounded,
causing everyone in the crowd to make a break for the wired
fences.

Striker ran to Becky, holding his hand out. He
pulled the dirty, bloodied woman from the pit, into his arms. Joe
took one last look at Jane, giving Jenny’s face a final
remembrance. “It’s not her,” Becky assured him.

“I know,” Joe replied, as the two
teamed up with Gunner and Father Tyme. They made a run for
it.

“Chaos has broken out...Leader
Judas, sir!” Rock called into the radio, speaking directly to his
superior.

The leader’s voice sounded back from the phone.
“Stop this at any and all cost!”

“Yes, sir.”

Rock gathered a few of the remaining guards.
“Release the dogs! Inform the towers...shoot every last one of
them!”

The guards nodded, as Emma grabbed Rock’s arm. “My
father! My mother!”

All of a sudden, a rush of sound came from the other
side of the camp. A flood of women had broken free, greatly out
numbering the guards. “You want them? You’ll have to claim their
dead bodies!” he proclaimed, pulling out Joe’s Smith & Wesson
revolver.

Rock ran toward the exit gates, shooting people dead
as he moved along. Emma followed him, keeping a close eye out for
her parents.

Stacey ran for the men’s side of the camp, as Lita
jumped in her way. “Where do you think you’re going? What? You
wanna try me? Take your best shot,” she said, closing her eyes, and
sticking her chin out.

Stacey looked down at the few fingernails she had
left, electing to keep them as a reminder of her femininity.
Suddenly, she leapt on Lita, scratching the woman’s face. Pulling
the short hair in a girly fashion, she tore a handful from the
pores. She grabbed a nearby rock, knocking the guard out.

The feminine woman got up, dusting off her prison
uniform so she would look presentable for her husband. Searching
the grounds frantically, she made her way around, finding the group
before they fled. “Where’s Robert?”

“He’s dead,” Gunner said. “But
don’t worry, this caveman will take care of you...like I used
to.”

Stacey frowned for a moment, though seemed to get
over it rather fast. “You’ll do,” she said, as they made their way
towards the fences.

German Shepherds came tearing out into the camp,
chasing their meals down for the day. Jerry Simmons ran as the dog
chased him down. The animal gripped the man’s leg tightly between
his teeth. Next it went for his neck, severing an artery.

The guards in the towers turned their guns on the
hundreds of prisoners, who were quickly approaching. They opened
fire, mowing down rows of people, though not making a dent in the
numbers or willpower.

The first row of prisoners reached the electric
fence. They thrust their bodies onto it, fighting the currents, and
absorbing the shock. They cut their fingers open by bending the
barbed wire with their combined strengths. The transformers started
to blow from the massive surge of electricity, rendering the fences
harmless.

Swarms of prisoners swayed the wooden tower bases.
They eventually knocked the structures down, stopping the deadly
gunfire from taking more of their brethren. The whole structure,
which formed the borders of the camp, came collapsing down with
it.

Joe, Becky, Gunner, Stacey, and Father Tyme reached
the end of the camp, about to cross through the threshold of gates.
Rock and Emma appeared in front of their exit.

“Emma!” Stacey called
out.

“Mom!” she said, as the two went
to hug. Rock stopped her. “Don’t move!”

“Son!” Joe Striker called
out.

“Don’t call me son! You’ve
disgraced me!”

“You’ve disgraced yourself...and
your mother’s memory by believing them. Siding with evil over good.
There’s still time to change...search your heart. You’re not one of
them...you’re a Striker!”

“That name will go down in
history...as the man who betrayed his government!” Rock yelled, as
he aimed the gun at his father, about to pull the
trigger.

Boom! Suddenly, Rock’s eyes flipped upward.
He dropped to the ground. Emma appeared behind him with a large
rock in her hand. She had taken him out.

Stacey and Gunner ran towards their daughter. The
three of them embraced, uniting the family again.

Joe retrieved his weapon from Rock’s hand. He took
one last look at his son’s face, as disappointment covered him.
“This isn’t over,” he said. “I know there is good in you...and I’ll
return to make sure you find it.”

“Come with us!” Gunner said to
Emma.

“I can’t.”

“Don’t tell me you believe in this
shit too?” he asked.

“I believe in him,” she said,
pointing to Rock. “In fact, I love him.”

“Really?” Gunner asked in
disbelief. “What’s to love in that asshole?” He turned towards
Striker. “No offense or anything.”

“No...you’re right...he’s an
asshole.”

“I know his heart...it just needs
to be healed. That’s all. I’ll tell him a prisoner took him
out...he’ll believe me. Go on!” Emma said, as Stacey hugged her one
more time. It was the most affection she had ever received from her
mother.

Gunner approached her. “I finally get you back! Now
I have to leave you again?”

“You never stopped searching for
me before...don’t stop now. Take these people down...and
know...your little girl will be waiting for you.”

“I won’t lose you again! You stay
safe...kiddo!” he told her, as they embraced. For the first time in
years, he felt like a father again. He felt alive.

“Let’s go!” Joe Striker said. They
made their way towards the surrounding woods. More importantly,
they made their way to freedom.

******

Leader Judas and Under-Leader Ben Arnold waited
nervously in the Oval Office. Commander Xavier Sin entered. He
turned on the hologram phone, revealing Mika Sorka at a desk.

Leader Judas nervously started talking, afraid that
he was in trouble. “I rushed when I got the word, Mr. Sorka. I was
fully briefed on the situation in the North Virginia camp. I give
you my word, sir...we will redouble our efforts...triple the guard
numbers at the other camps...”

“Silence!” Mika yelled. “In
fact...this meeting has nothing to do with the camps...as they are
no longer your responsibility. I am taking over the
reigns...clearly you are not able to handle such a monumental task.
Prepare for my arrival. I shall soon step upon American
soil.”

“Excellent suggestion, sir. It
will be wonderful to see you again!”

“Enough with the false
pleasantries...this meeting has to do with something more than
failed leadership.”

The look of extreme nervousness came over the two
leaders.

“Please...do tell, Mr. Sorka,”
Leader Judas begged him.

“One of you knows what sin I speak
of,” Sorka said cryptically. “Commander...do the
honors.”

Commander Sin pulled a gun from his belt, aiming it
at Leader Judas.

“What? What is this?” Judas
asked.

“We got the chip,” Commander Sin
said.

“You did what? Why wasn’t it
brought to me first...like I ordered?” he nervously
asked.

Mika Sorka chimed in. “Rock discovered it...and will
be responsible for destroying it.”

Commander Xavier Sin snarled in disapproval.

“With the chip...comes critical
information. The access code of the mole has been discovered!” Mika
Sorka said.

“It wasn’t me, sir...I...I...”
Leader Judas pleaded.

“I know it wasn’t you...imbecile!
It was the man...next to you,” he said, as Commander Sin turned the
gun on Under-Leader Arnold.

“Never!” Ben Arnold
proclaimed.

“It was a valiant effort Mr.
Arnold...but the access number incriminates you. You may have
guessed it would never end up in our hands...but you guessed wrong.
The charade is over.”

“It’s impossible,” Ben Arnold
said, though his own thoughts interrupted themselves. He looked at
Leader Judas, and shouted, “You bastard!” He remembered back to the
day when his superior demanded that he “lend” him his access code
to the system. No explanation was given. It was just days before
the election.

“But...we’re supposed to guard
this with our lives,” he told Judas.

“Insubordination is no way to
start out a partnership...is it, Under-Leader?” he stressed the
word under. “This favor will be repaid with power...wealth.
You have my word.”

“I’ll do it,” the once poor man
said. He hoped to see the riches once promised him, but not
received. Between the access code and constant accusations put into
Mika’s head, Judas had set Ben Arnold up from the
beginning.

“I always knew there was something
suspicious about you. I just never knew you would go this far,”
Leader Judas said, with a smirk on his face.

“Don’t I get a trial?” Ben
asked.

“We are an equal opportunity
government, Mr. Arnold,” Mika Sorka blurted out.

“What does that mean?”

“You get the same trial as any
other criminal...guilty.”

“No!” he begged Commander Xavier.
The gun was placed against the scapegoat’s head, and his brains
were splattered against the wall.

Even though it was nothing new, Leader Judas wiped
bits of skull fracture from his face. He gasped in fright at the
sight. That could have been me, he told himself. The truth
was, it should have been him, due to a dark secret hidden
inside. It was one of vengeance, meant to bring justice to his past
and freedom to his future. He was the one who aimed to destroy The
Government Party before they could win the election.

Upon Simon Judas’s arrival in America, he managed to
sneak in as many popular movies and books as he could. In most of
them, a theme came up that was completely foreign to him. It was
one which he was never taught: The American Hero. He studied
every one that he could find, though they only seemed to exist in
history books, comics, or John Wayne films. Are there no more
American heroes? He asked himself. It wasn’t until he scanned
archival newspapers that Joe Striker’s story reached out like a
lifeline. It was titled All American Hero, and it told of
his battle against an oppressive regime. He’s the one, Simon
told himself.

Judas downloaded the government’s damning
information, sending it out before Sorka’s weekly audit could
reveal the breach. In the end, he was too late, opting to fully
embrace his role in the government. He was too weak to fight them
himself, and therefore had no other choice than to play his
part.

His secret would die with Under-Leader Ben Arnold.
Though unfortunately for Simon Judas, it would only lock his chains
tighter. The last hurdle of the governments’ quest for immortality
was cleared.

However, the leader’s anger still burned hot. I
swear, if the opportunity ever arises again...I’ll take them all
down.

******

A new day had arrived. The large group of freed
prisoners briskly hiked for days, finding energy deep within their
souls. They drank as much water as they wanted, ate small
quantities of real meat, and headed deeper into the Shenandoah
Mountains. They set up a temporary camp near a river, where fish
were in abundance. Each person sprawled out in the frosted,
trampled weeds, taking up as much space as their bodies allowed
them.

“Are you sure about this, kid?”
Gunner asked Joe. “I mean...we finally have the army you talked
about. We’re going to make that assault on the arsenal...and do it
right this time.”

“I’ll get word to you when the
time is right. Until then...scout...train...rest...and heal,” he
said, looking over at a depressed Becky Fox.

He placed his arm around her, “Especially you. Don’t
worry about me.”

“I find my destiny...and he runs
off into the danger zone? What luck I have!”

“It’s something I have to do...for
Jenny. For my son. For our future. The local forces are in
disarray...if there’s a time to infiltrate them...it’s
now.”

“I know you’re right,” she said.
“I just wish we had some time together...as a couple. Just promise
me...you’ll be careful. Don’t be a hero, Joe Striker. Not this
time.”

“You know that’s hard for me to
promise...but I’ll try. I’ll make you a deal...I’ll come back
safely...if you grow your hair back.”

“Deal,” she said
emphatically.

Next, Joe moved to Father Tyme. “God speed,” Francis
said. “He’s with you always, even when it seems he isn’t. And
remember, son...you were born to lead...not follow.” Joe smiled at
him, not embracing or denying the challenge.

“Well, kid...I guess this is
goodbye,” Gunner said, as he made his way over, punching Joe in the
arm.

“This is only goodbye for now,”
Joe said. “You’re in charge...don’t do anything I
wouldn’t.”

“Now why would I do that?” he
asked sarcastically. “Keep an eye on my little girl...will ya,
kid?”

“You can count on it.”

“Someday...we’ll sit down at a
real bar...have a drink and laugh about this whole thing,” Gunner
said in hope.

“There’s nothing more American
than that,” Joe Striker said with a smile.

“To the underground,” Gunner said,
as he held up a makeshift cup of water, pretending it was a
beer.

Joe placed the black ski mask of the Elite
Authoritarian Guard over his head, holding up his own cup of river
water.

“To saving my son. From the
government....and from himself.”
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