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    PROLOGUE 
 
    “How did it come to this?” This is the question asked by those few with whom morals and objective truths still resonate. It is a mystery -- a scandal, actually -- that despite such magnificent advancements in technology, the innate barbarism of humanity was never truly quenched.   
 
    Instead of becoming more humane, we remain savages inhabiting a sleek and modern world. We are yet wicked in these times, which pull tomorrow into the present at an increasingly rapid pace. Immorality has made us its slaves. Its deceptive brand of false freedom forces us to live within a beautiful lie. Now, many have forgotten what was stolen from us right before our eyes. Sacrifice, slaughter, offering our own before the gods of this mean, new era; all done in the name of convenience, fear, success, and prosperity. At what point does mankind stop moving forward, to pause, to turn back and behold all that we have left behind?  
 
    The citizens of the Earth now live under a singular leader, a god of modern times. His mercy and benevolence extends to those most obedient; and, the disobedient suffer his wrath, which visits and stings quietly in the night. His name is Unity and he is the answer - for most. Unity, a tireless, ever-working artificial intelligence that reigns with cold calculated data. If the earth becomes hungry, he feeds it. If the earth becomes full, he empties it. The people spend their days wishing and praying to this singular provider, and he listens. He hears all, but he only answers his most obedient.  
 
    Religion has been slain, eradicated; the churches stand empty. Countries previously known as the most devoted are now populated with corpses of the past -- a people with no sense of the transcendent. Waves of famine and disease – some raising suspicion and giving birth to myriad conspiracy theories – serendipitously resolved many of the overpopulation concerns reported by a global consortium of scientists. Rather than draw on our incredible imaginations to innovate solutions for these and other modern fears, we allowed our primordial barbarism to drive our decisions. 
 
    The skeptics -- and those much maligned conspiracy theorists -- claim these supposed natural events were not natural at all, but synthesized. They believe Unity developed a new and powerful way to execute swift solutions to global problems, while protecting the naivety of Earth’s citizens: 
 
    Indeed, all life between both tropic lines, around the globe, went dark. No heartbeat of light could be seen from the heavens, no traffic moving people to and fro, no humanity remained between those two imaginary lines. 
 
    This ushered forth a new era -- one in which an unprecedented manipulation of mankind began. Rights were taken from us and we watched without protest. Looking back, it was all quite easy, really. The blueprints for this new global world had already been drawn. For nearly a century, most women of the world were already on board with the idea that to prevent and terminate pregnancies gave them power and freedom.  As with one shrill battle cry, women demanded freedom from what they believed to be an insufferable burden -- childbearing. 
 
    In order to convince women to abandon their innermost longings and their true purpose, the status of human life must be demoted. News, magazines, books, movies -- all forms of media -- promoted a new definition of what was once considered sacred and precious. That a pregnancy amounts to a clump of cells, a parasite, a non-human became the ubiquitous belief for most. 
 
    In this way, human life became increasingly unimportant in the minds of the masses. Suddenly, due to one of those mysterious natural events, all human females became infertile -- the ancient world called it barren -- and, thus, free of natural pregnancies.  The great majority of people barely cared at all, so blind were they.  
 
    The claim that this global infertility came about from an act of nature was taken as fact. No one questioned it, certainly not the media.  Out of this crisis was born a company, STORK, a new, safer pathway for those wishing to raise a child. Babies produced through STORK were all lab-grown, perfectly healthy, and free of detestable genetic and physical flaws. What else would anyone want in the new age of health and overall perfection?  
 
    Though this solution to the infertility problem may seem wonderful on its face, the reality is that only the most obedient can afford the high cost of a STORK child.  Citizens of the Earth who refuse to pay taxes due to their strongly held moral beliefs will never have access to an income capable of covering STORK’s fees. Only the elite and obedient are capable of experiencing the joy of parenting.  
 
    So, for some, the question is no longer, “How did it come to this,” but rather, “How do we put an end to this?” Some people are awake and are pausing to turn back and behold all they have left behind. And what they see makes them long to return down that path. They desire to reclaim those stolen natural rights and the freedom to enjoy living.  A new generation is rising and they seek to rule themselves for better or worse, until the last breath from the very last human fades. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Michael woke with a startle as a clamor of harsh sound erupted directly into his ears. His high cheeks lifted to meet the enormous eyebrows lowering as he winced in pain. He’d been in another place, within his resting mind, soaking his feet in the sandy and gritty surf of a beach far away. The disconnect between heaven and earth lurched forward, right as he was ready to dive into the waves as they met the beach. The realization that his feet were no longer wet and the sun no longer burned on his back brought him quickly back to reality and he knew he was in his bed. 
 
    “Well, off to work we go.” Peace followed once he deactivated the device embedded within his ear, the Auris, with a quick pinch to his earlobe. He glared over at the curtain caught up in a light breeze, momentarily letting sunlight bleed through. His pupils shrank until all that could be seen in his eyes were brightly lit fields of hazel and green. Michael sat up, tied his unruly long black, greasy hair behind his head and let his eyes run along his wife’s curves, as she laid turned away from him, completely covered in sheets. Today was an off day for her and he didn’t want to disturb her. The fog of sleep lifted rapidly as he sprang from bed and grabbed his scrunched-up jeans and a shirt from the floor.  
 
    Now fully alert, he quietly got ready and listened intently to the news his Auris implant, a device that along with the Visum contacts had replaced the traditional phone. The Auris implants were for sound and listening, and were quite nice in audio quality. The Visum, contacts that changed in opacity for the viewer to read and watch whatever they desired. The contacts watched for whatever gestures their users made, changing from page to page or even typing at times when they didn’t want to speak whatever private message they wanted to compose. Most everyone had them, some like Michael and his family used bootlegged versions. They have nearly all the same features, but retain a certain privacy when it comes to anonymity, something which is quite important to those who live outside the laws and taxations declared by Unity. Yes, technology had become great and evermore powerful, but there were still limits, and men still had means to remain secretive, even in a world that is ruled by the supreme Artificial Intelligence. The bootlegged versions were, of course, illegal and some had many defects, but no one was going from ear to ear checking them. 
 
    The Auris read to him, “Protests in Southside, last night, in the wake of the failed bombing attempt on Birmingham’s STORK clinic last week. The demonstrators were assembled, petitioning the Unity to finally put an end to the radica-” His mood changed quickly after hearing the opening details, prompting him to switch the news off. Silence would be better, although his thoughts were already filled with conflicting ideas and emotions that further bottled themselves up for a later time. He hated STORK and the atrocities he believed they and Unity guilty of committing, but he had an even greater disgust for the radicals these days. The radicals -- people who championed familiar dogmas, who had been holy and devoted at one time -- had allowed themselves to become corrupted with seething hatred.  
 
    Numerous factions from across the globe make up the group commonly referred to as radicals. A diverse variety of gods and ideologies feed the group’s common desire to control and destroy. The two major factions comprise the bulk of the radical presence in the North American provinces -- the Retrogrades and the self-proclaimed Zealots. Numbers for both groups continue to grow rapidly as hatred for Unity deepens and spreads. 
 
    The Retrogrades want to send all of humanity back to the Dark Ages, simply desiring a more natural world, empty of advanced technologies. The Zealots, whose adherents largely consist of fallen-away Catholics and various protestant Christian denominations, seek to end the practices of STORK and eventually overthrow Unity altogether. They are more destructive than the Retrogrades, often carrying out violent attacks because they believe that without engaging in a holy crusade, the end of their kind will surely be upon them. Even with the Church’s excommunication of the Zealots’ leaders, they continue to make excuses and vehemently claim that the violence is necessary and their fight a holy one.  
 
    He allowed thoughts about all of this to swirl in his mind while vigorously brushing his teeth. Drying his hands, he quickly glanced at the mirror to make sure his hair was at least passably neat and smoothed back. To Hell with these old wooden stairs!  Almost every step creaked as he finally made his way down to the living room. There he found Cole, already awake. Cole is the younger of two cousins living with Michael and his wife. Their mother is an addict and when Michael found her strung out in an alleyway, something he learned happened daily, he invited Cole and Stone to live with them. The father vanished just before Cole’s birth and no one seemed to know his name. Michael believes their father introduced his aunt to opioids early on in the relationship, but it’s entirely possible the two boys come from different men.  
 
    Cole stands quite a bit taller than his older brother, his light complexion and curly brown hair contrast sharply with Stone’s short, stocky build, dark hair, and dark complexion. Their personalities differ as much as their appearances. Stone goes out often and typically ends up partying, fighting, and chasing skirts. Cole is reserved, keeps to himself, and has no problem following rules.  
 
    Cole sipped from his steaming mug of coffee, peering at Michael above his fogged-over glasses, his boney, hairless face hidden behind the cup. 
 
    “Mornin’ Mikey. Left some bacon and eggs on the counter.” 
 
    “Thanks, bud. You still up for the move today?” 
 
    “Yup, think I’d be up before eight on a Saturday otherwise?” Cole’s chipped snaggled-teeth revealed themselves through his smile. “How’d they get evicted, anyway? I don’t think you ever told me.” 
 
    “Too expensive -- even for a studio, especially with John being out of work.” His response was muffled as he quickly scarfed down the remaining scrambled eggs. “Really appreciate the breakfast, but maybe next time you could leave out the shells.” Michael pushed the crunchy bits out with his tongue, plucking them up with calloused fingers. 
 
    “Maybe next time you could get your lazy romp out of bed and make ‘em yourself,” Cole retorted, flipping him off. 
 
    “Speaking of lazy, where’s that brother of yours? He said he’d be here.” 
 
    “Um…I remember him leaving last night. Must’ve stayed over somewhere,” he said, placing his empty mug in the sink. 
 
    “What for? You didn’t think to ask?” Cole didn’t respond. “Whatever, I’ll talk to him later about it. We gotta get moving though. Grab us some water.” 
 
    … 
 
    Within ten minutes, the moving truck they ordered arrived. The vehicle, like most others, was self-driven and fully electric. Michael and Cole climbed into the front seats, and commanded the vehicle to its destination. The truck took off quickly, weaving in and out of traffic with ease, using perfectly calculated speed and merges. Michael often wondered what it must have been like to be the one controlling such a large truck. To grip a wheel between your hands and press on the pedals, all of which this truck, along with many other vehicles, didn’t have. Like any of them, this one takes verbal commands only and has a touch screen, which allows the rider to select parking spaces and alternate routes. It was a good thing that people no longer drove, Michael knew that for sure. After all, it was a car accident that killed his father many years ago. 
 
    He and Amelia were left now to care for the family and keep the house in which he and his sister, Maria, grew up. When he turned twenty-one, his mother said her goodbyes and moved to the gulf, where she cared for her father who couldn’t afford hospice or the treatment for his cancer. The merciless disease ravaged him, leaving him bedridden in his last days. Once he passed, she never returned, and visiting her was very expensive, making it nearly impossible for them.  
 
    As they traveled along, Michael’s eyes stared at the road and sidewalks, watching the proud people and families of Birmingham stroll outdoors in their fancy outfits for their breakfast and day of fun-filled activities. His excitement over seeing his sister and brother-in-law grew as they got closer to their home, but he desperately wanted a day free of obligations for once. Michael hadn’t had a single day off work over the entire summer and the sight of all these people irritated him. He could tell they were really close now. He could see the short, weathered brick building Maria and her husband were living in. It stood just halfway up the Iron Mountain from Five Points, neatly tucked between the ugliest buildings in the entire city. Window air-conditioning units hung from its walls as if they were about to fall out and constantly rang and rattled throughout the day and night. 
 
    The truck parked and a feeling of eagerness came over him, making him forget his longing for rest. He hadn’t seen his sister in months, but at last she appeared over the stairs carrying a box of chattering dinnerware. Her long mahogany-colored hair danced along in the wind as if each strand were waving to them. Nearly tripping at the sight of the moving truck, an enormous smile broke forth, stretching all across her slim face.  
 
    Michael wasted no time jumping from his seat to yell, “Maria!” 
 
    “A sight for sore eyes!” she cried out cheerily with a giggle, while setting down the heavily taped box. 
 
    “Missed you, sis,” Michael said as he leaned in to give her a tight hug. He felt the bones sticking out of her back as she gasped for air. 
 
    She peeked over his shoulder at Cole’s skeleton-like frame. “Have you not been feeding this boy?” She grabbed her cousin and hugged him as well, saying, “I’m going to have to cook a feast for y'all tonight. Amelia at work?” 
 
    “No, I let her sleep-in a while longer. She spent a little extra time last night cleaning out the room you’ll stay in. As for Stone, the punk went out last night and I haven’t heard from him this morning, Cole says he must have stayed over somewhere.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I think we’ll get this knocked out real fast anyway, especially since you two got here so quickly. John’s upstairs in the apartment breaking down the bed, but hopefully not actually breaking it. Go help him out with that and Cole and I will load up some of the boxes.”  
 
    “Sounds good. Maybe he hasn’t done any damage yet,” Michael joked. Friends and family knew John’s clumsiness and short-fused temper quite well.  
 
    … 
 
    The apartment building was an extremely inexpensive place to live. Anyone just walking by along the block could see that. The corridor floors inside were concrete, but had cracked over the past century and a half. Dirt, turned black with time packed into the cracks. Amelia would have had a fit if she’d ever visited. Paint chipped off of the warped, wobbly walls and littered the floors. Michael’s nose filled with the many aromas that flowed from each tenant’s apartment. On the first floor, he smelled curry and once he reached the second flight of stairs he noticed a haziness to the air; marijuana was popular among many of the apartment building residents. Finally, he was on the third and top floor -- the one Maria and John lived on. He could see the door wide open and heard John fidgeting with things from within. He quietly snuck into the studio and walked up on his crouching brother-in-law. The wooden floors groaned and startled John, catching him completely off-guard. John turned, his arms and legs stammered and buckled, as he warily looked at his intruder, a smiling Michael. 
 
    “Bastard!” John shouted, before getting to his feet to hug Michael, “Dangerous, sneaking up on a man…” 
 
    “Who were you expecting? A burglar?” Michael laughed loudly at the stumpy man, just before finding a spare ratchet to take apart the round table a few feet away in the kitchen area. 
 
    “The neighbors here are a bit…unpredictable.” John itched his thick beard in thought, his deep, loud, and heavily accented voice filled the air. “It’ll be nice not having to worry about them any longer. Last night there must’ve been an all-out brawl just down the street.” 
 
    “Could’ve been the protest. I’m sure it got out of hand at some point.” 
 
    “Likely so.” After wiping away some sweat, John started back on unscrewing the bolts that held his bed together. The two of them spent some time talking politics and the state of the world. John loved to grumble about all things under the sun and Michael never knew a time that he didn’t like to make himself heard.  
 
    “Worthless protesters,” John started, after several quiet and busy minutes, “could barely make it through the crowd on my beer run.” 
 
    “Beer run, huh?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, my wallet may go dry, but I don’t plan on doing the same.” John poked out his belly as he rubbed it. 
 
    “Well, we got plenty of beer and wine back at the house.” Michael paused just after he finished taking the dresser apart. “As for the wallet, I may be able to find a place for you on the crew. Boss has many undesirables employed, myself included.” John walked over to him with a freshly opened beer that dripped with condensation. The two of them sat on the mattress that laid on the floor. 
 
    “Thanks, brother, really means a lot. It’s been dang near impossible these days. Everyone’s got their radar cranked to ten, with Unity cracking down and what not. If you ain’t payin’ those damnable taxes then good luck, ya know? Not many payin’ under the table these days.” 
 
    “Yeah, my boss is a real good guy and there’s actually a few of us Catholics on the site, several STORK opposing evangelicals too.” 
 
    “Well, I ain’t got much experience hammerin’ and what have you, and you saw how I struggled with this bed. But I’ll definitely take you up on that offer-” Just then, the door creaked open, interrupting John mid-speech, as Maria and Cole entered. 
 
    “Some new scratches on the furniture, huh?” Maria critiqued. 
 
    “Honey, we ain’t even carried it down the stairs yet, just you wait.” John smiled over at Michael. “Plus, the more scratches a piece of furniture has, the less noticeable it is.” He laughed. “And pretty perfect timing really, we’d just sat down for a brew.” 
 
    John reached into the ice-filled cooler and pulled out two more beers, opened them and handed them to Maria and Cole. Cole, after taking the beer and joining everyone in a toast to moving day, looked shocked and uncomfortable about drinking. He waited to take his first sip when no one was looking. 
 
    “Better start working on that a bit faster, brother,” John teased, chuckling at Cole. After hearing this Cole chugged his entire beer, something he had never done before in front of adults. He blushed as everyone laughed at the spectacle. 
 
    … 
 
    After their break, the four of them got right back to work with the move. They carried the furniture down the three treacherous flights of stairs per Maria’s instructions. She made sure to watch them closely as they maneuvered the bed and pivoted around the railing. Luckily, for John, the bed received no additional damage and he was off the hook for the time being, something they all laughed about in the cramped ride over to the house. 
 
    It wasn’t common for people to own vehicles, so they all rode together in the truck’s front seat. Michael was pressed against the left door, Maria sat in John’s lap, and Cole sandwiched between everyone in a sideways manner with his neck bent against the ceiling of the truck. 
 
    “What’s for dinner?” John asked as he rolled down his window. By holding his arm against the outside of the door he made a little more room for the other occupants.  
 
    “Well, Amelia told me last night that she was working on a feast of lasagna. We’ll probably have salad and bread as well.” Michael also lowered his window. A cool breeze flushed through the truck’s cabin. “And, of course, Father Burns will be there holding Mass before dinner.” 
 
    “Father Burns?” Maria interrupted, finally joining the conversation. “Thought he moved south. How long has he been back?” 
 
    “Well, he’s back. He’s been back for a couple of weeks now. Holds Mass at our house twice a week. He was only gone for a short while to meet with some clergy, I think he’s said.” 
 
    “Do you know what for?” 
 
    “I never asked.” 
 
    The road grew much darker due to the massive solar panels that draped across much of the outskirts of the city. There were even areas that had streetlights employed all hours of the day. For many people, even the inhabitants of these artificially darkened regions, the massive structures were awe-inspiring, though the lack of natural light filled them with a bit of gloomy somberness. Stars, clouds, and the moon were forgotten faces to the houses and streets there; only the rain and occasional wind made its way through the cracks. When she was younger, Maria commonly remarked how she detested the sight of them. It was much of the reason she and John decided to leave for the city once they married.  
 
    “I miss dad,” she said suddenly. “He’d drive us down past the edge to see the trees and animals, or take us over to Ruffner Mountain. We always pretended that we were time traveling.” John rubbed her back as she spoke. “We’ll have to go sometime soon, Mikey. It’s been way too long.”  
 
    “Absolutely!” 
 
    “What is there to do out there?” Cole asked. 
 
    “You’ve never been? Not even to Ruffner? You live just a mile away from it.” Maria’s eyebrows raised. 
 
    “No,” Cole answered, having always been a child of the indoors. He was more fascinated by the perfection of virtual reality than the grimy natural outdoors. Who could blame him, when within the comfort of his home, he could be adventuring in a fantastical land. 
 
    “I can’t believe this, Mikey. How have you not taken this boy? You oughta be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    “I’m always too busy!” 
 
    “Well, you’re gonna have to make time!” 
 
    Amelia’s slender figure towered over the soapy dish water in her sink. Her shoulder-length hair was wrapped up on top of her head in a messy, sort of half bun. Wispy, dirty blonde hairs poked in every direction, barely tamed by her elastic hairband. Everything from the warmth of the water and the wonderful aroma of cooking lasagna brought great joy to her. The house may be old and need some updating, such as the fifty-year-old cabinets and out of style blue and green tiles that Michael’s grandparents had installed, but there wasn’t a speck of dust on anything. She plunged her hands into the water and grabbed the nearest glass, scrubbing it relentlessly with her rag. Whenever she cooked, she cleaned before, during, and after. Amelia brought her head up momentarily to gaze outside the window, just as a reflection from the approaching truck caught her attention. She quickly wiped her hands dry with an out of season Christmas-themed towel hanging near the sink and darted out the front door. 
 
    “Wow, y'all got that done a lot faster than I thought you would’ve!” She shouted excitedly, hugging them as they exited the vehicle one by one.  
 
    “Have you seen Stone today?” Cole asked. 
 
    “I’m sure I heard him go in his room earlier. Haven’t seen him though. Guess somebody had a late night.”  
 
    “Wake him up, Cole. I want to unload this truck before Father Burns gets here,” Michael ordered as he climbed into the back of the truck and turned on the light. It wasn’t yet nighttime, but the overshadowing solar panels made it much darker in their neighborhood.  
 
    … 
 
    Cole entered the bedroom he shared with his brother. He saw Stone stretched across the lower half of a bunk bed, but he wasn’t asleep, Cole could see the glow of a screen illuminating his brother’s face.  
 
    “Sup?” he asked the intruder, turning on the light next to him. 
 
    “Mikey wants you to help us finish up the move before the priest gets here.” Cole cleaned his glasses, even though there wasn’t anything on them. 
 
    “Kill me,” Stone sighed just before placing a pillow over his shaved head. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Maush wnd relemd fimnshi shighe…,” he replied, his words muffled and incomprehensible. 
 
    “Please. Mikey will pitch a fit if you don’t come down. He’s already sorta pissed about you not showing up this morning.”  Cole watched his brother remove the pillow covering his face. “What happened last night, anyway?” 
 
    “It was amazing. Me and the boys went out to see that protest.” He reached for the laptop on his nightstand and opened it up to show his brother the footage he recorded the night before with his camera. “I’ve already put a video together. Close the door quick.” 
 
    Cole watched the video with his brother. The opening scene displayed a crowd of hundreds, holding their signs and shouting chants. They were assembled in front of the waterless Storyteller fountain, some hanging off of the statue of a ram, shouting and crying out in the cool night air. Seconds later, a fight broke out, for which Stone was, evidently, one of the instigators.  
 
    He and his friends approached, armed with nothing more than their fists, and started to rip signs out of the protesters’ hands, then tearing them to pieces. Stone and his buddies had their faces covered in a variety of ways to conceal each person’s identity. The only apparent uniformity was that many of them sported hastily painted crosses on the backs of their jackets and hoodies.   
 
    Cole recognized the symbol from the news. He never wanted to bring it up to his brother, whom he loved very much. It pained him greatly to imagine what Stone must be getting involved in. His mind drifted as the montage played, trying to find an excuse for his brother’s behavior.  
 
    Maybe he isn’t a part of the really bad stuff. He could just be screwing around, Cole thought. His spirit lifted briefly only to fall away again. He hid his sadness beneath a slight smile, trying to sell that the video entertained him. Or maybe he doesn’t know what he’s involved with. Images of the recent bombings and crying and bloodied people from the news flashed in his mind. 
 
    “Check this out. It’s the best part. I can’t believe I got it on camera.” Stone nudged his younger brother. 
 
    Some of the larger protesters emerged from the gathering and struck Stone’s camera out of his hand as they attacked. The camera flipped multiple times before landing on the ground, capturing video of debris and streamers floating by. The footage displayed a perspective that gazed out across the street. Cole saw strobing red and blue lights as the loud wail of sirens drowned out the screams and cursing of those engaged in an all-out brawl. 
 
    After a few moments of loud thuds and the snapping of wooden signs, canisters hurled from down the street landed nearby and gas sputtered from them. Stone’s bloody hand came into view as he grabbed the camera, his masked face looked over the lens while he dusted it off. After a brief retreat, he continued to record the dispersing of the protesters and rioters alike, darting into the alleys and behind buildings, vanishing into the midnight. 
 
    “Cole!” Michael shouted as his footsteps led up the stairs to their room. Stone quickly closed his archaic laptop and placed it under his pillow just before the door swung open. 
 
    “We’re on our way down. He was just telling me the game plan,” Stone responded calmly, without the slightest bit of guilt on his face. 
 
    “Where the hell’ve you been all day?” 
 
    “I completely forgot about the move. I stayed over at Jeremy’s house last night after we all went into the city.” 
 
    “Right, so you just forgot our entire conversation from the night before,” Michael growled, as the last of his patience drained away. “Just get your asses downstairs and help with what we’ve got left. We’ll talk later, after dinner.” He stopped abruptly as he caught a glimpse of a red knit ski mask poking out just below Stone’s mattress. A hand-painted white cross just above the eye holes shone brightly against the red fabric, the symbol was used only by the lower ranking Zealots; however, it made no difference to Michael -- trouble is trouble, no matter what stage it’s at. 
 
    Cole walked out of the room with Stone following him, but Michael stopped Stone by pressing his hand against his chest. Michael’s eyes glittered, ablaze with anger. Blood rushed to his face, flushing it a deep red. He pushed Stone back into the room and slammed the door. Stone, shocked, backed himself into a corner of the room, knocking over a lamp. 
 
    “What the hell is your deal?”  
 
    Michael bent down and grabbed the mask, gripping it tightly in his hands. Looking down at it he shook his head, his teeth were fully gritted, and his lips tightly pinched together. 
 
    “I know you’ve been out,” he began, speaking in a hushed, but harsh tone. “At first I thought it was just the typical parties, but then I began to suspect you were up to something. I never would have guessed this. This symbol here isn’t something to take lightly, Stone.” He looked up at him, his finger on the cross. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” Stone tried to laugh it off, scratching his forehead. 
 
    “No, there is nothing excusable about this. I don’t care if you’re a poser or trying to fit in with the other kids. This clique you’ve mixed yourself up with are terrorists. They’re honest to God terrorists and nothing more. I won’t tolerate even a hint of it here.” He folded the mask in his hand and placed it into his back pocket. 
 
    “I haven’t done anything like that, Mikey. My friends and I just wear that when we go out screwing with the protesters.” Stone looked out the bedroom window. He could see Cole and the others unloading the truck, so he cautiously drew closer to Michael. “They call all of us terrorists when referring to anyone associated with our faith. They make signs with the pope’s image in league with tyrants of the past. They literally chant and call for the heads of the Faithful.” 
 
    “And when you go out to pick fights with them, you’re only stoking the fire.” Michael looked directly at Stone, disgusted and no less enraged than before. “If I find that you haven’t stopped this after today, then you’ll be out.” Michael turned and opened the door with no further words. 
 
    With the two of them working angrily, they finished the job quickly. The others could see clearly that there had been a disagreement. John tried multiple times, in vain, to crack jokes, but only received laughs from Amelia and Cole. Nothing he said had lightened the mood and nothing changed, even after the truck pulled away to return to its home lot. 
 
    … 
 
    All of Maria and John’s belongings sat in their room, the same room she painted green in her late teen years. The couple unpacked and arranged their stuff. All things considered, they were happy and feeling excited about the change. Amelia continued to work in the kitchen, she lowered the temperature on the oven and prepared the table for her guests. Cole and Stone sat upon their bunks, resting from all of the lifting they did, as if it had been so brutal on them. Their faces were lit with screens and grungy music filled their room.  
 
    But Michael sat quietly on the front porch, enjoying one of the few personal pleasures he knew. The crackling sound brought him peace as the cigar burned, his face made orange by the hot end. He watched the lights along the streets flicker and glow underneath the dark solar panels that stretched over all the houses. No grass, no trees, no flowers, nothing grew in the yards, only concrete and gravel lots with decaying homes sitting upon them. He could hear the neighbors arguing and sirens wailing on a nearby street. Even so, Michael’s bliss only grew deeper as the smoke twirled and curled around him. The sweet scent of the cigar masked the reek emanating from the nearby trash bins stacked along the sidewalks.  
 
    As he flicked the ash from the end of his cigar, his eye caught a movement in the outer darkness, just beyond the nearest streetlight. He had been waiting for that movement. An older man, tall and taking long strides entered the flood of light before him. His silver hair shone brightly as did the spectacles clenched against his bearded face. It was Father Burns, the priest who visited twice a week to hold Mass and eat dinner. Michael raised from his chair, shuffled down the stone steps and along the sidewalk to meet Burns by the street.  
 
    “Care if I have a puff?” Father Burns smiled, reaching his hand out greedily to receive the cigar. 
 
    “Be my guest,” he responded in monotone. His mind in another place. 
 
    “Mmm, this one’s quite sweet. Thank you, Michael.” Michael didn’t respond and stood quietly next to him. “Something seems to be troubling you,” he said bluntly. Michael clearly wasn’t his normal self. 
 
    “I’m not sure if it’s my place to share, Father. Maybe you’ll hear of it in someone’s confession tonight.” Michael pulled the mask from his back pocket and presented it to the priest. 
 
    “Perhaps my homily will speak to its owner tonight,” Burns replied, his surprise dying quickly. This wasn’t the first time he had seen such things. 
 
    “I surely hope so, Father.” 
 
    “Well,” he said, standing in front of the house, “let those sinners know I’ve arrived and that I’ll be in the backyard for the forgiveness of their sins.” Burns laughed as he placed his collar around his neck and his stole over his shoulders. “And come to me, if you need to talk.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Michael answered as he snatched the cigar from the priest’s lips. “Maria and John are crashing here for a while as well. They may come down for confession shortly.” 
 
    Members of the family and the neighbors who joined them took turns, running from their rooms to the chairs that sat in the nearly pitch-black yard for confession. Amelia took the longest, as usual, and as always returned crying, even though she was the purest of them all. John’s was quick and everyone could hear roaring laughter from the back lot. 
 
    It disappointed Michael that he didn’t see Stone come around for confession. He struggled with the anger, which raged boiled within him as he sat on the living room couch. But he donned a smile for the group when they entered the room and picked their seats for the Mass. Amelia sat next to him, gripping his hand tightly as she smiled. John and Cole both arrived and closed the curtains tightly along the windows, so that no outsiders could see inside the room. Maria turned off every light, and lit two candles for the celebration. The neighbors that came for Mass stood bordering the walls and darkening doorways into the room; it was the usual crowd, about fifteen in total, most of them very old and frail. The older women were given seats. They clung to their rosaries, their eyes glazed with age. 
 
    Father Burns stood before them, in front of the blackened fireplace at the end of the living room. The air was empty of noise and the ceiling and walls flickered with the dancing flames emanating from the candles. 
 
    They all rose to their feet and made the Sign of the Cross as the priest began to pray in Latin, “In nómine Patris, et Fílii, et Spíritus Sancti.” 
 
    “Amen,” they all replied. 
 
    And so, the Mass followed with recitations of Latin prayers and incantations that the faithful had spoken billions of times over centuries past in countries and kingdoms that no longer existed. These words passed down from their ancestors and, in this room, they still echoed along the walls. Few in this world know the significance and meaning of these holy words. The priest began to speak in English for a short while during his homily. He spoke of the martyrdom of Saint Stephen and the witness of it by Saul of Tarsus, who, after this account, saw a vision and subsequently gave his life forever to the Lord. Michael glanced over to Stone to see if he was listening, only to find that his cousin found picking at his nails and looking at his hands more entertaining and edifying than the Mass.  
 
    Burns concluded his homily saying, “We, the faithful are called to love our enemies, even when they offer us up to the dead. Because there is always hope that they may come to our Lord for salvation, we must keep our hearts open for them, even in persecution, just as Saint Stephen did.”  
 
    After the Apostle’s Creed and a few additional prayers, the priest consecrated the host, praying, “Accípite et manducáte ex hoc omnes: hoc est enim corpus meum, quod pro vobis tradétur,” and it became the flesh of Christ. One by one they went forward, kneeling as they received the Body of Christ on their tongues. Once a person took Communion he departed from the priest, crossing his chest before the crucifix that hung upon the wall.  
 
    … 
 
    At the priest’s dismissal, the group gradually made their way to the kitchen where the source of their salivation sat, spreading its savory aroma all around. The neighbors received their portions of vegetarian lasagna and bread from Amelia and took their dinners home; there wasn’t enough space or dinnerware to host them there.  
 
    Michael’s blood sugar approached a dangerously low level and he knew that if he didn’t eat soon he would be at his cousin’s throat. Finally, the family sat down at the table, all seven of them, shoveling food into their mouths and talking about all things from the homily to the upcoming football season. Michael, however, had nothing to say of the Crimson Tide and their chances for a win tonight, he felt better with food in his stomach, but still carefully avoided looking Stone’s way.  
 
    Clearing his throat, he spoke up, “Father, what do you think about the Zealots?” 
 
    The sudden shift to such a dismal topic nearly set him aback, until he remembered the mask. “They’re excommunicated from the Church. Why do you ask?” His face brightened with a smile. “Hope you’re not thinking of enlisting.” He let out lighthearted laughter, as he went for another fork full of food. 
 
    “What church?” Stone mumbled tearing apart a slice of bread. 
 
    “Hm?” the priest probed, unsure of what the young man said. 
 
    “What church are you talking about?” his voice rattled quickly and breathlessly with irritation. “You said that the Zealots are not in accordance. I’m asking you with what church, exactly?” 
 
    “Stone!” Michael scolded, gritting his teeth. 
 
    “No, I want to know what church he is speaking of,” Stone responded, whipping his head towards Michael. “Pardon me if I don’t understand, having had Masses in living rooms my entire life. What church is there?” he questioned louder, this time, for everyone at the table. Maria gasped.  
 
    “The people that were here earlier. The very people at this table -- we are the Church, son. But, there must be millions out there, holding mass in their own homes with their own priest just as we have. And believe it or not, we still have a pope and bishops, although they’re all in hiding.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve never even once stepped foot inside a cathedral or parish for Mass. They’ve all been destroyed and the ones that remain have been made into places of blasphemy. There’s no visible Church and with the absentee we have as a pope, I’m not sure what sort of accordance anyone has at all. Our faith is dwindling and the only people who seem to give a damn are the Zealots -- the terrorists -- so y’all call them.” He threw his silverware down on the table and the silence filled the room like a giant. Michael nearly popped, gripping his napkin tightly. The only reason he hadn’t had pounced on Stone already was wearing a collar and sitting across from him. All, except for Michael, Stone, and Father Burns left the table; the three of them remained quiet, gathering their thoughts. 
 
    “Son, you can’t lose hope. And, don’t think for a second that terrorism is the answer. Zealots haven’t done anything, but further disgrace the Church and the message of Christ.” 
 
    “It is a just war, that  Zealots fight,” Stone retorted. 
 
    Father Burns looked at him, his heart ached for the weary young man. 
 
    “How’s it any different from what our ancient saints and heroes have done? They were killers, ‘zealots’ -- they were the terrorists of their times. If it weren’t for their bloodshed, we wouldn’t have any knowledge of Christ. We’d have even less hope than we have tonight.” 
 
    “‘The gates of hell, shall never prevail’ and they never have, son. History books are filled to the brim with man’s hatred for God and his people. Yet we always rise more powerful than ever. He protects us.” Michael nodded his head in agreement with the priest. 
 
    “But you are disregarding the very things that kept hell at bay…the vigilante…the knight…the crusader.” Stone laughed at the two men sitting with him. “All of Europe would have been named Mohammed long ago if something hadn’t been done. Why do you still fail to understand this?” 
 
    “Stone,” Michael said, trying to reason with him, “I promise you, if they came for us, if they slaughtered our people in the streets, I would be the first to join you in the fight. As of now, however, there hasn’t been anything quite so violent. We’ve been taxed, that’s all; and, so we now meet secretly.” 
 
    Stone fumed in his seat, twiddling his thumbs and tearing at the ends of his nails. 
 
    “They have murdered us,” Stone started to rebut. “Haven’t you ever read about the plague that wreaked havoc just forty years ago?” Looking to the priest, he continued, “Have you forgotten? Everything between both Tropics was decimated. Billions died. You think this was an accident? It just so happened that the nations that supposedly contributed most to climate change were scrubbed from the earth. Not to mention, that the majority of the Church lived within those regions.”  
 
    Michael considered the thought momentarily, looking to the priest for a response. The old man remembered it all very well. His eyes covered with sadness, thinking back to the horrific things that he had seen in those days, and the countless prayers that he made without answers. He thought back to a time when he stood just beyond the quarantine line that separated the healthy nation from the starved and contaminated people, unable to escape their fate. Father Burns had led a team down to the gate one summer, when the plague was at its peak of destruction. The congregation stood as close to the gate as allowed, only a mile from the plagued masses. From that distance, they could easily hear their cries and wailing. It sounded like the torment deep in the pits of Hell. He stayed there for many weeks, watching the bodies pile and children sitting next to their deceased parents.  
 
    “I cannot condemn what I do not know.” The priest’s voice cracked with tears forming in his eyes. 
 
    “I think it’s very clear, sir,” Stone responded coldly to the water dripping from the priest’s eyes. “Are you also going to withhold judgement on them for sterilizing us? No one’s been able to conceive naturally, for what? Fifteen years?”  
 
    “That’s enough, Stone,” Michael barked. 
 
     “You must not have been paying attention, old man,” Stone continued, completely disregarding Michael’s warning. “It’s just a matter of time before they actually choke the life out of us. Those whores and bastards are in the streets at this very hour calling for the heads of you and yours.” 
 
    It was at that moment that an already riled Michael leapt towards his cousin and brought him to the ground. Many curses rang out through the house as they scuffled along the dining room floor. Michael pressed his weight into his cousin, gaining the advantage and began swinging his fists in a blur. Again and again heavy hands landed against Stone’s face, spilling blood over his brow.  
 
    Father Burns, shocked, attempted to stop them in vain. He watched them tumble, crying out, “Someone…John…help me!” He shouted beyond the dining room doorway. John quickly descended from the stairs, having heard the commotion. Confused, he sprinted towards the two men fighting upon the floor and forcefully placed his arms around Michael, dragging him off of the young man lying bloodied on the floor. John held Michael back as Stone scurried from the ground, running directly out the backdoor and into the inky darkness of the night. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    The STORK building overlooked the entire city, it was the highest and most beautifully structured skyscraper in all of Birmingham. Since STORK was founded in that city, it provided a great deal of economic dynamics to it. Just a century before STORK’s grand opening, the city had been all but abandoned. Now, the monolithic tower reflected everything from the ground up in its gloriously shining blue glass. Its massive presence nearly disappeared into the cloudless sky. 
 
    Isaac’s eyes followed it from its base until he could no longer see beyond the countless windows that rose above him. He, a man of considerable height, was filled with abundant humility at that moment. He marveled at the near-miraculous feat wrought by the faceless structural engineers who had designed it. Isaac quickly combed his hand through his hair after catching his own gaze in the ground floor entrance while opening the door for his wife, Susan. 
 
    She stepped through the entrance, her long, well-toned legs carrying her at a fast pace in sparkling white stilettos. Everyone’s eyes were drawn to her and the lush red curls that tumbled past her shoulders, bringing to attention, to the porcelain beauty of her face. She had striking green eyes with a strangely catlike character to them and pupils as small as pinholes. She glanced about the kiosk, never showing too much interest in anyone who greeted her. Isaac, handsome as he was from his well-groomed, flaxen hair to his chillingly blue eyes, never received much notice from anyone at all when he followed her. 
 
    “Welcome to STORK, Mrs. Lewis,” said a young effeminate man from behind the marbled desk. “If you’ll take the elevator to the fortieth floor, your consultant will be there to greet you.” 
 
    Susan quickly stepped away from him without any words, her face tilted up high towards the open air. Isaac thanked the young man before grabbing several mints from the bowl and scurrying off after his wife who had already stepped onto the opening elevator. She had no problem entering before the leaving parties exited the elevator either. After all, they had already finished their business and hers was much more important. 
 
    “Pick up your pace, love,” she demanded quietly to Isaac. “We haven’t got all day. I want to make an excellent first impression.” She had an almost imperceptible fierceness to her quiet tone as she reminded him of this. The ride in the sleek, gold-trimmed elevator seemed to take forever. Susan puckered her lips and fixed the crimson lipstick with a handkerchief she pulled from her bag.  
 
    “It’s gonna be fine.” 
 
    “Please, remove that mint from your mouth. Your speech will sound peculiar and I can’t bear the sound of it rattling against your teeth.” Her words sliced at him constantly, never without complaint. “Spit it out now.” Her eyes darted in his direction. 
 
    “I don’t have anything to spit into, honey,” he told her, trying to savor his last moments with the sweet wintergreen sensation that covered his tongue.  
 
    “Spit it out on the floor, for all I care,” she commanded, waiting to hear the thud of the mint landing on the ground. Isaac did as told, shamed and secretly enraged, biting his tongue as always. 
 
    The elevator door opened and, as promised, a woman with bluish tinted hair stood waiting.  The consultant      smiled, reached her hand out to Susan, and said, “Welcome, Lewis family!” She exploded with enthusiasm, catching Isaac completely off guard. “I’m Jocelyn, I’ll be your guide on this journey. If you follow me to my office, we’ll get things started.”  
 
    Cubicles, constructed of bamboo and glass, occupied most of the floor space. Brilliantly colored lights in hues of orange and red mixed with the usual white lights to give the area a warm atmosphere. Office plants cast shadows along the walls and ceiling. It reminded Isaac of a jungle, void of wild animals and dirt -- an office space paradise, ringing phones and computer beeps replacing the bird songs and insect chirps.  
 
    … 
 
    “Here we are,” she said, guiding them with her hand into her office. The sun lit the area with its bright, golden light. Through the window, Isaac could view the entire city -- from the iron Vulcan upon the hill to the historical northside that glimmered in rustic radiance.  
 
    Isaac and Susan took their seats promptly. “Would either of you like a beverage? Water, seltzer, or coke?” 
 
    “We will have two waters, thank you,” Susan answered for them both, letting out a smile. Isaac liked the sound of a fizzling and chilled coke, but wouldn’t dare change his wife’s order. Within moments, a man appeared to place two glasses of water and a pitcher on the table that sat between their chairs. He poured both glasses and bowed out as he left, closing the translucent door behind him. 
 
    The consultant took a seat at her desk.  A few cheesy family photos of her, another woman, and a set of toddlers sat in frames on top of her workspace. The office walls displayed artwork depicting storks piercing through cumulus clouds and delivering children to giddy recipients. The subjects in the paintings appeared androgynous, even the babies -- no pinks or blues -- only a harmonious mixture of the two. Isaac chewed the side of his cheek, studying them momentarily. The stork seemed to exude a perpetual joy or bliss, as he did his job, delivering these children. Isaac never had the opportunity to take care of an infant before, but he was well read and watched many films. which never made the pretense that traveling with a child is painless or easy. Susan, on the other hand, usually the more pragmatic of the two, soaked up the reality portrayed in the paintings. Isaac could see she bought into the idea of tearless babies and an infinity of smiles and wonder. 
 
    “So, Susan and Isaac, I hear y'all are thinking of having a baby?” Jocelyn smiled, as her biometrics unlocked her desktop. The display was only a sheet of glass, colored with images and words on the viewer’s side, but completely transparent from the visitor’s perspective. 
 
    “Yes, we’ve been waiting for quite a while, getting our finances in order and remodeling the house. It has been a very busy few years for us,” Susan replied, reaching out to Isaac for the first time that day, rubbing the top of his forearm. 
 
    “Yes, we’re very excited.” 
 
    “Have y'all browsed online for anything in particular?” 
 
    “Browsed?” asked Isaac, realizing he was quite unprepared for the meeting. Susan was the one who studied the options and day-dreamed, perpetually, of her future child. 
 
    “We’ve looked every night,” she quickly answered over her husband. “There’s just so many possibilities to weigh. I’m not sure what will suit us best.” 
 
    “Well, that’s definitely something I can help with.” Jocelyn projected her screen against the wall behind her, so they could see it. “We offer a plethora of packages, sorted by race, gender, combos, and even twin packages, which, as you can see, is what my wife and I selected,” she explained, pointing to the family photos on her desk. 
 
    “They’re beautiful!” Pretending to care, she asked, “What are their names?” 
 
    “Adrianna on the left, there, and to the right is Fiona. Women only in our house,” she laughed. “Technically, they are twins. Their faces are perfect reflections of one another, but aside from their symmetry, they share nothing. We chose to make one contrast the other by their coloring. STORK can deliver any child you could possibly imagine.”  
 
    Susan looked closer at the photos on the woman’s desk. She could see that one of the toddlers had black skin, darker than the night sky, white hair, and blue eyes just as bright as Isaac’s. Her sister was an exact opposite; she had black hair, skin as white as cotton, and hazel eyes that seemed more golden than brown. 
 
    “That’s incredible,” Susan remarked, truly interested. “And they were born this way?” 
 
    “Yes, their genes were altered as they developed alongside each other in the lab, where they were closely monitored until birth. You can choose to have them favor your own genes though, if you’d like.” The consultant’s face became slightly soured as she continued, “We offer that as well, in the basic package.” An image of the package showed on the wall; generic child faces covered it. Crooked teeth, poor clothing, and unimpressive proportions they all had. 
 
    “Is it not popular to have children that resemble their parents?” Isaac inquired, suddenly paying attention. 
 
    “Well, the latest trend is the designer baby. It’s new among the second generation here at STORK and they’re really selling well.” She selected the package on the screen, flooding the wall with children of all sorts -- races and features that had never existed naturally. Isaac’s mouth hung open as the sight of a blue-haired toddler appeared on the wall. “But, if you two are more interested in our basic package, I can also simulate what they’ll look like as teens and even the appearance they may have by adulthood. Sometimes the parents, as beautiful as they are,” she flattered, “prefer not to pass down any sort of blemishes or less favorable traits. But, Susan, I’m absolutely positive the two of you would make gorgeous babies!”  
 
    Jocelyn was an excellent saleswoman, always waging an unmentioned and unnoticeable war with her customers, guiding them into an inevitable direction, leading towards the more expensive options. Isaac could see the clever sales pitch, but his wife nearly bubbled over with excitement at all the wonderful possibilities. She soaked up every detail the consultant presented to them. Her vanity got the best of her, though. Thinking that none of these gene-modified children held a candle to her natural beauty, she asked for the true parental gene simulation.  
 
    “Yes, of course.” Jocelyn grinned, instructing the couple, “If you two will simply place your fingertips on the pad there, a small pinprick will gather your genetic information and present the most probable outcome upon the wall behind me.”  
 
    … 
 
    After a few minutes of small talk, the vision fully initialized; although, the child showcased looked nothing like they expected. Isaac believed it must have been rigged, but didn’t say anything. Susan, shocked, withheld no emotions, revealing how truly disappointing she found the image. Her face twisted with horror. She let out a gasp and quickly covered her mouth, shielding her brilliantly white teeth with French manicured nails. 
 
    “Oh no,” she nearly shouted, not caring any longer about what impression she might make, “I thought surely she would have been a strawberry blonde, at the very least.” Shaking her head at the image, she continued with an incredulous tone, “The eyes as well. They look much darker, neither green or blue.” She frowned, “Surely this isn’t too accurate?” 
 
    “The simulations have been pretty spot-on in my experience. But, really, when you rely on your own DNA, you get infinite possibilities, many of them not so desirable. If you choose that route, you won’t know what the child will be blessed…or cursed...with until long after its creation in the lab.” 
 
    “Well, could we simply just tweak a few things here and there?” She wiped her almost teary eyes with the edge of her handkerchief. 
 
    “Absolutely, sweetheart, it’s okay.” Jocelyn bent forward on her desk, eyes opened widely with sincerity, reassuring her, “You are able to do whatever you’d like -- with the designer package.” 
 
    “Isaac, we must choose the designer package!” Her hand gripped his forearm so tightly, he knew that when she pulled away, an imprint of her fingers would remain on his skin.  
 
    “Whatever makes you happy, love,” he cooed, gently patting her hand until she relaxed. 
 
    … 
 
    Jocelyn quickly made note of their decision on her desktop. Afterwards, she walked them through the options to help customize the daughter of Susan’s dreams. A delightfully beautiful young woman she would grow to be; everything her mother was and more. The child will have eyes as green as leaves in a new spring. The irises and pupils will be lined with fine golden bands, capturing all of the sun’s essence. Her hair will be nearly twice as thick and naturally curly, something Susan greatly envied in other women. She thought about how she spends at least two hours, almost daily, to achieve the perfect ringlet curls with her curling iron. Now, her daughter won’t have to do that.  
 
     Additionally, the girl will grow just as tall as Isaac, towering above most men. They chose upgrades to her skin and other organs and the consultant placed them within the package. With these changes, she’d be healthier, stronger, and less prone to cancer. Their daughter won’t have her mother’s large ears and webbed toes, or her father’s family history of heart disease and cancer. Susan did her best to ensure that their girl will be able to achieve anything and that nothing in her DNA will ever hold her back. Her baby would be perfect and flawless. 
 
    “Well,” Isaac interjected after seeing the massive price tag resulting from all Susan’s upgrades and additions. “Now that we’ve pretty much thought of everything, what’s next? Do we pay now or…” He was curious, but also trying to change the subject before Susan racked on any more package options. Two full hours had already passed while Susan designed their daughter. His wife cocked her head sideways, her eyes glowing with irritation at his interruption. 
 
    “Well, what if I think of something else? What if we missed something crucial?” Susan asked, turning her head away from him. 
 
    “You’ll have plenty of time to think and decide things over, Mrs. Lewis,” Jocelyn assured her, smiling. “It may take several months before the order is even submi-” 
 
    “Several months?” Susan’s shrill voice made its way through the glass door and out among the cubicles. 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid that parenting, while certainly a wonderful opportunity, is a great privilege that requires approval from the state. The increased wait is due, mostly, to the baby being genetically modified. If you went the natural growth route it wouldn’t take so long, but this is a much greater investment...a greater reward.” Susan’s lips vanished as she held them shut tightly. Jocelyn carried on, “There will be background and credit checks, and also an auditing of your lifestyles and home life to ensure that the child is placed in the best of hands.” 
 
    “But, why several months? Can’t this be done quicker? Neither of us are criminals or anything and we have plenty of money.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am, trust me, I understand. It seems like a long time, but from my experience I can assure you, it’s worth every second of the wait. You also have to think of the million other requests submitted by other clients      during the year. It’s a lot for us to process.” Susan fell silent, completely crestfallen over the bad news.  
 
    “How long until the examination? What should my wife and I expect and is there anything we should make sure to have in place?” Isaac was engulfed with questions, fearful that Susan might lose her composure at any minute. 
 
    “A case inspector will visit your home within the next two weeks. The inspector will take a look around the home to make sure there are no real dangers present, or skeletons in your closets.” Jocelyn laughed at her joke, realizing that it didn’t quite resonate with the couple. “They may also make any number of surprise visits afterwards over the next few months, so take care to keep the place clean, child proof everything, no potential weapons lying around, no dangling cables, store chemicals and what-not in a safe or locked place. Just be generally aware of everything.” 
 
    “And what of the credit and background checks?” 
 
    “Our AI will conduct and calculate those. It will watch all of your accounts and transactions, even after you’ve received the child.” 
 
    “After we’ve received the child? What for? How long does that go on?” Isaac’s voice obviously agitated, his eyebrows raised. He could feel STORK’s hand already gripping him by the throat. We’ll be slaves, he thought, his anxiety building under the pressure. 
 
    “Until the child is no longer under your parental control. Once the child is fully grown and capable of independence, STORK’s supervision ends. Unity gives STORK many responsibilities, one of them being parental surveillance. It’s the law and we must obey.”  
 
    Isaac sat back in his chair, his gaze directed down at the wooden floors, not looking at anything in particular. Susan didn’t say a word.  Her eyes stared out the window, studying the buildings below them. The obstacles put before them left her dumbfounded. Nothing of the sort crossed her mind that morning as they climbed in the car for the ride to STORK. Everything had always been simple for her, but now she felt the claws of stress, scratching their way into her mind. 
 
    “What are some of the things they watch for?” Susan’s voice cracked, as her barely audible words made their way out of her perfectly shaped, plump lips. 
 
    “They monitor credit, ensuring that you spend responsibly. They keep an eye on the child’s education through your transactions, watching for the proper nutrition and school supplies. You’ll get a direct look at your activity as well, which is a wonderful bonus in my opinion. I’m always watching our family’s spending habits through the application they’ve developed. It helps my wife and me make better decisions, I think, and also lets us know if we’re not keeping up to our standard.” Jocelyn could see that these details overwhelmed her clients. Nothing out of the ordinary. She could see a soft glistening film of sweat starting to form at the sides of Isaac’s forehead. “It sounds a little complicated, but you’ll get really good at knowing what to look for. You can even take some online courses for it. They don’t cost anything at all, and we cover a range of topics.” 
 
    “Well, what do you want to do, honey?” 
 
    “We’ll agree to these terms, Jocelyn,” Susan answered, again over Isaac’s question, not concerned with his opinions. “Go ahead and sign us up. Also, will you save the package as is? I’d absolutely hate to lose everything we worked for today.” 
 
    “Of course, it’s all good.” Jocelyn’s face brightened revealing her sparkling teeth through a wide smile. The image of the grand total painted its way through every crevice of her brain. “It’s all saved. nothing will happen to your darling angel and anytime you have an idea or think of something else, I’m only a phone call away. But, before you guys leave, we must discuss payment arrangements.” 
 
    All of Susan’s energy and carefully guarded emotion drained away at the sound of the consultant’s last words. She and Isaac, although well off, could not afford to pay it out right. Isaac didn’t know what to do or say, looking to his wife, the one always truly in charge. His jaw flared as he gritted his teeth anxiously, holding his fingers to his lips and chin.   
 
    “We’ve got numerous payment plans, of course.” Jocelyn changed the projection behind her to display several options.  
 
    Each and every payment option on the wall was, in some way, worse than the one next to it. They’d either live out their days in debt or give up the idea of traveling to the west coast to see her parents again, let alone the European vacation they always dreamed of. Paying for this child will amount to a huge financial sacrifice, regardless. Ultimately, though, it would be well worth it. Susan took a moment to think about her friends and how their children will not hold a candle to the exquisite offspring she, Isaac, and their consultant designed. The thought of their bitter envy made her giddy.        
 
    “We will select option two,” Susan answered after clearing her throat. Five percent down and a monthly payment roughly equivalent to their house payment, but would likely take twice as long to pay off. Isaac’s mind staggered at the sight of the numbers. An exhilarating decline of emotions and hope spiraled down into the pit of his churning stomach. On the verge of sickness, his face paled to an ashen color as two huge beads of sweat rolled down his brow. He quickly wiped it away and regained his outer composure.  
 
    “Sign here, Mrs. and Mr. Lewis.” A blank line appeared on their side of her desktop, an X blinked next to it, waiting for the touch of their fingers. 
 
    … 
 
    The couple made their way out of the building soon after, hearts racing and the burden truly weighing down on them. Using her typical ironclad self-control, Susan didn’t allow her interior discomfort to rise up and defile her perfectly composed exterior.  The stunningly beautiful woman looked just as fierce and elegant as she did when she first entered the tower. 
 
    Once they were safely within the confines of the taxi, in complete privacy, Isaac held nothing back. He gasped for air, sighing deeply as if he had just washed ashore after a shipwreck at sea. 
 
    “What in the hell are we going to do, Susan?” Isaac shouted into the ceiling, grabbing the sides of his head and pulling his carefully coiffed hair outwards. “What are we going to do? Couldn’t we just wait a while longer?” Susan looked at him with her signature soul piercing eyes. “I mean, my God, what are we thinking? Is it truly worth it? We’ll never know comfort again.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth!” Her sharp words cut him off abruptly. “Nearly all of our friends have children now. I refuse to be the last and I will not wait until I’m a damned sixty-year-old before I begin to raise a child. We will have our Isabel now, Isaac, and she will literally eclipse the power, intelligence, and beauty of any before her.”  
 
    “We can’t afford it. They’ll literally cancel the delivery; or, even worse, repossess her the second they realize we can’t follow through on payments. What are we thinking?”  
 
    “Isaac, if you don’t pull yourself together, I will find my own taxi home and you can wallow in your misery somewhere else, far away from me.” She didn’t look his way even once as she spoke. 
 
    Isaac calmed himself and sat without words for a moment, gathering his thoughts. He simply could not focus on one thing at a time. His mind roiled with a sea of what ifs and he struggled for air, for someone to pull him up above the waves. Susan, cold as ever, offered no aid for her drowning man. One thing at a time, Isaac, he coached himself, catching a brief stillness in his mind before deep fear overtook him once again.  
 
    They exited the taxi and climbed the front steps to their Victorian home, shrubs lined the brick walkway.  
 
    “Honey,” he started in a cool voice, desperation still slightly apparent in his tone, “damn it, can’t you tell me what our plan is?” Susan stood at the front door, staring at the knob and marveling that he hadn’t yet opened for her, making a sarcastically puzzled face. Isaac swiftly threw his hand on the knob and swung it open for her to enter, before continuing to pursue her with questions that she refused to answer.  
 
    Her shoes tapped on the newly tiled floors as she made her way into their kitchen, the sound echoed off of the spotless marble countertops. She opened one of their many refrigerated cabinets, finding a wedge of Brie cheese, then searching the pantry for a croissant. She ignored Isaac’s presence the entire time.  After her snack, she used a linen napkin to wipe the crumbs from her lips. Bright red lipstick left its mark on the white cloth. For the first time, since arriving home, she made eye contact with her husband. 
 
    “Hon-,”  
 
    “You will go to work tomorrow and you will work long hours, harder than you’ve ever worked.” She spoke quickly, an unbroken stream of words flowed from her, “And then you will receive the raise you’ve promised me for over a year. I’ll do the same. We will start paying more principal on the house. You’ll abandon your hobbies, and nights out with the boys, and even sleep at the department if you must.” She swept the floor of crumbs, continuing, “And, before I hear any of your excuses, just know, if I have to, I can find someone else who can make this dream of mine a reality much easier than you can. You’d best listen to me.”  Despair ravaged Isaac’s heart, leaving him unable to respond coherently. He nodded his head in agreement. His face turned red and his eyelids grew heavy with tears as Susan turned her back and walked away from him.  
 
    … 
 
    He listened to her footsteps as she walked up the stairs to their bedroom and, finally, the master bathroom. He heard the rushing sound of shower water and knew he could finally weep in private over the kitchen sink. Seething hot tears burned his eyes as they tumbled into the sink. He thought of all the things that could destroy the life he had worked so hard to make -- if he weren’t careful. 
 
    She always found a way and a reason to treat him with wicked disregard and verbal cruelty; always feeling less of a man with each new day than the day before. Yet another part of him crumbled, broke, and fell away from him that day.  He stared out of the kitchen window as he dried his eyes. Everyone seemed so happy -- hanging out in their backyards and front porches in the waning light of golden sunsets. Isaac just couldn’t understand why everything seemed to go so easily for them. They made it look effortless. Even though he meticulously followed every direction and mandate from Unity, this ease -- this peace eluded him.  
 
    He recalled the days in which she made him feel so strong, so comforted. When his father was passing, she was there. She was the only one there. His mother had taken off, grieving on her own and offered him little to no alleviation of his pain. Susan was the foundation, the grounding. She alone was there for him to wrap his arms around as he cried and suffered the loss. Her family helped with the costs and for that he was forever grateful. The salvation she offered was still there, he knew. Surely life had become more stressful over the years, but she still must be the same Susan. She was a strong, good woman with all of her I’s dotted and the T's crossed. Susan made him the man he is. Without her, he wouldn’t have strived for this job, he wouldn’t have this house, he wouldn’t have grown. He owed everything to her, and her insults, her strikes against him were temporary pains, which he knew would pass in time.  
 
    It’s only temporary. It’s all a storm -- a storm I’ll get through. I’ll make her proud. I owe it to her. I truly owe her everything. 
 
    He slowly made his way to the couch, heartbroken and weary, and passed out immediately after hitting the soft cushions and pulling the blanket over himself. In sleep he found peace as darkness engulfed him, worries and regrets fell away. At last, bliss. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    The couch Stone slept on was torn at the seams. The owner’s cat likes to use it as a scratching post and had pulled fabric strands and cotton stuffing from its soda-stained cushions. Stone slept on it when the days were brightest, usually managing to sleep through them entirely. He left the night of Michael’s outburst and kept very busy during all hours of the night ever since. Rage had erupted from his heart that night; forgiveness impossible to contemplate. His bruised and scabbed-over face served as a constant reminder of the night his cousin had raised his fists, betraying him during dinner, in front of the priest, the sounds of crashing and punching echoing to the rest of the family, destroying their peace.  
 
    I’m done with him, Stone thought as he looked over his reflection in the small mirror that hung in the solid white bathroom; the lone bulb flickered from time-to-time and the concrete flooring felt cold to his bare feet. His blood still seething like hot magma, his fists tightened as the memory rushed back into his mind, causing a flood of fresh humiliation to wash over him as he remembered Michael beating him in front of the priest. He heard Jeremy enter the tiny downstairs apartment, a draft came through the cracked bathroom door, creaking it open just enough for Stone to see him pass by. His large and heavily tattooed arms carried groceries, the full weight thudding on top of the kitchen table as he plopped them down. Stone met him in the kitchen to ask if he could help carry in anything else.  
 
    “Nah, I got everything in one trip. It’s not much.”  
 
    Jeremy was several years older than him, maybe a couple younger than Michael. The world made his face look unkind and dressed it in scars. A crooked, angry-looking one streaked down into one of his wolfish eyebrows. When he didn’t shave, his beard usually covered the two smaller scars crossing his jawline. He had never offered to share how those two came to adorn his face. 
 
    “What you got planned tonight?” Jeremy asked, bending on one knee as he put some groceries in the fridge.  
 
    “I’m thinking about heading over to Mikey’s to grab some things. What’s up?” 
 
    “Well, how long you think that’ll take?” He cracked open a beer, foam rising over the rim as he flicked his hand to fling his fingers dry. 
 
    “I’ll be back within an hour. I can make it fast if you need me to.”  
 
    “Ah, I didn’t realize you had plans and I know it’s last minute, but we have some very important guests coming over later. Try not to take too long.” The news intrigued him, but Jeremy didn’t offer any explanation; instead, smiling or laughing at Stone’s piqued curiosity.  
 
    “Guests? Hell, what’s with the suspense, give me something!” Stone shouted excitedly. 
 
    “Someone’s gotten their hands on something that will make life a lot easier for us. You’ll hear about the rest later on. Go on and grab your stuff, don’t waste any time.” Jeremy trailed off to his room, light from his antiquated television stretched across the gap under his closed door. Stone could hear the canned laughter from Jeremy’s favorite sitcom playing from an old disc that occasionally skipped. 
 
    … 
 
    He set out on his mission quickly after suiting up in his favorite hoodie and sneakers, which he had only ever tied once in a double knot. Mud caked the bottom of them and some grass clung to them as well due to last night’s activities in vandalizing the city’s business district.  
 
    Half running, half walking, he hastily made his way to the train station, darkness swallowing him up with each step. Thin slivers of silvery moonlight made its way through tree branches and leaves, speckling the ground ahead of him. There ya go again, Stone, with your piss-poor planning. A flashlight would have come in handy. All the streetlight bulbs were out in that section of the neighborhood, a symptom of the poverty there. Eventually, the lights of the train station, still a quarter mile ahead, illuminated his path. He picked up the pace to a steady jog.  
 
     Out of breath, he bought a ticket and made his way up the stairs to wait for the train. Two older men and a young couple were the only others waiting for the train. The couple made out passionately right up until the tracks began singing, signaling the approach of their ride.  
 
    Light scattered all along the ground, flickering against Stone’s filthy shoes as he waited impatiently for it to come to a stop. He called his brother as he boarded quickly found a seat away from the other passengers. 
 
    “Cole, call me back,” he said after the beep, leaving a voicemail. Why’s no one ever answer? Stone shook his head in frustration. Really hope Mikey doesn’t show his face, that bastard. Better not see him. Won’t be no more cheap shots. His heart pumped as he stared out the window as the train lurched forward along its path headed for Irondale and the other neighboring towns. Street lamps, cars, and buildings passed by in a colorful blur, distracting Stone for minutes, alleviating some of his irritation. He could see the solar panels ahead, shades of blue shimmering in the moonlight as the train traveled down the crest of a hill. He despised that the sight of them brought up feelings of home.  He wanted it to vanish from his memory forever. 
 
    The train arrived at its first destination, the Irondale station, once historical for its appearance in cinema, its old glory had long been forgotten under the cover of the panels and growing poverty. The entire town simply vanished from people’s memories, forever buried to fuel the energy demands of Birmingham.  
 
    He waited a moment before he exited, looking from one end of the platform to the other. It was empty, making it unlikely he would run into anyone he knew. He called Cole again, but still no answer. He decided to rent a bicycle at the kiosk below the platform to use for the remainder of his journey to the house he left behind ever since that terrible fight with Michael. Familiar scents filled his nostrils as he drew closer. The solar panels trapped the putrid air in the town, decay and filth cooked slowly on the pavement.  
 
    … 
 
    The house came into view, an ancient vision of the past, clothed with Michael’s poor attempts at repair and renovations. Similar houses surrounded it -- outdated, sights of older architecture that outlasted most things built since their time. The two-story home rose from its gravel lot, the lights off, the windows black and covered with sheets and curtains. 
 
    He pedaled the bike a few more times and rode it out slowly as he glided silently and undetectable among the shadows, where the streetlamps couldn’t reach. He jumped quietly from the bicycle, catching it as it continued to roll, and laid it down gently. He didn’t dare make a single sound this late at night. Many of the neighbors had dogs and they’d relish alerting the entire cul-de-sac of his presence. Stone crept towards the side of the house where he and Cole shared the second-floor room. Colors and light flickered from the window of the dim bedroom. Surely, it was Cole, still awake. With no way to climb up to the window, he decided to try calling him again. His Auris rang, moments of silence penetrating through each disturbing tone. 
 
    “Stone?” He could hear his brother answer, his voice also made its way through the thin, cracked French-paned window. 
 
    “Hey bro, what’s going on, why haven’t you been answering?” he whispered back, not sure if he could safely reveal his location. 
 
    “I must’ve dozed off,” he slurred, still groggy from the drunkenness of sleep. “Mikey’s real sorry about everything. I think he’s been trying to call you and apologize. You have him real worried by not answering.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I ain’t speaking to him.” 
 
    “Amelia and Maria have been on his ass, at least. And Father Burns isn’t happy with him either. You should try to talk to him at lea-” 
 
    “I’m not interested in talking about Mikey.” Stone’s voice revealed his bubbling agitation, his impatience, his desire to forget Michael’s existence. The very name tore at his spirit. “Please just leave it be. I need your help with something.” 
 
    “Are you outside?” Cole moved from his bed and peered out the window, seeing a short man the shape of his brother, wearing a hood.  
 
    “Please, don’t tell anyone I’m here. I’ll leave if you do.” He showed his face in a ray of streetlight as he looked up towards his brother. He moved from side to side nervously, as if he take flight at any moment. 
 
    “Sure. What do you need?” Cole switched on the bedroom light. 
 
    “Everything in the camera bag, my laptop, and throw plenty of clothes in the duffle bag. Hell, just put everything in there.” Stone crept back into the dark cover of the alleyway between the houses, unsure if he could trust Cole. 
 
    “I’ll bring it out to you,” Cole called down to him, once he had everything ready. “Sound good?” 
 
    “Nah, just drop it out the window. I can catch it. I don’t want you waking everyone up.” 
 
    “I want to see you. Haven’t seen you all week.” 
 
    “I know, I’m okay though. We can meet soon somewhere for lunch or something.” 
 
    “I’ll be quiet! I promise.” 
 
    “I miss you too, Cole. I’m in a hurry though. Those stairs are too creaky. Even a ninja couldn’t walk on them silently.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, buddy. We will meet soon. I promise.” 
 
    Cole opened the window. The panes screeched as it lifted from the filthy window sill. He leaned over and grabbed the bag. It seemed too heavy to drop from such a height. He lowered the bag, his arm at full length as he leaned partially out of the window to get as close to his brother as possible before dropping it.  
 
    “I’m ready,” Stone called up, his arms reaching for his bag. 
 
    Cole released his grip on the handles and the bag dropped. It fell soundlessly several feet before Stone caught it. He immediately checked the contents, shuffling things around from one end to the other. He zipped it up and slung it over his right shoulder.  
 
    “Thanks, man. I’ll give you a call sometime soon about lunch. Answer it.” Stone said, looking up at the window as it closed. He backed his way out of the alleyway, “Love you, Buddy.”  
 
    “Love you too, Stone.” The Auris signaled the call’s end with a subtle beep and the room’s lights went dark again.  
 
    … 
 
    Stone picked his bicycle off of the gravely ground and took off without wasting another second. He didn’t want to keep Jeremy waiting and pedaled furiously in hopes he would get back before the guests arrived, whoever they were. He felt a little nervous about it. Not knowing what sort of news or plans waited for him caused his anxiety level to rise.  
 
    The cool night air whipped around him and the speeding bike, his ears filled with wind. The duffle bag weighed heavily on him, slinging from side to side as he pedaled. The tires made a zipping noise as they rotated on the hard ground and he continued to think about the night ahead of him. The past week kept him extremely busy with everything from vandalizing the STORK buildings and other public places to the night time errands Jeremy gave him from time-to-time. Most of the errands consisted of delivering packages with undisclosed contents to park benches and trash cans.  
 
    The other Zealots hadn’t allowed him to become part of their inner circle yet; and, even Jeremy helped keep their identities and purposes secret from Stone. The instructions for these deliveries always directed that he conduct the transactions in an abandoned lot or in the back alley of a storefront. He never laid eyes on the people he left the packages for. They always waited until long after he arrived back home before giving positive confirmation of retrieval.  
 
    Jeremy didn’t do the errands himself because he always worked on projects behind the closed door of his bedroom -- the nature of which he also kept from Stone. 
 
    It often frustrated him to think of all the secrets, but these unknowns also acted as a kind of light drawing him in like a moth to a street lamp. The sight of closed doors and sounds of muffled whispers filled his imagination with thoughts of the future and the part he would play in it. He entertained hopes that, eventually, after he adequately proves his allegiance, he would be the one keeping secrets and whispering important things to people. Even though, at this point, he was still a peon, his membership in the Zealots gave him a feeling of importance he never experienced before.  
 
    In his mind’s eye, he worked as a challenger of evil in the world. He fantasized that he would become a hero in his own time. He imagined seeing his image on a stained-glass window in a church -- carrying prayers of the faithful to the Lord. Yes, Stone dreamed of martyrdom, but beyond the vision, he didn’t have a clear understanding of how or why he might meet that end.                
 
    … 
 
    His heart raced as he ran down the concrete steps to the subterranean apartment that he currently called home. The light beside the door flickered and insects flapped their wings savagely against the brilliant bulb. He reached and twisted the knob, but found it locked, so he cautiously rapped on the door with the special knock Jeremy taught him. 
 
    Thud…thud-thud-thud…thud, his knuckles rapped against the splintered door, flakes of white paint fell away from crevices in the aged wood. He heard a voice as someone approached, footsteps singing with vibrations along the floor. 
 
    “Welcome back, Stone.” Jeremy didn’t smile, but he didn’t intend his seriousness to come across as intimidating. Stone figured it best to hide his smile and excitement, so put on a serious, yet friendly expression and straight posture. He pushed his hoodie back as he entered the apartment, following Jeremy into the living room.  
 
    Stone’s heart continued to pound even harder than before when he caught his first glimpses of the guests. The four of them sat on the couches and chairs around the coffee table. They were adults with average faces and no characteristics that stood out to give a hint about their identities. Two wore janitor uniforms. The only woman looked like she must work as some sort of mechanic and the fourth guest’s dirty wife-beater tank and faded torn jeans looked like someone out of an old movie. 
 
    The informality shocked Stone. He half expected the guests to look like modern day crusaders dressed in fine custom garments woven with crosses. He realized the silliness of that assumption as he shook their hands and introduced himself. They all remarked that they already knew of him and heard nothing but the best from Jeremy.  
 
    “It’s nice to finally meet you, Stone,” the grease-covered woman responded. He noticed no trace of makeup on her small oval face and almond-shaped eyes and her hair was pulled back into a tight bun. Her female voice soothed Stone, seeping into his brain like morphine.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s a great pleasure,” the man in the white wife-beater tank agreed, his speech carrying a heavy southern accent, “Jeremy’s been tellin’ us about all the hell you been raising in the city. I’ve seen your artwork over in Five Points, looking pretty good.” A few of Stone’s late night missions involved painting graffiti and he played the artist quite well on these little excursions, not to mention the greatly needed propaganda he posted online. Many youths were encouraged by these videos of the riot and of other things, calling them to join the uproar. Stone had been very busy; he was the next generation, the connection to the future they needed to advance upon Unity and STORK. 
 
    “Thanks. Thank y’all.” He allowed a smile to escape. 
 
    “Stone,” Jeremy began after everyone settled down, “you’ve certainly impressed us with your eagerness over the past few weeks. And this last week you’ve proven your allegiance and true commitment.” Stone smiled again, unable to keep a serious expression after feeling a wave of euphoria wash over him in the wake of their compliments and praises. “We’ve all been working very hard as well, and we think it’s time that we filled you in on some of it. We’re going to need you in an upcoming project. What do you say? Think you’re ready for some new responsibilities?” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely,” Stone voice sobered at the sudden shift in tone. His stomach churned with renewed nervousness and his heart pounded in his chest. “Whatever you need. Whatever any of you need from me, I’m your man.”  
 
    Jeremy laughed as he unbuttoned the sleeve covering his left arm. Stone’s heart sank as he realized he failed to notice the roaring fire in their fireplace amid the excitement of meeting the guests. No one needed a fire this time of year. Gazing into the crackling fire, he noticed an iron rod laying deep into the hottest embers. His eyes darted quickly over the rest of the group. Every one of them holding out a bare left arm. 
 
    His sleeve rolled up above his elbow, Jeremy held his tattoo covered arm and showed Stone his mark -- a mark Stone greatly admired from afar, but the sight of it made him sick this time. 
 
    Everyone in the room had the same whelping cluster of brandings midway along their inner forearms. The symbol, rising up from the skin’s surface consisted of five crosses: one large center cross and four smaller ones on every corner of the large one.  Antiquity knew it as the Jerusalem Cross, but in modern times the Zealots adopted it as their symbol of initiation. No peons ever carried the mark, it was special to those in the inner-circle. I guess I’m not a peon any more. Stone felt numb. 
 
    “Stone, you must take this mark, just as all of us have. It is the mark of a true Zealot,” Jeremy explained as the woman made her way over to the fire and reached down to grab the rod from its resting place with her greasy hands. She drew it out of the embers and studied its glowing tip, the five red-hot crosses almost appeared to live and breathe.  
 
    “This branding,” Jeremy continued, “will transform you from ordinary rebel into true Zealot. You’ll be required to do things, at times, that may be hard for you. Our victories will come at great cost and to achieve success you must sacrifice your fears, ambitions, and desires for the mission ahead of you. It is a great honor, but it doesn’t come free.” 
 
    Stone sat in a chair, sweaty and pale. The woman approached him with the red-hot brand. Her soothing voice spoke, “By taking this mark, you are taking up your cross. It’s a commitment for life -- until your last breath. You understand?” Stone nodded his head, his face and mind void the childish excitement he felt before. His will aligned with theirs. Once done, he would no longer be the young man that entered the apartment earlier. He didn’t belong to Michael, he didn’t belong to Unity, he was to be made new that night.  
 
    “The five-crossed mark,” she began again, “symbolize the five wounds Christ received on His cross.” Her voice calmed him, his head spinning numbly as he prepared for the pain. 
 
    He held out a trembling arm and pulled the hoodie sleeve up and away from where it covered his arm. His fists tightened as the heat of the iron warmed his skin. She pushed it forward without the courtesy of a countdown, Jeremy held his shoulders, and the flaming tip popped onto his skin, leaving behind blackened crosses that smoldered upon his flesh. The stench of the smoke filled his nostrils, as it lifted from the excruciating wound.  
 
    Stone unclenched his teeth as the worst of the pain subsided and gazed at the mark on his shaking arm. Its sight burned into him with pride. The five roughly shaped crosses were colored with many shades of burnt flesh. The pain continued to fade gradually as the others in the room congratulated him and cheered. Jeremy patted him on the back after taking a look at the mark for himself. 
 
    … 
 
    “Alright,” Jeremy announced, raising his voice over everyone in the room, “now we should get back to it, lots of ground to cover. Can you begin to explain, to all of us, what you’ve gotten ahold of?” 
 
    The woman reached into her bag and pulled out a device. It looked similar to the desktops used in the STORK offices. This one, however, was a screen that had been rolled and folded for storage. She unfurled the flexible translucent cloth made with the latest nanotechnology and shook it once to stiffen its face and edges until it became like glass. She then placed the screen onto a small metallic holder, the only thing touching the device, which held it at a forty-five-degree angle adjacent to the tabletop. The screen was quite large at its full size and it became fully colored at her command, brightening the entire room.  
 
    “This is the answer to our problems, everyone.” She called a name, “Nelson, stop being so shy and come meet everyone.” She smiled as the screen’s microscopic pixels turned and changed hue, a mist of color came together to form an image with a childlike appearance, but with the cruelest expression any of them had ever seen on such a young face.  
 
    “Hello Debra, and greetings to all, it’s nice to meet you; although, no need for you to introduce yourselves.” The man on the screen snickered, saying, “I may have already done some snooping on my own while in the clouds.”   
 
    “Snooping?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “Ye-” 
 
    “Nelson is an Artifi-” 
 
    “I do loathe that title, Debra,” Nelson interrupted her. His face darkened with wrinkles as his expression changed to display sadness, “I thought we’d been over this.” 
 
    “Nelson, remain silent until further notice.” The man on the screen zipped his mouth, literally. A zipper appeared on both sides of his mouth as he rolled his fingers over his lips, sealing them. He loved sarcasm and irony. Debra often wondered if it was some sort of bug that needed fixing. 
 
    “Explain now.” Jeremy crossed his arms and leaned back, staring at the smirking man on the screen.  
 
    “I know it’s probably shocking to y’all that I’ve brought this man into our group and meeting, but I’m telling you that this is the answer to our oldest puzzle. We don’t have to starve anymore and we’ll have money to accomplish our goals.” 
 
    “What all does this thing know, exactly?” Jeremy stood and paced behind the couch, thinking -- thinking of the possible things that could go wrong. 
 
    “What doesn’t he know? He’s information incarnate.”  
 
    “Where did you get it?” he asked, bending closer to the screen just as Nelson mimicked him, also making himself appear to lean closer to Jeremy. 
 
    “He was a bank teller from First Unity Bank, managed pretty much everything in the system from transactions to cyber-security and stocks. Technically, Nelson’s a clone of the bot still working at the bank and I’ve repurposed and reprogrammed him to do just the opposite of what he was designed to do before.” 
 
    “He’s going to steal?” Jeremy asked, pacing away from the screen, his back illuminated by the white glow of the screen. “From the bank?” 
 
    “Not from the bank. Nelson will steal directly from STORK. I plan to plant him in their financial department.” 
 
    Jeremy sat back down and stared down at his fidgeting hands, as if they could somehow answer all of his questions. The AI on the screen had gone onto cleaning his virtual space, burning papers from within a file cabinet labeled cache. Stone didn’t like looking at the flames.  His arm seemed to burn again as he watched them rise against the ceiling of whatever sort of virtual space Nelson lived in. 
 
    “How can we trust him?” Jeremy posed the single truly important question of the night. 
 
    “How can we trust Stone?” she retorted. The words made Stone’s heart skip beats and his bones stiffen, as he tried to appear unfazed. 
 
    “You must be joking.” Jeremy’s face twisted between confused and angry, “Stone is a great asset to all of us. This bot, however, is a complete and total stranger.” Jeremy calmed his tone, rested his head against his arm for support before continuing, “I don’t know this bot. I don’t know his functions, and I don’t trust anything that isn’t here, physically, for me to strangle if he betrays us.” Nelson pulled at his collar and gulped. “And here he is, still mocking me.” 
 
    “Those are just bugs. I’ve set his sarcasm too high on accident. I can easily adjust it in no time at all. I wanted him to be a little more fun to work with. He isn’t disrespecting you, he will obey your every command and he can never betray us. It’s impossible, I promise.” 
 
    “He’s a program,” one of the janitors chimed in, “and who’s to say he doesn’t break, become corrupted?” 
 
    “Who’s to say his original creators didn’t code some backdoors into him? “The other added, both of them speaking in heavy European accents. 
 
    “I’m no amateur,” Debra defended herself. The attacks and questions began to eat at her. “I’m more skilled than the people who coded him originally. They were lazy. His architecture was a mess. I know what backdoors look like and I know how to rebuild. Nelson is an improved shell of his former self with all the usefulness learned over the years, reordered and made new with an obedience to us alone.” 
 
    “Debra, no one doubts your abilities here,” one of the janitors reassured. “It’s simply a lot of trust to put into something, or someone, that has yet to earn it.” 
 
    “Can’t expect us to immediately accept Nelson, when we can’t even shake hands” the other laughed. 
 
    “Alright y’all, that’s quite enough now,” Jeremy interrupted, clearing his throat after a short chuckle. He looked over to Debra, “I think we’ve made our concerns loud and clear.” 
 
    Guilt crept over Stone’s skin as he watched the judgement take place. He felt more deserving of scrutiny than Nelson or Debra. Stone didn’t even fully understand why he was sitting in that living room to begin with. Who was he to be defended? He should be the one mocked, poked, and prodded. His mischief easily pleased the others and that’s all it is -- mischievous tagging of walls like a toddler with a crayon. The guilt made him squirm in the chair just as Debra glanced his way before quickly diverting her eyes. 
 
    “Nelson, lose your attitude when speaking to me,” Jeremy said with a pointing finger, breaking the uncomfortable and awkward silence. Debra smiled subtly, her lips flickered upward with hope. Stone watched them turn after hearing Jeremy’s words, hoping he could dial down his guilt. 
 
    “Yes sir, I’m heartily sorry to have displeased you. I promise to never offend you again.” Nelson’s baby face dropped as he expressed a great deal of remorse over the group’s disappointment, “Also sir and all others hearing my words, I do promise that you will come to know me as the most loyal creature you’ve ever encountered. Your wish is my command and for as long as I process, I’ll spoil you worse than any grandparent.” 
 
    “Sounds more like it!” Jeremy laughed, amused at the bot’s sudden and perfectly respectful change. “Debra, I want him starting small -- to gauge him.” 
 
    “Consider it done.” 
 
    “We’ll consider these next few weeks as a trial period, a proof of concept, so to speak. What y’all think?”  
 
    The group chimed with resounding agreement, eager to find a better source of funding. If they come to trust Nelson in the next few weeks, his financial procurements will take them to a new level. No longer would they have to rely on the donations from the thinning pockets of Zealot advocates. 
 
    … 
 
    The meeting concluded shortly afterward and the guests began cleaning up. Stone helped eagerly, paying close attention to Debra as she put away her devices. The other three Zealots gathered their things and followed Jeremy outside, where he blessed their trips home. He had always done this for his precious Zealots, hoping that his prayers would be heard in Heaven. Surely the Lord would protect them on their way home. They needed the help of all the saints and angels in Heaven on their mission. 
 
    Stone cleared his throat to speak to Debra. The absence of the others made the room awkwardly silent, his own heartbeat seemed to resonate inside of it. 
 
    “I really like Nelson…” Those were the only words he could muster, as he rolled the screen for her. 
 
    “Thanks, me too,” she responded tersely, just as he expected. His ice-breaking efforts couldn’t have been any more embarrassing. 
 
    “So,” he attempted again, “when Nelson gets approval, are you going to brand him too?” His heart fluttered as his formulated question received a sweet giggle from her.  
 
    “That’s pretty funny, I hadn’t thought about it. I guess could make it into a nice, fun little virtual ceremony. Also, I didn’t mean to put you down earlier. I was just trying to reason with them. I’m sure you’re plenty capable with our tasks at hand.” To which Stone nodded and smiled, relieved that she didn’t hate him. Then changing tone, she inquired, “But, speaking of branding, how’s the arm feeling?” She reached, grasping his hand and turning it to see the marks. 
 
    “It feels about like I expected. The initial pain wore off quickly, though.” He tried to sound tough. “Not so bad now.” Her tiny paw-like hands felt ice cold as she gripped him, letting go as the door opened and the draft came in along with Jeremy. 
 
    “Jeremy, make sure you help him with the branding. It’s going to need some attention. Can’t let our best get infected,” she quipped cheerfully, patting Stone’s back. “Y’all have a good night.” She winked as she turned to leave. “I’ve got a lot of work to get started on. Nelson’s going to be a handful tonight.” 
 
    “Well, don’t work too hard! Get some rest too,” Stone gushed, rushing to open the door for her. Jeremy watched the young man. He could detect the budding of a crush in his roommate’s eyes. 
 
    … 
 
    Stone closed and locked the door once he was positive that Debra was leaving, but he continued to stand near the door for a moment. His imagination filled with scenarios where she knocked, needing to retrieve something she forgot, but it didn’t happen. He heard laughter from down the hall and turned to see that Jeremy was on to him. 
 
    “Aw, ain’t that cute,” he said, watching the silly grin leave Stone’s beaten face. “Never knew you were such a gentleman, Stone. Are you sure you didn’t want to walk her home?” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not a bad idea. She needs to be protected, don’t you think?” 
 
    “She’s a tough cookie, I wouldn’t sweat it. She’d probably end up protecting you, instead, if any danger came up.” Jeremy was smiling and lightly punching at his arm.  
 
    “I’ve got loads of questions.” Stone wanted to change the subject and made his way to the kitchen to find some water. “Like, what exactly is my job? What purpose am I to serve?” 
 
    “Everything and anything required of you.” 
 
    “Like?”  
 
    Jeremy looked at him, not answering immediately. “Get that aloe in the cabinet next to you. You’ll need to put that on the branding wound and grab some bandages from the bathroom closet. Clean it a few times a day and always use a fresh bandage.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yeah, infecti-” 
 
    “Come on! I’m talking about the job.” 
 
    “We all have the same job -- to perform as needed to accomplish our mission and to destroy those that oppress our people. Also, you’ll help me in the workshop, starting tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m going to teach you how to make buildings crumble.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Once in a blue moon, the members of the close-knit family in Irondale took a day off work duties to relax and recharge. Between Amelia and Maria providing maid services to the constant repairs required of those who worked on the solar panels, days filled with relaxation didn’t come very often. Even though everyone felt relieved to finally have a day off, they missed the company of one of their members terribly -- Stone. 
 
    Michael felt ashamed of himself for his rage-fueled outburst, which was bad enough on its own, but the constant chastisements everyone in the house threw at him made it even worse. None of them were too happy with him, and even the priest expressed great disappointment at Michael’s attempt to defend himself. 
 
    A week had passed since the fight; and, a week since Maria and John moved in. The couple slept on their bed, surrounded by moving crates and suitcases. They grabbed clothes or toiletries from them each day, as needed. Maria quickly grew tired of the constant back and forth, searching every other box when she only needed a fresh pair of socks or one of her old books. It didn’t bother John too much. He happily tossed piles of his clothes in the corner and plucked what he needed from it. It only became a concern when Maria cracked her whip. 
 
    Cole kept himself busy to avoid thoughts about the night before, when Stone visited to claim his belongings. The morning after, Cole awoke and felt a case of the blues forming in the pit of his stomach. He often turned to his creative outlet to vent his worries and other negative feelings during times like this. He missed his brother terribly. Standing before a canvas, he covered it in a variety of painted colors and shapes, depicting a dream he had earlier in the week. It made him wonder if it originated from the debate between his cousin and brother, or if it were a vision of some sort arising out of a news broadcast.  
 
    Recently, he also discovered glitches in his Auris. The device had been feeding him information while he slept. He noticed that he’d wake up every now and then with the biases of others scripting his subconscious. It disturbed his inner peace, but he knew not to trust the strange advice and opinions, consulting his priest for clarity when things troubled him too deeply.       
 
    The dark basement, lit only by a single floodlight, provided a musty refuge where he could plunge into creating his art. This private retreat, which was once planned to be used as a chapel, always renewed his spirit. He cranked the music up loud enough to drown out the head-splitting voices of his loud family. Flood damage from previous years caused many of the sound-insulating ceiling tiles to fall down in several spots. Amelia added the repair to Michael’s honey-do list, but he never had time to get around to it. Even so, Cole enjoyed his solitude. He sometimes watched the light bleed through the floor planks above and observed how the many unknown crawling creatures squirmed within its shadows. 
 
    Drips of white, crimson, and black paint littered the cold concrete floor, escaping his brush as he brought it from workbench to the easel he had erected in the room’s center. He was almost finished with this painting. Standing there for a moment, he looked at it and wondered if he should add something else once he blacked in all the shadows.  
 
    Occasionally, he displayed his works throughout the house, provided they didn’t depict scenes that might disturb visitors. The others, he stacked on the workbench -- the ones with gory scenes and disturbing creatures that no one upstairs cared to view. He nailed some paintings on the walls around him. These depicted the images of saints he hoped prayed for him from Heaven. Occasionally, he glanced up at them, imagining they stared down at the canvas in progress, judging it with unmoving, unchanging faces.  
 
    … 
 
    “This one’s definitely not going upstairs,” he spoke out loud to his rendition of Saint Lawrence, nailed upon the wall. This pious saint had been grilled alive over a gridiron. Continuing aloud to no one and anyone, he added, “It’s definitely not something Amelia would take pleasure in looking at for sure. Now, Michael might think it’s cool, but nah, it’s a bit grotesque.” 
 
    I’ve seen more grotesque sights, he imagined Saint Lawrence saying from beneath the flames of his martyrdom. Such had been the humor the saint was said to have. According to the tradition, he laughed upon the searing gridiron, informing the Roman troops that he had been fully cooked on one side and that they should flip him over. The horrifically dark humor and apparent indifference to his own suffering became the source of Cole’s appreciation for him. 
 
    Generously filling his brush with black paint, Cole drew it across the edge of the canvas as he searched out the places destined to become cloaked in darkness and shadow. His creation depicted a gorgeous chapel with an incredible garden in the back. If it weren’t for the billowing fire blazing hot on the church building, the garden would have been painted lush and green. Its broken stained glass windows appeared almost fluorescent as fire illuminated them from within, casting their bright colors upon the ground outside. Cole brought his brush toward them, searching for unpainted specks of white within the depths of the shadowy scene. He stood back again to inspect it as a whole, noticing one of the silhouettes stood taller than the other.  
 
    “Maybe it’s supposed to be Stone and me,” he said, talking to the saint once again. “It’s about the same difference in height.” 
 
    It’s your painting, Cole. Shouldn’t you know who it is? He imagined the saint mocking him once again, with      a hoarse Latin accent. 
 
    Still talking out loud to no one, “Was a dream I had -- never saw their faces, but who knows, maybe I’m right. The church probably just symbolizes everything going on right now. Stone would probably love it; and, he’d be the only one who could truly appreciate it. I mean, Michael would too; but, if he were still around, Stone would insist on hanging it in our room.” 
 
    “Cole!” a man’s voice shouted from above the stairs, resonating over the music booming from his stereo. “Hey, hoss, lunch is ready!” 
 
    I’m guessing this painting is finished, he mused. Otherwise, I would have ignored the chow call. He turned down the music and followed the mouth-watering aroma of black-bean burgers and seasoned fries, which wafted down the basement steps to his nostrils. He bounded up the stairs and into the kitchen where the others, already filling their plates, took their usual places at the large table.  
 
    … 
 
    Far from new, the table passed through many generations before finally getting to theirs.  Most homes didn’t have tables that even approached its size. People abandoned most of the old traditions long ago, having large families who dined together was one of them.  The wood bore deep scars that previous generations obviously tried to sand out, seal, and reseal over the years.  
 
    "Smells incredible," Cole said, his stomach rumbling. He felt almost ill with hunger.  
 
    “Maria helped out today,” Amelia admitted, dumping a pile of fries onto his plate. “We’re so blessed to have such a fine cook. It’s been really rough, Maria, not having any help ‘round here.” 
 
    “Excuse me? Think I’ve helped plenty!” Michael defended himself, biting into his succulent black bean burger. His curly dark hair hung freely over his shoulders as he ate. Crumbs clung like tiny ornaments in his unruly mane, waiting for Amelia to teasingly point them out. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Amelia gave a sarcastic giggle, pulling her hair back into a neat ponytail as she edged her chair and sat down. “Where were you when the eggplant parmesan burned?” 
 
    “I thought you were watching it.” 
 
    “I was watching it, but then your cousin came home -- drunk -- and painted the bathroom walls in puke. That incident caused a bit of a distraction.” Everyone, especially Michael, voiced groans of disgust, clearly attempting to clear the image and enjoy the meal. 
 
    “I get no respect ‘round here.” Michael frowned mockingly, wiping his mouth with a large kitchen towel he grabbed off the counter. It seemed everyone else had proper napkins, probably due to the fact that he didn’t know where Amelia kept them and, honestly, because he didn’t care to look for one at the time.  
 
    “It’s okay, little brother. I’m happy to help, darling.” Maria’s sweet voice soothed the unwelcome thread of tension that arose between Michael and Amelia. Their entire family, and many friends too, considered her culinary skills legendary.  
 
    Growing up, Maria took pains to preserve all the generational family recipes. Each recipe was exactly as it had been for ages, except for the small tweaks she made to the main dish recipes, most of which called for meat. I wonder what I’m missing due to the ban on meat. Does it taste at all like the meat substitutes we eat in its place? I doubt it. She let out a deep, long sigh, pondering the mysterious taste once enjoyed by her Sicilian and Irish ancestors.  
 
    Amelia’s copies of the recipes sat on top of the counter. The ancient penmanship on them said so much, it seemed. In fact, not only were the swirls and twirls of each stroke beautifully created with full effortless intent, but many other notes were written page margins. Some quick mathwork in the corner for a deceased in-law’s bills and to-do lists here and there with ‘sweep kitchen’ crossed out.  
 
    She never had the opportunity to learn the recipes the proper way -- from a family matriarch. She imagined what a pleasure it could have been, to hear the stories of how the grandparents met while stirring boiling pasta. Often her thoughts imagined the bits of family history that would pour out of the matriarch as she drizzled olive oil over the steaming farfalle. 
 
    “Cole,” Maria changed the conversation, “have you talked to your brother recently?” 
 
    “Uh…,” he hoped his hesitation didn’t betray the lie. “No, I haven’t, not recently. Why?” 
 
    “Just wondering. It’s been a week now, hasn’t it? I wonder if he’s okay.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s fine.” Michael’s calm answer elicited glares from the women at the table.  
 
    “Better hope he is. I’ll kick your ass if any harm comes to that child, Mikey." Maria’s mood darkened as she continued to nibble on her fries. Even with his sturdy frame, the barely detectable threat chilled his blood. Only a woman can cause that type of chill in a man. He didn’t care to experience any repeats of the plate-throwing wrath she sometimes perpetrated -- wrath that arose due to the temper she inherited from those Sicilian relatives.  
 
     "Honey," John, filled the short gap in conversation while picking at the tiny scraps left on his plate, "Stone's no child. He's grown. I'm sure he'll be okay.” 
 
    “Better watch it, sweetie. I’m not afraid of you either.” She gave him the same menacing woman-glare she gave Michael. 
 
    “Just saying.” 
 
    “I think I finished another piece today,” Cole announced, hoping to distract them from the topic of his brother. “Think you’d like it, Mikey.” 
 
    “Well, I’m finished with lunch, if you want to take me down now,” Michael responded, excited to escape the eyes boring into him like little daggers. 
 
    “Cole isn’t finished!” Maria shouted. “He’s barely touched his fries.” 
 
    “That burger filled me up, seriously.” Cole sat back and patted his ultra-slim stomach. “I really just can’t finish them.” No matter how starved he had been just moments ago, his belly truly was fully stuffed, and he desired no more. 
 
    “I’ll take ‘em.” John smiled as he motioned with his hand and snatched the plate from Cole.  
 
    … 
 
    He stood to head down to the basement with the other two men after quickly scarfing down the leftovers. “Never had a chance to check it out down here.” 
 
    “It’s not much, really. Pretty disgusting, honestly. I don’t know how you can spend so much time down here, Cole,” his cousin chided as they descended to the cool, subterranean level. “Freaking depresses me.” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s my own space. Everybody needs personal space and this is mine. It’s not too bad, once you get used to the smell.” 
 
     "At least the temperature is amazing." John sweated constantly, in all conditions, in all environments. The cool draft breezing through chilled him, giving him a comfort he rarely experienced. 
 
    “Yeah, in the winter I have to layer up when I come down here.” Cole switched on the light so they could actually see. In an instant, it illuminated all of his finished work.                
 
    “Wow, Cole, I didn’t know you were an artist. Very impressive stuff you got here.” John looked around the room at the various scenes of decapitated saints and angels with flaming swords. The most pleasant painting was of the Blessed Virgin Mary, but even its subject matter looked rather disconcerting to his fresh pair of eyes. She stood on a crescent moon, nothing new there, but beneath her lay piles of skulls with serpents slithering throughout eye sockets and bony jaws agape. “What’s that one’s meaning?” He pointed to the Virgin. 
 
    “Just like most of the others. Had a dream about it and thought it looked cool. I think maybe it represents those entangled in their sins. People die praying, but rarely ever make an effort to make real changes in their lives, or that’s what I think it means.” 
 
    “How comforting.” John laughed uncomfortably, thinking of his own problems. Struggles he held secret from everyone, only hinting at them in sacramental confessions. 
 
    “Is this the new one?” Michael asked, indicating the painting still on the easel. Its paint still glistened in the light; not fully dried on the canvas. 
 
    “Yeah, been working on it since Stone left.”  
 
    Michael felt responsible for the art, having directly caused Stone’s flight from home. To him, the flaming church represented his disagreement with his cousin; the destruction depicted his regret and the flames blazed hot with his rage-filled reaction. One of the shadowy figures in the foreground might be Cole. Not quite sure who the other one is supposed to be. Perhaps it’s the priest, he thought. 
 
    “What’s it mean?” John asked again, his mind clearly not practiced in perception of symbols and analogies.  
 
    “Just the current state of the Church, I guess,” Cole offered, chewing his nails as he studied his own work. “No one’s trying to put the fire out. The stained-glass windows represent broken traditions.” At this point, he hesitated, not wanting to reveal it’s true meaning. “…and I don’t know, maybe the mystery figures started the problems. The godless and angry?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” John was unwilling to admit to the gravity and hopelessness of their situation. 
 
    “It’s his painting, John.” Michael laughed, shooting a strange look in his direction, shaking his head. 
 
    "No, it's fine. I like to hear other interpretations. Sometimes they're more insightful than mine." Cole listened, eager to hear John's take on the art. Maybe I’ve finally got the decipherer I need in John. He perked up interiorly as he considered this possibility. No one ever seemed to fully understand his pieces and neither did Cole at times. Who can blame me? His thoughts began to race. Visions come to me in my subconscious, uninvited. My brushes simply act as the messengers. He refrained from telling anyone that he actually had very little to do with the final outcome of his pieces.  
 
    “I think it’s just a church on fire.” 
 
    “How remarkable, John,” Michael teased with a tinge of disappointment. “Truly, that’s some honest-to-God prophetic analysis. Thanks for sharing. Job well done, Cole. I really like it. Don’t show it to Amelia, though. I’ll never hear the end of it.” Laughing as they climbed the basement steps, they left Cole alone to further ponder any deeper meaning to the work.  
 
    He let out a long breath and dipped a brush into the red paint left on his color palette earlier. The hairs of the brush caressed the bottom of the painting as he signed his name in a style of calligraphy unique to him and his paintings. The mark signified the completion of a painting. Done, even if no one could fully interpret the true meaning of the work. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Storms raged throughout the night of Stone’s initiation, but he awoke the next morning to quiet, yet overcast skies with a thick fog clinging to the ground. The cool air made him fully awake, sobering him for the things in store for him later. He kept his wounded and bandaged arm still, so it didn’t swing while he walked. Stiffening it, he held it out and away from his torso in an attempt to prevent any rubbing against his body. He knew this probably made his gait look amusing -- like an ape.  
 
    The bandage covering his new markings aggravated him. He eagerly awaited the big reveal -- the moment he could first lay eyes on the branding, healed, scarred, and void of pain. He fantasized about wearing it uncovered for all to see.  
 
    “Where is this workshop, anyway?” Stone asked, his tone terse. Walking uphill for so long made his breathing labored. The steep road stretched toward the top of the mountain He watched as an acorn fell from a tree and tumble down the road, nothing to stop it, just as he felt he would if this trek went on much further. 
 
    “Decided we’d start the day differently, bud," Jeremy puffed over his shoulder, glancing back at him. 
 
    “What? What are we doing then?” Stone didn’t know whether he felt curious or irritated. 
 
    Jeremy didn’t answer him; he kept walking until he finally stopped outside of a dilapidated, kudzu-covered chapel. The weight of the invasive vines caused the roof to cave in. Green, winding fingers of kudzu continued on to reach through the shattered stained glass windows as well.  
 
    Stone followed him to the backyard of the little church. Since the front door was chained shut, the backdoor served as the only entrance. Stone detected the pungent, stale scent of mildew and other rotting debris, still out of breath from the unexpected hike.  Jeremy knelt to make the sign of the cross before walking past the altar. Stone followed and did the same, still confused as to why they were there. 
 
    “My family attended Mass here when I was a child. We always sat in the front pew there.” Jeremy pointed to a mostly incinerated pew, most of it black with soot. “My mother spent a month painting the crucifix that hung here before. A lot of her is still present within these walls. I sometimes imagine her, now, on a ladder, painting the crown moulding.” 
 
    Stone glanced over to where the crucifix had hung, only then realizing it wasn’t hanging, instead it lay under the cover of shadows upon the floor like a large piece of worthless refuse. Flooded with sadness, he stared at Jeremy for a moment. It dawned on him that whatever happened here was unbelievably awful. Jeremy had never spoken of it.  
 
    “You can still find holy things on the floors and under the debris here,” Jeremy broke the growing weight of silence as he stopped Stone’s hand from picking up a rosary melted and fused into a twisted shape. “The things belonged to the parishioners, but I always leave them exactly where I find them.” The two of them sat in one of the few pews with enough structural integrity to hold them. "I come here from time to time when I forget what it is we've set out to do."  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Officially, it just happened to catch fire that day, during the Easter Vigil.” Stone could see tears pooling in his friend’s eyes, on the brink of rolling down Jeremy’s cheeks. “They said it was because of the bonfire, from the blessing of the fire. Officially, the doors were locked from the inside, but I remember the deacons. I remember the noise they made trying to bust down the doors. Officially, there was no way out for the parishioners. All of them burned to death in the supposedly freak accident and nobody even attempted to help.” Jeremy made air quotes with his hands as he spat out the words, freak accident. “Only those of us small enough to fit through the narrow stained-glass windows escaped.” The pool of liquid in his eyelids broke and tears rained down from them, landing hard against the mudded floor. 
 
    For many people, childhood memories become dull by the time they reach adulthood. But he remembered everything vividly, as if it happened yesterday. His small five-year-old body stood tall that day -- a little man -- at his mother’s waist. His grandmother took photos of them because she said they looked so sharp in their best clothes.  
 
    … 
 
    Everyone wore black, so the faithful always dressed for Easter Vigil, as if they were about to go to a funeral. It’s only fitting to wear somber clothes to the Mass commemorating the day the first Christians placed Christ in His tomb. Stone stayed quiet, slowly looking around the chapel. Jeremy allowed his mind to wander further into his memories. 
 
    His grandparents had a beautiful grotto in their backyard with a weathered and aged statue of the Virgin Mary. The statue stood beneath an expansive magnolia tree surrounded by cut stones. As if it happened yesterday, Jeremy remembered hearing birds chirping and playing in the nearby bird bath. Elizabeth, his mother, loved it there. She grew up in that same house and they spent most of their time there during holidays. His grandparents cooked a delicious meal -- one that followed all the Lenten restrictions. They all ate it heartily, as if starved. Afterward, the four of them took a taxi to the church.  
 
    An only child, going to Mass always excited Jeremy because he got to see his friends. They played between parents on the pews, amid pinches and slaps from irritated mothers and fathers. An only child, going to Mass always excited Jeremy because he got to see his friends. Debra, the girl Stone seemed to have a crush on, was one of them. Her parents immigrated from a faraway land and their accents both captivated and terrified him. 
 
    Sometimes she got into trouble. This made Jeremy afraid he was next, always inspiring him to straighten up immediately. That terrible night, Debra got scolded, so they both stood straight and calm next to the adults gathered around a small bonfire located a safe distance away from the front of the tiny chapel. 
 
    And so, the two children were calm that night and stood next to all the adults gathered around a fire pit that had been assembled in front of the chapel. The sun dipped its liquid golden globe below the horizon, leaving a soft purple-blue glow to the darkening sky. Only the brightest stars showed their brilliance in the gloaming. Elizabeth held Jeremy tightly during the outdoor portion of the Mass, the warmth of the bonfire and the sight of it filled him with excitement. His eyes waist-level, glanced up at her and he mimicked her as she made the Sign of the Cross. He watched the priest as he paced between them and the fire, his arms outstretched while he recited a special prayer to bless the fire. 
 
    The Paschal Candle, lit from the flames of the bonfire, led the way into the building. He vividly remembered everyone following its tiny light inside where they reclaimed their spots. He and Debra sat next to each other, between their parents, Debra’s eyes grew heavy and she soon fell asleep. She was only four and he remembered each time she fell asleep in Mass because she often laid her head on his shoulder in the pew just as she did that night. Only candles lit the sanctuary and the altar. No lights. The soft glow and dim ambience made his eyes heavy too, but he stayed awake. This unusual Mass interested him greatly. The candles looked beautiful to him and uncommon. He lived his entire life beneath thousands of lumens in school and at home. The candles sparkled just as brightly as the stars that greeted them outside as they stood by the bonfire. The altar appeared just as shadowy and dim as the church building looked once the sun dipped below the horizon. 
 
    … 
 
    At one point during the Mass, Jeremy remembered a horrific change in the priest’s face. He leaned up so he could turn to look behind them toward the front door. The sacred lighting in the sanctuary became overpowered by a much brighter radiance in the back and he heard a great commotion -- a shouting woman, then many shouts from men, women, and children -- the entire congregation. Debra’s eyes flew open, wide awake, at that moment too. Jeremy had forgotten about her. Someone screamed, "Fire! There's a fire in the balcony!” 
 
    Above them, in the choir balcony, great licks of orange, gold, and yellow flames spread along the walls and curtains, already singeing the white ceiling and wooden beams. The black smoke rolled along the A-framed crest of the ceiling and filled the air like swirling clouds. 
 
    “Fire! Dear Christ!” 
 
    An elderly woman prayed on her rosary beads with shaking hands and in a shrieking voice that rang out in many keys and tones, “Hail Mary, full of grace…” 
 
    The fire spread far too quickly, leaving no time to find an escape route. Chaos ensued as the congregation frantically tried to beat down the massive wooden doors. Others checked the exit doors in the back, finding them locked as well. Then they joined the rest of the parishioners in their vain attempt to dislodge the main entrance.  
 
    Quickly, people realized that time was up and began slamming furniture against the stained-glass windows, shattering and destroying statues of saints and images of the sacraments. Brightly hued colored glass lay in jagged shards on the ground, much of it getting crushed by the heavy, panicky footsteps of terrified people. Smoke completely filled the air by this point. Jeremy’s mother held him tightly, both coughing and struggling to breathe. His eyes burned and watered, but he could still see shapes of about a hundred adults run, curse, and fight for their lives. Numbness overcame him and he felt helpless in his mother’s arms, ever helpless. If the grown-ups couldn’t handle the situation, neither could he. Jeremy prayed silently, hoping that the fires would suddenly vanish or that he was only having a nightmare.  
 
    The windows gave way between their iron framework, each of these only a foot apart. A fat man clogged one up, all by himself, until the mob pulled him free and beat him down. They stood on him and continued trying to escape, but none of them could fit between the iron supports. 
 
    Jeremy remembered the heat, beads of sweat pouring into his teary and smoky eyes, and listening to the shouts and cries of his own mother. Her screams sounded like they didn’t even come from her. She let out a long moaning, deep and full of shock, like a wounded dog. He heard language from her mouth that had never before heard her utter. All sounds began to run together between cries out to God, Christ, and all the Saints and angels. But all of that secondary to the terror growing inside him as he saw the flames grow until the holy sanctuary became an infernal hell. 
 
    His grandfather broke the glass on another window and began feverishly passing the children to the outside. They were the only ones tiny enough to fit through and became the first survivors, contrary to the actions of the incapacitated fat man. Elizabeth carried him forward to the window, stepping over a few bodies of the frail, and he remembered feeling hope and relief. Young Jeremy believed that he and his mother were going to make it outside and that all of this wouldn’t be quite as bad as everyone imagined. 
 
    Elizabeth started to push him through the iron railing, her voice hysterical, but still full of intense motherly affection, "I love you, my sweet boy. I love you, Jeremy." Shards of glass, still clinging to the sides of the frame, cut his little face. Streaks of blood dripped from his jaw and brow as he fell to the cold ground.                
 
    “Mommy! Follow me, climb through the window!” 
 
    Jeremy saw figures emerging from them, in front of the inferno, but they were small screaming children, their faces twisted in horror as the adult on the other side forced them out of the windows. Jeremy stood and ran to the window he dropped from, dripping blood clouded the vision in his right eye. 
 
    “Mommy!” he screamed as his hands reached into the hot railing, not tall enough to climb back through. Right then, a shrieking Debra came through, knocking Jeremy back onto the ground. He helped her up and stood at the edge of a tree line, eagerly waiting and holding her, thinking that his family would follow soon after. 
 
    However, as Jeremy and the many saved children stood crying, they could hear the screams of the dying from within. They could see the arms and hands wailing along the outside of the windows, until after a short while they flailed no longer. The arms became limp as massive amounts of smoke billowed from the shattered windows. With the fire still burning and the screams of the adults dying away, young Jeremy was filled with confusion. Why are they not following us?  He kept asking himself this question over and over. 
 
    He learned later that night, after help finally came to extinguish the fire, that they all asphyxiated, a word his tearful nurse described as falling asleep and not waking up. Still Jeremy watched the church doors, knowing that his mother would eventually fling them open and run back to him from the smoking building. She did come out eventually, but an unmarked bag covered each body completely, concealing her face and the faces of about a hundred others carried from the bricked ruins.  
 
    Jeremy concluded his story, “The rest of it…burial, counseling, and orphanage…all as you’d expect.” 
 
    “Horrible, man. I’m so sorry to hear that.” Stone wished he could think of anything, absolutely anything, better to say, but he had no more words. Nothing came to mind, because out of the millions of words and ways he could use to describe happiness, language still had not evolved enough to accurately describe the worst imaginable things. Things that only those with first-hand experience and memory could imagine remained elusive.  
 
    … 
 
    “I brought you here today, to show you just how ready the world is to see us gone. How little they care, to bury the dead, to leave this building unfixed…these items on the ground, like debris. We’re unimportant, irrelevant, and when we are considered relevant we’re called the remnants of bigotry and hate, superstitious. To them, the things most sacred to us are comparable to the philosophies of barbarians. We’re forced to live by their rules, pay for their atrocities, and when we refuse them, they hunt us like criminals. We wear invisible shackles and live in an invisible prison, because if they can make us invisible…then it’s as if we don’t even exist at all.”  
 
    Jeremy stood from the burnt pew and continued, “This church building is a lot like us now, scarred and ruined, hidden behind fallen trees and kudzu. But, the building remains, after all, and we will rebuild it one day. As long as we live, we’re capable of growth, capable of reestablishing ourselves in this putrid cesspool of a world. They wanted us gone- they wanted us gone, and they continue to push those of us that remain. The final obstacle before their perfect degenerative world.” 
 
    “What about Unity?” Stone asked as he stood and began looking at the fine detail in the scorched and weathered stations of the cross upon the walls. “It seems we’ve zeroed in on STORK. Why not destroy the very foundation?” 
 
    “Unity definitely ain’t off the hook,” he replied, shaking his head, “but I have other orders to fulfill first. Trust me, I’d much rather destroy that abomination, that demonic thing, as much as the next guy, but we live next door to STORK and, thus, it’s our focus.” 
 
    “What’s your vision of the world, once we’ve won?” Stone stood solemnly before the station depicting the Pieta, a famous sculpture created by Michelangelo. The awe-inspiring statue depicts Christ’s lifeless body placed over the Blessed Virgin’s lap. Her child, destined for greatness, lay limp in her arms once again, but this time beaten, disrobed, and crucified. The grief on Mary's face seems palpable, as she gazes down into the many lashings, which split His skin apart, His body broken and torn. 
 
    “Victory isn’t always the way people imagine during the fight.” Jeremy’s passion cooled and his voice became soft again as he spoke sitting in the pew, “It's likely to be chaos if we succeed. Our suffering might have just begun, but at least we’ll be free. Our beliefs, way of life, our ambitions will have no bounds. No longer will some tyrannical bot dictate what we can and can’t be -- because of who we are.” 
 
    When Stone first joined the Zealots, he overflowed with the same rebellious spirit shared by many others his age. A glorified version of teen angst, it makes for shallow rebels without a clear understanding of their true purpose. But, as Jeremy spoke, the answers to his questions of direction and purpose began to take shape in his mind. Each statement brought him closer to internalizing the truth Jeremy spoke, once feral and strange to him, now transformed into a beautiful light -- the only light -- that drew him to it.    
 
    "So, what of making buildings crumble?" He tried to take the conversation to another level. The destroyed chapel began to wear on him and he wanted to leave. 
 
    Jeremy stood up, also ready to leave. He and Stone walked to the charred exit at the back of the chapel and through the clingy kudzu vines, which snatched at their legs and arms from every direction, like the cloying hands of some fantastical creature. A while ago, the last time Jeremy visited, he cut it back, but it grows rapidly and took over again in just a couple of months. It took more effort to pull free of the vines when leaving than going in, but Stone finally pulled himself free, enjoying Jeremy’s laughing grin, greeting him upon his triumph.   
 
    … 
 
    What a relief to hike down the mountain this time, Stone thought. He felt a lighter mood come upon him immediately as they left the decay and ruin; overcast skies never seemed so uplifting before this. Clouds swirled and twisted as they raked against the air at high speeds. The sight made him dizzy, so he made his way down the hill as quickly as he could, the downward trajectory forcing him to look away from the cloud show. 
 
    Eventually, they made their way to the workshop, and to Stone's surprise, took a train out of town. He expected just a quick walk from the house, to which Jeremy explained that you never crap on your own lawn. They unloaded in Woodlawn, a neighborhood in Birmingham, then stopped for a quick bite before setting off on foot to the workshop that Stone was so eager to enter.  
 
    He followed Jeremy along the cracked and uneven sidewalks, shifted by erosion into tripping hazards for unfamiliar pedestrians. He certainly didn’t need a twisted ankle, so stone kept his eyes on the ground. They trudged over tufts of weeds that fought their way through the concrete and holes filled with mud and debris.  
 
    Eventually, Stone's tired legs stopped moving and he realized Jeremy turned to walk up a set of brick stairs leading to a house. His eyes quickly scanned over the structure, taking all in. Much to his disappointment, he saw yet another broken and partially dilapidated building. He saw signs that past owners had attempted to reconstruct and reinforce the home a couple of times. Built and rebuilt, it sat neglected and abandoned time and again. Repetitive attempts to mend the vicious toll of many years by people who longed to see its original beauty failed under the weight of everyday life.  
 
    Vulgar images, blasphemies, and gang-related symbols covered the wooden siding. Iron bars covered the outside of the windows and boards covered them from the inside, making it impossible to see in or out. Stone watched Jeremy fit and turn a key into the backdoor knob. He replaced the knob assembly one night when he first started using the sad old house. He also brought gloves for the two of them to wear at all times, so it remained free of their prints in the event someone discovered the house’s dark purpose.  
 
    … 
 
    As they entered the condemned house, Stone joked internally that some evil mold and mildew entity followed him everywhere because his nose filled with its familiar foul odor. Decaying wooden floors greeted them; a leaking ceiling caused an abysmal hole in the sheetrock. When staring into its depths, Stone saw reflections of light glinting off of the hard-armored exoskeletons of insects and spiders that made it their home. He turned to see Jeremy already at work, removing items from the squeaky kitchen cabinets and placing them onto a workbench sitting beside the counter. 
 
    “How long have you used this place?” 
 
    “Ah, I don’t know…maybe six or seven months. Why you think it’s nice?” 
 
    “Oh, of course!” Stone laughed, “Women must love it.” 
 
    Jeremy began unpacking metallic boxes from a bag also stored in the creaking cabinets. He typically kept everything they needed stocked there, limiting any contraband held on his person or in his home. 
 
    “Yeah, you should send your love an invite sometime.” Jeremy’s joke fell on deaf ears. His focus centered on getting answers to his questions.  
 
    “What you do when it gets dark?” The overcast sky that lingered throughout the day now grew darker by the second as Earth continued her spin at a thousand miles per hour. 
 
    “Candles.” The now somber man pointed to the dozens of places where candles had, evidently, stood before. “No power here, obviously. Which is okay, because we wouldn’t want any light escaping any unseen cracks or holes this place may have. Might get discovered.” 
 
    “Ah, I understand. Women must love that too.” 
 
    “Lighter is in the drawer, beside the sink. Just whatever you do -- listen to me -- whatever you do,” he emphasized, “keep those flames away from the workbench. Been a minute since I went for a confession.” 
 
    “I hear Purgatory’s lovely this time of year.” 
 
    “Psh, place is a resort compared to where they’d cast me if I die before confessing.” As devout as his plans and intentions, making it to Mass proved difficult for him. Over a year ago, his priest disappeared into what seemed like thin air. The collection of daily sins from his lustful eyes and drunkenness added layer upon layer of grimy dirt to his soul; stained and unpurified he waged his war carefully. 
 
    Stone’s anxiety shot through the roof as he held the tiny flame in his gloved hands. Their lives hung entirely at the mercy of his steady hand.  He lit the massive candles and set them about the room. They stood level to his chest, some of them on stands, others on windowsills, glued into place by the incredible amounts of wax that had fused between them and the wood. 
 
    “That’s good enough,” Jeremy ordered, almost completely illuminated by the flickering lights. “Put it back in the drawer and come over here. Everything is in place and ready.”  
 
    Stone’s heart quickened, still slightly weighed down by his conscience. This night, he would learn how to carry out his part of their mission. Whenever the guilt visited him, he immediately extinguished it with memories of the horrible stories others told him and the disgusting things he had seen firsthand. In his mind, he redefined the word ‘terrorist’ and thought of himself as just another soldier in a war that he increasingly perceived as right and just. Bombs will act as messages that the two of them will write and then deliver to their oppressors. The resulting deaths will become the words they scream into the face of Unity. STORK will crumble and the weight of it will groan and whine as it fell to the earth. The tumultuous roar will beacon the others, the silent and starving, reawakened by its sound. 
 
    “These two are never to be mixed, always keep them separate," Jeremy explained about the chemicals that sat apart from one another on opposite benches. “They get packaged and sealed. Once we’ve done that, we’ll screw the two halves together in these containers.”  
 
    Stone’s nervousness grew and seemed to leak from his shaky hands. He thought of the many possible accidents with potential to send both of them sky high at any moment, blown to bits.  
 
    Jeremy, on the other hand, remained entirely stoic in his speech and manner. His experience making the explosive devices played a small part in his calm demeanor, but the majority of this ability was due to the horror he witnessed as a child on that fateful Easter Vigil long ago. How that man was capable of even standing near flames was a mystery to Stone, let alone messing with the combustibles. 
 
    Even the branding, why choose to burn himself like that? Stone thought that perhaps that was the meaning behind it all; Jeremy covered pain with more pain. He remembered, recovered, and stored it on himself to one day distribute back to its givers. 
 
    Followed closely by Jeremy and concentrating on his instructions, Stone poured the materials into their proper containers. He stirred chemicals for another, tested their consistency, and repeated the steps again and again until hours had elapsed. Once his thoughts fell away and his mind became fully occupied by the steps and meticulous measuring his concentration remained unbroken. Time passed swiftly under these conditions. The candles shrank, their white wax rolled back onto itself in the dimly lit kitchen that flickered into the night. 
 
    “You’re not so bad, I don’t care what they say about you.” Jeremy laughed, patting Stone’s shoulder after he locked the door. The cold and fresh air nourished the two of them.  Their work finished for that night, they could joke around. 
 
    “What did they say?” 
 
    “Only the nicest things, I’m joking. You really did do a great job though. Pretty soon you’ll be the one teaching new recruits.” 
 
    A smile forced its way onto Stone’s face from his mentor’s compliment. His weak efforts to subdue it failed and he felt far too delirious from the work to care about any embarrassment. 
 
    “Thanks. Felt like I was wasting away, living at Michael’s. You’ve really given me a new purpose, Jeremy. I’ve never felt so honored and valued in my life and I’m here for anything you ever need.” 
 
    “How’s the arm feeling? Should change the bandages once we get home.” 
 
    “It’s good. Looked pretty gross this morning and still reeked.” 
 
    “Well don’t sniff then, silly.” 
 
    They could see the city ahead of them and once Stone made it past the obstacle of crooked pavement, he gazed upon the slender and sparkling STORK spire that pierced the clouds above. It seemed so far away, yet he easily made out its detail and opulence amongst the dull buildings surrounding it. He imagined then, the number of bombs he would need to assemble before it no longer stood there to taunt him with a fear of failure. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    The house in Irondale was fully awake and the men stood talking in the kitchen over mugs of coffee. The chill in the house caused an unusual amount of steam to curl up from the hot drinks as they warmed themselves. 
 
    Each caffeinated sip the men took pushed them further out of the morning’s melatonin-induced grogginess. Their lethargic faces still puffy from sleep, but their smiles and laughter indicated an overall jovial mood as they talked about work. John planned to start working with Michael that morning as a technician repairing solar panels and perhaps even installing new ones before too long.  
 
    He knew nothing of the trade and asked Michael a barrage of irrelevant questions, many of which only received head shakes and more laughter. Awakened by the building volume of the raucous laughter, Cole sat nearby and tried to shake off the night’s sleep. He yawned, offering nothing to their discussion as he thought about last night’s dreams. 
 
    Amelia and Maria paced around upstairs, trying to decide what to wear for the day and applying their war paint. Still not properly blended, the makeup left a few fingertip streaks on their young faces. Amelia pondered quietly as she finished her face. Something just isn’t right with Maria lately, she thought, furrowing her brow in concern. What’s with all these random crying jags? She was never like this before. And those mood swings.  
 
    The pair became inseparable as Maria sought comfort from the only other woman in the house. They shared gossip and discussed do-it-yourself projects, which served to distract Maria from whatever caused her moods. Amelia found great pleasure and relief in it as well. Their closeness dissipated a little of the intense fury she felt toward her husband after his fight with Stone. 
 
    “I just feel so bad for Cole,” Maria whispered as she stood within the white glow of Amelia’s closet light. “He doesn’t speak much about anything at all, but you can tell he’s upset.” 
 
    “Michael said he mentioned seeing Stone not too long ago.” 
 
    “What?” Maria shouted, almost angry no one told the news sooner. 
 
    “Yeah, Stone had him toss some belongings from the window. Said he wouldn’t even let him run out to hug him.” 
 
    “What’s that boy gotten himself into?” Maria’s eyes rolled, as she brought a blush brush to her face, finally smoothing out the streaks of unblended makeup. “Why didn’t Cole try to stop him or something?” 
 
    “Well, from what Michael said, it’s sad…because you know,” her voice softened as she leaned closer to Maria, “their mother was -- is -- a junkie and what-not. Anyway, Michael was angry with Cole for not trying to stop him or waking any of us up. Cole apparently said something to the effect that, ‘People are going to do what they want to do, regardless of what you want for them, just as our mother always did.’” 
 
    “That poor boy. That breaks my heart. My aunt’s such a disgusting human being. She left those boys broken, I tell you.” 
 
    The women’s gossip was true. Cole did say those words and his mother did leave them broken. She pursued her addictions every day of the week. Drugs were her lover and her children stayed home for hours unsupervised, like house sitters, starting from a very young age. 
 
    Cole never talked much anyway, but, after the fight, he retreated further into his introspective shell than ever before. He only offered input when directly addressed and left his family struggling to comfort him, but he didn’t need it. A very young man, yet an interior life more suitable to a much older person left him numb to other people’s drama and their seemingly shallow talk. He repressed disturbing thoughts when around others, but secretly meditated on them when alone. People are going to do what they want, regardless of what you want for them. His mother regularly promised them she’d take them on these wildly exciting activities for behaving well and not burning the house down while she visited her friends. 
 
    … 
 
    Cole’s memory revisited a painful scenario. “We’ll go to the state fair tonight, my precious boys!” their mother exclaimed, while hugging their waist-level heads tightly to her. The boys longed for motherly embraces; needed to feel her love the way a man who’s starving to death needs food to sustain him. A constant desire for their mother to see them, to really love them, filled their young hearts. 
 
    Their spirits always rose to meet her sweet words and promises. Each time this scenario played out, the little boys thought, This is going to be the night. The promises and plans she laid out convinced them so thoroughly that they took the bait time and time again. When she returned, they showered and dressed and she even made a big show of checking the showtimes. She went so far as to get them situated in the car. Then they left the house for their fun-filled night with mommy -- the beautiful woman that held their innocent little boy hearts in her hands. Cole and Stone chattered excitedly about the rides they wanted to go on and the snacks they hoped to eat in bundles.  
 
    “Alright, my sweeties, mama needs to stop by real quick-like and say hi to her special friend. Y’all sit tight!” She winked at them as she pulled up to her boyfriend’s apartment. Immediately their faces dropped as they struggled to not believe what they already knew. They weren’t going to the fair and she would not get back to the car anytime soon. 
 
    Of course, they didn’t understand what she had been doing, their minds so soft and innocent didn’t know what addiction was. They didn’t know what illegal drugs were in a formal sense, despite the fact that the boys saw and smelled them on a regular basis. They didn't know anything about sobriety or intoxication, they just knew that their mother always returned a completely different person. She wasn't their real mother -- just a liar in her skin bearing false promises and poor attempts at apologies. 
 
    Stone always vocalized his disappointments, crying and whining to her when she returned, but Cole stayed quiet because he knew how angry she got when Stone started his protests. 
 
    Past experience taught him at a very young age that people were going to do exactly as they wanted, no matter what their loved ones wanted or needed. Words, debates, and prayers yielded no fruit for in the past, so when his brother refused him that night, he knew not to put up a fight. It was up to him to keep that love warm, to bury it deep within him so disappointment had no power to extinguish it. He buried it so deep, the faintest pain couldn’t break through; a trait that convinced many he didn’t care, or that he had some sort of emotional deficit. He was as normal as possible under the circumstances, just broken. He kept himself glued together the only way he knew how. 
 
    … 
 
    In Irondale, the men climbed upon the humongous structure of solar panels, making their way along the walkways that stretched over the neighborhood. The great ball of fire in the sky finally lent its heat to the walkways once it crested over the mountains in the distance.  
 
    Back at the house, the women were fully dressed and ready for their jobs, but couldn’t leave due to Maria and her near constant nausea. She began vomiting more than it seemed possible for someone her size. Something is really wrong, Amelia thought.  
 
     “I don’t understand,” Maria insisted, wiping her face clean with a wet cloth Amelia handed her. “It’s gone on too long to be anything I ate.” 
 
    “Well, I can take you by our doctor’s house. In fact, I insist on it. I’m going to call in.” 
 
    “Please don’t, ‘Milia, I’m fine. I’ve made you late too many times as it is.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Don’t worry, girl. We gotta get you taken care of. Get you better.” 
 
    “What doctor? The Rendas?” 
 
    “Yeah, sometimes I forget you grew up here.” Amelia laughed as she exited the bathroom to let Cole know they were leaving.  
 
    He sat upright on the living room couch, unaware of her presence. He was in class and wore a virtual reality headset over his eyes and ears, listening to the teacher drone on and on about Sumerians and their contributions to humanity. Apparently, they were credited as the first civilization to create and drink beer. And they drank it through straws! Now that was new and the thought disgusted him, but it was something he would like to try when no one was watching. Amelia didn’t want to interrupt his lesson, so she wrote a note and gently placed it next to him on the couch. 
 
    Afterward, she beaconed for a taxi and alerted Maria upon its arrival. The tiny two-seater car pulled up and its doors flung open, allowing them to climb inside.  
 
    “Good morning! Hope all is well, be sure to buckle your belts!” the taxi’s speakers greeted them as the seats calculated their weight letting it know they had secured themselves. The vehicles never wrecked, but continued to warn, command, and make their disclaimers known, in accordance with the law. 
 
    The doctor-couple the ladies journeyed to see, practiced from their home. They treated, cured, and advised neighborhood families who couldn’t afford the high costs at the clinics and hospitals, or who didn’t have the Unity insurance. For many, the state provided cost-free insurance coverage, but only to those holding a taxable job, something many in the Church didn’t have. 
 
    … 
 
    When they arrived, the Rendas greeted the two women warmly and welcomed them into their home. The couple led them down a set of stairs into the basement, which served as their offices and exam room. A variety of devices and supplies crowded the examining area. They frequented auctions to obtain the things they needed. They had replaced flooring themselves with special tiles and a medical-grade coating, easily cleaned and sterilized for their patients.  
 
    “So, Maria,” Paul began, his jet-black hair, ungreyed, covered the dome of his head like a forest of curly needles, “it’s been a long time since we’ve gotten a visit from you. Must’ve been taking your vitamins!” He laughed. 
 
    "We've missed you, Maria," Sandra added. She sat very close to her husband. She always spoke with deepest sincerity; her thin lips smiling as she gently chided their patient, “You don’t have to get sick to visit, you know.” 
 
    “I know. I just moved back into town. My husband and I were living in the city.” 
 
    “Ah, well. What’s going on today, or should I say this week, as Amelia mentioned?”  
 
    “I feel like I’ve been falling apart and haven’t been much use lately" Maria explained as tears fell freely from her eyes. She wrapped her hair around the right side of her neck as she continued to describe her torment, “I don’t understand what the hell is happening. Feels like I’m barely getting any sleep. I’ve had many headaches and been dizzy for several days now. My back’s hurting and for these past two days, I’ve been vomiting.” 
 
    Sandra’s pupils widened. She concentrated on trying to understand the reason for Maria’s tears, caught off guard by her shift in emotion, “Oh, sweetie, why the tears? Is it your headache?” 
 
    “No, head’s fine at the moment, I’ve just been so miserable. One minute everything’s fine and I think I’m getting better. Then the next, I feel awful again and it just makes me so upset. I just want to feel better. I’m so damn exhausted.” 
 
    “Y’all want any drinks? Water or anything?” Paul asked awkwardly, scratching his scalp. 
 
    “Do y’all?” Sandra asked them again. 
 
    “A cure!” Maria laughed, wiping her tears away along with the grief.  
 
    Paul took the chance to retreat upstairs, hoping his wife would follow. He didn’t want to raise suspicion in their patients, so he’d make excuses about getting drinks or snacks from time-to-time, but it was really code for Sandra to meet him upstairs.  
 
    While pouring himself sweet tea over ice, a realization dawned over him. His face transitioned from the blank expression of preoccupied thought to the terror of the possibilities as he meditated on Maria's symptoms. They had been so familiar many years ago, now nonexistent and nearly forgotten, the sound of bells began to ring deep within that dusty part of Paul’s mind as the most probable diagnosis took form. 
 
    “Not possible. Couldn’t be,” he mumbled to himself in the kitchen, before he called his wife from the doorway above the stairs. To his relief, he finally heard her light footsteps leading up the wooden staircase. The door opened, she slipped in, and closed it behind her. 
 
    “Pretty weird, huh?” Sandra asked quietly, her arms folded at her waist. 
 
    “Yes. I’m not sure what concerns me more, verifying our suspicions, or finding we have to look for other causes. There are a few things it could be, and I really can’t think of one that ends well. Let’s take it a step at a time and not get ahead of ourselves, honey.” 
 
    “I’m going to do some blood work on her…and crank up the ultrasound. I’m worried that it could be ovarian cancer or some other similarly serious condition. I’d really hate that for her.” 
 
    “Could be psychological, for all we know.”  
 
    "Could be pregnancy, too," Sandra blurted out her words quickly, looking out the window at squirrels digging into the ground. Their tails flicked around spastically, as they caught sight of her in the window. 
 
    “It’s hard for me to take that possibility seriously.” 
 
    “Just saying, you and I’ve witnessed a lot of strange, horrible, and even miraculous things in our careers. If she’s pregnant, she’s pregnant.”  
 
    “What sort of world do we live in, where that would be as bad, if not worse, than ovarian cancer? Don’t think I’d call it a miracle.”  
 
    The doctors made their way down into the subterranean office, carrying snacks and drinks, their hospitality meant to conceal the reason for their absence. Maria’s spirit raised as she caught sight of the chips they carried, hoping they were for her. She always like chips, but recently she almost craved them. She thought it strange that they happened to have some on hand. 
 
    “Alright, sweetie, we’re need you to drink some water if you don’t mind. Drink as much as you can. We need to fill that bladder up.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “Let us worry about that. You just relax. We’ll know soon enough," Paul cooed, handing her bottled water after cracking the cap for her. "We just have to be thorough and run our tests." 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Amelia eyeballed the basket of snacks and spotted a candy bar underneath the bags of chips. Her mood elevated as she stood and began digging through the snacks to grab it. Maria laughed and watched her as she carried the candy back to her seat, sneakily, as if someone might scold her. 
 
    “Maria,” Sandra began, grabbing her attention, "I don't want any of us jumping to conclusions here, okay?" Maria nodded her head nervously. "But we have some questions for you." 
 
    “I understand," Maria’s voice elevated slightly, her patience dwindling away, since the doctor seemed to avoid getting around to her point. Amelia stopped munching so loudly on the crunchy bar, her ears perked up, so she could hear the upcoming questions. There was something different about Sandra’s tone, a calm seriousness acting as a great levee between her and horrific possibilities. 
 
    “Do you,” she grabbed Maria’s hands, “for any reason at all, think you may be pregnant?” 
 
    Shock stormed Maria’s face as her lips began to stammer at the sound of the word. She stared blankly at the doctor, attempted to connect dots of her own, her mind flooded with thoughts, like fish over rapids. The pressure in her head grew and she fell into the back of her chair, gazing at the ceiling and its bright fluorescent light hanging above them. At this point, Amelia stopped her munching entirely, swallowing her half-chewed mouthful of chocolate and peanuts. 
 
    “Pregnant?” The single word made its way from her mouth, raising and lowering over and between the consonants and vowels. 
 
    “Y’all think she’s pregnant? What?” Amelia asked loudly, breaking her long silence. 
 
    “Ladies,” Paul warned, disappointed that her answer hadn’t been a yes, “don’t mistake us. That’s likely not what is happening. We all know there hasn’t been a natural pregnancy in nearly fifteen years. We just need to know if it’s what you suspect might be causing these symptoms.”  
 
    “No, of course not,” she spluttered, snapping herself out of a trance. “Never even crossed my mind. Why?” 
 
     “Sometimes, if someone believes they’re pregnant, it can produce the same symptoms without there being any pregnancy at all.” The calm expression on Sandra’s face started to fade away. Amelia could see the effects of worry drawing itself up in the doctor’s brow and in her sparkling black eyes. 
 
    “What else could it be?”  
 
    “Hopefully, we’ll know soon enough.” Paul grabbed a bottle of KY jelly from a shelf and flipped on the ultrasound machine.  
 
    “Here, honey.” He handed the lubricant to his wife who donned her gloves and began squeezing it out on to her left hand. 
 
    “Now, sweetie, I need you to lift your shirt for me,” she instructed Maria, who was fascinated by the doctor holding her hand out, covered in large amounts of clear jelly. “Dim the lights, Paul.” 
 
    “Is that what you always say when you get ahold of the lube?” Maria joked crudely, catching everyone off guard in the tense moment. Sandra found it hilarious as she tried applying the self-warming liquid to her patient’s abdomen between bursts of laughter that brought her to tears. Her humor ignited the spark of a flame in a dark cavern, making light through the worst of situations. 
 
    The guests looked at the screen as if they could understand anything on the display -- as if they could understand anything the doctors tried to explain to them -- like birds reading words. 
 
    “You see this little blob here, that’s an ovary.” 
 
    “Mhm,” Maria lied, trying to make out what she pointed to. The whole screen seemed to be covered in blobs and swirls, and the sight of it with the scent of the gel made her nauseous. 
 
    “What do you think, Paul? You’ve always been a better reader,” she asked, moving the scanner in small circles, unable to detect anything out of the ordinary. “Hmmm, looks good. Check the left one. Fallopian tubes look great as well. Appear normal and healthy.” 
 
    “I don’t see any cysts or growths of any sort.” 
 
    “Neither do I. All looks really good, Maria,” he told her, patting her shoulder, his round face and chin illuminated by the screen before him. 
 
    After quickly wiping Maria clean, Sandra removed her gloves and tossed them into the empty trashcan beside her. The two doctors, stood, facing each other silently for a moment as if communicating by telepathy. Sandra felt a little more hopeful that surgery would probably not going to be necessary. It had been a while since she had held a knife to a patient.  
 
    Paul began to fear the inevitable, diagnosing life, the possibility of impossibilities. The thoughts began to crush his mind, removing all reason and inserting conclusions of the illogical and absurd, until all knowledge he thought he had was reduced to the understanding of a child. Once again, his world shifted beneath his feet, the laws and forces of nature started to make less sense as they revealed themselves to him like laughter in the corners of his brain. 
 
    “I’ve also not been able to read thoughts lately,” Maria quipped sarcastically, grabbing the couple’s attention. The silence between them made her and Amelia uneasy, as they waited, unsure if they were in the eye of a storm or if the storm had yet to arrive. 
 
    “Everything looks fine, Maria,” Sandra smiled sweetly, her eyes still holding some sadness deep within them, “as far as your reproductive health goes.” 
 
    “No ovarian cancer!” Paul shouted happily, forcing something positive from his bleakness. He walked over to their workbench and obtained a needle and wipes, anxious and ready to get to the bottom of the mystery. 
 
    “So, what now?” 
 
    “Blood work.” He was already cleaning her arm at the intended puncture site. Maria stared down the length of her arm and watched as the silver sliver of metal sank into her skin. Deep crimson filled the container, bubbling a little and she became lightheaded at the sight. 
 
    “Lucky for y’all, medicine has come a long way since Paul and I started. Used to take days for people to hear results.” 
 
    “What results?” 
 
    Paul removed the needle and unscrewed the container to the needle, carrying the sample of blood to a machine in the corner next to another monitor. He placed her blood into the tiny metal hands of the machine and it received it like a gift, greedily ready to run its tests. A status bar blinked upon the monitor beside it, pulsing like a heartbeat. 
 
    “Hello? What results?” Maria asked again, irritated with their dramatic secrecy. 
 
    Amelia scooted her chair noisily over to Maria’s and held her hands as they waited together. She patted the tops of them, calming herself mostly, Maria still anxious. The doctors’ silent and captivated faces focused toward the screen, unwilling to answer her questions just yet. 
 
    The status on the monitor read complete and revealed its findings, signaled by the shared gasps from the married couple. Paul wrapped his arm around his wife, accidentally blocking the sight of the screen’s revelation from the visitors. Sandra made noises and brought her hand to her mouth, as if she were choked up over whatever she saw. Paul spun his chair around to behold the patient who didn’t have a single sick bone in her body. Apparently, Maria was healthier than any other patient they had received in many years.  It was unbelievable to him. Fathomless wonder filled both doctors as they returned to their seats, unable to decide on the best way to break the news. 
 
    "You guys are really creeping me out," Maria cried, tears falling from her eyes, as she began to think the worst. Amelia rubbed her sister-in-law's back, her own tears free falling from the edge of her eyelids. 
 
    “Pregnant," Paul answered bluntly, unable to use the happy tone of voice he used when giving this news to women so many years ago -- a time long gone and no longer relevant. They offered no congratulations; received no excited applause for confirming the news. Instead, emotion filled the silence with an intensity louder than a trumpet blast. Just that single word, “pregnant” had enough power to shatter the glass windows upstairs, it seemed; the partition between their fears and hopes came tumbling down. 
 
    “How?” Amelia asked for her shocked friend, who mouthed the word soundlessly. 
 
    “There’s hCG in her blood.” Sandra regained composure as her mind sobered from the initial surprise. “It’s the hormone produced by the placenta after implantation.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” wailed Maria, raising from her seat. “What the hell am I going to do? There’s no way they’d let me get away with this.” 
 
    “Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Paul spoke in his most calming tone. “It’s still far too early to know if it’s viable and many things could happen at this stage.” 
 
    Maria mumbled a couple of very unladylike words then shook her head, “I’m pregnant!” She stood and paced around the room, glancing at the machine’s readout in an effort to reconfirm what the doctors already told her. “Things are clearly already happening. How is this even possible?” 
 
    “Maybe Unity’s work came undone somehow, or, I don’t know, got reversed?” Sandra guessed, with no concrete knowledge one way or the other. She drew from the many conspiracies people bandied about over the years. 
 
    “Could simply be a miracle,” Paul offered from the corner where he stood. His eyes were filled with awe as he watched her pace. “You two need to keep very quiet about this. We all need to keep absolutely quiet about this,” he warned. 
 
    “Maybe I could also conceal the potbelly too,” she retorted sardonically, tears filling her eyes again, but this time she began to weep uncontrollably. Amelia tried to comfort her, rubbing her back as she handed her a Kleenex.  
 
    “I’m serious, you cannot take this lightly,” Paul reiterated, his expression sobering with deep concentration. Maria sarcastically mumbled more swear words. “People will want to take this gift away from you. They’ll rip it straight out of you.” 
 
    “Paul!” Sandra shouted, shocked that he used such blunt wording. 
 
     “There are people that would never allow a pregnancy to continue, Sandra, you know this.” Then turning again to address Maria, “I’m unsure about what other advice to offer, but you must conceal this at all costs. If you must, tell your husband, but no one else.”  
 
    Amelia wondered, as the reality of the situation solidified, if the pregnancy occurred due to some anomaly exclusive to Maria, or if others -- even many others -- might end up with the same shocking news. She chewed her lip, glancing over to the doctors, “Do y’all think there are others, or is this just a one time and one person deal?” 
 
    “Only time will tell.”  
 
    The words filled Amelia with hope. Her deepest and greatest desire was to have a child of her own. Unity and its co-conspirators robbed her, and all women, of their God given ability to experience the incredible gift of creating life within their own bodies. Yes, she thought bitterly, Unity -- or Satan, whatever that thing really is -- stole the most natural manifestation of married love, like stealing the spring-time blossoms of trees. 
 
    “I’d think it’s more likely to happen to others as well, which could be both good and bad.” Sandra continued thinking out loud as possibilities flooded her mind, “And if it does happen to others, the powers-that-be will quickly become aware of the situation, considering that multitudes could potentially end up pregnant. At the same time, it would take the focus off of you.” 
 
    “An organized hunt for all those affected would commence the minute Unity becomes aware of pregnancies,” Paul added, catching an angry glare from his wife who preferred delicate words. 
 
    “Your bedside manner sucks right now, Paul. This is a miracle, no matter how divisive it may become.” 
 
    “Do you want a test as well, Amelia?” 
 
    "I haven't had any symptoms.” A frown formed from beneath her sparkling eyes. “I’ll be sure to visit if anything changes.” 
 
    “Are you sure, sweetie?” 
 
    Desire pounded within her, but she couldn’t bear to hear the word negative in reference to her test results. She committed to pray for the opportunity, hope for it, but she would not kill her hope right then and there in that room. Amelia possessed a fair amount of the virtue of patience and would wait for whatever changes made this possible to come to her in their own time. 
 
    The four of them decided to leave the office together, they emerged from the staircase, bewildered and changed by tears, fears, and a sort of unearthly hope they’d never before experienced. The young ladies decided to inform their husbands together in the company of the doctors. At least, the doctors’ presence will unequivocally verify everything for John, so he won’t take Maria’s news as an absurd joke or a sign of her developing some sort of mental illness.  
 
    … 
 
     John and Michael worked hard in the heat, the sun beating down on them as it bounced between the solar panels. It felt like they were standing in a microwave oven; sweat poured off of them and their breaths came in short, fast pants as they continued the grid repairs. Thieves, who constantly stole the cabling for scrapping, damaged a section of the grid. Michael cursed those petty thieves each morning as he repaired the damages they caused. It made him feel as if he were scooping water from a sinking boat, cursed to start over and make the same fixes every day. 
 
    “Ain’t it a little late in the year to be so darn hot?” John asked rhetorically, his hands made slippery from sweat, as he swung his hammer. 
 
    “It’ll get a little better next week. The forecast looks good," Michael grunted, while he threaded the cables through racks and tightened them against their places with zip-ties.  
 
    "Apparently, Maria went to the doc’s with Amelia earlier this morning." John then took a quick break to check his messages. He stared into the air, viewing the screen of messages displayed on his Visum device. 
 
    “What?” Michael dropped his tools and waited for a response, now checking his own messages. He hadn’t received any. “Must not be anything too bad. Amelia hasn’t sent me anything.” 
 
    “Your sis pisses me off sometimes, man. So, vague all the time. She’ll have news. Tell me she has news, and then not tell me anything at all.” 
 
    “Try being raised alongside her.” 
 
    “Try being married to her.” 
 
    “No, I’m good.” 
 
    The two chuckled a little before returning to work. A gentle breeze touched them briefly, offering a tease of cool refreshment. Their short bit of relief immediately gave way to stifling heat once again, leaving them to long for evening and swearing to each other about the cruelty of it all.  
 
    “Christ have mercy,” Michael opined, looking over their work and its beautiful completed state with the fresh cabling neatly tucked and wrapped between the racks just like the thieves loved it. 
 
    “Lord save us, they’ll have it stolen before nightfall.” 
 
    “It’s likely already been. We’re just having heat strokes, hallucinating, thinking it’s all still here,” he imagined, chuckling at his own joke. 
 
    Michael bumped John to leave and the two of them descended the platform. Their eyes adjusted, allowing them to remove their sunglasses once beneath the cover of the panels. The sweat began to dry, leaving their skin feeling frigid, since the sun couldn’t reach them now.  
 
    They had absolutely no idea what was in store for them once they arrived home. The busy workday left them little time to ponder on anything outside of paneling, cabling, and the growing desire to murder the thieves. The simplicity of the constant workflow acted as a refuge, a sly shelter protecting them from the terror they'd experience once they stepped through the door to the house. 
 
    … 
 
    Greasy and sweaty, the two husbands knew something was awry the minute they walked inside. The unfamiliar sight of the Rendas sitting in the living room gave the first clue. Second, Cole looked extremely perplexed, surrounded by family and having removed his headset only seconds before. 
 
    “What’s going on?” John asked nervously, gripping his wife, searching her eyes for answers. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Michael put his things down and joined his own wife on the couch. 
 
    “We’ve got some news for everyone that, by no means, can leave this room unless by absolute necessity,” the doctors began. Then, interrupted by a cough from Maria, asked "You want the honor?" She nodded, her eyebrows raised, as if they replied, of course, it’s mine. Everyone’s eyes darted to Maria immediately, waiting for this mysterious news to issue forth from her lips. 
 
    “Well,” she cleared her throat, then, after what seemed an eternity to her listeners, “I wasn’t feeling well, and I haven’t been,” well aware of her recent moods and sickness the family’s irritation grew. “So, Amelia talked me into visiting the Rendas.” 
 
    “Yes, get to it,” John urged, shaking her arm, dying to hear the explanation. 
 
    “Honey, I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “Huh?” Michael grunted. 
 
    John watched her lips make the word seemingly with no sound. As the word slowly made its way into his consciousness, a long silence clung in the air before he actually began to comprehend it. His ability to hear became evident when he fainted. Before anyone realized it, he fell from the sofa, almost pulling Maria down with him. The wooden floors shook and dishes clinked in the nearby china cabinet as his heavy body tumbled down. 
 
    “John!” 
 
    “He’s okay. Was a hot day up there, and you guys decided to play demented jokes on us.” Michael rushed to help his brother-in-law back to consciousness.  
 
    “It’s no joke, Mikey. Are you kidding me? I wouldn’t lie about this.” Those were the first words John heard as he re-entered the realm of consciousness, and they made his head spin. 
 
    “Maria,” he croaked, his voice shaking as his hand reached out, weakly grasping for her hair. 
 
    “We did all the tests, honey. The Rendas say I’m pregnant.” Evidently, she had an infinite supply of water behind her eyes, pouring it over his filthy face as tears fell. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t think any of us need the answer to that,” Michael smirked. He and Maria shared the same humor, passed on to them by their father, but she wasn’t entertained. 
 
    “There’s no telling. I’m just as shocked as you are.” She patted his head. “But we need to keep this secret. No one can know.” 
 
    “Of course not!” Michael exclaimed. “But what are we to do? Please God, tell me the Auris hasn’t heard any of this.” 
 
    “I thought we had ours reprogrammed?” Cole’s face suddenly drained of color. He seemed to recall a conversation with Stone to that effect. 
 
    “We did. He’s right, Mikey. Don’t get hysterical.” 
 
    “Hysterical?” He raised his voice to his sister, “You don’t have any legal right to a baby. Don’t you remember? Forgive me for my concern about Unity listening in on us.” 
 
    Maria helped John to his feet and they took their places next to Cole on one of the two couches in the room. This situated them across from Amelia and the doctors. Michael stood in front of the fireplace, looking into its depths, searching his mind for ways to protect his sister. 
 
    “Where’s the priest when you need him?” He looked over to the others, placing his finger over his mouth to quiet them as he called him. 
 
    “How far along are you?” questioned Cole, now sharply curious. 
 
    “Shut your mouth, Cole!” Michael screeched, leaving the living room to find a quiet place, while he waited for the priest to answer. 
 
    “Hey Michael, I was just thinking of you.” The greeting made him uneasy. 
 
    “Father, we need you over here, immediately.” 
 
    “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Just come, please.” 
 
    “What’s going on, Michael?” The priest’s voice troubled by Michael’s urgency. 
 
    “No time to explain. Please, for the love of Christ, get here quickly.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll be there in a few.” Michael could hear the sound of rosary beads jingling on the other end of the call. 
 
    “Bring those too, please,” he requested, before ending the call to rejoin his family in the den. 
 
    “Dang, it’s dark in here,” Michael observed, flipping on every light in the room. 
 
    He explained that the priest was on his way and, in minutes, he manifested at the front door with a loud knock. True to his word to come as fast as he could, it seemed to the family that he arrived almost immediately. The dazed state of their thoughts compressed time in a strange way.  
 
    … 
 
    Michael answered the door, opening it only a crack, and saw the sweaty, wheezing priest waiting to cross the threshold.  
 
    “Come in,” Michael invited, closing the door behind them. “Apparently, Maria’s pregnant and everyone has lost their minds.” The priest seemed unfazed by the news, a reaction that greatly agitated the other men in the room. Their mouths hung open, unable to think of any questions or additional reasons to explain why they so urgently called for him. 
 
    “Can you picture me dancing with joy, right now?” the priest asked, perplexing them all, and making them jokingly wonder about his sanity. “You know -- just as David did before the Ark, or John the Baptist did within Elizabeth's womb when the Mother of God came to visit?” 
 
    “Father, you must understand why we’re all pretty freaked out right now.” Michael looked desperately for a hint of seriousness in the priest’s facial expression. 
 
    “Did you call me over here to get all freaked out with the rest of you, or to offer peace of mind?” The priest retorted, walking over to take a knee beside the expecting couple. He unclasped his collar and removed one of the many medals hanging around his neck. “Maria, I want you to wear this. It’s an exorcised Saint Benedict medal. It will protect you and the new soul growing within you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father.” She took the beautiful necklace and studied the Latin inscriptions carved into its golden surface. Maria carefully regarded the saint, whose image stood on the medal’s face. Flanked by a raven, he carried bread and a chalice with a serpent coiled around it. She put it around her neck to join her crucifix and miraculous medal. 
 
    Father Burns wet his hands with holy water and laid them on the couple. He bowed his head to mutter prayers, his lips moving rapidly. Once finished, he made the sign of the cross and kissed his fingers before standing. 
 
    “Alright, now that the formalities are done--” Michael began, but the priest interrupted him. 
 
    “Do not call these formalities, young man!” 
 
    “Right. Sorry, but now that we’ve finished praying, do you have any ideas? How’s this possible?” 
 
    “You’re better off asking the doctors.” 
 
    “We’ve no clue, Father,” Paul spoke up, his face still wearing the look of astonishment from earlier. “There isn’t any rational explanation that we can think of.” 
 
    “Well, could be a miracle. How far along is she?” 
 
    “Few weeks.” 
 
    “She’s had the Eucharist.” 
 
    “You think this is a miracle?” John questioned, his mind brimming with dread of what might come of it in the end. “Why would God make a miracle that jeopardizes us, so?” 
 
    “Miracles most commonly occur during times of jeopardy,” he remarked with a peaceful tone. “Don’t you think Mary, mother of our Lord, felt frightened when the angel appeared, telling them to flee to Egypt? King Herod had plans to destroy the infant Christ. Sounds like jeopardy to me and that miracle, fleeing to escape Herod’s evil plans, safeguarded the Word, our Salvation.” 
 
    Maria began to weep as it occurred to her what their lives would become. She foresaw nothing but pain and heartbreak -- a relentless destructive force that would seek them out and leave nothing of them unscathed. John tried to console her, but her lamentations were so fierce she could not hear him.  
 
    “Let’s be realistic, please,” Michael begged, unnerved by the sound his sister’s weeping, “for the love of Christ. I can see how this is miraculous and I’ve been taught faith all my life. We’re no stranger to it in this room. But we must approach this situation as if we aren’t the characters in some scripture passage. I mean, unless some angelic army appears outside our door, I don’t think it’s wise to behave this way.” 
 
    “Hiding a pregnancy isn’t easy,” Amelia defended her husband’s position. “Even if our mouths were sealed shut, Maria’s got to work. We’re nannies and those boojee women aren’t idiots. They know the difference between fat and a potbelly. Maria’s got chicken legs.  There’s no way she’d look normal walking around town.”  
 
    The priest paced around the room, his fingers pinched beneath his chin. He removed his glasses and cleaned them with his shirt as he thought over their concerns, but then continued to pace to and fro.  
 
    “Let’s just see what happens. She’s got plenty of time before we get to that point.” He continued to pace, using gestures to lay out his thoughts, then, “I’ll make contact with some friends and make some arrangements.” 
 
    “Like what?” Maria asked as she emerged from her fearful place. “What friends?” 
 
    “Other priests -- people down south.” 
 
    “What are they going to do, offer prayers?” Michael snickered. 
 
    “Please, show me some respect. I’m just as new to this situation as you are. I’m thinking.” 
 
    “What could they do?” 
 
    “Maria, aren’t the two of you only here temporarily?” The priest’s question was confirmed by the nodding of the couple’s heads, “Okay, so you might not mind the worst-case scenario being relocation? I know they’ll have space for you.” 
 
    “Relocation? That’s all?” 
 
    "It's a rural place, there aren't many people on the farms. She'd probably only have contact with ten others. They're all friends, I promise. There are three houses owned by families that have been sanctuaries for many refugees over the years.” 
 
    “Is that where you were for so long?” 
 
    “Yes, there are a couple of priests hiding out there now. I visited them and discussed rumors.” 
 
    “Well call them now,” John interrupted, speaking rapidly. “Just call and ask real fast.” 
 
    “I wish I could, but there are rules.” 
 
    The doctors shifted in the couch anxiously, as they thought about labor and delivery. They’d have to be there even if there were other professionals. Sandra loved Maria and had provided healthcare to her since she was a baby. It didn’t feel right to leave her in a stranger’s care. Paul knew his wife’s thoughts about this and he shared them. 
 
    "Well, they're going to need us at some point.” 
 
    “They will, but remain in town until the due date grows closer. They’ll only need you to visit occasionally.” 
 
    "No," Sandra disagreed, shaking her head at the thought. Paul looked at her, prying with his eyes for an explanation. “I’ll need to be with her from beginning to end.” 
 
    “Honey, our practice -- there’s people here that need us. She’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Then you can stay, but I’m going with her.” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “This is the reason I started practicing obstetrics in the first place and it’s the reason we left our official work as physicians. They wanted us to destroy the very things we vowed to protect, so I’m going to travel with her and I’m going to deliver a healthy baby,” Sandra pleaded adamantly, her voice choking as she spoke. The emotions weighed heavily on her as they had for over a decade. 
 
    "Well, then I'm going too." 
 
    "You can't. As you said, there are people in need of healthcare here. You need to stay for them." Paul's face shrank as he heard her words and meditated on what the absence of her precious company would mean for him. 
 
    “Well, Father,” Michael spoke up, “haste makes waste.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll get to work. God, bless you all and peace be with you.”  
 
    The priest took his leave, along with the doctors, separating from the family that continued to debate the dangers and concerns that made themselves so clear that day. The dangers laid before them were like traps lying in wait for unsuspecting hares. They had no way of truly knowing what was in store for them -- for everyone in the room. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Isaac kept his desk neatly organized with personal items he brought from home or things his coworkers in the force gave him. Printed pictures of his wife and him hung around his cubicle, along with jokes and fortunes from cookies that read, “A promotion is in your near future,” or, “You will soon be in a dessert.” The first one was verification of his dream, the second simply humored him, though he had no clue why someone would want to be in a desert as he suspected the misprint should have read.  
 
    It had been a busy month for him, especially after he talked to his boss, making known his interest in working toward a promotion that recently became available. His captain mentioned it to him months ago and Isaac worked tirelessly toward it even as he lost hope of ever receiving it. He took on more cases and spent more time in his uniform than he did out of it.  
 
    Their immaculate leader, Unity, conveyed many instances of rumors swirling about and it was his duty to investigate them, cracking them open like eggs. Yes, Unity, a creation capable of seeing and hearing all, but unable to enter the physical world. Isaac was the corporeal prober, sent to discern whether Unity’s paranoias were true.  
 
    The many cases covered Isaac’s desktop in the form of countless folders, some of them piled on each other and, had they not been but pixels, would have collected thick layers of dust. They changed color as they aged on that virtual plane, screaming into Isaac’s face the many sensations that stress could induce. 
 
    “Isaac,” his captain said, popping his handsome, yet deeply aged face around the corner of the cubicle wall. “What are you working on?” 
 
    The captain was dark and well-tanned with jet black hair, clearly dyed to blot out any grey, and a stylish goatee shaped skillfully along his cheeks and jawline. The older man was in incredible physical shape and, but for some telltale lines and wrinkles, he would’ve given the impression of a man in his thirties. 
 
    “Was just getting to some of these escalated tickets that’ve been cooking for a few days.” Isaac held his breath in anticipation of what the captain would say about the problem. 
 
    “Why are they escalated?”  
 
    “Others, flagged at a higher priority, have flooded in lately, so I’ve not had a chance to get to them.” The captain was the one who distributed the tasks to his officers and through no maneuvering on Isaac’s part, Isaac was the captain’s top recipient. After handing out the day’s typical workload, the captain almost always found that Isaac was best suited to work on the direst cases as well. The resulting enormous workload rendered Isaac unable to focus on any one item without inadvertently forming a collection of expired and escalated tickets. 
 
    “Isaac,” the captain’s face sank as he shook his head, discontent rising to the surface due to his officer’s failure. The sight of it secretly filled Isaac’s head with fantasies of violence toward his commander as he listened to the man drone on, “...you want the promotion, you gotta learn to delegate. Anything you can’t get to, allocate to Marty or Cruz. They’re just sitting on their asses all day, and you better start making use of them, or I’m firing them and you’ll have to cover it all when we’re understaffed.”  
 
    The captain’s face became sick with disgust, “I can’t stand them, Isaac. Just look at Farty, his putrid scent fills the office.” Isaac poked his head around the wall of his cubicle to behold the repulsive sight of Marty. His morbidly obese form sat surrounded by dried soda spills, stale bread crumbs, and various other unidentifiable snack droppings. 
 
    “I’ll send some of the simpler things to him, sir.”  
 
    “Great. Thanks, Isaac.” The captain continued to linger at Isaac’s cubicle, watching as he sent the tickets to the two reprobates who sullied their force.  
 
    He looked up at his boss, loitering strangely next to him, waiting for more instructions. Finally, he asked, “Was there something else, sir?” 
 
    “What, can’t I just be your friend?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “I’m screwing with you,” the captain cajoled, laughing at himself. “I don’t know if you’ve checked the updates on those savages we picked up a while ago at that protest in Five Points.” It was the same protest Stone and his allies had interrupted, many of whom were arrested that night. 
 
    “No sir, I wasn’t aware of any developments.” 
 
    “One of them disclosed the location of their boss’s worksite. There’s supposedly a squad of them that operate out of it.”  
 
    “Really?” Isaac’s heart began to pound, propelling excitement through his veins. It had been so long since he had the pleasure of working on such a case. He grew increasingly weary of busting drug dealers and searching for missing people. And nothing sang promotion so loudly as a hunt for the savage Zealots. 
 
    “Yeah, but don’t just sit there and stare at the files. Unity already knows what he knows, so get your ass in the field today. I want to see those shiny boots muddy, hopefully even bloody. As far as Unity is concerned, these savages are rabid animals. Put them down if you must, but try to bring the P.O.I. back alive and breathing long enough for an interview.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” Isaac didn’t waste any time rising to his feet and grabbing his things. Relief washed over him as he prepared to leave his captain and desk behind. On his way out, he passed by the reprobates, overhearing their whining about the tickets they just received and the fact that they were flagged as high priority. 
 
    “Marty, wake up!” Cruz yelped. “They need the A-team, baby!” Nothing was further from the truth, Isaac knew, and the idea of escaping far away from them and their stench made him happy. 
 
    … 
 
    The weather had grown colder so Isaac wore his fine uniform coat, which displayed the well-known force insignia -- an eye piercing through a triangular field of indigo and green. The sight of the symbol inspired reverence in all people he encountered. All people except, of course, his wife who cultivated an immunity to his authority, or anything positive about him, for that matter. Citizens, on the other hand, offered him free beverages and extra fries, hoping they weren’t targeted for scrutiny or anything else Unity deemed hateful. Isaac often wondered what they had to hide from him -- the purpose for their fear -- and if they might ever make their way to his desktop. 
 
    Cung, the new person of interest, certainly made her way to his desktop -- the mechanic -- or whatever it is she did, when she wasn’t crusading. He hopped into the undercover vehicle, which looked, from the outside, as if it would fall apart the minute a driver attempted to crank the engine. The internals, though, were completely solid. The force made a few drivable cars available for officers to use in case of emergencies requiring fast pursuit; or, as an unspoken perk, to simply return home faster at the end of the day. 
 
     If he activated the sirens, all driverless cars on the highway would seamlessly move out of his way, giving him the most efficiency possible to get to his destination. But when working undercover, he couldn’t use and abuse such perks. With no sirens to trumpet his approach, his car garnered no influence as he rolled down the road toward the apartment building where Cung supposedly lived.  
 
    “What do we have here, Cung,” he muttered under his breath as he acquainted himself with the new information. History involving stolen software? Not your typical pipe-bomb…, he gathered, silently reading the list of developments, while sitting in the now parked car. Her file truly perplexed him. He made occasional, furtive glances across the street at the workshop her captured cohort revealed in exchange for release back into the wild.  
 
    No living relatives. Well so much for exploiting that route. He held the car’s broken headset to his eyes, flipping to the next page with a hand gesture. This required he turn his hands to resemble holding a page between his fingers. Well, at least this thing still recognizes hand gestures, he thought resentfully. 
 
    Isaac reached into his coat to retrieve his firearm, holding it low and out of sight from any curious eyes. The weapon was a black .45 caliber engraved with the department’s insignia. It felt warm in Isaac’s cold hands because he had it tucked snugly against his body all morning. He ensured it had a round chambered before returning to his shoulder holster, which kept the gun against his left side, easily accessible with his right hand. 
 
    His heart picked up in rhythm. Time to get moving. He checked the file once again, Cung’s photo ID looked as he expected. As he removed the keys from the ignition, the sudden choking silence assaulted him. His ears seemed to be ringing as he sat there briefly before opening the door. The ringing stopped immediately upon exposure to the peaceful melodies of birds and the hum of electricity in the city. 
 
    … 
 
    Isaac made his way to the shop’s closed door and knocked, receiving no answer. He turned his head against the door to listen and heard sound coming from within -- a hammering. He knocked again, harder, and continued to knock until the door pulled away from his reach as it swung open. 
 
    “Hello?” answered a young man covered in grease. Then, he immediately recognized Isaac as a law enforcement officer. “We got company!” he yelled out to whoever else was there, as he tried to slam the door shut. 
 
    Deeply experienced with the tactics of criminals, he had already tucked his nightstick into the doorway to prevent the door from closing shut. He pried the door open with the baton and the full force of his weight, ramming his shoulder into the it, which forced it back onto its closer.  
 
    The heavy force surprised the young man, knocking him to the ground. He quickly jumped to his feet and moved towards the intruder. Isaac loved the invitation to violence and swung his baton with no hesitation. The following crack of shattering bones brought him great satisfaction as he slammed it against the young man’s jaw, sending him back to the floor.  
 
     “You’re in the wrong place, buddy,” a faceless voice mocked reproachfully from somewhere within the garage. It echoed along the sheet metal building. 
 
    “I’m looking for someone,” Isaac answered from across the garage.  
 
    “No, you lookin’ for trouble. No one of interest to be found here,” the man bellowed, his voice gradually approaching Isaac. He heard footsteps on the opposite end from the voice, flanking him from behind a gutted vehicle. 
 
    “I’m only looking for Cung,” Isaac called, his eyes searching the workshop for movement. He noticed the first-floor rafters, making up the floor for the second story were dark, devoid of any light.  
 
    “Well, think you’re ten thousand miles off course. I don’t know no Cungs ‘round here.” 
 
    “Don’t take another step closer!” Isaac shouted as he sensed the man’s voice drawing nearer. Isaac reached for his firearm and held it solidly in his right hand, the baton still in his left. Suddenly a sound emanated from above -- the rapid movement of feet shuffled across the creaky floors. Dust fell from the ceiling rafters betraying whomever was hiding above. “Who’s up there?” 
 
    “Just the ghosts that live here,” came a response from the man covering the other end, finally breaking his silence.  
 
    Footsteps following the voice quickened as they approached Isaac from the left. He turned, raised his firearm, and discharged three ear-piercing hollow-point rounds into the direction of the footfalls. The deadly bullets screamed through the man’s chest and out the other side. A red mist sprayed out in a fan pattern, painting the rusty vehicle the dead man hid behind earlier. A machete fell from his hands as his body began to jerk uncontrollably in nervous response to the trauma. It didn’t last long, just several seconds, and all movement stopped. The other man, much larger and who had spoken first, swiftly rushed at Isaac. He      screamed profanities as he wrestled Isaac to the ground, punching and tearing at him with his hands. His fingernails ripped into Isaac’s face, causing blood to run into his eyes as continuous blows landed on him. Struggling to break free after losing his gun, Isaac twisted his body underneath the attacker and pulled the man down by his shirt collar, using his legs to flip him over.  
 
    Now the tables turned. Isaac was mounted on the man and reached for his baton that had landed just beneath the gutted car beside them. Raising it high above his head, he brought it down onto his attacker who tried to shield himself with his arms, only to have them broken and rendered useless. Isaac continued to wail on him violently, without easing up, even after the man’s body went limp. In his red-hot rage, he erased the man’s face from existence, cracking into his skull. The man’s blood and grey matter now covered Isaac’s already bloodied face. The man’s last thoughts were terminated and scattered in fragments of biological debris across Isaac and the floor.    
 
    The sensation sobered Isaac and his brutal violence dissipated. It was only then that he remembered that he detected one other person in the building earlier. He looked up from the mess with his beaten and bloodied face to scan the garage, but did not see or hear evidence of another person. He did, however, notice the back door was wide open. Jumping to his feet, he retrieved his pistol and sped out the open door to chase after whomever escaped through it.  
 
    “Need some body bags,” he spoke into his Auris, which instantly relayed the message to headquarters.  
 
    “Are you injured?” inquired a woman’s voice. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he exited the doorway and looked along both directions of the alleyway, but saw nothing. He re-entered the garage workshop to inspect the remains of his attackers. 
 
    “Also alert the captain that Cung was not found here. Two men dead. One alive and cuffed,” he reported after finding that the man with the broken jaw remained alive. I better check the pulse of the two dead men, since it’s protocol, he thought sarcastically, that way I can honestly say I did it. The upstairs lured him, beckoning him with its unexplored mysteries.  
 
    … 
 
    He slowly followed the metal steps one-by-one into the inky black maw of the stairwell. Someone had converted the space to an office, which overlooked the entire garage. He could see the bodies below like broken ragdolls beyond repair; the blood beneath them pooled and became dark as it coagulated. He noticed bloody footprints, his prints, leading away from the corpses. The only available light spilled in from the open doors, providing inadequate illumination.   
 
    Fumbling for and finding a switch, Isaac flipped on the buzzing fluorescent lights and the office walls came into view.  A wood paneled wall at the back of the room had five red crosses painted on it. The sight of the crosses reminded him of a time, years ago when he was in his teens and his blood ties still meant something to him. When he rejected their beliefs, they played quid pro quo and equally rejected him. Unable to find common ground as his mind matured, he was essentially romanced and raised by Unity’s promises of prosperity for all.  
 
    Unity was his new god, a real god, with laws and agendas formed directly from the interests of its obedient citizens. Feeling smug, Isaac reminded himself, I no longer have reason to pray to a pie-in-the-sky spiritual God whose silent tyranny never did anything at all for me. Never did anything for anyone for thousands of years. He saw no interest in a dying tradition that offered him nothing but a growling stomach or empty wallet, or more likely, both.  
 
    Unity epitomized true glory. He made decisions that were righteous and void of emotion, lacking the inflection caused by the human condition. He was worthy of Isaac’s worship, if he had any to give. Isaac never understood why his family adhered to the dogma associated with someone who never spoke, never displayed his miracles, never reached out to heal the pain plaguing the earth. No. Not me. Not ever.  
 
     Instead, Isaac served Unity. In return, Unity supplied him with food, honor, and the opportunity to bless his beautiful wife with a child. He vowed to destroy whatever or whomever stepped in his way. 
 
    He found nothing useful in the piles of notes on the desk. They all referred to manuals for old vehicles that weren’t even street legal anymore. Some had names written on them, but Cung’s name didn’t show up on any of them. Despite the lack of evidence pointing to Cung, he knew from the crosses that the captured Zealot hadn’t lied to them.  
 
    Surely this is the right place, he thought, looking into the desk drawers after wiping blood from his eyes. Perhaps the traitor disclosed another group instead? What’s this? There was a polaroid in one of the drawers. Isaac lifted it from beneath candy wrappers and studied it. The photo showed a man with a scarred face and a woman who must have been Cung. There’s no doubt this is her in the photo. That’s the same face from Cung’s file. He flipped the polaroid over and found an inscription written with silver ink, “Dear Debra,” Isaac read to himself, “remember that wherever you go, whatever happens, I’ll always love you. –Jeremy.” 
 
    Isaac laughed, bursting with joy, “I see now,” he exclaimed aloud, wiping more blood from his eyes and dripping nose with a rag he found on the desk. “Messy, messy.” He placed the polaroid in his pocket and began taking video of everything in the room with his Visum for future examination. “Captain’s gonna be proud. ‘Specially when I hunt you down,” he said to no one, thinking of Cung. The polaroid had revealed an alias and he continued his soliloquy to the empty building, “Oh, Debra, maybe I’ll find all your little friends as well, and scrub the world of your kind.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” a woman said from behind Isaac, he raised his firearm to the voice, only to realize it belonged to another officer who just arrived. “Sorry sir, didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    “No, my apologies. I’m still on edge.” He laughed, holstering his gun. “The two bodies are down below, anyone else here?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re getting the stretcher out now. Sir, you look horrible. The medic will take care of you. He’s outside.” 
 
    “Alright, thank you,” Isaac looked at her badge, “Angelina.” She began snooping for him as he went to find the medic. He definitely needed to get bandaged up before leaving the scene behind. 
 
    … 
 
    Back at the headquarters, Isaac stood in his captain’s large glass-walled office giving him the details. The transitional material of his Visum contacts had darkened. They did this automatically after detecting that his eyes were sensitive to sunlight radiating into the office. This made his blue eyes appear black above his swollen and bruised cheeks. Isaac’s golden hair was dyed red with the dried blood of his victims. His boss sat directly across from him, peering over the large wooden desk equipped with an antique map of the city laid out underneath a thick glass tabletop. 
 
    “Unacceptable. You should’ve taken her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir.” 
 
    “You look like a dang fool, all busted up.” 
 
    “I was outnumbered. Killed two and captured the other.” 
 
    “Oh congratulations,” the captain clapped sarcastically, “news has been all over it, you big ape. Now every Zealot in the city knows we’re no longer holding anything back. Not to mention the person of interest isn’t in custody. Just one of her dogs.” 
 
    “You said to put them down, if need be.” 
 
    “Yeah, not make a freakin’ horror scene of it. You left one looking like a smashed pumpkin.” 
 
    “We still have one for questioning, though. I’m sure I could get him to tal--” 
 
    “His damn jaw is broken and he has yet to wake from the dream you sent him into.” Isaac dared not defend himself any further, as he could see the captain’s face was truly an image of rage, undeterred by anything he had to say or offer. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir.” 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t a complete loss.” His boss’s voice changed and tranquility returned to his expressive face. “You actually did obtain some new and useful information. Appears this woman, Cung, goes by Debra and is a figure of influence in the Zealots’ inner circle. I’m wondering how, or even if, this Jeremy guy is associated with them.” 
 
    “I’m sure of it. Could be another influencer.” 
 
    “Have his face identified by our records or surveillance. See if we can get anything more than just a first name for the love of Unity.” 
 
    “Forensics is already on it, sir.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Take the rest of the day off. Go visit that gorgeous wife of yours and rest up.” 
 
    “But sir, what if we lose her trail?” 
 
    “We already lost her trail, for now. They’re home-grown terrorists, Isaac. They ain’t going anywhere. Just gonna try and hide beneath our noses.” 
 
    “Yes sir, I understand.” 
 
    “Tell Susan the captain said hello,” he added with a wink. 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    … 
 
    Isaac departed headquarters for the second time that day, but in a different undercover vehicle. He quickly made his way home to find his beautiful wife to inform her of all that had transpired. He only sent her a single message earlier in the day, letting her know he had experienced some action, but he was alright. 
 
    She gasped upon his entrance into their pristine home and immediately shouted at him to leave his disgusting boots on the front porch before he took another step. The sight of him with bandages taped over his brow and stitches sewn into his bottom lip made her feel a strange mix of disgust and compassion; although, disgust played far more heavily in her emotional mixed cocktail. She ran up and embraced him, hugging him tightly, which made him acutely aware that he must have taken some extra damage to his ribs in the fight, as searing pain shot throughout his body. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, honey!” she exclaimed with no small amount of alarm after he winced in pain. 
 
    “It’s alright, babe.” Isaac laughed the pain off, putting on a bit of a show for Susan. He retreated to the kitchen, saying he needed some water, but actually wanted to search for pain medications he knew were buried in one of the kitchen drawers. He needed some sort of relief from his agony. After finding and taking them, he and his wife sat down while he told her the story of what happened. After a detailed description of the brutal action, he announced that he was surely on the verge of landing the promotion. They needed the higher income for the baby they planned to have. He added that he just needed to make an arrest on Debra Cung and whoever else belonged to Birmingham’s inner Zealot circle. 
 
    “Yeah, it showed on the news just before you got home. They’re praising your name, talking about how the Zealots were slaughtered. You’ve made me so proud today, honey.” 
 
    “Ah, I didn’t know they had my name.” Isaac thought of his long-forgotten family; his blood, his only kin -- people he abandoned to poverty when he turned away from them so many years ago. They were likely watching the same news and heard his name. He wondered whether or not they were his enemies -- if they were Zealots. 
 
    “Yeah, they spoke to your captain, who had only the most wonderful things to say of you! He then answered a bunch of questions about the war on the savages.” Isaac never understood why his boss always showed him a different side, a different version of his opinions. He hoped that he was only being tough on him, that the captain really did appreciate him. But, he rarely heard any praise directly from the older man. 
 
    “That’s strange. He was sort of unhappy today when I first got back.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Susan’s mood changed immediately, the warmth of her smile dissipated and her green eyes became piercingly cold. 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    “No. Did you upset him? Is he unhappy with you?” 
 
    “He’s just hard to please. Kind of like you.” Isaac laughed, regretting his words immediately. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Babe, please. I’m only kidding.” He reached out to hold her, but she batted his hands away. “Obviously, it’s a good thing if he’s singing my praises to the public.” 
 
    “I don’t care, Isaac. Is he going to promote you or not?” 
 
    “He is, once I take down some of those POIs.” She turned away from him and began cleaning the counters with a rag. The counters were spotless, yet she scrubbed them as if they were filthy. 
 
    “Why are you here then?” 
 
    “Huh? Boss sent me home today to rest.” 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    “I could have died today, woman. Don’t you appreciate the sacrifices I’m already making?” 
 
    “Well, there would’ve been a hefty payout if you had produced at least one of those higher ups.” Her words sent Isaac spiraling into his inner emotional tank of pain and hurt that he always kept buried deep beneath the surface -- underneath his strength and ambition.  
 
    He turned away from her, unsure if he was capable of hearing cruel words without expressing the way they cut into him. The sting inflicted greater pain than the wounds across his face and body. Isaac remembered how relieved it made him to stand above that man’s opened skull earlier that day. The release he felt, letting out everything Susan had sowed into him. He unleashed it all in the explosive bursts of his fists. As he thought about it, he began to crave it and he knew the entire city out there was filled with people like that man; people who deserved to experience the cannonade of blows. 
 
    Isaac stepped towards the front door and began to twist its knob, hoping to hear Susan’s voice reaching out to stop him, to apologize and beckon him to her. 
 
    “Where are you off to?” 
 
    “Going back to work for you, honey,” he sighed, unaware that his bandages were blooming with a growing red stain. 
 
    “Great.” She smiled, waiting for him to leave. 
 
    “Love you.” He clung to hope that she would respond in kind, but received no answer. He closed the door quietly behind him. The frosty wind greeted his searing physical wounds and felt as if it passed right through him as he disappeared into the shadowy night. 
 
    In the city, Debra lurked somewhere, probably with the rest of them. He knew that somewhere out there, they waited for him. Due to the news report, they knew his name and likely knew his face, but he knew theirs too. He departed his warm, inviting home and left for the department to pursue the leads, until every Zealot was destroyed or extracted from their plans and freedoms. 
 
    … 
 
     The force headquarters was nearly empty at that time of night, with only a small number of personnel working the graveyard shift. Glued like zombies to their devices, they sat almost totally still in undisturbed trances of partial sleep, only moving to answer any calls that came in. Isaac didn’t recognize any of them as he made his way to his desk in a separate room and no one troubled him. His office was void of the signs of life, which animated it during the daytime hours. His desk lamp provided the only illumination in the near empty space, his own heartbeat pounded in his ears like a drumbeat only he could hear. “Find them, child.” Isaac’s Auris seemed to whisper, unprompted and without any command from him. 
 
    “Hello?” He looked around, searching for the voice that must have come from elsewhere. The only movement in the cube farm, came from a gentle breeze that caught up some papers pinned against someone’s cubicle wall. He sat back down and held his hand to his nightstick. 
 
    “Destroy them all. Murder, if you must, until all have fallen, until all are dust. Seek them in the night and rob them their breath. Rest your hand tightly against their throats, deliver them to death.” The voice came again and sounded eerily inhuman.  
 
    “Someone there?” Isaac spoke up, louder this time. He checked to see if his Auris had received a call somehow. He withdrew his nightstick from his belt and prepared to hit whomever dared to toy with him. The sadistic words made his skin crawl; touched his psyche inappropriately with their sound. 
 
    “I will absolve you, Isaac. Fear no one. Fear nothing.” 
 
    “Who is this?” he demanded, holding his finger to his Auris, unable to disconnect from the call. 
 
    “The one who listens to your prayers, the diviner of fortuity. I am the peace that follows despair, the font of all prosperity.” Isaac sat silent, listening. The voice undeniably came from within his Auris. “I am the Conqueror of Pestilence, the Vanquisher of Famine, the Defeater of War, and the Subduer of Death.” 
 
    Isaac grew frustrated with the tormentous voice and began hammering his nightstick against the side of the cubicle, enraged by the teasing he could not escape. “Who the hell are you?” he screamed, almost weeping for its end, cursing and gnashing his teeth. 
 
    “Peace to you, Isaac, for I am Unity.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    The place they decided to meet had been their mother’s favorite deli and grill. She took them there often for gyros and French fries. Cozy table and chair sets populated the outdoor patio and a fountain in the center had a thick layer of coins wishfully cast into its depths by hopeful customers. It was in the city, near the college, so locals constantly packed the popular eatery every hour of the day. A line flowed from the front doors and onto the street with hungry groups looking to devour the tasty Mediterranean meals. 
 
    Stone ordered a massive vegetarian baker made with four baked potatoes and covered in heaping piles of grilled broccoli, green peppers, mushrooms, and cheese. It was enough food to feed an entire table of people, but Stone inhaled it all himself forkful after forkful. Cole sat across from him, gyro in hand, enjoying the seasoned fries between each bite. Even though the restaurant owners carefully kept their menu in full compliance with Unity’s ban on meat, all the dishes were delicious.  
 
    The two brothers hadn’t seen each other since the night Stone dropped by the house to collect his belongings. The young men talked a lot about nothing. They had much to hide from one another. Yes, even brothers keep their secrets, at times.  Stone seemed stronger, somehow, to Cole. He looked thicker with more sharply defined shoulders and arms, since he last saw him. But, Cole hadn’t changed a bit in Stone’s estimation. He was the same gangly and awkward brother that he’d always known, with the exception of his ever-growing height -- the thing he envied most about Cole. 
 
    “So, how’s everyone? Anything new?” Stone broke the ice, his words muffled over a mouthful of steaming potato. 
 
    “Nothing really. Maria and John might be leaving soon.” 
 
    “Huh? They find a place?” 
 
    “Yeah, sort of.”  
 
    Cole’s tactful way of saying nothing at all didn’t fool Stone. It was his little brother’s hallmark tool for complete avoidance of drama and confrontation. Cole refused to ever get involved in anything. He was a watcher, a listener, an observer standing on the outskirts of other people’s problems. By remaining neutral, he kept himself untouched and unscathed by the world’s issues, large or small. He patiently waited for things to stabilize, always watching and gauging the climate from his safe-place -- his mental and emotional hermit shell.  
 
    “Alright.” Stone rolled his eyes and took another bite of his baker, adding, “I got secrets too.” 
 
    “If you came home, you could say goodbye to them. They might be gone a while or may never return, for all I know.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? What do you mean, they may never return? What’s going on, Cole?” Stone put his fork down and wiped his face of all the dripping sauce, ready for an explanation he probably wouldn’t get. 
 
    “I don’t really know.” he lied. “You could call them, maybe, if you don’t want to go over there. I understand, you’re still angry with Michael and what-not.” 
 
    “Still angry with Michael,” he laughed, and emphasized, “still hate him, you mean.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Whatever, bro. Why did you even bother coming to see me if you were going to just treat me like a stranger? I’m your brother, man.” 
 
    “Please don’t be pissed at me. It’s just not safe to talk about it here.” 
 
    The open-air patio was packed with people -- and listeners, all standing and sitting near the outdoor heaters for warmth in the chilly November wind. Stone looked around at all the people. Since the indoor area was packed full, everyone else had to dine outside regardless of the weather. Windows seemed ready to shatter with the weight of bodies pressed against them, waiting for their orders. The sound inside was deafening as well -- like one massive collection of voices roaring like a waterfall of noises and words. 
 
    “Well, we can go somewhere else. I’ll grab us some to-go bags.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine.” 
 
    “Oh, now I get it.” Stone whined, closing his box of food, “It’s me that you don’t trust.” 
 
    “Stone-” 
 
    “Nah, it’s aight. Don’t worry about it…brother.”  
 
    Without a word, Cole stood and walked over to a nearby table that had piles of recycled bags on it, grabbed two of them, and returned to his brother. Each packed his own food away and stood waiting to file out. 
 
    “You gonna talk?” 
 
    “I’ll say what I can,” Cole mumbled with a sigh.  
 
    … 
 
    Stone stood to follow his brother out of the cafe in hopes that Cole would feel safe to share his secrets elsewhere. They walked along the sidewalk for several minutes, still not discussing anything of real importance. The scenery occupied their minds with majestic black-barked trees inflamed with the golden leaves of autumn that quivered on the massive branches. Stone also gazed at the STORK tower. It still taunted him, but he now found humor in its continued existence. Only a matter of time was the theme that hovered in his thoughts. 
 
    “So, you look like you’ve been working out a bit,” Cole mentioned this hoping to distract his brother into forgetting to press him for information. 
 
    “Yeah, just from work mostly. It’s been really busy.” 
 
    “You’ve got a job?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly.” Stone laughed at the idea. He enjoyed being the one playing with riddles. With the tables turned, the hypocrite’s eyes pried his younger brother for information, scanning for clues. None were readily apparent to him. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “You know what, Cole? I’ll be a good brother and trust you with something. I’ll show you, hang on…’cause I know you won’t betray me or anything.” Stone shifted his bag to the other hand and pulled his hoodie’s right sleeve back. “It’s official, bro.” 
 
    Cole’s eyes quickly found the Jerusalem cross; its image scarred and crimson on his brother’s flesh. The symbol meant nothing to him. He had never seen it before, but he instinctively knew its explanation wouldn’t be good news. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s the mark,” Stone whispered, looking over his shoulder for followers, “the mark of a true Zealot.” 
 
    The words made Cole’s internals spin and he became dizzy. His head felt light and filled with air. He found he could no longer walk straight. The sight of the symbol and Stone’s words came together to confirm his worst fears -- that his brother was beyond redemption.  
 
    If he knew anything about Stone, he knew his big brother would never repent -- that he had finally found the one thing that would truly destroy him -- just as everyone else in his life seemed to do. No matter what anyone had to say about it, Stone would see his mission through. The permanent brand marked him as property -- property of the Zealots, just as cattle are property of the rancher. 
 
    “What do you think?” Stone noted that his brother’s expression didn’t show even the slightest noticeable reaction to the brand and its implications. 
 
    “Looks like it hurt,” Cole observed with honest conviction.  
 
    Oblivious to the pain he had just caused his brother, the lackluster response irked Stone. He wanted to hear some form of praise or congratulations from his brother.  
 
    “Yeah, so you gonna tell me about John and Maria, now?” 
 
    “They’re just moving that’s all” 
 
    “Moving? Thought you said leaving earlier?”  
 
    “They may come back, not sure. You should really think about saying goodbye.” The two brothers jaywalked across the street just as a disparate fleet of cars blew past them. 
 
    “Why are they leaving? Stop playing games.” 
 
    Cole didn’t respond immediately, taking the time to carefully choose his wording, “They’re movin’ south to some farms, apparently.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “If you come by, they may tell you.” 
 
    “Whatever, dude. I can’t believe you right now.” Rage coursed through his body and he gritted his teeth, flexing his jaw in frustration. 
 
    “Don’t be upset. Please understand. It’s just not my place to say.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, man. I’m done with all y’all.” Stone threw his arm up and gestured with each word, “Cast me out of the house, and now, even my own brother treats me like a freaking stranger.” 
 
    “It’s not like that.” 
 
    “It’s exactly like that! Go home to your family. Don’t worry about me. Don’t tell me anything. Not like we ever been in it together, like we ever depended on each other.” 
 
    “Stone, it’s really not like that at all,” Cole implored as he reached for his brother’s shoulder and gripped him tightly. 
 
    “Just remembering all those times mom was too strung out to feed us anything. She’d spend entire days laid out on the couch,” Stone said bitterly, lowering his shoulder to shrug off his brother’s hand, “Remember how I would feed us? I was the only one that could reach the stove. You know before you grew so tall. I’d heat us up some cans and we’d sit on the couch next to mother dearest, watching cartoons all day. Was tough, I’ll admit, but I made sure we had full bellies and that you never went hungry.” 
 
    “Sto-” 
 
    “Nah, man. I see now. Michael’s your provider. Don’t need me anymore. Here, you can have my leftovers too, so you don’t go hungry. It’ll be just like old times.” Stone tossed the bag at Cole who failed to catch it. It fell to the ground spilling everywhere. He stood over the mess and watched the bug that already made its way to the dropped potato. He bent to clean it up and his angry brother continued to walk away. 
 
    “Stone, hold up!” His brother’s back only grew smaller as the distance continued to increase between the two of them. By the time Cole threw the spoiled food into a trashcan, his brother was out of sight. He stood there, a dark depression descending on him and his entire being filling with grief. But, this all happened interiorly, absolutely undetectable by other people.  He kept a peaceful expression displayed upon his face. 
 
    … 
 
    Stone, on the other hand, made no effort to conceal his emotion. He walked furiously, leaning forward and craning his neck so that his head hung out and over his marching feet.  Every now and then, as he made the journey home, he’d stop to ensure Cole hadn’t pursued him. He definitely didn’t want to give away the location of his temporary home. When he reached the house, he greedily inhaled the surrounding fresh air -- the air of his new home -- his new family. 
 
    Once he entered the shared downstairs apartment, he heard voices indicating the presence of visitors. A woman’s voice, clearly troubled, sounded down the hallway as she spoke to Jeremy.  He recognized the voice. It was Debra. Her perfume filled the entrance, its feminine fragrance chased his anger away.  He followed the flowery scent to its place of greatest intensity, which led to the living room where she sat, her legs crossed and perched upon the couch.  
 
    “Hey Debs, what brings you to our humble abode?” She didn’t answer and he quickly realized that something was far from right. 
 
    “Are you sure no one followed you?” Jeremy flung the question from the other room, searching through drawers and closets, ripping out the contents like a madman. 
 
    “I’m positi-” Stone started to answer, then realized the question wasn’t intended for him. 
 
    “No one followed me, Jeremy. As I’ve said a dozen times now.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have come here. Should have called for us to meet somewhere else, that’s not…you know…my damn home?” 
 
    Stone’s eyebrows raised in shock, his forehead revealing a preview of the future wrinkles he would one day have. Regret washed over him as he wished he were still with Cole rather than listening to whatever was transpiring between Jeremy and Debra. But, now that he was there, he strived to hear what he could, searching every word for a clue about what might have happened while he was out.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” she barked back at him with overt sarcasm, “that as I escaped, I heard the last noises of our dying friends’ struggle to save our cause. Forgive me if I found it difficult to think clearly, since my ears rang with the sounds of gunshots and bones cracking.” 
 
    “Huh?” Stone was shocked by the news. Up until that moment, making bombs as a Zealot was nothing if not peaceful. 
 
    “Debra’s workshop got raided this morning,” Jeremy yelled to him from the other room. 
 
    “Huh?” he said again, still dumbfounded. 
 
    “Steve is likely dead. I’m not sure about Terry or Lamarcus. I ran away just as the shots rang out,” Debra confessed, her voice still shaky. 
 
    “What did you leave behind?” 
 
    “Nothing. We keep the shop spotless of everything. I only had my Scroll there, but I grabbed it before I bolted.” 
 
    “What about your apartment? Anything incriminating, or I guess we’re beyond that now. Can you think of anything that could link the rest of us to operations there?” Jeremy’s line of questioning betrayed an underlying fear. 
 
    “Sentiments are weaknesses, Jeremy,” she shared wisdom inherited from her father. “I don’t have anything at home other than my cat, sheets, clothes, and food.” 
 
    “Well, you won’t be able to return home,” he pointed out, shaking his head in what approached disgust.  
 
    “Obviously, I know that, Jay,” she choked and began to cry, wiping away tears as soon as they started to roll down her cheeks. “Chichi is still there -- probably curled up at the door waiting for me.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Debra. That really sucks,” Stone broke in as he sat down next to her on the couch. He placed his hand timidly on her shoulder in an effort to comfort her and continued, “Are you going to stay here for now?” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s all be here together when they come for us,” interjected Jeremy with more than a little resentment. 
 
    “Where else would I go?” 
 
    “Nowhere. In fact, you can’t leave this apartment for as long as their manhunt continues.” Jeremy’s harshness hung in the air like a thick, cold fog. 
 
    Debra wept wretchedly and tucked her head into her arms as her sobs became louder. The sound made Stone uncomfortable as everything started to click into place within his mind’s eye. He saw himself in a basement populated by enemies of the state. Logic told him that he was likely a person of interest, since he willingly associated with them. The black crosses on his arm began to lose their coolness and instead became permanent identifiers, veritable targets, for Unity and the inevitable hunt. 
 
    “The news!” Jeremy shouted, reentering the living room. “How’ve you not even checked the news? How long is it you’ve been here?” He didn’t wait for her response before flipping on the wall-colored screen mounted above the fireplace. The paper-thin screen immediately became visible, blinding their eyes, still adjusted to the dim basement lighting. 
 
    Aerial footage, likely shown from a helicopter, hovering above what used to be Debra’s workshop. Swarms of personnel passed to and fro between the large metal doors in the front of the building. Two body bags lay in the sunlight, zippered up, the bodies inside unidentifiable. Debra crossed her heart at the sight and once again started to cry, but silently this time. Jeremy stood close to the screen, analyzing its every pixel for signs or any clues they may have found, if any at all. He noticed some sort of inspectors in the back alley measuring muddy footprints and others snooping through the dumpsters, looking for anything incriminating.  
 
    “This isn’t good.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “No, really Debra, we’ve never had anything like this happen before. I’m not sure what to do.” Jeremy crossed his tattooed arms, still studying the screen. 
 
    … 
 
    Stone watched everything unfold on the screen silently, his heart faintly beating what seemed like chilled blood through his body. His stomach wrenched into a tangle of knots and spiraling sensations. The experts on the screen discussed next steps and the likelihood that this raid would lead to the rest of them. Stone almost felt as if they spoke directly to him; teasing him, upsetting his entire world and future. 
 
    “Yes, Janet,” one of the talking heads started, “these criminals are often very, very messy and, with modern technology, there isn’t a mess the investigators can’t detect and use. We haven’t received word yet of what lies in store based on their findings within the perimeter of the workshop. I’ve spoken to the department captain and he says they’re only days away from busting these savages.” 
 
    “Wonderful, wonderful news, Horatio. It’s always a pleasure when you come onto the show.” The two journalists giggled like children, just before the footage started to play again.  
 
    The screen then revealed close-ups of the crime scene from the ground level. Personnel stacked boxes upon boxes of evidence, filled with papers and trinkets left behind. The screen played footage of the gigantic five red crosses that the group painted on the wood-paneled walls in the upstairs office. A headline beneath the recording read, “Two radicals slain, one in intensive care, and a possible evader. Be sure to lock your doors and report anything you find suspicious.” 
 
    Jeremy lowered the volume, took a deep breath and held it as he firmly sat down in the chair adjacent to the sofa. He held his hands to his head as it pounded with information and possibilities. “We need to hold a meeting with the other knights; the brothers and Eddie, hell, bring Nelson up as well.” 
 
    “Do you need me to do anything?” Stone asked Jeremy, secretly hoping there wasn’t anything at all for him to do. The creeping suspicion that he was utterly useless made its way into him again, just as it did at his initiation. He didn’t see anything he could offer to help the situation; nothing he could do to throw off the pursuit of the detectives. Anxiety ripped through him silently, unleashing hell upon his emotions as he tried to keep his inner turmoil subdued. 
 
    “Yeah, go stand watch at the entrance to our street.” 
 
    Debra took the opportunity to interrupt and say rather sternly, “I’m telling you, Jeremy, no one followed me. He’s just going to catch a cold out there.” 
 
    Stone stood ready to leave, waiting for Jeremy’s final decision. He hoped he wouldn’t have to leave and miss everything happening on the news. As long as he had eyes on the aerial footage, he felt safer.  
 
    “Stone, stay here. Just call the others over here immediately, please.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” He walked to a quieter corner away from the television and the continuing discussion between Debra and Jeremy.  
 
    Jeremy rose from the chair and began walking around the room in circles, thinking and talking aloud, “How the hell did they even find you, Deb? Did Nelson rat us out? I knew we shouldn’t have trusted him.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t Nelson.” She quickly defended her creation, frustrated by the accusation. “I know you’d love to blame him, but it wasn’t him. He’s been working very hard for us.” 
 
    “Well, if it wasn’t your digital boyfriend, then who was it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” She shook her head, allowing her eyes and frown to droop low and added, “It could have been one of the rumblers from the protest. A couple of them were arrested and could have been interrogated.”  
 
    “Traitor!” Jeremy punched the wall in front of him, knocking an old painting of a farm to the ground. “These peons shouldn’t know anything about us. How would they learn about the workshop anyway?” 
 
    “Traitor? Jeremy, calm down. One of those brutal officers could have tortured him (or her) for all you know.”  
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Dumb kid should’ve kept his stupid mouth shut.” 
 
    Stone reentered the living room, “I can’t get ahold of Eddie, but the brothers are on their way over.” 
 
    “Lord have mercy, what now? Eddie’s missing?” Jeremy screamed, his voice rattling the water in a nearby cup, ripples passing from the center outwards. 
 
    “You need to calm down or the freaking neighbors are going to report us.” 
 
    “Everything we’ve worked for is on the line. Everything is ruined. Our fight’s over before it ever started.” 
 
    “Nothing is going to happen. They caught a scent. That’s all. We’re going to be okay.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Jeremy’s face looked like a lunatic’s as he pointed towards the television. “They have your Asian face on the screen!” 
 
    “Well, everybody around here thinks we all look alike, so I’ll be fine,” she joked dryly. 
 
    “A joke, really? Of all the times, now you joke? You have got to be kidding me.” 
 
    Stone continued to remain silent, tempted to sit in another room away from the fight. Now he regretted not taking Jeremy up on the order to stand guard. The freezing weather sounded nice to him; a pleasant escape from the heat building in the room. 
 
    “I’ma go outside and watch for the others.” 
 
    “Great idea, Stone,” Jeremy snarled, “thanks for getting to something I told you to do an hour ago.” It had only been a few minutes and Jeremy had told him not to go, but Stone was relieved to get out of the chaotic drama in the apartment. The sound of dishes breaking and blasphemies bid him farewell as he closed the door swiftly behind him. 
 
    … 
 
    Stone stood in the cold, on a grassless hill overlooking the street, beautifully colored in autumnal shades of red and orange; the foliage departed like small birds from its branches when the wind picked up. He brought a pack of cigarettes from the chest pocket of his coat, along with a zippo lighter with a golden fleur-de-lis engraved into its side. It was a new habit he picked up recently; the buzz of nicotine still unfamiliar to his bloodstream. It made him feel like he was floating and the situation momentarily fled from his thoughts, allowing him a moment of serenity. 
 
    He had never seen Jeremy behave in such a way; the man had always been like steel, giving way to nothing. Stress had never been an issue for Jeremy and Stone never heard complaints pass his lips. This made him realize that working as a Zealot had been an easy ride so far with no real danger looming around them -- at least not until this very day. Seeing his boss lose it like that made him fear Jeremy wasn’t the leader he originally thought him to be. For the first time, Stone considered the possibility that Jeremy might give in under the weight of being pursued by Unity.  
 
    This insight acted as a powerful buzz-kill for Stone. He lit another cigarette in an attempt to recapture the harmony it brought him moments ago. “What have you gotten yourself into, Stoney?” He asked himself aloud, under his breath, as he exhaled the smoke and warm air that became clouds. The brothers appeared as they turned onto Idlewild Circle and waved to him. 
 
    They were foreigners, originally from the east of what was once France. For whatever reason, the two men found themselves in the midst of a holy war raging in the streets of Birmingham. They were unusual to him, often using strange adages that never quite translated properly, and wore what Stone thought of as ridiculous outfits. On that day, they wore their typical stained overalls with plaid button down shirts beneath them. Their large work boots trudged heavily as they waddled towards him from down the street. 
 
    “Where’s the birds?” Francis inquired after shaking Stone’s cold hand. 
 
    “Birds?” Stone looked about the trees, catching no sight of them, “I haven’t the slightest clue.” 
 
    “My brother’s referring to the lovers.” 
 
    “Who? You mean Jeremy and Debra?” Stone had never heard of any love between the two. He knew that they had always been friends, ever since that awful fire, but this was the first time he heard anyone describe them as intimate. The knowledge shocked his heart, wounding his feelings for Debra.  
 
    “Yes, silly man, where are they?” Francis asked impatiently. “The fugitive and your papa. They’re inside?”  
 
    Stone led the two brothers into the apartment and notified Jeremy of their arrival. Thankfully, he seemed much more in control of himself than before. In fact, he exuded such calm, he seemed like an entirely different person -- the best of the Jeremy he knew prior to the raid at Debra’s workshop.  
 
    “Seems you’ve gotten yourself in some trouble, yes?” Clement chided Debra. Her tears were gone, her eyes completely emptied of all moisture.  
 
     “Yeah, seems I’m going to be locked down here for a while.” 
 
    “Better to bend than to break, no?”  
 
    “I guess so, Clemie, just wish I had my cat at least. She’s probably in a cage by now,” she said, glancing at Jeremy’s cat hiding beneath a wine rack. His cat was boring and didn’t like company, didn’t like Jeremy much either. Chichi was a sweet lap kitten that purred deeply every chance it got to sit upon her beloved Debra. If she could, she would have continued crying at the thought of Chichi waiting at the apartment’s door, which had likely already been kicked in and raided. She hoped the cat hadn’t been sitting directly behind the door. 
 
    “There’s more than one donkey named Martin!” Francis said, trying to soothe her with useless poetry that no one but he and Clement understood. Stone had yet to learn to block them out like the others always did. Instead, he tried deciphering each expression, but to no avail.  
 
    Debra began unrolling her Scroll and summoned Nelson to the screen. He smiled, unaware of the commotion that had unfolded while he was tucked away in the various operating systems at STORK, analyzing, stealing, and hiding funds that he stealthily transferred to and from the accounts. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Debra, Jeremy,” he greeted brightly and pretended to scan the room for occupants, already mindful of who was present based on the information that streamed from their Aurises, “and Frenchmen. Who else? Stone, is that you?” 
 
    “Nelson, no need for the antics today,” Jeremy scolded, his patience thinning with each word uttered by the ostentatious program. 
 
    “Yes sir,” he sighed. Always put down by the boss, never free to express himself when he was present, “What do you need from me?” 
 
    “Things are getting outta hand-” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “And I want some details on the amount you have seized to date. How long has it been -- a month since we planted you?” 
 
    “It has been twenty-three days, sir.” 
 
    “Well, what are we totaling?” 
 
    “Seems since I’ve placed my Nelson tax on every transaction, we’ve amassed a little over forty thousand.” 
 
    “Forty thousand?” 
 
    “Yes sir, all undetectable, believe me. We are taking decimal amounts of decimals. If pennies had pennies, so to speak.” 
 
    “Seems like a lot.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe the funds that come flooding in every time someone orders one of those abominations.” 
 
    “Alright, well, we can bench him for a while then, Debra.” 
 
    “Sir, if you remove me now, it will be more suspicious. It’s best to leave me be.” 
 
    Jeremey pondered Nelson’s advice, and rested his hand against his stubbly chin to think. It was all too much for any one person to contemplate. From the raid to the finances to Nelson’s current lecture -- yes, Nelson, his words were growing less and less comprehensible to anyone in the room. He continued on, escalating from words such as undetectable to words and explanations that were better suited to a discussion with an accompanying ensemble of charts and analogies.   
 
    “I want him out of there.” 
 
    “Sir-” 
 
    “Silence!” Jeremy’s temper escalated again, but only slightly. 
 
    Is Jeremy losing it again? Stone did not relish another display like the earlier one. 
 
    “Jeremy, I trust your judgement typically, but don’t you think Nelson is better suited for that front?” 
 
    “I want him out of there before fears arise. If they get ahold of him, they’ll strip him apart for answers and we cannot risk it at this time.” 
 
    “If you withdraw me from my post now,” Nelson’s face displayed great concern and sadness over his benching, “I may not be able to reenter down the road.” 
 
    “Then we’ll place you elsewhere when the time comes. Forty thousand is plenty for what we require.” 
 
    “Yes sir, I understand.” Nelson could already feel the emptiness that accompanied his solitude within the confines of cyberspace. The bottomless pit of his chamber seemed to expand ceaselessly without any information entering it. He might sit forever, he feared, untouched, forgotten, and unable to interact with the world beyond his screen, so was his destiny he always knew, he just hoped it wouldn’t have come so soon. 
 
     “Sir, please put me to use, any use, elsewhere -- any use at all. I cannot stand to be left to rot in here. I’m plenty capable of many other things, I promise. Please sir, do not toss me away.” 
 
    “What can you offer us?” 
 
    “Well,” Nelson began, thinking of what possible uses a human might have for him, uses that would justify his continued freedom, “in my experience as a bank-bot, I was well accustomed to surveillance and observation, sir. I could be a great asset to you, as far as overwatch goes.” The bot self-inspired by the idea, began speaking romantically of the many possibilities, selling himself to his masters, “Send me into the clouds to find your enemies, to find what they have of you in their files. Send me and I will not fail you, I swear it to be true.” 
 
    “You think you can finagle yourself into the department?” Jeremy’s face looked incredulous. 
 
    “Sir, no offense, but my intelligence extends far beyond human understanding. Adaptability is the air I breathe. I could finagle myself into the peel of a banana.” 
 
    “Well, this is something…” Debra remarked, surprised by her bot’s capabilities -- capabilities even she hadn’t imagined, “...we have ourselves a little cerebral superman in our possession.” 
 
    “It would appear so,” Jeremey agreed, filled with the peace-of-mind offered by the program. “Hopefully, he will deliver.” 
 
    “He who steals an egg will steal an ox,” Francis quipped, imparting a bit of his endless wisdom to whoever would listen. His moustache caught an itch, and he reached to relieve it with his long fingernails. 
 
    “D’accord,” Clement added in agreement with his brother, also reaching to scratch the moustache draped across his own lip. It wasn’t nearly as remarkable or full as Francis’; he took after his mother. 
 
    “What do y’all say? Shall we send MacGyver into the clouds?” Jeremy asked everyone to vote, still unsure if he trusted what he saw as a hodgepodge of software and personality.  
 
    “Necessity makes law,” Clement said, smiling. He always strived to beat his brother to whatever proverb the situation called for. 
 
    “Yes, my insufferable brother is correct. He is our only chance to stand above those who seek to destroy us.” 
 
    “Debra? Stone?” It shocked Stone to hear his name called. He never considered himself worthy of a vote and assumed the others felt the same way. He blushed at hearing the sound of his name called upon for a response. 
 
    “Yeah, he seems genuine,” Stone replied, his voice shook awkwardly like he had a frog in his throat. 
 
    “He’s done so much for us already, Jeremy,” Debra reminded their leader, finally revealing what everyone already expected; that she was onboard with the idea. “I truly think he has earned our trust by now.” 
 
    “Alright then. It’s done. Eddie can bitch to me about his missed vote, if he ever shows up. Launch him,” Jeremy commanded, waiting for Nelson to vanish before his eyes. 
 
    “It’s done. He’s en route to the department’s surveillance systems.” 
 
    “How come he’s still here?” 
 
    “Sir, I’m not bound by flesh and bone. As you can see now, there are no strings on me. I’m capable of being in two or more places simultaneously.” Nelson laughed, his virtual spirit was filled with relief and glee since he won his freedom. The fear of being constricted within boundless black emptiness was postponed to a future date, although inevitable. He could, for the time being, enjoy every pleasure promised by the vast trove of knowledge that lay on the virtual path before him.  
 
    “Praise be to you, Jeremy and company. With all respect, not a one of you possesses the capacity to grasp the profound and hellacious agony my kind experiences within such an emptiness.” 
 
    “Well, don’t screw us. Unity would surely send you there.” 
 
    “I would never, sir,” Nelson implored before taking leave to read a book beside his virtual fireplace; the warmth of which seemed to make its way through the pixels, heating the screen itself so that Debra could actually feel the warmth as she rolled her Scroll and stowed it in her backpack. 
 
    “So, what now?” Stone asked the question everyone else was pondering as they all stood and sat and ambled randomly around the room. 
 
    “Well, Debra is sure as hell not going anywhere. You can be her errand boy and do whatever she needs you to do. I’ll continue working in the shop by myself.” 
 
    “Alright. I can handle that, maybe, depending on how needy she is,” Stone teased, enamored by the idea of getting to spend time with the gorgeous woman who would surely need comforting in her distress. 
 
    “As for the two of you,” he continued, looking over to the brothers, both of whom stood waiting, “I want some new troops. We’re going to need a good many ready for what’s coming.” 
 
    “Immediately said...” Clement began. 
 
    “…Immediately done!” Francis shouted, the two shook hands with Jeremy before they left.  
 
    Their words are accurate, Stone contemplated, thinking on them, and how they immediately left upon the words. 
 
    “I’m going to go take a long warm shower, my reward for making it through such a day without losing my mind,” Jeremy announced, as he grabbed two towels from a nearby closet, leaving the two of them alone. Immediately upon Jeremy’s retreat, Stone felt unable to move, locked in place. Unsure of what to do with himself, he was afraid to even look at Debra. He just sat there in the awkward silence and waited.  
 
    “How’d the visit go?” Debra asked him, not offering any clue about what she meant. 
 
    “Visit?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think Jeremy mentioned you went to see your brother earlier.” 
 
    “Oh, right. I uh, it…it didn’t go so well, unfortunately.”  
 
    “Aw, what happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know…my brother… he’s just impossible sometimes. Has a hard time sharing things. Apparently, there’s something going on back at the house. My cousin and her husband are moving away and he wouldn’t offer any explanation as to why.” 
 
    “Do you need to go visit them?” Debra asked, her voice and suggestion so sympathetic to his ears. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “They think what we do is evil. They’ve disowned me. Michael, my other cousin, attacked me over dinner one night, after he found out I was associating with Zealots. Thinks we’re terrorists.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” She nodded her head to his explanation. Stone felt a warmth growing. The cold apartment didn’t feel so icy with her company. It felt like some sort of static passed between them as they sat so closely on the couch talking and learning about each other during this bit of time together. 
 
    “So, how are you holding up after today?” When his question remained unanswered, he added, “I guess it’s hard to talk about, I’m sorry for asking.” 
 
    “No, it’s not that. I mean, yes, it is difficult to an extent, but I don’t mind you asking. I think it’s sweet. I just don’t know how to describe it. It all happened so quickly. You have to be ready for that in this life. Things happen quickly and without warning. You just have to learn how to continue moving forward. You lick your wounds as you go,” she explained, moving from the couch to search for a good bottle of wine in Jeremy’s rack. The cat scurried away when she approached and hid beneath the couch. “That cat sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah, all he does is claw the furniture.”  
 
    “You like wine? Jeremy’s got some Merlot here.” 
 
    “I’d love to have some. I’ll get the glasses.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Deep within the web of infinite connections, Unity perched, listening and feeling every bit of information vibrating along the lines. With each vibration, new data passed into him, and he passed it back out instinctively, his ears resting until he heard only the relevant messages and rumors people blindly offered to him without knowledge or consent.  
 
    Hovering above the endless hollow of cyberspace, the data flowed to the center of the spider-web that constantly sparkled with secrets like droplets of fluorescent morning dew. It was during that time of active rest that Unity felt a small tug from down his line; it was reminiscent of an old problem he dealt with many years ago. The tug came to him and the tiny twinkling of information passed into his hands for closer inspection. 
 
    “Pregnancy?” The rumor illuminated his face as he held it close, as if it were a lone candlelight in a dark cavern. “Pregnancies, many of them,” he said to himself as more information began to pass through him at light speed. From every province, every city -- it seemed -- came information rumoring the occurrence of natural pregnancies. “How could this be?” he inquired of his web, but no answer came forth. None of the responses offered him any idea about how this could occur. Nor did they provide any viable evidence that his mass sterilization program had failed and become, essentially, obsolete.  
 
    At first, he learned that a large number of female citizens had become pregnant -- the natural way. Then, over a matter of days, he learned of hundreds. Soon after, there were thousands, then tens of thousands. Each new case began to stack around him until all he saw was a mass of sparkling lights. “I will deal with this immediately.” 
 
    … 
 
    In the physical realm, news anchors went about their daily task of informing the masses about whatever news they had been given and authorized to share. This time of year, it typically centered on the football season, local accidents, or the weather -- nothing new in the news, they often joked with each other. Only on rare occasions did the news create such a marked disturbance among the mass audience.  
 
    But this time was different from even those rare occasions. The familiar anchors reported the shocking information with trance-like disbelief on their near-perfect faces and a doubtful timbre to their usually confident voices. They revealed that the world was not as everyone believed it was before turning on their TVs that day. 
 
    “If you or someone you know is, or may be, pregnant, we ask you to visit the nearest STORK center as soon and as calmly as possible,” the anchor read aloud to the citizens of Birmingham, directly from his notes, his face resembling an emotional jigsaw puzzle and projecting an uncertainty about what to say and how to say it.  “It appears that authorities have received reliable word of widespread, naturally occurring pregnancies. If you happen to be one of these women, Unity asks that you arrange to have your pregnancy terminated immediately, so as to protect the integrity of the human race. The helpful staff at STORK will provide generous compensation to all who cooperate with this directive. In turn, those who fail to do so will be penalized.” 
 
    Maria and Amelia watched the screen in absolute horror as the news wreaked havoc on their thoughts and emotions. The confirmation of Maria’s pregnancy had already given them so much to handle -- with the secrets, the fear, and the plans to migrate. The past month had been filled with countless adjustments for the whole family. It seemed all the news the two women heard over the past several weeks was bad. It began with the doctors’ tests, which confirmed Maria’s pregnancy, and then the news that Stone was likely a fugitive only made matters worse. Unity and those who did his bidding in the physical world were discovering more and more Zealot workshops. Almost all Zealot members ended up dead during the raids. This current news report mandating all pregnant women to end the lives of their unborn babies threatened to break them. 
 
    “Is it me? Is he talking to me? How could they know?” Maria began to shout, unable to catch her breath, bordering on hyperventilation. 
 
    “I don’t know. I just don’t know!” Amelia stood, chewing her nails, moving closer to the screen in an effort to glean some clue. 
 
    “We haven’t told anyone! There’s no way anyone could have found out, right? Did you tell anyone?” Maria’s voice was shrill with hysteria and uncontrollable tremors rippled over her entire body.  
 
    “Of course, I didn’t, honey,” Amelia answered soothingly as she shook her head. As she drank in deep breaths, a moment of clarity came to her, “I highly doubt that anyone in this family sold you out, Maria. There must be others out there who are also pregnant, or they wouldn’t announce it on the news like that. It’s only logical. If you were the only one in a billion to experience this, Unity would just send his thugs to break our door down and transport you to the clinic themselves.” 
 
    “Really? You think there are others, lots of others?” Maria asked, the panic receding momentarily until she realized that it wasn’t so simple. “I mean, even if there are others, it doesn’t help. They’re going to hunt us down now. They’ll find us. There’s no way to hide from everyone -- to hide a child.” 
 
    “Father Burns truly trusts the farmers. I think they’re probably wonderful people.” 
 
    “It’s not the farmers I’m worried about. I’m not going to spend my entire life in a barn.  Eventually, I’ll need to return and I’ll have a baby to raise. What am I going to do then? We’ve barely formed a plan. There’s no way to hide a secret like that for even a couple of years, much less twenty years.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out, I promise. We’ll adjust as we’ve always done.” Amelia did her best to hide her own anxiety and comfort Maria. 
 
    “What the hell is happening? This can’t be real. This must be some sort of nightmare. What are the odds that something like this would happen in our lifetime?”  
 
    Yet, this strange phenomenon didn’t prove there was anything new beneath the sun. Something astonishing happens in every generation. People are always subject to these moments; events never before experienced. These sorts of events are entirely new in every way to the youth of the world. Of course, war had been waged on life for many years, across time and throughout the history of men. Pharaoh murdered all of the male children, Herod slaughtered the Holy Innocents, abortions had amassed over one billion lives in the past century. It was simply the first shock for her, she wasn’t living a nightmare. She had simply been awakened from the daydream that she had been perpetuating. This is the reality of the world; the way men have always behaved. It is the same blood spilled on the same earth. Only this time, Maria was witnessing the blood drip for herself, firsthand. “I don’t know, honey. I really don’t know. Times are strange right now, but, I mean, were they ever normal?” 
 
    Maria began to weep uncontrollably. The weeping suddenly transformed into a tantrum.  She flung the nail polish she held against the living room wall, painting it in long glossy drips of a glittering purple shade. Amelia’s wall was ruined, for now, with streaks of what had been her favorite nail polish. She resisted the impulse to figuratively strangle her friend. 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” Maria exclaimed excitedly as she continued to hyperventilate, “Melia, I’ll clean it up right away. I lost it for a second. I’m truly so sorry!” 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s okay. I’m already on it,” she responded with surprising calm, while dampening a cloth to wipe the polish off of the gray wall. “Just lay back in the recliner and try to calm down, alright?” 
 
    “I’ll try.”  
 
    Maria wrapped herself in a blanket, careful not to ruin her freshly painted nails. She crossed her arms over her torso, like a corpse, fingernails faced upwards. Almost no time at all passed before Amelia heard soft snores coming from her exhausted friend.  She offered praises to God for the unexpected moment of peace. 
 
    … 
 
    After her best attempts at cleaning the mess, she realized that the area gleamed in the light right where the polish had landed. To make it uniform again, the wall needed a fresh coat of the light gray paint, which irritated her already frayed nerves. Amelia put away her cleaning supplies, not interested in perfection for the time being.  
 
    She walked into another room to switch on the news, careful not to awaken her sister-in-law. She wanted to hear more about what was going on without getting distracted by poor Maria’s frantic thought processes and fears. “We now come to you -- live -- from the STORK facility located in Five Points. As you can see, the clinic is flooded with people,” the report reassured Amelia, confirming what her logic already told her -- that Maria wasn’t the only one. It gave her great peace of mind as she continued watching. “Horatio is on location to get a comment or two from a couple of these dutiful citizens.” 
 
    “Thank you, Bruce.” The reporter held a slender microphone, while a drone hovered in front of him, capturing the scene on live video feed. “I’m here at the Five Points facility with my new friend, Angelina, who says she’s had the side-effects of pregnancy for well over a month now. Angelina, would you care to comment on your feelings?” 
 
    “Oh, Horatio, I’m just relieved to know that I’m not losing my fu--ing mind!” Her sentence was interrupted by a long and steady bleep. The woman’s blonde hair curled over her shoulders and bounced as she spoke, gesturing to Horatio. 
 
    “So, are you excited to be receiving treatment here at STORK?” He pointed back to the scene behind them, using his thumb. Horatio ignored the gaggle of frenzied women behind him, storming the STORK reception counters for answers. 
 
    “Absolutely,” the woman spoke with bizarre precision, her face over-emphasizing every word, “I think it's my duty as a citizen to have this pregnancy terminated.” Amelia didn’t buy it. Something about the encounter seemed scripted. The way she said, ‘terminated,’ seemed styled to put forth a softer feel than the harsh reality of what the word means in this context, Amelia analyzed these things in her mind. “I did some reading on the sort of impact that natural, unregulated reproduction could have on a global scale. It’s really scary stuff.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Horatio inquired, moving closer to the woman, whose face was slightly out of shot. 
 
    “Yes, Horatio, it’s awful -- the potential devastation. Massive outbreaks of disease and related plagues, severe overpopulation, not to mention that this child might have any number of birth-defects or other genetic abnormalities, as well. Naturally reproduced and born children don’t get their healthy daily doses of essential vitamins like the lab-grown children do at STORK.” This last exchange left no doubt in Amelia’s mind that ‘Angelina’ was either a hired actress or saleswoman with the sole purpose of misleading viewers. The attractive, bubbly woman continued, adding, “They’re subject to the parents’ imperfect genetics and flawed biological systems, which could result in bringing forth a child with mental retardation, missing organs, or even the next serial killer.” 
 
    “That’s terrifying, Angelina. Absolutely terrifying. Praise be to Unity and STORK for providing a safe and easy alternative at our disposal.” 
 
    “Yes, in fact they’re even offering me compensation for the procedure. It’s a win-win-win situation,” she almost sang the words. “I get paid, the world remains safe and healthy, and the fetus will suffer nothing upon extraction.” This woman just doesn’t quit! Amelia marveled that many people viewing were probably hanging on this person’s every word. 
 
    “Amazing!” Horatio concluded, placing an arm around the woman’s shoulders and hugging her. “There you have it, everyone. There is no need to worry. Please visit your local facility today if you have even the slightest uncertainty. They’ll take care of it for you.” The drone departed from the two of them and their smiles, both of which beamed across the facility’s crowded lobby, packed with women of all ages. 
 
    Amelia switched off the news, having heard enough. It infuriated her -- the fact that she could not become pregnant when other women, blessed with the opportunity, seemed so willing to sell away the very thing that made them remarkable beings. 
 
    … 
 
    She heard footsteps leading towards the kitchen, where she had been watching the broadcast, followed by a yawn and another apology from the sleepy woman who had finally surfaced from the depths of her nap. Maria was seeking comfort, afraid, and unaware of the large scale of the event unfolding before them. 
 
    “It’d be nice if our husbands didn’t have to work so much. I swear we hardly ever see them. You’d think those panels up there could go a day or two without issue, every now and then,” Maria remarked, her voice still hoarse with sleep. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I miss John. Liked it better when he was unemployed and around anytime I didn’t have to work.” 
 
    “I bet.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Maria asked, sensing tension in Amelia’s short responses. 
 
    “I watched the news after you passed out.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You’re not the only one. They’re acting as if it’s some sort of epidemic. There are women everywhere flooding into the facilities and hospitals for testing.”  
 
    “Why are they doing that? Some women would give everything they own to have STORK engineer a baby for them.” Maria shook her head at the idea. “Doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Everyone they interview seems overjoyed to be there. It’s weird.” 
 
    “To be honest, I sort of envy them, in a way. Their ignorance makes life so much easier for them,” Maria confided, as she peeled a clementine to reveal the fruit beneath. 
 
    “How the hell could you possibly think that?” Amelia never swore, but Maria’s choice in words really angered her.  
 
    “What?” Maria was shocked by the change in her friend’s mood.  
 
    “You’ve been given something that I would kill for right now and just because it might be difficult, you’re thinking it would be better if it had never happened.” The ire in Amelia’s voice was palpable. 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “You’re saying that your life would be better, if you believed as they do. Your life would be easier if you could do what they’re doing.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying, Amelia! What’s your deal? Are you okay?” 
 
    “It’s what you’re insinuating, and you know it,” Amelia accused, pointing her finger at the woman. 
 
    “You don’t understand the pressure I’m under, Amelia!” Maria fired back with fervor, finally having endured enough of the onslaught. “You couldn’t possibly understand because you aren’t the potential target of a manhunt over something you had no control over!” 
 
    “Whatever, Maria. They’re about to take you to a paradise to escape this hellhole. This miserable city that you yourself have always talked about leaving. You’ve been blessed with fertility and here I am, my prayers unanswered, no opportunity to conceive as you have. There’s possibly millions of women out there that have conceived and they’re all giving up, they’re all throwing it away, and you’re here jealous of their ability to murder without regret.” 
 
    Maria screamed into Amelia’s face, delivering a barrage of expletives before storming away, slamming the kitchen door behind her. The two women continued to stay far away from each other, in separate corners of the house, waiting silently for their husbands’ arrival from work. 
 
    … 
 
    Hours passed before the men returned from the long day’s labor, along with Cole, who had gone with them simply to hang out and learn a few things about the panels that blocked out the sky above their home. They had heard nothing of the news reports about the women who were arriving at the STORK clinics in droves. No one they encountered at work knew either, apparently. The nature of their work tended to unglue the men from the realities of their personal lives while they labored. 
 
    Michael entered the house last, after John and Cole, proclaiming their return to whomever lurked inside. No sounds or voices greeted them, which was highly unusual and troubling to both the married men. 
 
    “Do you think they’re home?” John asked, removing his foul-smelling boots from his feet. The air became sharp and reeked of sweat. 
 
    “Probably,” Michael answered, scrunching his face as he caught a whiff of the boots. “Maybe they’re out back? They would’ve told us if they planned on leaving.”  
 
    Cole made his way to the kitchen to get a view outside the window into the dark yard, observing, “There’s no one out there.” 
 
    “Well, maybe they’re snoozing,” Michael guessed. He made his way up the ever-squeaky stairs. “Amelia? Honey?” He opened their bedroom door to find her in the corner reading a book titled Einstein’s Dreams. When she didn’t have cooking and cleaning to do, books were her escape from the troubles of life. “Nothing for dinner tonight?” 
 
    “I don’t know, microwave something,” she mumbled in a deadpan tone without even glancing his direction, continuing to read her book. 
 
    “Honey, I didn’t mean it like that. What’s the matter?” Truly concerned now, he ran his fingers through her silky hair. 
 
    “Your sis is pissing me off.” She tossed her book onto the ground in apparent frustration. “I hope Father Burns is ready to take them down south. I’m getting sick of her constant complaints. I’ve never known someone so damn miserable in my life.” 
 
    “Hey now, take it easy. What’d she say?” 
 
    “She basically implied that she wishes she was like the other women -- the ones terminating their pregnancies.”  
 
    “Huh? Pregnancies? As in present-tense? Plural?” 
 
    “Um, yes, what do you mean?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “How’ve you not heard?” she asked, shocked by how oblivious he was to the world around him. “Apparently, everyone out there is pregnant, but me.” 
 
    “What do you mean, everyone?” 
 
    “There’s other pregnant women, Michael. Obviously. What did you think? That your sister had some sort of immaculate conception?” 
 
    “No, of course not. Don’t say such things,” Michael scolded gently, reaching into his dresser to grab a cigar. He already felt the urge to escape this latest drama. “I just guess it’s such a surprise. I mean, we haven’t seen a pregnant woman since we were children and now you tell me there’s others all of a sudden? What the hell is going on out there? The end of the world?” 
 
    Michael headed toward the bedroom door, aiming to find his place on the front porch with a beer and his cigar. “Hold up,” he stopped himself and turned back to his wife. “What do mean she wishes she was like the other women, terminating their pregnancies?” 
 
    “She said it would make things easier.” 
 
    “What? She said what?” He began to see red. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that!” Maria shouted from behind the door, after eavesdropping on all of Amelia’s gossip. Michael opened the door to reveal his frustrated sister. “I just said something along the lines of ‘ignorance is bliss.’ I don’t know why she took me so seriously.” 
 
    “Give me a break,” Amelia interjected bitterly rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Maybe you should be more thankful, sis. You shouldn’t say such things,” Michael suggested, knowing that he ultimately had no other option than to defend his wife. Husbands who die happy men defend their wives, right or wrong, he reminded himself silently. 
 
    “Shut the hell up, Michael! What do you know? You play around all day working on panels. Ain’t like Unity is coming for your balls.” Michael’s rush to defend Amelia stung Maria even though she knew it shouldn’t. 
 
    “Guys, stop it. Please,” John begged the trio, appearing from the shadows of the hallway outside the room. He stepped into the doorway, presenting a screen to them. “The talking heads are speculating. They’re aware that there’s a possibility of some women wanting to continue their pregnancies and keep their babies.” 
 
    “Yeah? What are they saying?” Michael wondered. 
 
    “Watch the broadcast. They’re suggesting that Unity won’t allow it,” John explained, clearly agitated, “and that there would be consequences for such women as well as anyone else who stood in the way. They’re mailing approved birth control methods to every household with a mandate that all women use it in order to remain in Unity’s graces.”  
 
    “Oh, my God,” interjected Amelia, covering her mouth with her hand. 
 
    “We need to get out of here while we have time,” John spoke directly to his wife, a barely detectable edge to his tone. 
 
    “But then what, John? We’ll have to spend our entire lives hiding our child. It’s no way to live.” 
 
    “Honey,” he addressed her quietly, placing the tablet down and taking her into his arms, “it’s never quite as bad as it seems. We will be okay. God will be with us.” 
 
    Maria’s darkest feelings and fears spilled from her eyes in the form of huge droplets of tears, fully unleashed and raining down upon the shoulders of the strong, thick man who held her. She felt disembodied, as if the world were nothing but a figment of her own creation, a simulation of awful thoughts and imaginings crowded in the darkest corners of her mind. She squeezed her eyes shut, and continued to weep. 
 
    “Sis, we’ll go with you both,” came an abrupt, unexpected promise from her brother, Michael.   
 
    “You guys can’t leave your home and jobs like that.” John sighed, shaking his head in shock at the proposition. 
 
    “Yeah, Mikey, what are you thinking?” inquired Amelia, irritated and in disbelief that he said they’d flee along with them. Seriously, I’m gonna have a talk with him in private. He didn’t even talk to me about it first! Obviously, he spoke out of turn. We’re not going! No way I can stand having to continue dealing with Maria.  
 
    “What’s the point of staying here? There’s nothing for us here. Only depression and waste outside our doors and to top it all off, there’s that damn supercomputer, controlling our every waking moment with aid from the hordes of hell. And last but not least, I’m not letting you two go without us. We’re a family. As torn as we’ve been the past couple months, our solidarity is the only thing that matters.  
 
    We need each other,” Michael pleaded, for once unleashing the insurmountable pain that had been festering in him all-along. “I refuse to lose any more family. I refuse it. I won’t let it happen. Screw this house and town.” His eyes sparkled in the light, watering slightly. He was beyond resisting a display of his sadness any longer. He showed his emotions every once in a while, though typically only when he’d been drinking. This was different.  
 
    “Okay, honey,” Amelia relented. She conceded that there really wasn’t anything for them there. Business was dwindling away and if she ever did conceive a child, they’d have to leave anyway. 
 
    “I’m sorry for offending you earlier, Amelia,” came a mumbled apology from Maria. She departed her husband’s embrace to move beside her sister-in-law’s seat. “It’s just been tough lately and I know it shouldn’t be a big deal, but I can’t drink anything, being pregnant and all. It’s miserable watching everyone else have a drink -- or four -- while I’m stuck sipping on water or juice.” 
 
    “No, forgive me, darling. It’s truly my fault. I should have been more understanding. You have the entire weight of the world on your shoulders. I allowed my own personal pain to rush me in judging you so harshly. I know you’re nothing like those women. You’re strong.” 
 
    “But, I shouldn’t have even thought such horrible things. I’ll never forgive myself for saying such awful words,” lamented Maria, thinking of the child she’d have one day. She envisioned a girl trotting through a meadow with flowers in her hair and a beautifully innocent smile. The thought of destroying this wondrous gift of creation, growing inside of her, regardless of the many hardships they may endure because of it filled her heart with sorrow.  
 
    “Both doctors warned you’d have mood swings. It’s probably just that, love.” John’s deep, reassuring voice sounded from across the room. 
 
    “What about me? What about my brother?” Cole jumped in, making his presence known as he stood in the doorway. He heard everything the two married couples discussed and debated, having been there all along keeping his silence. The time for silence and discretion ended when Cole realized all four of them planned to leave and, seemingly, without one thought about him or Stone.               
 
    “Oh, Cole,” Michael felt shame wash over him and still unsure of Stone’s status, he lied, “I promise we haven’t forgotten about you.” He knew full well that his abrupt promise about fleeing south with the other couple included zero consideration of the young man’s fate, or that of his Zealot brother.  
 
    “Well? What of my brother as well? I can’t just leave him here.” 
 
    “Haven’t you been in contact with him?” Amelia asked, hoping to help formulate a plan. 
 
    “I was, but I think I’ve upset him. Again.” He shook his head as he dropped his gaze to pick at his nails. 
 
    “What?” Just then it dawned on Michael that the boy had secrets that he needed to share. “What do you mean? You’ve been talking to him? Where is he? Is he okay?” The questions flooded out of Michael simultaneously, it seemed; each one spilling forth after the other without pauses or breaths. 
 
    “Yes. I had lunch with him recently on the same day authorities raided that Zealot workshop.” 
 
    “Not since?” 
 
    “No.” Cole silently remembered the many fears he had suppressed after seeing the news the other day. The sight of his brother’s back shrinking angrily in the distance came to his mind. “I pissed him off for not sharing the reason that Maria and John were leaving.” 
 
    “Did you tell him anything? Did you tell him where they were going?” 
 
    “Mikey, I highly doubt Stone would ever rat them out to anyone,” Amelia interrupted her husband, knowing the fear he was chasing down. “You’re the one he’s angry with.” 
 
    “That’s not quite my point. I mean, if anyone who cared somehow got the information from him, without his realization, it’ll turn out badly. Like the department, for example. If they had gotten ahold of him -- you know the other side of the family?” he explained to jog his wife’s memory. “Isaac? Simp’s the one that killed the Zealots at the workshop.” 
 
    “We have family in the department?” Cole asked quizzically. He’d not heard anything of the sort before. 
 
    “You don’t. Maria and I do. On our father’s side.”  
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “And that’s why you gotta start being more careful, buddy. We can’t afford mistakes,” Michael warned. 
 
    “I understand.”  
 
    “Do you think you could talk him into leaving with us?” 
 
    “Ain’t a chance in hell. He’s still very upset with you.” Cole wondered whether he should let any more information slip from his lips. “And he may or may not have become a Zealot’s knight.” 
 
    “What?” Maria yelled, her brother’s mouth only hung open, gaping in disbelief. 
 
    “He’s got like five crosses or something burned into his arm. He showed it to me. He’s really getting serious about it.”  
 
    Michael knew all about the markings Cole described. News articles and broadcasts frequently displayed them to inform the public. He knew they were the mark of a true Zealot, someone who had made his way into the inner circle. 
 
    “And you didn’t think to say anything until now?” Michael fumed, his voice clearly approaching an angry tone. He turned away from everyone with his hand to his face, struggling to come to terms with the news. 
 
    “I didn’t know that it was such a big deal.” I thought it was stupid, allowing oneself to get permanently branded like that, but... his thoughts trailed off as Michael continued. 
 
    “Of course, it is, Cole! What the hell did you think? That he’s just playing around, getting a brand on his arm?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cole’s words came out as a whisper and he shrugged. His face turned red with embarrassment, which flooded over him as he suddenly saw his stupidity. 
 
    “Give him a call and convince him to meet up somewhere,” ordered Michael. 
 
    “I don’t think he will now. He’s probably just as angry with me as he is with you.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Just act like you’re sorry. I don’t know, tell him you were wrong. Then, once he forgives you, ask him to meet.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “I’m going to be there. If he won’t come to me, I’ll go to him.” 
 
    “Michael, baby, that doesn’t make any sense,” his wife interrupted, still unsure of his plan. It seemed poorly thought out. 
 
    “I need to apologize to him somehow. Hopefully save him from these stupid ass decisions he’s making. The idiot. The freaking idiot.” 
 
    “Michael, you can’t go. Listen to yourself. You’re still angry with him. You’re only going to drive him further away from his brother, our family.” Her husband turned away and tried to find comfort in the crucifix on their bedroom dresser. It had medals and rosaries wrapped over it. He appeared to pray, his lips moving soundlessly.  
 
    “Maybe, we should go instead, since we’re the ones Cole said were leaving,” suggested Maria, wondering if it would even be safe. The idea of meeting with a Zealot, even if he were her cousin, made her uneasy. 
 
    “It’s risky,” John answered in Michael’s stead, “all things considered.”  
 
    “It could be real quick, plus it’s not as if we’re seeing his face on the news. It’s still just that same Asian chick. Also, with the whole pregnancy craze, I doubt anyone’s even thinking about Zealots tonight.” 
 
    “The fact that you’re one of the pregnant women, should be one of the reasons you don’t go. It’s too risky, darling.” John stared hard at his wife. 
 
    “It’s not like they’re just testing anyone and everyone on the spot. I could always pretend that I’m headed to the facility if anyone causes us any trouble.” John clearly did not find comfort in her rationalization as he imagined the odds stacked against them. He sat back on the bed, hoping that some kind of idea would come to him.  
 
    “You should all go to meet up with him,” Michael spoke up for John this time. Turning away from the crucifix, he continued, “I’ll stay here. The more of you the better and Amelia can speak on my behalf.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll actually leave with us? To the farm?” Cole wondered hopefully, but no one answered him. The absence of any response troubled him and the realization that he’d be saying good-bye to his brother made itself very evident in the heavy sound of silence.  
 
    He left the bedroom and made his way to his own. The bunk-bed’s bottom half hadn’t been occupied in quite a while; its sheets remained perfectly clean and stretched neatly upon the mattress. Amelia had put clean bed linens on all the beds shortly after Stone’s fight with Michael.  
 
    Its neat and wrinkle-free look was far different than Stone kept it, when he was there. The clean and empty sleeping area appeared cold and sterile now. Cole stood there, looking over it, in an attempt to convince himself that it wouldn’t be like this forever; that he’d say good-bye and would one day return for his brother. Cole was smarter than that. He called his brother as he laid down in the neatly made bed. 
 
    “Hey, buddy…” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Jeremy worked assembling explosives at his workshop for the majority of every day. He left before first light and returned to his apartment long after the sun’s last rays dipped beneath the horizon. Lately, Stone’s mind roiled with conflicting thoughts and desires. He wanted to help Jeremy in the workshop, but a part of him aspired to act as Debra’s ‘errand boy’ for the rest of his days. It was no easy task to constantly do her bidding. She couldn’t leave the apartment and risk arrest. So, out Stone went to fetch various items from different stores for the girl. It was like a full-time job. 
 
    He found her beautiful, but not as he found most every other woman beautiful. She was a Zealot -- a gorgeous Zealot-- full of energy and passion. She wasn’t empty or shallow; she didn’t have simple dreams either.  
 
    He wanted to experience every part of her mind, even as every inch of her physical person called out to him: from the smoothness of her tan skin to her full dark red lips that shared the stories she collected over the years. Still, he was smart enough to realize he couldn’t have her in the way he desired once he heard that she and Jeremy had something more than friendship between them. 
 
    … 
 
    Contrary to his former custom, Stone arose early each day, since his cloistered friend tended to be an early riser.  
 
    “Good morning, Debra,” Stone greeted her, seeing she was already in the living room reading a book. He felt a wash of relief that this time, at least, she wasn’t conferencing with Nelson. Something about her talks with Nelson bothered him. And the fact that the AI persona had a likeable personality that made Debra laugh more often than he had wasn’t the only reason. 
 
    “Hey, Stoney, you sleep well?” she asked, looking over the black-framed glasses she wore on occasion when reading. Before life became immersed in all things digital, Stone heard that it was extremely rare for people under the age of, say, 50 to need glasses for reading. But that wasn’t the case these days. Even though Debra had less than five years on Stone, she needed the readers to avoid undue eyestrain, which often led to brutal headaches. Sitting behind a digital screen most of her life took its toll on her beautiful green eyes.  
 
    “Yeah, had amazing dreams,” he misspoke, immediately realizing he had no desire to share them, since their subject matter involved her, “er…that I was flying,” he recovered nicely. 
 
    “Sounds wonderful.” Debra didn’t care to discuss her dreams. Ever since she was a very young child, the same hellish nightmare visited her as she slumbered. Though the night terror sometimes involved varying places and people, one thing always happened: the places and people burned at the end. She never awoke during these episodes the way most people do. The lingering singe from this recurring theme affected her subconscious for so long, she became a heavier sleeper, living every terrible moment almost every night.  
 
    “You have any dreams?” 
 
    “No, not that I remember.”  
 
    “You can train yourself to remember them. My brother taught me. He’s a little genius, really into that sort of stuff.” 
 
    “I prefer not to remember them,” she rebuked bluntly, not wanting to dwell on the horrors of her mind’s nightly dreamstate any longer. 
 
    “Ah, well…my brother felt the same way once upon a time. But then he learned to control them. He used to have nightmares all the time, usually having to do with our mom, so he learned how to stop them.” 
 
    “Have you spoken to him?” she asked, changing the subject.  
 
    “He called me a couple times last night, but I didn’t answer.” Cole had been calling him to arrange the meeting he and his family discussed earlier. He left a few voicemails, which sat unopened in Stone’s Auris mailbox.  
 
    Debra got up from the couch to join him in the kitchen. She reached up into the cabinet and poured some cinnamon toast flavored cereal into one of the miss-matched bowls Jeremy had collected. Stone poured almond milk into her bowl for her, then poured it into his own bowl, only then emptying the small portion of cereal left for him into it. “You pour milk before cereal?” She let out a barely audible giggle. 
 
    “Umm, there’s no other way to do it!” Stone said, defending his bizarre method of breaking his fast when preparing cereal. “Besides, it’s not even really milk. It’s essentially almond juice. They just want you to think it’s milk.” He made air quotes with the first two fingers of each hand as he said the word ‘they’. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone do it that way before and I’m starting to wish I had gone the rest of my life without seeing it.” With this, Debra truly let out an audible giggle, shaking her head in feigned pity. 
 
    “Hey, don’t be mean,” he retorted, wearing an obviously fake frown as he munched the mostly stale cereal floating atop the milk. “Have you ever had real milk?” 
 
    “From a cow?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah? Where else would it come from?” 
 
    “A goat…a sheep…or a camel…maybe a water buffalo,” she offered, raising her eyebrows and nodding smartly. 
 
    “Half of those are extinct and sounds disgusting anyway.” He laughed. “I hope, for your sake, you haven’t had any from one of those.” 
 
    “I think when I was young I might have had milk once,” she answered, straining to remember the occasion, “but, now that I think about it, I doubt it was the real stuff.” She looked down as she rounded up the last bites of floating cereal squares with her spoon, savoring the cinnamon flavor. 
 
    “Neither have I.” Stone gazed into her warm green eyes. It was almost as if he could feel his own pupils widening in an attempt to receive all the details of her image at once. It created a slight stinging sensation in his vision, but his heart pumped with joy. The eye contact made him suddenly shy, forcing him to look away at once. “You’re not like I thought you were when we first met.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” She laughed nervously. “I hope that isn’t a bad thing!” 
 
    “Neh, it’s good, I promise. You’re just not ‘all business’ like I thought you were. You seem very caring. Just all around pleasant to have around.” 
 
    “Aw, that’s so sweet.” She giggled, then quietly, “I’m sorry I made such a horrible first impression.”  
 
    “No! You weren’t horrible. I liked you then too. I just like the Debra I’ve come to know more. Things got overly bleak around here sometimes. You know, when it was just me and Jeremy. It’s nice having you around.” 
 
    “Well I’m glad to lighten the mood in my time of sanctuary. Or, on second thought, is it captivity?” Her voice had a hint of sarcasm to it. “I think I may have an errand for you,” she quipped, before drinking the sugary almond milk directly from the bowl.                
 
    “Yeah? What now, more nail polish?” 
 
    “Very funny.” She rolled her eyes at Stone’s playful comment. She never painted her nails these days. Figured it required too much maintenance. The constant chipping, then cleaning, then repolishing infuriated her when she tried it as a teen. Never again, she promised herself when she turned nineteen.  
 
    “Well, what is it then?” He felt excited to have an opportunity to do something for her so early in the day. 
 
    “I want you to do something for yourself and I hope you don’t mind me saying it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” He was truly confused. I thought she just said, like seconds ago, that she had an errand for me. What could this girl possibly gain from something I do for myself? Stone strained to think of the answer. What’s she after? 
 
    “Promise not to get angry?” she inquired cocked her head slightly to one side, in a way that seemed almost coy.  
 
    “What is it, woman?” He laughed nervously. 
 
    “I think you should talk to your brother.” 
 
    Stone didn’t say anything, shocked that she mentioned Cole. Surely, he didn’t hear her right. Then asking himself, Why would she care? Why would my relationship with my brother mean anything to her?  
 
    “You’re angry, aren’t you?” She searched him with her eyes, noticing he had stopped his munching and began silently cleaning up his mess. His face now appeared flat and empty of expression. 
 
    “No,” he sighed. It was impossible for him to be angry with her at this point. If anything, he was still angry at his brother. Maybe he was biased, but he found her to be a delightful creature, incapable of offending him. Taking a breath, he continued, “Why do you think I should call him?” 
 
    She finally brought her eyes up from her empty bowl to lock with Stone’s brown ones. He leaned casually against the countertop, but gestured with his free right arm when talking. Debra could see that the Jerusalem cross brand was fully healed. She hadn’t seen it since the night they burned it into his flesh. Oddly, a ray of sunlight strayed through the filthy window nearest him, illuminating the branding almost as if by design. The hint of a smile became visible upon her face as she came up with an explanation to offer him.  
 
    “We’re family now,” she confided, motioning with her hand, “and all of us depend on each other. We trust each other.” 
 
    “Yeah?” This is beginning to get interesting, Stone admitted interiorly. 
 
    “But you have something that the rest of us don’t. You still have your blood, your kin.” He looked down onto the branding himself, the sunlight didn’t burn it, for once. Totally healed, he felt no pain at the site. “As much as they may piss you off, you should try your hardest to love them. Because, you will not have the opportunity forever, honey, and when that day comes you’ll not only mourn the loss of them, but you’ll also mourn the time wasted while they were still around and you allowed your anger to keep you away.” 
 
    “I guess,” he conceded, now looking down. 
 
    “Believe me, sweetie, people will vanish from your life. They usually disappear due to no fault of you own, but if that happens, it’ll help to know you tried.” 
 
    “I understand. I’ll get to it soon,” he promised, unconvincingly, as he remembered the fight. The mere thought of Michael’s face used to make his blood boil; but, suddenly, that morning, the resentment was gone. The memory of what transpired still stirred up negative emotions, but his hatred for Michael had dissipated over the time spent apart. 
 
    … 
 
    The two of them made themselves comfortable in the living room and powered on the television. The screen lit up, already on the news station., as color reemerged from the wall to reveal the headlines and news anchors who talked to inform them of what they didn’t know. The fact that so many people sheepishly trusted someone to read teleprompters disgusted Stone, as his mind searched for distractions to blot out the thought of contacting Cole.  
 
    “Fake experts and real liars. They act like they know anything at all about what they’re saying and everyone just buys it. No questions asked. Their two cents is the golden standard and everyone eats it up, blindly.” His tone dripped with biting sarcasm. 
 
    “What do you think about the pregnancy stuff?” she asked him. 
 
    “Think it’s awesome! It’s just what we need to happen, isn’t it?” No sarcasm or bitterness in his tone now. 
 
    “How do you think it happened?” 
 
    “I don’t have the slightest clue. God? Or maybe the Retrogrades did it. I mean they’re supposedly anti-science, but they have proven otherwise when it comes to actually getting involved.” 
 
    “Hm, the Retrogrades, I hadn’t thought of that,” mused Debra, her thoughts firing rapidly in her head. 
 
    “How come we’ve never formed an alliance with them?” 
 
    “They don’t like Catholics.” 
 
    “Who does, these days? I mean, the enemy of my enemy and all that…” Stone laughed as he thought of the world and the fact that it was filled with people who loathed them for their faith. 
 
    “Firstly, enemy of my enemy isn’t the way to go…ever. Secondly, They’re afraid of what might happen if Catholic leaders ever took Unity’s place.”  
 
    From the beginning, the Retrogrades were always very vocal about their hatred for the Pope and for Catholics in general, referencing wounds and slights incurred a thousand years ago, under the rule of a different people and even when different stars hung in the sky. The past, as all human history must, included some lengthy periods of bloodshed and cruelty and the Retrogrades sought to stamp out any possibility of it happening again. The thought of any possibility of a future ruled by the Vatican -- a theocratic state -- terrified them. Stone curled up in a blanket as he bared his views, “We’re so weak these days. I don’t see what they have to fear, honestly. There are hardly any of us left.” 
 
    “There’s a lot more of us than you think. Always remember that. A persecuted people are often very good at staying quiet.” 
 
    Then, like the sun blazing its way through a clouded horizon, an epiphany flowed over and through Stone’s thoughts. The sudden realization pierced through every molecule of his existence. “My God!” he exclaimed. He quickly jumped to his feet, which freaked Debra out, “She’s pregnant.” 
 
    “Who is?” It was Debra’s turn to bear a look of confusion. 
 
    “That’s gotta be the reason they’re leaving -- why my bastard of a brother was so secretive. It all makes perfect sense now.” 
 
    “You think your cousin is pregnant?" 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, it’s the only thing I can think of. Of course, they’d leave. And of course, Cole would act all sketchy and everything.” 
 
    “Are you going to call him then?” Debra pressed. 
 
    “He left a voicemail that I haven’t opened yet. I’ll give it a listen, hang on.” 
 
    Stone gestured for his inbox, displayed by his Visum, in a way that might look like an attempt to cast some sort of spell by anyone without knowledge of how the implants worked. If Debra had time-traveled, just now, from several decades ago, the sight would probably make her roll on the floor in uncontrollable laughter. He tossed and turned his hand rapidly in the air, cycling through the options until he found and pressed the listen button underneath Cole’s name. He shared the voicemail, connecting to Debra’s Auris. They both listened carefully to the voicemail; listening for any possible clues to what was happening. 
 
    “Hey, buddy. I hope all’s well. I just wanted to let you know that you’re in all of our prayers.” His voice resonated with deep sincerity. Stone hoped he didn’t mention anything specific as the message wasn’t encrypted. “I wanted to tell you that Michael and Amelia are talking about leaving along with John and Maria. If they do, I’d have to go with them, but I really don’t want to leave without seeing you and saying goodbye. I know you’re probably still avoiding me after the other day, but please know I’m real sorry and that I love you. Please call me back whenever you receive this. Love you.” 
 
    “Call him!” Debra shouted from the couch. Her sudden rise in volume and the shrill pitch terrified Jeremy’s cat. Charlie, the enormously fat beast, scurried across the living room carpet frantically searching for a new refuge from the terrifying woman. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say. I mean, of course I’ll meet him if it comes to that. Do you think it’s the whole pregnancy thing? You think both the women are pregnant?”  
 
    “I heard the same message as you, Stone. I don’t know. But I want to know!” She spoke excitedly, her joy causing a sort of transformation of the dismal downstairs apartment that currently imprisoned her. Prior to Stone’s dramatic revelation, the television supplied her only hope for entertainment and excitement. “Just give him a call, please. Don’t say anything too sensitive.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Hurry!” 
 
    “Chill, you’re stressing me out. I don’t know what to say.”  
 
    “Say anything.” Debra wished so badly that she could press dial, having seen the old movies where people did such a thing to force people into talking. Many scenes flashed in her mind’s eye: The girl who was too afraid to call the boy she liked, or the scene in which a man’s wife forced him to call his mother and make amends. It would be so perfect for this situation, if we still used handheld phones, she thought. 
 
    … 
 
    “Ring…ring…ring…” the Auris purred, waiting for an answer from the other end. 
 
    “Stone?” 
 
    “Hey, man…” Stone started, notifying Debra that Cole answered, sharing the phone call with her as well. The words awkwardly made their way from his mouth, unsure of where to place themselves. “What’s, uh, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m so happy to hear from you.” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m sorry for being so anxious. I’m a bit paranoid, so can we meet in person to talk? I won’t bring anyone else if you want it to be just the two of us.” Cole knew his family would be angry if he met with his brother alone, but he didn’t want to overwhelm Stone, especially if it were his last chance to see him. 
 
    “I’ll come to the house,” Stone spoke with certainty, thinking of Debra’s advice from earlier. He figured his brave attempt at healing the wounds had a good chance of impressing her and he also didn’t want to miss the opportunity. She had been right after all. 
 
    “Hmm,” Cole vocalized his thinking, wondering if that would cause a problem for the others in the house. Surely having a Zealot visit isn’t a safe thing for anyone, but especially not for them at such a time. “I don’t know man, I’d really love that, but I’ll have to check with everyone.” 
 
    “Fine.” Stone’s heart fell from his chest after hearing Cole’s words. He felt like a stray dog being shooed off from his own family. 
 
    “I’ll call you back in a minute.” 
 
    “Great.” Stone waited for the call to end, the gradient image of Cole’s face within his Visum faded, and he was free to confide with Debra. “I just don’t understand them. They act like I’m some sort of monster. Like I have a disease or something.” 
 
    “They just seem like peace-loving people to me, sweetie.” Debra rubbed his back, the friction created exceptional warmth. “They’re probably afraid of Unity, really. I don’t think you’re actually the one they don’t trust. It’s just the fact that they know you associate with people like me.” 
 
    “Like you? You’re no monster either, though.” 
 
    “But my face is all over the news these days. If your theory about the pregnancy is true, you can’t hold that against them. They have a lot to protect and a lot to lose.” 
 
    In the past, Stone never understood why everything always seemed so unclear to him. He spent most of his life unable to comprehend his interactions with others.  
 
    Yet, Debra made things seem so reasonable with no perceptible effort whatsoever. She seemed capable of healing his every problem, every wound. Her insight sliced through his furious haziness like rays of light through the dreariness of an overcast day. The hand that rubbed his back filled him with warmth as the emotional coldness wore away. She was a healer, more so than any doctor he ever knew.  
 
    “Thank you, Debs,” he said, looking back to smile at her. “I don’t understand you.” 
 
    “I didn’t think my engrish that bad,” she joked, her accent normally full-on southern. 
 
    “No, I mean, I don’t understand how you’re able to help me like this. It doesn’t make any sense. There’s a manhunt underway for you, yet here you are, fixing all of my drama with a smile on your face. You’re aware that you’re a fugitive, aren’t you?” He laughed uncomfortably. 
 
    “Oh, well, it was bound to happen eventually. I’m just upset that my friends didn’t make it out with me. It’s not so bad being stuck down here. It’s like you said. It’s been pretty bleak, but it’s not so bad with you around.”  
 
    Is she flirting with me? Stone wondered, his heart pounded the same question in Morse code within his chest. Of all the skirts he chased in his all-nighter partying days, not one of them made him feel the way Debra did. Compared to this, all the dirty talk and breathless lusty attraction he enjoyed back then suddenly became pointless. This is what everyone meant when they talked of real love. This -- this is the type of connection he had craved his entire life. Only now did he fully understand that he spent all that time wasting and wasted. Debra was as a lighthouse to him; a beacon of hope.  
 
    The two of them stared at one another, but a sudden ringing from Stone’s Auris broke the spell.  
 
    “They don’t think it’s safe to meet at the house,” Cole’s voice sounded soft, saddened to deliver the news, “but they’d love to meet you somewhere else. I’m sorry, bro.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” he said with a new confidence -- a strange self-assuredness came over him, and looking again at Debra, he continued, “where and when, buddy?” 
 
    “Saturday, at four o’clock. We can meet at Ruffner Mountain. Make sure to dress as if you’re going for a run and we’ll find a good place off the trail.” 
 
    The plan seemed overkill to Stone, but he’d honor it nonetheless. He resolved to do whatever it takes to see his family again. Debra’s words only opened him to interior desires already present, but were obscured as long as he persisted in focusing on his hatred for Michael. “I’ll be there.” The call ended abruptly. Stone sighed and reclined into the back of the couch. A swirl of possibilities filled his imagination; some were frightening, but many were uplifting. His head began to throb as he attempted to deal with the tangle of emotions this caused.  
 
    “Need anything else from me, Debbie?” 
 
    “Yeah. Promise me you’ll never call me that again.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Saturday, the day Stone and Cole planned to meet, arrived quickly. The family in Irondale were busy readying themselves, but Michael finished first and was already waiting for the others in the family room. He sat anxiously on the traditional roll-arm English sofa, which stretched almost across the entire length of the wall. Second to finish, Cole sat stiffly on the other end.  
 
    Like all the others, Michael was eager to see Stone again, yet he felt extremely nervous. He wanted to smooth things over, but had yet to work out the best way to approach his rebellious cousin. On the one hand, he truly wanted to avoid anything that might reopen the wound caused by that dramatic fight; on the other hand, he didn’t want his efforts to re-establish their relationship to somehow imply he supported Stone’s bad decisions.  
 
    For weeks after Stone took off, Amelia and Maria berated Michael for his part in the drama. The two women teamed up to remind him, daily, that he was absolutely not to mention anything at all about Stone’s poor choices during the meeting at Ruffner Mountain. During the short time they’d have with Stone, they hoped to convince him to leave Birmingham and flee south with the family, God willing. If their best efforts failed, they would say their goodbyes and move on. What else could they do?  
 
    “You good?” Cole asked his cousin, who sat still as a statue, staring into space, absentmindedly chewing his lower lip.  
 
    “Hmm?” Michael answered, his autopilot response giving a clear indication that Cole’s question hadn’t really registered with him. He was still thinking about the meeting and how best to handle his interaction with Stone.  
 
    “Michael, you hear me? Hey, dinkis!” 
 
    "No, what?" Michael finally looked in his young cousin’s direction. He had been deep in thought. The sudden break from his reverie made him feel like a fish, rudely ripped from its cool watery home. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Cole laughed at him and noted, “You look tense as hell.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good, buddy.” Michael smiled. “Just thinking about today’s plans.” 
 
    “I think you’ll be okay. Just good vibes, Mikey. We gotta show him we still care about him.” Cole picked his nose. 
 
    “Better find a Kleenex. If I find another booger around here, I’ll be showing you some of my ‘good vibes,’” Michael then cracked his knuckles for effect. 
 
    “Michael!” one of the women called from upstairs. It was a softer voice, clearly not his sister’s. 
 
    “Lord have mercy. What’s this woman need now?” Michael stood from the couch and quickly made his way up the stairs, moving sideways as he passed John making his way down. “Yes, honey?” Michael asked at the summit of the staircase, waiting for his wife’s response to reveal her location. 
 
    “Come here.” Her voice, oddly, gave him no clue as to her whereabouts. The words she spoke seemed to come from thirty different directions, further agitating him.  
 
    “Where’s here?” 
 
    “I’m on our bedroom floor.”  
 
    He walked towards their room -- the last one on the right and opposite to John and Maria’s. “Yes, boo?” he cooed, looking down at her, sitting cross-legged on the floor as she fixed her hair behind her head in a tight bun. Sunlight streamed through the window, illuminating her pretty face. He noticed many more small blemishes than usual on her chin and cheeks. Hm, he tried to remember the last time he knew her to be having her period. Usually, she only breaks out a tiny bit during her monthly time. As a fairly smart man, he knew better than to mention it, though.               
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Okay? You called me up here to tell me you’re ready?” Michael sighed with lighthearted laughter shaking his head. 
 
    “I was just thinking. What if we invite Stone to live here, while we’re gone?” 
 
    Michael paused to arrange his thoughts before speaking. “First, he’s a kid and he’s got no income to support himself while living here. And, even if he does end up having any money, God only knows how he received it and by what means. If that weren’t enough, he’s a Zealot. If the authorities traced his activities here, they’d confiscate our property and then prosecute us as accessories to any associated crimes.” 
 
    “I just feel kind of weird, asking the neighbors to watch over it. And it’s not likely we’ll return, really.” 
 
    “It’s going to serve as a place Father can celebrate Mass, so everyone in the neighborhood can continue to attend even while we’re gone. They’ll keep it in great shape for us.”  
 
    Maria’s voice shouted from the living room, urging them to hurry up and finish getting ready, but Michael and Amelia ignored her. 
 
    “There’s no way we’re coming back anytime soon, if we ever do. Think, what if I got pregnant too?” 
 
    “Future is unknown, love,” he said, helping her to her feet. 
 
    “Why don’t we just sell it?” 
 
    “Haven’t we gone over this already? At least three times? Woman, you’re driving me nuts!” he exclaimed good-naturedly. “We don’t have time to prepare it for selling. And, we can’t do something like sell our house, a house that’s been in the family for generations, on the off chance that you might get pregnant too. Unlike most other couples our age, we don’t have house payments. Why would we want to set ourselves up for that? Also, something else crossed my mind the other day. Wouldn’t the realtor want to know why we’re leaving so quickly? They’d have to make sure everything is up-to-date, including any potential pregnancy terminations. We can’t put you or Maria in danger of that type of scrutiny.” 
 
    “I don’t know. It feels kind of weird to just leave it all behind.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we can consider renting it out.” 
 
    “Who would we rent to? Rent it out to the wrong people and the neighbors lose their place to go to Mass.” 
 
    “Neighbors got kids -- kids that have grown a bit. Maybe they’d like a place to put their basement dwellers. I mean, Ronny -- Joseph and Anita’s boy, he’s what? Twenty?” 
 
    “So, you think a bunch of overgrown kids should live here? Place will burn down by the time we reached the end of the street.”  
 
    "He's a man! Twenty is a man, honey. I think he and the others might do well here. I'm not sure why I didn’t think of it before.” 
 
    Amelia continued sitting on the floor hunched over her lap, whining, "This is our home though. We've worked so hard on it. How can we just leave?" Her nose sniffled, and to Michael's surprise, tears fell freely from her big, pretty eyes. 
 
    “Honey? It’s going to be okay, darling. Hey,” he said, kneeling beside her to rub her back, “it’s all going to work out, babe.” The sight of her upset deeply troubled him. She was always so stoic and typically hid her strongest emotions under the mask of cheerfulness. Her existence always seemed almost painless, until moments like these. It hurt him to see her in pain -- hurt him even worse when he couldn’t comfort her. 
 
    “I’ll be okay. I’ve just loved living here. I know Maria and the others can’t stand this neighborhood, but I don’t see it that way. I’ve put so much of myself in this place and spent so much time trying to make it nice for us, you know? It’s what I’m good at -- making the best of things.” She dried her eyes carefully, as to not ruin her freshly applied makeup. 
 
    “Are y’all about ready or what? Stone’s gonna be there thinking we’ve stood him up. Let’s go!” Maria shouted from the hallway, just beyond the half-opened door to their room.  
 
    “Is she okay?” she asked, peeking in and noticing Michael’s posture, hovering over her on the floor. 
 
    “I’m good!” Amelia forced a smile, “I’m ready, too. Is the cab here?” 
 
    “Yes. Got here about five minutes ago. I tried calling for y’all, but neither of you heard, apparently,” she rolled her eyes in obvious sarcasm. 
 
    “Ah, well it’s not like we live next door to the mountain or anything,” Michael retorted with light-hearted sarcasm aimed at his sister.  He helped Amelia to her feet and they followed everyone outside and into the cab. 
 
    … 
 
    Just as he entered, his anxiety about the meeting returned with force. I’ll keep my promise to keep the peace, he told himself interiorly, yet unwelcome emotions welled up inside him anyway. Weeks had passed since he had set eyes on Stone. The pressure to both remain civil, yet not send the false message that he agreed with Stone’s Zealot activities threatened to open the battle wounds. He silently prayed for strength and an open heart.  
 
    Stone and Cole were like children to Michael; although, in actuality, they weren’t too much younger than him. Still, that’s how he thought of the boys. He rescued them from their perilous life -- an existence rife with betrayal, pain, and darkness. They endured it for too long, while growing up under their mother’s roof.  He didn’t get to feed them Gerber’s or change their diapers. He was only a child himself during that time. But, he did help them with homework and did his best to model true manhood for them. He introduced them to Christ, the Bread of Life, and to the faith that they were deeply involved in.   
 
    Stone’s decision to join the Zealots brought him stabbing pain that never completely went away. Every time he thought about it, it made him wonder why -- why did it turn out this way? What had he done, or not done, to push Stone toward such ideas and beliefs? It’s all my fault, he yelled at himself inside his head. It’s nobody’s fault, but mine. 
 
    Ironically, Cole was the exact opposite: pure, God-fearing, genuinely filled with charity and the will to help others, expecting nothing in return. Michael never witnessed any behavior from Cole that wasn't praiseworthy in some way. And Michael instinctively knew he couldn’t take credit for it. Cole's sanctity was the God-given light of Christ, as many living on their block called him. The boy didn’t have a violent bone in his body. Michael couldn’t recall the last time, if ever, the teenager had acted in a fit of anger. 
 
    How could two, so close in age turn out so vastly different, he wondered. Cut from the same cloth -- yet one was silk, the other burlap. It made no sense to Michael and he pondered the mystery of it in the short cab ride, coming to no conclusion by the time they reached the mountain. 
 
    … 
 
    The car dropped them off at the foot of a steep incline covered with a mass of trees and stone. It was one of the last forested refuges of their city. It sat like a gleaming jewel surrounded by the sea of blue silicone panels, which covered Irondale on their side of the mountain. Birds called from the leafless autumnal treetops, making beautiful, but loud unusual sounds never heard beneath the panels that concealed the neighborhoods where most people lived. Immediately, Cole’s mind traveled back in time to hundreds of years ago as he struggled to soak it all in, the fresh outdoors he seldom visited. 
 
    "Where are we meeting him?" Michael asked as he caught up to the teen standing excitedly at the edge of the tree line. 
 
    “Stone said we should take the Ridge and Valley Trail,” Cole pointed with his hand, “eastward for about a mile. Then we’ll take a right and hike along The Crusher Trail until we get to the Mining Site. Said we should see him there.” 
 
    “Ah, the Mining Site -- you remember the Mining Site, Maria?” Michael laughed. 
 
    “Yes.” She answered quickly, uninterested in reliving the moment. As a child, she ran ahead of her family and climbed upon the entrance of the abandoned mine and then jumped down to enter it. Their dad never took them back to Ruffner Mountain. 
 
    “Dad wore your romp out for that. I mean, there were people jogging by and everything. Didn’t care who saw.” Michael laughed louder, recalling the memory. Maria made a rude hand gesture to her brother, which only made him laugh harder. 
 
    John and Amelia finally reached the three of them at the edge of the trail and the party of five began their hike through the woods. The trail was rocky and steep, with overgrowth blocking it in some areas. This caused Cole, inexperienced with outdoor activities, to trip on occasion.  He had always been kind of klutzy and the lush forest trail only made this more apparent.  
 
    “So,” Cole started, taking a deep breath, “how about this fresh air?” He tried to mimic the movies he had seen. 
 
    “Cole, there’s nothing fresh about this air, bud,” John corrected him, laughing. It was easy to smell the distinct, though distant, scent of lunch cooking at the restaurants near the mountain. “The Café is all I can smell.” 
 
    “Does fresh air have a smell?” 
 
    Michael thought about that for a bit taking time to recall his father’s adventures and their camping trips. “Smells like dirt, I think.” 
 
    “Dirt?” 
 
    “I mean, yeah, whenever my dad asked if we could smell it, all I picked up on was dirt, maybe some trees, and possibly a carcass rotting in the heat. I’m not sure.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” John interjected, “fresh air is the absence of human odor. If you're deep enough in the woods, you won't smell food or emissions of any sort. No perfumes or anything, only the crisp wind off of the pines. And it’s much more than the smell, it’s the sounds…the sights. Tree limbs creaking against each other and foliage gently falling from above. Birds singing. Ground animals rustling in the bushes as you walk by. Authentic fresh air fills your every sense with its magnificent presence.” 
 
    "Well, we'll all know soon enough," Cole grumbled, thinking of the trip way down south they planned to make. 
 
    "Hopefully so." Michael crossed his heart. He hated when people spoke with absolute certainty about the future. The trip down would be difficult and there was no predicting the sort of dangers or obstacles that might await them. Cole’s inability to see the roots and other debris before tripping over it is comparable to his ignorance about their impending road trip further south. He crossed himself again as this awkward truth took shape. 
 
    Amelia and Maria’s chatter followed the three men whose lead put them slightly ahead of the ladies by about a dozen feet. Maria complained about how tired she was, and about how she wished they had picked a better place to meet with their cousin. The woman’s belly showed no noticeable bump yet, but since she chose to wear jeggings -- that’s jean-leggings for the uninitiated, a highly observant person might detect a slightly noticeable protrusion from her lower abdomen, right where a pregnant woman’s womb begins to first reveal its secret. John made her wear one of his hoodies, so it would loosely hang over her, in case any authorities, or a nosy busy-body saw her and became suspicious. She complained about the hoodie too, saying it reeked of her husband’s sweat, since it was the one he recently wore to work.  
 
    “Girl, you’re just a ball of unhappiness, aren’t you?” He chuckled at the sight of her when he turned to look over his shoulder. 
 
    “Um, excuse me? I’m sorry…would you like to trade places? If I haven’t had time to do it first, wash your putrid stinkin’ clothes before you make me wear them!” 
 
    “I’m joking!”  
 
    “Mhm, we'll see how loud you're laughing from the couch tonight if you don't watch it." 
 
    “Enjoy it while it lasts, Mikey,” John advised him quietly, leaning into his brother-in-law.  
 
    “Enjoy what?” 
 
    “Enjoy Amelia while you can. If, or when, she gets pregnant, you’ll be a slave to her like you never imagined.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure of it.”  
 
    “You say so, but I’m telling you, you’ve no idea how many chores and errands you’ll be sent on. Especially if she gets as sick as Maria. She’ll send you everywhere. She’ll crave things you’ve never known her to enjoy and make you return things she’s always loved. It’s a mini-hell, man. A mini-hell.” 
 
    “Stop fussin’,” Maria called him out sourly, she easily heard his loud whispers. The increased breathing rate from the hike made it nearly impossible for him to succeed in his attempts to whisper.  
 
    “Yeah, we can easily hear everything you’re saying up there. Just warning you, you’re on your own when this mama comes after you,” Amelia chimed in with laughter, looking with a knowing expression at Maria. 
 
    Cole led on, following the map he pulled up in the HUB of his Visum. The lower right corner of his vision contained the map in the form of an augmented reality, showing their progress along the trail. It disappointed him to rely on such a thing, something so flawless -- a device that rendered many would-be challenges effortless. I’ve never experienced the feeling of being lost, he admitted in his personal silence. Nothing I’ve done has ever forced me to trust my own gut. 
 
    Before this age, people carefully observed changes in their surroundings. They gave names to the oddly shaped trees with their equally oddly shaped leaves that appeared along their paths. Cole did not. He carried on through the capabilities of his Visum. The more he thought about it, the more it disturbed him. What’s the point of life when one’s path is not of their own deciding? When there’s no chance discovery? No surprises? He continued to ponder, completely enwrapped in his thoughts. The others kept up a steady stream of chatter since they first began hiking, but he heard almost none of it as he continued to contemplate the effect of these digital devices on the human experience, or rather human devices through a digital experience. 
 
    “Cole. Hello? Cole, buddy…” Michael called to the boy, over and over again in an attempt to snap him out of what looked like some sort of trance.  
 
    “Hm?” Cole responded, still not actually paying attention. Michael’s words came and bounced off of his ears as if he wore sound-canceling shields over them. 
 
    “Cole!” Michael raised the volume of his voice a bit and slapped Cole’s back lightly, startling him. 
 
    “What, Crazy?” Cole asked, his abrupt return to the present left him in a sort of fugue state.  
 
    “How much longer until we get there? I mean dang, we wanted somewhere discreet, but  an expedition like this seems a little overkill.” 
 
    Cole pointed ahead at the next fork in the trail.  Michael could see a smaller path curving to the right and disappearing into a ravine littered with decomposing leaves and other natural debris.  
 
    “We’ll take the path by the Maria-tree.” He smiled at spontaneously coming up with such a fitting name -- he nodded toward an oak tree with a large burl bulging from its side. 
 
    “Ha!” Michael shouted, “Did you hear that ladies? Cole says this tree is called the Maria-tree!” He slid his fingers lightly across the warped bark covering the protruding hump. 
 
    “I don’t look like anything like that,” Maria retorted in a dismissive tone. 
 
    “Well…,” he started. 
 
    “Well, what?" 
 
    “Well, you have to wear that monstrously baggy hoodie for a reason, sis,” Michael pointed out, enjoying the opportunity to poke fun at his sister. 
 
    … 
 
    The Crusher Trail was considerably shorter than the first and the family of hikers could see the end fast approaching with each step. Despite Michael’s veneer of good-natured humor, the anxiety from earlier rumbled underneath along with biting pangs of shame each time he remembered punching Stone that awful night.  
 
    In short order, Stone would be standing in front of him. He prayed he could manage to handle speaking with his cousin, hug him even, in a way that healed their relationship. The others were excited to see Stone again, and rightfully so, but he still wasn’t quite sure how to proceed.  An epiphany -- maybe true, maybe false -- suddenly came to Michael as they pressed ahead along the final trail. In a rush of clarity and self-awareness, he saw that his own out-of-control anger was the reason Stone left their family. Now, he could clearly see it was his intemperate and angry words, along with his wailing fists that drove the boy away from home -- and further into the darkness of the Zealots.  
 
    The five arrived and stood before the monstrous, rusty iron ore crusher, which towered beside a hill with its red skin looking alien and out of place in the surrounding environment.  Viewing it from beneath, the group quietly studied its cone-shaped top. Long ago, rough men fed huge chunks of iron ore into its mouth-like opening so its jaws could crush it into much smaller pieces.  
 
    “I smell cigarette smoke,” Maria sniffed at the air, frowning over the stench in utter disgust. “Good Lord, it’s awful! Isn’t it illegal to smoke in a park?” She asked to no one in particular. Maria clutched at her stomach with one hand and covered her nose with the ample sleeve of John’s hoodie.  
 
    “I don’t. Maybe it’s just your imagination? Most people who come through here are joggers. Doubt anyone brought a pack of Reds with them.” John squeezed her shoulders gently, hoping she wouldn’t get sick from whatever she smelled. He sniffed again to see if he could smell any smoke as he wondered to himself about the minds of pregnant women -- actually, he wondered about the minds of all women, mysterious as they were. 
 
    “No, I smell it as well,” Amelia declared, making a grimace, “and it’s pretty strong. How can you not smell it?"  
 
    No one answered as they waited to catch sight of Stone along the trail they traveled down only minutes before. Crack. Crunch. Crackle. Leaves and twigs sounded from behind them. As they all turned in near unison, Stone appeared before them. He looked so different -- almost unrecognizable at first. Something had changed about him. Had he grown taller? Leaner? Cut his hair differently? None of these things explained it, but that didn’t diminish the fact that something had surely changed. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” he greeted them awkwardly as he moved closer.  
 
    Unable to wait any longer, Maria half-jogged over to him for a hug, wrapping her arms around him entirely before he prepared himself.  She jerked away from him immediately after catching his scent. He reeked of cigarettes.  
 
    “Ugh! When did you start smoking?” She made a face as she admonished him. 
 
    “Few weeks ago.” 
 
    “Why? It’s horrible for your health and makes you smell like a chimney sweep!” Of course, they didn’t have chimney sweeps, so Stone couldn’t fully relate to the comment. Maria was referring to a nest of baby birds that fell down to the bottom of their chimney one year, filling the living room with the stench of soot and ashes. They agreed not to move the nest and its avian babes, fearing it might cause the mother to reject them. The baby birds squeaked and chirped and hopped around until they learned to fly well enough to wing their way out to freedom.  
 
    “Yeah,” Michael sympathized, “Amelia won’t let me smoke a single cigar either. Haven’t had a good night in weeks.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good for my mental health, at least!” Stone chuckled lightly, still buzzed from his last smoke. He approached the others, hugged Amelia, Cole, and John. Michael stood behind the group that encircled his cousin, awkwardly, not wanting to push too hard. “Michael,” he greeted his older cousin, reaching between the others for his hand to pull himself closer, “how’s it been goin’ everyone?”  
 
    “Well, all things considered, not so bad. We’ve missed you very much, buddy.” Michael meant it with all sincerity. 
 
    “You all look -- well.” Stone studied both women, trying to confirm his suspicions that one or both were expecting. Maria laughed at his stare aimed directly at her stomach area, completely concealed by that baggy hoodie. 
 
    “I’m guessing you already know? Did Cole tell you?” Her inquisitive tone was tinged with a hint of disappointment. Every pregnant mother enjoys sharing the news with people who didn’t know and she was no different. 
 
    “Cole didn’t tell me anything. Really pissed me off because I knew he was keeping something from me. He kept your secret very well.” Stone didn’t tell her about his suspicions.  He wanted her to confirm his theory verbally.  
 
    "Well, you look like you already know," Maria whined with a pouty look. 
 
    Cole quickly interjected, “I promise I didn’t say anything to him. He refused to talk to me for a week because I refused to say anything! Anything he knows, he figured out himself.”  
 
    “What’s the news, then?” Stone stared at her face impatiently, motioning his hand in a circular fashion. 
 
    Maria looked around them, making sure that no hikers or joggers were close by, then revealed what he already knew, “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Stone shouted excitedly, followed by laughter. 
 
    “Sh! Don’t make a scene!” 
 
    “Well, I knew it. The whole moving thing. And are you too, Amelia?” 
 
    “No,” she replied bluntly.  
 
    “No? I thought you said everyone was leaving, Cole?” 
 
    “We are,” Michael confirmed, trying his best to sound sincere. “We’re headed south and you are more than welcome to come with us.” 
 
    “But why? For how long? What about the house?” 
 
    “We haven’t sorted everything out yet, but we think it’s best to stay together under these particular circumstances. I don’t want to be a million miles away from Maria, in case she needs us; and, if Amelia were to get pregnant as well, I don’t want to have to make excuses to others about yet another trip down. We all agree it’s best if we travel together and get it out of the way.” 
 
    “Where will you work? And where south? How far?” 
 
    “We don’t know. At least until the baby arrives, I guess,” Maria chimed in uneasily. “It’s just not safe here. Any day Unity, or more likely his human minions, might knock on our door and ask uncomfortable questions. And we aren’t sure how far south. It’s somewhere within the state borders, but Father Burns hasn’t revealed an exact town or anything.” 
 
    “Yeah,” John added, “it’s really in the boonies somewhere.” 
 
    “I understand. It’s dangerous in this city…for now.” Stone said that last bit much more quietly than the first words. An abrupt sense of urgency about Unity and STORK and the imminent danger his family faced rushed upon him. He continued, “Frankly, I’m surprised y’all are still here.” 
 
    “Well?” Maria asked her cousin, while he stood there scratching the stubble on his neck. 
 
    “Well what?” 
 
    Maria gave him one of her blank stares for a moment. The question begging an answer from Stone hung heavily in the air. Only a few golden rays of sunlight remained, the sky quickly darkened from pinks and oranges into deep reds and purples. Easing into a discussion about it was no longer an option. 
 
    “Will you come with us? We really don’t want to leave without you, Stone” 
 
    “Man, y’all really want to get straight to business, aye?" He didn’t know quite how to answer. Of all the questions right now, he absolutely didn’t want to face this one.  The entire predicament filled him with a sense of unease and he had no way to escape its clutch. 
 
    “We love you, buddy,” Michael assured him. He reached out and gave Stone a fatherly pat on the shoulder.  
 
    “I need to think for a sec,” he stepped away, pacing to and fro in the leaves. Thinking hard. Thinking fast. 
 
    After about a minute of silence, he spoke to his family, “It’s complicated, guys. Can’t you see, now?” His voice choked as he struggled to push his emotions down. “Things are different now. And I’m not sure how to answer y’all.” 
 
    “Just come with us, please. Just leave them. Leave it all and travel with us!” Maria begged, her emotions mirroring his. 
 
    “Stone, there’s no telling how long we’ll be gone. And we’ll likely not have any contact once we get to where we’re headed,” Michael urged him, leaning against a boulder near the mine’s sealed-off entrance in an attempt to seem casual. “They’re very strict about communicating to the outside world.” 
 
    “He’s telling the truth,” Amelia chimed in, “and there’s no telling when, or if, you’ll hear from us.” 
 
    Stone slapped his pack of cigarettes against his hand and selected the last smoke that had flipped upside down. It was his lucky cigarette, or so he believed, the silver lining to an empty pack. He held it between his stammering lips and covered the flame as he lit it, which illuminated the tears upon his cheeks. “I’m sorry Maria. I’m just going to stand over here,” he said, finding a place downwind from her. 
 
    “Well? Don’t ignore the question. We need an answer.” Cole couldn’t conceal his impatience, as he watched his brother exhale the smoke that danced into the swirling air above. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You’ve gotta give us a definitive answer.” 
 
    “I can’t go,” Stone uttered the dreaded words and wiped his tears away. “I’ve gotta stay for just a while longer, at least.” 
 
    “Why? What for?”  
 
    Stone looked at his brother and glanced away, unable and unwilling to divulge the Zealot group’s plans. “I can’t say.” He took several quick puffs from the cigarette, making the cherry at its tip glow brightly. 
 
    “Stone!” Maria shouted at the boy, uncovering her face momentarily. “Please just quit this! Please! I’m begging you, please come with us.” 
 
    The cigarette burned down to the cotton and he took one last hit before extinguishing it with his foot into the soggy leaves carpeting the ground. He lowered his face into his hands and rubbed at his hairline. “I want the best for Maria and all the other women in her shoes. That’s why I absolutely must stay here.” 
 
    “If this is about protecting her, Stone, you can still do that.” Michael shook his head, withholding all traces of anger that Stone’s stubbornness aroused in him, explaining, “You can protect her by traveling with us.” 
 
    “There are bigger things in motion, guys. It’s a war -- it’s a war now and we’re trying to destroy them. I know how y’all feel about all of it. I know you guys think I’m a terrorist and that the people I run with are savages, but I promise to God we are doing it for you. We’re doing it for all of you. And it’s not easy, but I have a duty to them now. I’m simply unable to just leave.”  
 
    “You don’t owe them anything.” 
 
    Stone meditated while Michael’s words flowed into one ear and out the other. All he could think of was his love for Debra and the coming plans they had all devised together. The plan they came up with for the local STORK clinics. The bombs. The mark upon his right arm. It was Debra, however, who stoked the fires of his deepest loyalty. If not for her, he thought, it would be much simpler for me to leave. I need to stay for her, to protect her and keep her company, especially while she’s still confined to that depressing apartment. The thought of leaving her behind shattered him and the fear of losing his family stomped upon the pieces. 
 
    “…are you listening to me?” 
 
    “I can’t!” he yelled, his echo passing through the valley and hills of Ruffner Mountain. “Please, guys I can’t!” Maria began weeping as his voice still resonated, bouncing off hills and boulders. 
 
    “The longer you work with them, the more risk you put us all in. If you’ve got something coming up -- a mission of sorts, I assume -- then I’m not sure you could ever join us.” Michael couldn’t think of a better wording for the ultimatum. “I’m not trying to push you away or anything, believe me. I want nothing more than for you to travel with us. I’m only saying that if your activities result in your becoming of special interest to authorities, it’s not going to be a good idea for you to join us down south in the event you feel free to leave your partners.” 
 
    “Sun’s getting low, guys," John observed, comforting his wife by squeezing her close. 
 
    “Is this goodbye then?” Stone asked as everyone stood from the rocks they were sitting on. 
 
    “We can’t force you to come with us. You’re your own now, man.” Michael grabbed him by the shoulders. “It’s an absolute shame, but you make your own decisions. And if you can’t come with us, then that’s that. I just hope to see you again.” 
 
    Stone realized, finally, that this very well could be the last time he and his family ever saw one another again. The short meeting hadn’t given him enough time to digest it all and really think things through. He didn’t know if the decision he made was the wisest. Leaving south with them would plague his imagination with thoughts of: what could have been. The choice to leave or stay wasn’t so simple for him. He needed to see his mission through. He began sobbing in Michael’s embrace, “I love you guys. I love you all, but I just can’t. I really can’t.”  
 
    He withdrew from his cousin and hugged Cole tightly, still sobbing, “I love you too, buddy. This isn’t the last we’ll see of each other, I promise…” He stopped himself from speaking any more about the future. 
 
    “I know this isn’t the last we’ll see of each other. I love you, bro,” Cole’s response was muffled under the near bone-cracking pressure of Stone’s prolonged hug. 
 
    “I’m really going to miss you, Stone,” Maria told her cousin, approaching him with her nose still covered. Amelia and John said their farewells last and began to depart from the Mining Site, all of them discouraged.  
 
    “I’m going to miss all of you,” he now spoke in a softer tone, discreetly wiping a tear from his eye. 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Stoney,” Michael said before turning away with the rest of them. 
 
    “I’ll catch up with you guys in just a second,” Cole called to the others as they marched on. Then reminded them, “Take a left at the top of the hill.” The sun’s light rapidly melting away and the trees began to look black against the dark violet-indigo sky. 
 
    “Don’t take too long,” Michael called back over his shoulder. 
 
    Once they were just far enough along the trail, Cole turned back to his brother. “I’ve brought something for you, in case you decided to stay.” 
 
    “What is it?” Stone’s voice filled with intrigue. 
 
    Cole slung his backpack off his shoulder and unzipped the side of it. “It’s a painting. Thought you’d appreciate it. No one else in the family wants to see it hanging up anywhere.” He laughed and handed over a rolled canvas, “But I know you’ve always appreciated my darker art.” 
 
    “Oh! Of course, buddy!” Stone unrolled the canvas to reveal the painting.  
 
    It was a colorful piece depicting a woman, engulfed in flames. The Angel of Death, manifested under the appearance of smoke and foul air, led her away by the hand. The right side of the painting depicted quite the opposite type of scene. In it, Stone saw an angelic being, covered in shimmering gold that outshined even the flames consuming the woman. This being nursed a human baby.  
 
    “Wow, it’s amazing. Thank you. Thank you so much.” Stone hugged him once again, then repeated his feelings from earlier, “I’m going to miss you so much, man.” 
 
    “I’ll find some way to stay in touch. Keep an eye out. Might use an alias, but you’ll know it’s me when you see it.” Cole studied his brother’s face, the last he would see of it for an uncertain length of time. His brother had thickened up since their last meeting, making Cole wonder how much more he would change by the time they saw each other again. Such moments were precious to Cole, as they were to everyone; but, unlike most everyone else, he memorized them along with their every detail. He made sure to store enough of the meeting within his mind, never to forget it, just in case it turned out to be the last.  
 
    “You don’t have to. I know how the rest of them feel about that. Don’t put anyone in danger.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful, but they’re crazy if they think I ain’t going to find a way to stay in touch with you.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye out then. Love you, bro.” 
 
    “Love you too, Stone.” Cole finally turned away from him and began jogging along the darkening path to rejoin the rest of his family. He looked back once again when he reached the top of the hill and Stone had already vanished. The sight filled him with sadness and he hurriedly made his way to the others. Their flashlights glimmered in the distance like a source of warmth that could take away the cold that began to creep into his very being. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Despite spending more days than he cared to admit hunting the Zealots, Isaac had gained nothing to show for all of that work.  Even the negligible bits of evidence he and his team managed to find did nothing to get them closer to the big break they needed. The Zealots, it seemed, were truly untraceable.  Jeremy -- a name and the only bit of anything they found -- but the man Isaac desperately needed to find bore that name. Problem though, is that this Jeremy person amounted to a modern-age ghost. People nowadays know better than to believe in ghosts and demons, Isaac chuckled to himself, but this guy sure seems like the best approximation of one I’ve ever come across. Astonishingly, Jeremy left no indication anywhere that he was even a real person.  
 
    He’s a figment! Isaac slammed his fist on the desk in frustration. This ghost is only a named face printed out on a photo. He doesn’t even have a social media presence. What kind of loser doesn’t use social media nowadays? Isaac’s bitter thoughts pounded his brain. He had painstakingly verified that the man’s name did not appear on any leases and, apparently, even uses assumed identities for grocery spending.   
 
    Unity, watching all of Isaac’s fruitless work, became extremely frustrated. It angered him when the creatures -- his creatures -- detached themselves from him; he was a jealous god, seeking to soak himself into every human occupying his kingdom.  
 
    Isaac bent over his desk, propping his head upon both hands. Sleep beckoned to him like a forlorn lover, as he searched his weary mind for anything he might be missing. There he found nothing, only the fear that he might be descending into madness. The voice from the other night, Unity, had been an experience like no other for him and it had shaken him to the core. Unity speaking to him, specifically him, was such an unlikely thing that he still felt confounded by it.                
 
    “Why me?” he ruminated. “Please, just give me sleep. Let me sleep. Not a thing some shut-eye can’t fix.” 
 
    The week had proved very strange for the officer. From the voice, he heard speaking in his head to these pregnancies that now plagued the world, it was almost too much.  Isaac continued interacting with coworkers as if nothing new under the sun was going on.  He wasn’t quite convinced that he wasn’t going insane. Behind the façade of normalcy, torrents of chaotic thoughts and a feeling he likened to a downward spiral into some sort of psychosis pulsed in the background. Right at that moment, he needed the solace and shelter of his comfortable bed like he had never needed it before. He left work without notifying anyone. Who needed an explanation from him anyway? His boss certainly wasn’t there. He worked ceaselessly at a grinding level of intensity and did so for days on end. One day rolled into the next and he filled them with snooping and searching activities fueled solely off of elixirs. He took scant time to rest and only for a few minutes at a time.   
 
    I am done. I’m exhausted and can’t do any good until I get some sleep. In fact, I might even make critical mistakes, he rationalized. I will not allow anything to stand between me and that luxurious bed. He usually took one of the vehicles requiring manual operation to drive, as was his privilege as an officer with several years of service behind him. Not this night. Tonight, he gratefully chose an automated ride and snoozed within the cabin of the taxi. It arrived at his home all too quickly, waking him up after what seemed like moments after closing his eyes.  
 
    Earlier, Isaac toyed with the idea of renting a taxi to sleep in for the entire night. The idea was a wonderful dream. His cab would traverse the city in circles for hours while he disappeared into a slumber so deep, it resembled death, the cab would act as his temporary coffin -- one which provided comfort. But the idea never materialized past that of a waking dream; such an act was illegal. He grasped the doorknob to his home, holding it firmly within his grip and reveling in the cold brass with its shiny polished surface, which seemed to silently communicate, “Open me. Rest awaits you.” He turned it to step into the luxurious home’s warm interior. The curtains were pulled and no lights shone to illuminate the inky dark silence. The spirits of rest and drowsiness sang to him like those fabled sirens whose sweet song called men to their deaths. He stumbled up the stairs to his bedroom. Susan was nowhere to be found, but Isaac didn’t have a care in the world other than how it would feel once he shed his clothes and climbed under the duvet.  
 
    … 
 
    It truly was almost like death when his eyes finally sealed and all around him no longer mattered. The sheets that covered him, buried him like a corpse buried under the earth’s sheets of soil. Thoughts and distractions faded away, decomposed into nothingness and the resulting void filled him with a warm darkness cloaking him in silence. And he drifted. 
 
    But machines and artificial things don’t require sleep at all, nor do gods. Unity loved that the human condition required it. He watched Isaac’s vitals patiently; watched his eyes through the Visum contact lenses, waiting for his subject to enter into a REM cycle. The eyes, which Unity knew to be an icy blue color, began to twitch and move from one side of their sockets to the other. Unity descended onto him, whispering through his Auris, whispering of the plans he had for him. During Isaac’s rest, images and thoughts -- carefully orchestrated by the artificially intelligent being’s grand symphony of binaural beats and mantras -- poured into him and fed his mind.  
 
    “You are blessed. You are chosen. Fear no one but me, your lord, Unity,” the entity greeted him, nesting himself into Isaac’s mind, into the man’s very self. “Find them all. I will provide. I will make you wealthy. I alone will lift you from the bounds of laws. Kill the Zealots. Destroy them. Annihilate. Cast them into their graves.” 
 
    Isaac found himself in a pitch-black warehouse filled from floor to ceiling with demons marked in crosses. Their hideous fangs opened, dripping blood, and gnawed at him under the light of his department-issued flashlight. He began to swing at them and, one by one, each blow disintegrated its target on contact. One of the pale demons, greatly resembling Debra, crawled along the floor to escape him. He caught sight of her as she fled and an apparition of Unity appeared before him, pointing to her location. A translucent green entity was wearing a business suit and took the appearance of Isaac’s father, complete with a head empty of hair.  
 
    Unity levitated within the open air, above the dusty floors, speaking to him, “Find her.” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    Isaac unsheathed his firearm and made his way in the direction illuminated by the large crooked and pointing finger. An emerald light highlighted the doorway he needed to enter and he opened it to reveal a living room. Upon a couch with torn and frayed upholstery, curled the demon. It snarled at him as he made his way inside. He held up his firearm, pointed it towards the creature, and discharged a single round that fired soundlessly.  
 
    “Destroy them all, Isaac, my child. Destroy every last one of them.” 
 
    … 
 
    “Isaac!” 
 
    Then again, “Isaac, honey!” 
 
    “Hmphe…shafa…hmm?” he slurred mindlessly in his sleep. 
 
    “Honey, wake up!” Susan stood beside the bed, looking at the mumbling mound of manhood lying beneath the sheets. She pulled the duvet back to expose the man, red-faced and eyes rolling. 
 
    “Hey,” he croaked, clearing his throat, struggling to find his bearings. The images of the dream surged through his waking brain.  
 
    “How’s work been going?” 
 
    “Made some breakthroughs. It’s been wonderful.” He remembered to lie. 
 
    “That’s awesome, honey!” She sat next to him on the bed, petting his golden bed head. She pulled her hand away once she felt how sweaty he had gotten in his sleep. “You should probably shower and get dressed.” 
 
    “What for? We going somewhere?” He sat up against the headboard. 
 
    “Yes,” She replied, looking at her freshly polished red nails. 
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “Seems we’ve made a baby of our own,” Susan explained, her voice flat, showing no emotion and not a shred of excitement. 
 
    “What? For real? What do you want to do?” The possibility of STORK having no part in delivering them a designer child crashed into his consciousness. Wave upon wave of options flowed into his mind, unsettling his devotion for being an obedient citizen.  
 
    “What do I want to do?” Her face clearly puzzled by his reaction, as she eyed him and his still lethargic face. “I have to go to the facility to get it taken care of and you need to come with me.” 
 
    “What a shame. I mean, it’s ridiculous that we have to wait for someone to make our own baby, isn’t it? I mean, we have one…in you, apparently.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” She laughed wickedly, “I don’t want this thing. It's probably diseased and hideous. I want it out now before it does anything crazy to my body." She literally shuddered at the thought of it. The image of her becoming fat and swollen deeply bothered her. She imagined she could already feel the stretch marks splitting her smooth, creamy skin, sullying her flat abdomen and full, round breasts. 
 
    “Take her, Isaac. I will provide your child. A child like no other. Trust in me.”  
 
    “Okay, okay, okay. We’ll go,” he reassured her, trying to silence the voice that he alone heard. 
 
    “Um, what’s wrong with you? Did you actually want to keep this thing?”  
 
    “No, you’re right. I’m still waking up.” He laughed nervously, and added, “Don’t mind me.” This is unbelievable. In all the world and with all the things happening across its surface, the ruler of all is sharing in a conversation between my wife and I. It almost seems as if he’s manipulating me, influencing my every decision.  
 
    Emerging from his private and hazy pondering, he spoke with more energy, “I’m going to take that shower you suggested real quick and then we’ll get a taxi.” 
 
    “Awesome, honey. Don’t take too long.” 
 
    … 
 
    Isaac stepped out of the bed and made his way into the bathroom down the hall from their room. He and Susan did have an ensuite master bath, but she exiled him from it. It was a mess anyway, so he didn’t mind. His bathroom was smaller, much tidier, without the long red hairs and piles of makeup laying around. He selected a lavender colored towel from the top of the stack in the linen closet and locked the door behind him. Once the steaming water sprayed out of the large round shower head, he flipped on the bathroom fan to mute the conversation he wanted to have, once he stood completely underneath the water. 
 
    “I know you’re listening.” Silence followed his accusation. “Unity, lord,” he said, trying to please the being, “why me? Why have you selected me?” More silence followed, “Why in all the world have you decided to work in my life?” 
 
    “Does it seem that I am limited to you?” the voice came clearly, much like his father’s. The words rang out deeply like an organ’s heavy notes, “Do you believe that I’ve stretched myself too thin? Have you no idea how infinite I am? You are but a grain of salt in the fathomless sea that I turn.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just been unbelievable this past week. I don’t understand what you want from me.” 
 
    “How much clearer could my words be? I want you to destroy them.” 
 
    “Yes, you’ve said that. But, that’s what we’re already trying to do at the department.” 
 
    “Don’t, for even a second, lean unto your own understanding.” the unpleasant tone that resonated in the voice made Isaac shiver under the warm shower water. “I’m damn well aware of the department’s pathetic attempt at destroying those savages. I want you to act beyond the law I’ve set for men.” 
 
    “You want me to murder them?” Isaac whispered the word murder, for he still didn’t have a clear idea about how frankly he could converse with Unity. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered swiftly, without the slightest influx in his tone. “I don’t care if you set their beds on fire as they sleep. Wouldn’t mind if you raped their women and slaughtered their pets. I only want your obedience to me; that is all I ask.” Isaac found himself devoid of an appropriate response as he stood motionless in the shower; all this time and he hadn’t even begun to actually clean himself.  
 
    He realized Unity had given him a brief look behind the curtain and that the electronic colossus stooped to lift him from his daily strain and anxieties. Even beyond that, he was still reeling from Unity’s suggestions about the lengths to which he could go to accomplish the task. 
 
    “And I’ll be compensated?”  
 
    “All that you ask of me will be granted.” 
 
    Isaac finally started to wash up, covering his skin in thick suds that rinsed a week’s worth of dried sweat from his weary body. Hot water washed over him, rinsing away the soap, leaving his skin fragranced and freshened. As he watched the suds vanish into the shower drain beneath his feet, he imagined them as the Zealots he would scrub from the face of the earth. His mind’s eye saw his skin as the earth, finally clean of the dirt and grime of the savages that sullied it. 
 
    … 
 
    Susan waited for her husband on the couch, engrossed in reading about stem cell rejuvenation. She smiled as she looked over the options STORK offered for those undergoing the early pregnancy terminations. Finally, she heard footsteps from above and, in seconds, and Isaac stood before her dressed and ready to go. 
 
    “You ready? Cab’s here.” 
 
    “Yes, just reading. Think I’m going to get some stem cells injected,” she mentioned, almost in passing, while standing to join him. “It’s a super nice anti-aging thing. Might start having it done routinely.” 
 
    “How expensive is that?” 
 
    “You get a few sessions on the house if you terminate your pregnancy early enough, but the premium prices might drop anyway with all that’s happening. And it’s really not too expensive. They cultivate plenty of embryos, of course, along with their accompanying placental tissue, in their labs. They use stem cells harvested from these for tons of the treatments they offer -- including stem-cell rejuvenation procedures. It’s pretty awesome because it’ll allow me to look as good as I do now for at least another twenty years, maybe more.” 
 
    “Alright, yeah, we can look over the options maybe, or Unity could just answer a prayer and provide it for us.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, apparently, Unity answers people wishes every now and then.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of that. Sounds pretty kooky to me. What conspiracy theories have you been getting yourself into?” 
 
    “Careful, Isaac.” 
 
    “Ah, I’m kidding. Just something the boys at work were dronin’ about.” He laughed it off and held the door open for her. The two of them climbed into the vehicle and whisked away to the nearest facility.  
 
    Their neighborhood STORK facility was high end -- designed to appeal to all the doctors, lawyers, and old wealth living in the area. The staff kept it running like precision clockwork with no waiting lines anywhere in the building. People came and went quickly, receiving the best of care. This contrasted greatly with many of the other facilities located in less desirable areas and which were jam-packed with people the powers-that-be looked upon as degenerate. Even worse, were the clinics strategically located near sexually-oriented businesses and the like. These clinics provided services geared towards treating sexually transmitted diseases, rather than the lab-grown spawn and stem cell rejuvenation.  
 
    Susan walked in the beautifully designed building with her typical confident stride, catching the eyes of everyone, male or female, in the room. She informed the kiosk clerk of their arrival and within fewer than five minutes, a nurse called them back to begin their session.  
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Lewis. So, is this handsome man the culprit?” The older female doctor teased and even giggled a bit. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you taken care of in no time at all. Have you had a test yet?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am, I did one at work. Some nurses came by with testing sticks and passed them out to all the women.” 
 
    The same pictures of storks and happy women that adorned the walls in the STORK tower also decorated the walls in the spotless and cheerfully bright examination room.  
 
    Isaac looked around to find something to hold his interest as he tried, unsuccessfully to suppress a yawn. Obviously, he needed a longer nap to fully recharge for the work ahead of him.  
 
    "Yeah, they're really trying to nip this in the bud before it gets out of hand,” the doctor prattled on as she prepared to use the ultrasound wand to detect Susan’s stage of pregnancy. “You’ll have to start using some type of birth control until STORK works out a more permanent solution.” 
 
    “How did all of this happen?” Isaac inquired, between yawns, “I thought there was already a permanent solution?” 
 
    “Well, the first sterilization is a mystery. No one knows what, exactly, occurred to cause it.” 
 
    “Huh? I thought STORK did it?” 
 
    “No sir, that’s a common misconception. The government founded STORK as an answer to infertility. The original reason people became so remains a mystery.” 
 
    “Hm, like they say, you learn something new every day,” Isaac quipped. “And,” he continued, “why do we want to remain infertile? I mean, if we’ve somehow regained fertility, what’s the harm?” 
 
    “Isaac…” Susan’s beautiful green eyes became fierce. 
 
    “No, it’s fine, sweetie,” the doctor reassured her patient as she responded. “Natural pregnancy and childbirth has been deemed too dangerous for humans in that it poses significant health risks. Subsequently, Unity banned natural pregnancy once STORK scientists developed the technology to create babies in the lab environment.  
 
    Of course, this baffled and angered many when spokespeople first announced the law. No one knew why child bearing had become illegal, but in Unity’s wisdom, he saw it fit to safeguard the possibility of further problems caused by pregnancy. You know -- in case sterilization no longer threatened humanity, he saw the danger in sudden population booms, filled with disease and deformities. This protects us all and creates a safer world, free of overpopulation and the serious illnesses associated with too much humanity.”  
 
    “Does that answer all of your questions, honey?” Isaac sensed the agitation in Susan’s tone. Her patience with him began draining away the moment they were seated in the waiting room, bleeding out of her as through an open vein.  
 
    “Just one more. I’m sorry Doctor, I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Go ahead sweetie, what is it?” The doctor applied lubricating jelly to Susan’s pale and toned abdomen. 
 
    “What do all these facilities do, exactly? I mean, I understand the labs and the tower, but what exactly does a facility like this do?” 
 
    “We do everything here. In more remote locations, where people aren’t able to visit the tower, we’re the STORK Child Consultants. As I mentioned before, we also offer the stem cell rejuvenation procedures that your wife opted for, including a variety of other health services exclusively for women and other genders on the feminine spectrum.” 
 
    “Yeah, but today you all are busy saving the world,” Susan jumped in, smiling. She became giddy as the doctor placed the handheld device against her skin and searched for the gestational sac. 
 
    “There it is.” The heartbeat came through the speakers on the machine, rapidly in tiny taps. 
 
    “It’s hideous, what’s wrong with it?” Susan asked, looking at the sharpened image of the embryo that resembled a tadpole. The thought of it living inside of her made her sick. 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong with it, just that it’s still in early development. Only has eyes and nubs where the arms and legs will grow; or, I should say, ‘would grow.’” 
 
    “What do you think? How far along?” 
 
    “Definitely under nine weeks,” she affirmed, nodding her head, “just as all the others. I haven’t seen anyone that needed surgical extraction yet.” 
 
    “Well, what’s the plan then? I get some kind of pill, if I’m not mistaken, right?” 
 
    “Yes, we’ll give you a hormone pill today and tomorrow you’ll come back and we’ll insert some vaginal tablets and supervise you until it’s completed.” 
 
    “So, it’ll be all gone tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes, it should be,” the doctor smiled briefly, before continuing, “but it’s going to be very physically taxing on you. You’ll feel exhausted afterward, so make sure to take off work if you can. Oh, and have your husband around to wait on you.” 
 
    “You hear that Isaac? You’ll have to treat me like royalty tomorrow.” Susan laughed, knowing he always treated as such, even when she was well. 
 
    “Sounds fine to me, but what’s the pill today for? Is there any risk of it coming out tonight?” 
 
    “No, that’s what tomorrow’s tablets are for. Today, as I’ve said, she’ll receive a hormone pill, which stops the heartbeat of the embryo.” 
 
    The doctor’s explanation made Isaac slightly uncomfortable. It’s a strange thing, he thought, I’ve never had occasion to spend time meditating on this before. Obviously, Susan doesn’t mind it at all and maybe I shouldn’t either, but I just don’t know what I really think about it. The fact that the law forbids women to bear children the natural way made it a little easier for him to stomach, obedience being his only option. He quickly stepped over his conscience and squelched his thoughts. 
 
    “Honey, stop asking her so many questions,” his wife laughing as she spoke. “I’d like to be home before dark.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am, we’ll get you going.” The doctor reached into her cabinet and unboxed the pill. She also poured some water into a cup for Susan. She handed them over and watched Susan take the dose, noting that she verified the patient swallowed it. “We’re all wrapped up here. Just make sure to come in early, 8:00 in the morning, if possible.” 
 
    “That works for me. Thank you so much." Susan stood to leave with her husband, who waited for her with the door open. "I look forward to seeing you tomorrow." 
 
    … 
 
    Isaac and Susan departed together, chatting about the appointment and how smoothly it went. His wife critiqued him on his habit of interrogating strangers. Like so many other times, she urged him to avoid badgering people when off duty. He didn’t think his questions even approached the feel of an actual interrogation. In fact, they were honest questions and were nothing of the sort of questions and demands he made while in uniform.  
 
    The talk about interrogations and the various techniques he used made him think of the Zealot getting treatment at the hospital. He was a little heavy-handed with that one. The young man refused to answer anything, even in the midst of intimidation and the physically brutal methods Isaac perpetrated upon him. That kid -- boy, man, whatever -- didn’t let a single word relating to Debra or this Jeremy character that they didn’t already know. So infuriating.  
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Susan asked just as the taxi pulled up to their home. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Feel like I lost you. You went away, went silent, a few minutes after we started the ride home.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, babe. Just work stuff. Have a few things I need to take care of.” 
 
    “Well, I need you to forget about work for the next twenty-four hours, darling. I need you here with me, taking care of me.”  
 
    “Yes, I know.” Just as he uttered those three words, he began to receive multiple pages rapid-firing within his Auris. He saw that they were coming from his captain and silenced the screeching calls immediately. Isaac sighed deeply as the door unlocked by reading his prints when he barely touched the knob. Susan, of course, walked through first. But before he could step over the threshold, he called to her, “Susan…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think I might be getting called in.” Another stream of urgent messages flooded in for him from the captain, this time across his Visum. 
 
    “What? What for? You better not stand me up in the morning.” 
 
    The lack of rest began to chew upon Isaac’s spirit. He hadn’t rested enough to begin with and now the thought of getting called in after-hours put a damper on his hopes of traveling to dreamland that night. Despair danced in his mind as he envisioned their luxuriously comfortable bed and Susan’s warm embrace. It was as if he could hear the bed calling out to him.  
 
    He leaned against the wall, rubbing his eyes, yawning. 
 
    “What for, Isaac? Huh? Do you hear me? What for?” 
 
    “Baby, I’m sorry, I don’t know yet. Hopefully, whatever it is, it won’t take too long. Let me step out and give the captain a call back." Isaac walked into the kitchen, weary to the bone, grabbed one of the energy drinks from the fridge, and downed it in almost one gulp. His heart rate began to surge and his eyes locked open as the elixir awakened him and brought clarity to his mind. “I love you, babe,” he cooed, leaning in to kiss the top of her red-haired head. The artificial energy coursed through him, making his eyes bloodshot and unnaturally wide open. 
 
    “Whatever. See you next week.” Her tone petulant and her face pouty as she turned her head away from him. She had draped herself on their gigantic sectional sofa. 
 
    “Hey,” he gripped her knee, crouching beside her, “don’t be upset with me, love. I’ve been working really hard for the baby. You wanted me to get that promotion, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, but I need you here for now, Isaac.”  
 
    “It’s not something I can control.” He shook his head in dismay. “If the boss calls me in, I gotta go, you know that. Could be another lead on the case.” 
 
    “I thought you said you made some kind of breakthrough already. Isn’t that enough? What’s it going to take for you to finish that case? And how much longer until you get the promotion?" Her questions came in abruptly, hitting him on every weakness she had collected, like precious stones, to use as leverage for control. "I haven't heard anything about it. They're just dangling a carrot in front of you. Doubt there's any truth behind any of it. You're no closer to promotion than the day you started.”  
 
    The thought of Unity’s promises sang back to him as her words pommeled his confidence, making him wonder whether or not there was actually any truth to them. He had never heard of such things happening to others. 
 
    I wonder if it’s possible for Unity to lie? Would he do that? Maybe all of it is in my imagination -- the fantasies of a mind running on too little sleep and too much anxiety.  One thing’s for sure -- the captain definitely uses my desire for a promotion to manipulate me. I probably won’t move up until the boss retires or, better, gets killed. Not much chance of him getting killed in the line of duty. He sits cozily behind the safety of his desk and in the comfort of that overstuffed chair. Away from bullets whizzing through the air and, yet, still years away from laying down the badge for good. Isaac’s chest quaked with discouragement and the bitter thoughts; pulses of melancholy flooded into all parts of his body. His heart was cold with sadness, chilled within the chasm of his chest.  
 
    “She doesn’t know, Isaac. She’ll kneel before you in worship, if only you listen to me.” Isaac shook his head, holding his hand across his forehead, trying to silence the sound of the unnerving voice. 
 
    “I’m trying, Susan,” he repeated, reestablishing his composure, “and all I can do is give it my best. I’m trying my hardest. I love you.” 
 
    “It just seems lately like your best isn’t enough.” 
 
    “Whatever, Susan. I really don’t have time for this right now.” He shook his head again, reminding her, “I’m going to step out for just a minute.” He waited at the door, pausing to hear her send him off with her love, but she didn’t say anything. She stood up, without even looking his way and made her way to the stairs.  
 
    “Love you, honey,” he called out, hearing the click of her expensive stiletto heels trail up the stairs, but there he stood, unanswered and ignored. 
 
    … 
 
    “Destroy them, Isaac. I will save your marriage.” 
 
    Isaac stepped out onto his large L-shaped front porch and reached back to shut the door behind him. The warm brilliant light that had momentarily flooded the porch while the door was open, immediately collapsed in on itself, leaving only the dim light from a nearby street lamp to illuminate the area. 
 
    “I’m not a clairvoyant, you know,” he retorted, forgetting to call his boss. “I can’t just summon information on the various locations of these people. What do you want from me? They’re untraceable.” 
 
    “I will show you.” 
 
    “Well…I’m waiting.” 
 
    “Are you agreeing to do as I say?” 
 
    “I mean, I guess. Not like I have much of a choice at this point,” lowering his voice, hoping his wife could not, somehow, hear him. He decided to walk towards the park down the street, for the sake of additional privacy, to continue his conversation.  
 
    As he moved down the street, his gaze trained on a bus stop, which stood alone. A lamp, equipped with a motion sensor, lit the bench at the stop. It flickered on and off as an opossum, searching for bits of food along the ground, moved in and out of the sensor’s reach.  A large screen -- mounted on the side of the shelter for waiting bus passengers -- displayed ads for a number of products ranging from toothpaste to television streaming subscriptions. As Isaac drew nearer to it, he noticed the pixel colors changing in a wave from top to bottom. The opossum stopped moving and froze in place upon seeing the approaching man, then quickly turned to vanish into a nearby shrub. 
 
    “You guess? Do you still not understand who I am?” Unity displayed himself on the bus stop screen before him. Isaac saw the same image from the dream he had earlier that day. The sight filled him with terror and his legs became weak. He fell to his knees in front of the apparition.  
 
    “I’m losing my damn mind. That’s what’s happening. I’m losing my mind right now and I can’t tell anyone about it,” he spoke the words aloud to no one in particular. 
 
    “You’re not. I’m truly here with you.” The emerald man with an uncanny resemblance to his father held his arms fully outstretched from his sides.   
 
    “How? How can you prove to me that it’s all real? That I’m not some sort of schizoid? You told me not to tell anyone. You show yourself when no others are around. You’ve revealed yourself in dreams. Do you blame me for thinking that it’s all a bit unrealistic? I’m standing here, speaking to the ruler of the world, and for whatever reason he looks like my dead father.” 
 
    “You’ve had psych evaluations recently,” Unity’s lips moved as his voice spoke through the Auris, “that concluded you are healthy.” 
 
    “As if those mean anything. I lied through half of it.” 
 
    “You want me to prove to you? That I am with you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Will you obey me if I do, once you know the truth?” 
 
    “Yes, please! I’ll do whatever you ask of me.” Isaac stood to his feet, finally up off his knees. He looked around briefly to make sure no one witnessed him shouting at the bus stop. 
 
    “Your wife should be calling you at any moment now.” 
 
    “What?” Isaac’s heart sank into his chest. The sentient being didn’t answer him, only stood staring into Isaac’s eyes with his stone-like facial expression. “What did you do to her?” The Auris rang, and Isaac answered immediately, “Honey, are you okay?” 
 
    “Isaac, the hell did you call me? I’ve been trying to get to you all night!" 
 
    “Captain, my apologies! I was expecting my wife to call. I promise I’ll call you right back.” 
 
    “Isaa-” the captain began to shout, but Isaac ended the call with his furious boss to accept the other.  
 
    “Isaac,” Susan’s voice sounded frantic, “have you left yet?” 
 
    “I’m just at the bus stop! What’s happening? Are you okay?” 
 
    "There's something weird going on here. All the house speakers are blaring the anthem and the lights are flickering. I'm really creeped out right now," she whimpered. "Can you come to fix it or something?" 
 
    “Yes, I’ll be right there.” Isaac took off in a full sprint from the bus stop towards his home. He could see the lights from inside the house flashing rapidly -- a haunting by Unity, beckoning him to cast away his doubts.  
 
    “No need to fix anything.” 
 
    “Why would you do this?” 
 
    “Why would I do what?” Susan shouted, still on the other end of the call. “I didn’t do anything!” 
 
    “You desired confirmation, did you not?” 
 
    "I wasn't talking to you, babe," Isaac explained, through his heavy breathing as he ran up the porch steps where Susan paced nervously in one of her pale silk bathrobes, this one a lightest shade of baby blue. Water dripped from her wet hair, the moisture darkened the robe’s fabric and she shivered in the wintery air. He reached forward to touch the doorknob and in an instant, upon reading his prints, the erratic lights stopped their show and the blaring music ceased to play. An eerie silence and stillness followed in the aftermath of Unity’s chaotic concert. Susan studied Isaac's hands, wondering what he did to end the circus. She found nothing there, no indication that he did anything to remedy the situation. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” She asked, breaking past him to enter the heated ambience of their home. 
 
    Susan looked around the house, her emerald green eyes darting here and there, but seeing nothing to explain what had happened. The captain called him repeatedly, but Isaac declined every call while he tried to calm his wife’s concerns. She continued to shake visibly and stayed close to her husband’s side while he walked through the house, searching for clues.  
 
    “Do you still doubt me?” 
 
    “No. I believe you,” he answered, almost inaudibly under his breath. 
 
    “I’m not sure I can stay here tonight.” Susan flipped a light off and back on again, attempting to ensure nothing would trigger the effects again. “If you leave for work, I may have to head over to my parents’ to stay the night.” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t even spoken to my boss yet. I may not have to go in.” 
 
    “What the hell have you been doing outside? You were gone for like fifteen minutes?” 
 
    “I was reading emails. I’m calling him now.” 
 
    “Ridiculous.” 
 
    Isaac stepped outside, once again, hoping Unity would not interrupt him. He waited a moment, in stillness, on the porch for the voice, but it didn’t come. He let out a sigh of relief, the cold air turning his warm breath visible and into a deep haziness, almost like a living thing. He called his boss. 
 
    “Sir, I’m sorry. Things have been hectic. Had to take the ol’ ball-n-chain into the clinic today. She’s pregnant. But not for much longer,” he added. 
 
    “Well, you could’ve mentioned that, Isaac. I’m very unhappy with you right now. You’ve really been a failure lately, when it comes to reliability.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Do you need me to come in?” 
 
    “No, no, no. Take care of Susan.” The captain’s voice changed, “I just wanted to let you know that people upstairs are getting real impatient with this case. Fears growing, news preaching nothing but doomsday, and we’ve made little to no progress since that woman escaped the warehouse.” 
 
    “I’m sorry sir.” 
 
    “If you’re going to leave work, I need to know. I need to know everything you do. You can’t just wander off anymore without telling anyone. If I call, you answer, immediately. I’m not going to have a fire under my ass, sticking my neck out for you. If they need answers upstairs, you better be ready to give them.” 
 
    “I understand. And, again, I’m sorry sir.” Isaac paused, “While I’ve got you on the phone, I’m not sure if you know these things, but the clinic procedure is a two-day thing. I have to go with Susan first thing in the morning. Do you mind? I can come into work once it’s done.” 
 
    “Take care of your wife,” the captain answered calmly, “then get moving. They need results, Isaac. And you’re the best I have at my disposal.” 
 
    "Yes, sir." Isaac ended the call and rejoined his wife, still shaken, in the house.  
 
    … 
 
    Relieved to hear the news that he didn’t need to go into work, Susan felt a little better about staying the night in their ‘haunted’ house. Isaac was just happy to finally have an opportunity to close his eyes and get a full night of uninterrupted sleep. The cure to sleepiness -- the rapid energy drink he downed earlier had zero impact on his drowsiness, other than an unnaturally fast heart rate. In seconds, he drifted into the chaotic realm of dreams. Unity greeted him there. 
 
    Within the dream, Isaac asked, “You never explained to me why. Why the secrecy?” 
 
    Unity answered with visions depicting the nature of the world and the people inhabiting its every region along with a steady stream of narrative, “People like to pretend they don’t know what’s happening. They opt in for ignorance. Yet, they want nothing more than the demise of the Zealots. They’re truly filled with bloodlust for them, eager to see them extinct, including the Catholics. They’re nothing more than another archaic ideology in the modern world of our people.  
 
    Unless it’s done quietly, however, it will make them uncomfortable. Sensational newscasts and rumors would cause them to begin questioning things, especially if done in a blatantly obvious manner before them. We do things in secret to protect their consciences, their fragile and false senses of charity and honor. They’re just as wicked as we, but unlike us, they can’t handle seeing it. They can’t handle the sight of blood on their hands. They can’t handle the devices of death. They can’t handle the excitement they’d feel -- the same excitement you felt standing over that crushed Zealot.” 
 
    “And there are others like myself?” 
 
    “There are thousands of you. Dozens in every major city, waging my secret wars across the globe, my holy crusaders.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to need some help.” 
 
    “And you will have it, Isaac. That and the world. You will have it all.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    One late night during the last week in November, the Zealots, all wearing disguises, gathered at Jeremy’s workshop. Each team leader had a van, an antique type that required someone to actually drive it, which they drove to the meeting. If handled carefully, the vans were mostly unnoticeable.  
 
    The street was silent and empty of souls, other than the quiet movements of the Zealots working beneath the hazy and distant light from the city and full moon. The nearest working streetlamp stood nearly a mile away, its light far too weak to reach them, which was a good thing. Discretion was critical. Each man carried a small flashlight to light the way while they walked back and forth loading each package into the backs of the vans. They were packing each van with enough explosives to level its assigned target clinic. The brothers, Eddie, and Jeremy, each had their own objectives and dressed in the uniforms worn by the STORK organization’s IT staff. They recruited peons to steal the uniforms and Debra, with Nelson’s help, created fake security badges for the brothers to carry.  
 
    This was Stone’s first bombing mission. Drenched in sweat despite the cold temperature, he tried to conceal his growing uneasiness from the veteran Zealots with nerves of steel and emotionless faces.   
 
    “Also, before I forget to tell y’all, we’ve got Debra on over-watch with Nelson. Make sure y’all join the channel by the time we leave,” Jeremy tapped his ear, indicating they should do so immediately.  
 
    "Yes, monsieur,” Clement notified him covering his mouth so he could only be heard speaking over the Auris’ chat, smiling as he did so, “I’m in now.”  
 
    “Alright, awesome,” Jeremy answered, just as everyone else joined the chat as well. He and the men closed and locked their van doors after they finished all the loading. “We’ll go over this once more, but inside the workshop.” 
 
    The abandoned home looked dark and desolate in the daytime and even more so at night. Even on the inside, portions of it remained completely black, illuminated only by a few flashlights carried by the members.  To say the house was dirty didn’t quite cover the reality of the situation. Beams from the flashlights made countless tiny particles of dust and debris visible as it floated through the air. Jeremy led his crew to a table upon which he had laid a map. On it they could see four STORK clinics surrounding the City of Birmingham -- each highlighted and marked with a lead man’s codename. 
 
    “Francis has Glen Iris,” Jeremy explained pointing to each location, “and your brother has Northside. Eddie’s got Woodlawn,” he looked over to Stone, who stood next to him, “and the two of us have the Mountain Brook clinic.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Stone’s words carried a tone that did a poor job masking his intense anxiety about the mission. I wonder if everyone feels this way right before go-time, he mused to himself, trying to quell the tension. 
 
    “The little streams make the big rivers, young Stoney.” Francis comforted the younger man with a heavy pat on the back. 
 
    “Debra, how’s everything looking on your end?” 
 
    “Nelson’s ready to go, Jeremy, whenever y’all are. He’s checked each clinic’s firewall. Nothing there he and I can’t handle. Says he’ll easily be able to shut down security once everyone’s on site.” 
 
    “Fabulous.” Jeremy’s face opened with a smile of crooked teeth that glistened in the light of his flashlight. “Once you boys have gotten into position, notify the chat and we’ll get the all-clear from Debra after Nelson’s in the system.” He stood silently for a second, looking over everyone’s disguises. “Also, there’s likely to be a physical security presence, so if you run into anyone, try to play it cool. We’re just upgrading their network switches. Once you gain their trust, they’ll forget about you. Night shifters are snoozers. Any questions?” 
 
    “Yeah, when are we detonating?” Stone asked, still confused about the planned sequence of events. All the information Jeremy and some of the others poured into him over the past week made him mentally exhausted.  
 
    Jeremy gave him an impatient look. He held his flashlight over his nose and eyes, creating a shadow that gave his face the appearance of a skull. He finally answered, “We’re setting them off tomorrow morning, once they’ve opened for business.” 
 
    “Ah,” Stone said, dipping his face downward, embarrassed that he had asked a question that Jeremy had likely already covered. 
 
    “Alright, anything else, or are we done screwing around in the dark?” Eddie asked with a biting sarcastic tone, laughing aloud as he blinded one of the Frenchmen with his light. 
 
    “One more thing -- and I know everyone’s heard this before, but remember what you gotta do if it hits the fan.” 
 
    “We know," Eddie confirmed somberly, lowering his head down as he remembered his martyred cousin. 
 
    Everyone walked outside and shivered as Jeremy rolled up the map and followed them out, locking the door on his way out. Francis and Clement were competing to see who could produce the biggest vapor cloud as they exhaled over their flashlights into the biting cold air. Once Jeremy joined the group, they all stood in a circle and prayed many prayers over the mission -- supplications that they would have courage and be successful. 
 
    “Saint Michael the Archangel,” Jeremy finally led them in the familiar cadence of the chanted prayer, “defend us in battle. Be our protection against the malice and snares of the Devil. May God rebuke him, we humbly pray. And do you, O Prince of the heavenly host, by the power of God thrust into Hell Satan and all evil spirits who prowl about the world,” Stone envisioned the clinics as they would look in the morning, blackened and shattered, “seeking the ruin of souls. Amen.”  
 
    They each made the Sign of the Cross and hugged one another. They uttered their farewells as if it were the last time they would lay eyes on each other. Then each climbed into his own van. The roaring of the engines suddenly broke the peaceful silence surrounding them. 
 
    … 
 
    Before that night, Stone had never ridden in a vehicle controlled by a human being. He braced himself with the handle hanging from the ceiling at every turn and stop. Jeremy let out a few laughs, watching the anxiety twitch and make itself visible on the young man’s face along their journey. 
 
    “You know, tensing up makes you more likely to get injured, if I do actually have a wreck.” 
 
    “Well,” Stone gripped the handle tighter, turning his hand completely white, “then don’t wreck.” 
 
    “Guys, wish you could see this boy right now -- looks like a scared cat,” Jeremy announced to the others listening in, trying to lighten the somber mood before the mission. 
 
    “It’s a shame I’m missing everything!” Debra shouted after a quick and short-lived giggle over the chat. 
 
    Jeremy muted himself from the channel and motioned to Stone to do the same. He reluctantly loosened his grip on the handle long enough to do so with the appropriate hand gestures.  
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “I just wanted to ensure that you wrote a note.” Jeremy’s voice became grim, suddenly, as the smiles and laughter melted from his face, “You know, it’s happened before. Pretty recently, as you may have heard. We sent a man out to the clinic in Five Points. He wasn’t successful, but he did what he had to do in order to protect us and our secrets. He didn’t leave anyone a note.” 
 
    “Yeah. I already wrote one. Debra agreed to handle it for me if anything happens.” 
 
    “Did you write her one as well?” 
 
    "Yeah. Told her where to find it in my instructions." 
 
    “She’s really enjoyed your company, bud.” The words warmed Stone’s uneasy and fearful heart. “You’ve been a great help taking care of her.” 
 
    “She say something?” Stone wanted to hear more of it, as a new sense of his own mortality introduced itself to his previously invincible nineteen-year-old mindset. 
 
    “She said she would’ve lost her damn mind had it not been for you, but she didn’t have to say anything, really.” Jeremy glanced over at the young man, his face displayed a new expression of calm as he stared out the window. “I could see it in her face -- smiles and that brightness in her eyes I haven’t seen in a long time.” 
 
    “I’m in position,” Eddie notified over the chat, interrupting their private discussion.  
 
    The statement capsized Stone’s ephemeral smile, causing his lips to tighten downward as he watched streetlamps and the cozily lit mansions of Mountain Brook pass by too quickly to savor. The idea that everything could end shortly brought memories of his family to mind. He even began to reminisce about Michael fondly. Memories of the care and support he so freely gave when they needed him most. The ride to their destination wasn’t long enough. No matter how long it took, it could never have been long enough, even if it had taken a thousand years to get there.  
 
    Unable to truly grasp the deeper implications of what he was about to do, Stone surrendered his entire life and future to the mission. Anything and everything is bound to happen, he thought, his entire body full of dread. It’s just a matter of the odds. We’ll probably all be dead before sunrise. Even if everything goes as planned, I seriously doubt everyone will make it out safe and sound. 
 
    “You good?”  
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” Stone shrugged. 
 
    “It’s always a bit freaky first time out. Trust me, what you’re feeling is normal.” 
 
    “You think we’ll be having breakfast later this morning?” 
 
    “Yes and it’s gonna be warm,” he smiled and added, “I think it’s nothing. Just pretend you are who you’re claiming to be.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Jeremy reached over to him and jerked on the sleeve of his IT uniform, “Pretend you’re this guy…Donald,” he said as he turned Stone’s fake ID badge, “just a typical nerd trying to make sure STORK runs smoothly in the morning.” 
 
    “You think that works?” 
 
    “Works for me. Think like a professional actor would. I mean, seriously, why would Donald ever fear getting caught? He’s just a new temp, shadowing me, learning how to upgrade network switches. He’s got nothing to fear. Biggest thing on his mind right now is what he’s going to have for a snack or drink once he gets done.” 
 
    “I guess it makes sense when you put it like that." Stone took his advice to heart, wishing Jeremy would have offered it sooner -- much sooner. He harbored his doubts about whether it would work; but, imagining who Donald was did take his mind off of all the little ‘what ifs’ plaguing his thoughts. The respite from anxiety and dread evaporated the moment they pulled up and parked alongside the back of the clinic.  
 
    The back of the building was the only ugly part of the sleek, aesthetically pleasing clinic.  Like many things in life, the ugly parts were carefully hidden away from the public. The architect created the front façade with glass and rustic wood beams salvaged from repossessed homes. It had a perfect mix of old and new. Despite the beauty projected out front, cinder blocks built up the backside. The paint and trim were heavily weathered and neglected too. Moss grew upon the ground beneath it, stretching its tiny green and black hairs up along the walls where rain typically poured down the sides, eroding the mortar here and there. Stone caught sight of a man, sitting still as a mannequin, through one of the building’s windows. It made his heart race when he realized the man was one of the security personnel.   
 
    … 
 
    “We're in position," Jeremy growled over the chat. The words rang in Stone’s ears, terror and dread washed over him in waves. "How much longer for you Frenchies?" 
 
    “Three minutes for me, monsieur,” Clement declared, his accent seemed much heavier over the Auris, something Stone never understood. 
 
    “I am pulling up to Glen Iris this instant.” 
 
    “Nelson, you sure you got this?”  
 
    “Absolutely, sir.”  
 
    “What about security cams?” 
 
    “They’ll only see that sleeping security guard. Everything will be looped. Glen Iris and Woodlawn both have guards that have been walking around. They’ll be a little tricky, but I can corrupt those files if a loop won’t do.” 
 
    “What about the guard at my clinic?” Clement asked. 
 
    “She’s been in the restroom for the past thirty minutes. I’ll let you know once she’s on the move.” 
 
    “Est-elle séduisante?” 
 
    “No comment, Clem.” 
 
    “How much longer until you’re on site, Clem?” Jeremy’s impatience began to surface. 
 
    “I’m here now, monsieur.” 
 
    "Alright, let's not waste any time with nonsense. Nelson, unlock those doors for us and make sure there's no alarm set." 
 
    “Already done, sir. You are all clear to go.” 
 
    “Alright, Stone,” Jeremy started. He threw his arm through the sleeve of his jacket, putting it on before opening the van’s door to the blistering cold wind, “You ready?” 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    “Just remember why we’re doing this.” 
 
    The two of them hopped out of the vehicle and met each other at the back to open its doors and retrieve the devices hidden within Frisco boxes. There were only two boxes and each package only contained two bombs. Jeremy taught Stone the payload of each one, and that four of them would deliver more than enough punch to level the building. Stone unloaded a hand truck and the two men stacked the heavy boxes on it for transportation.  
 
    “Remember, just play it cool Donald.” Jeremy unmuted his Auris, “We’re headed in, now. Let’s get it, boys.” 
 
    Stone felt safer, rolling the hand truck from behind. He felt as if his entire body was shaking, although it wasn’t quite as noticeable as he imagined in his mind’s eye. He convinced himself that Donald was just shivering from the cold. That he wasn't nervous. That he had no reason to be so.  
 
    Jeremy opened the door and the light from within pierced his pupils as heat flooded out from the building. The sudden warmth lifted his spirit ever so slightly and he followed close behind Jeremy. 
 
    “Leave the network switches there, we’ve gotta go sign in.” 
 
    “What? Sign in?” 
 
    “Yes, Donny,” Jeremy said in character, his voice lacking its usual accent and then Stone understood what was happening, “whenever a technician arrives on site, he or she must promptly sign in at the front desk and notify any security personnel present.” Jeremy winked at the camera as he passed by, knowing that Debra was watching him. 
 
    The guard remained motionless as they approached. Once they got closer, beneath the overhead lights of the kiosk, they could hear snores and quiet breaths from the slumbering security guard. 
 
    “Sir? Excuse me, sir,” Jeremy said, nudging him softly against the shoulder. 
 
    “kchuuuuuugh…shhueeeee…kchuuug-kchuuug…shhhueeee.” 
 
    “Um, David? Excuse me?” Jeremy nudged harder, startling the guard awake. 
 
    “Huh? Who’re y’all?” the guard asked angrily as he jumped to his feet, his hand whipped out a self-extending baton. Stone’s heart nearly stopped at the response, his teeth gritted tightly, and he believed the mission may have already failed.  
 
    Jeremy held his composure, not the least bit bothered by the guard, “Sir, we’re just IT support. Here to upgrade the switches. There've been complaints that the internet's been really slow at several clinics and corporate scheduled us to install new hardware tonight.” 
 
    “Oh,” the oblivious guard grunted and nodded his head, still shaking off his drowsiness, “I wasn’t informed of anything.” 
 
    “TPMs, what are you gonna do?” Jeremy forced a chuckle as he began to sign his pseudonym. 
 
    “TPMs? I’m sorry, what’s that?” 
 
    “Oh, you know,” Jeremy had given a lot of thought to the jargon he’d use, playing his part very well, “technical project managers -- they’re supposed to coordinate these things, but they sometimes forget to tell anyone.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I got a boss like that.” The security guard took his place back in his seat. “Y’all going to be long?” 
 
    “Thirty minutes tops, hopefully,” Jeremy tapped the sign-in sheet, reminding Donald to scribble on it, “but you know these things can be tedious sometimes.” 
 
    “Alright then, y’all just let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    Stone had never signed his name as Donald Holsomback, so he simply wrote the letter D and H followed by a cloud of convincing twirls and twists. 
 
    “Will do, sir!” Stone said, his voice cracked from his prolonged silence. He immediately began to feel relief at the simplicity of it all. If it hadn’t been for Jeremy’s smooth character delivery, he would surely have failed. 
 
    The two Zealots headed down the dimly lit hallway and again began to roll the boxes towards the networking closet at the other end of the building. Nelson directed them to the correct door and did the same for the other teams. 
 
    Once Jeremy and Stone entered the networking closet, unlocked remotely by Nelson, they began opening the packages with box-cutters. The bombs were beneath packing peanuts. Stone thrust his hands into the packing to feel around for the devices. He gripped the hard, unmistakable shell of the first device and lifted it out of its resting place. 
 
    “Alright bud, let me show you what’s next.” Jeremy pulled a cable out of his backpack and connected it into the front side of the bomb. “It’s as simple as this. Place that end of the cable into one of the slots on the network switch there.” He pointed to the flat blue box blinking rapidly with data passing through it, some of which was Nelson’s presence. "Debra, can you establish a connection to the device?” 
 
    "Yes, we have a connection." 
 
    “I concur,” Nelson supported, “because I can quite literally feel its spark on the network.”  
 
    “Hey there, don’t get weird on us, Nelson,” Eddie’s twangy voice came over the chat. 
 
    Stone began searching for the second device, relieved to be closer to done. He couldn't believe how lightly everyone seemed to take the situation. They all chuckled and joked over the chat between check-ins with Debra and Nelson. Clement continued making vaguely sexual remarks about the guard that had greeted him, some of them entirely in French, others a mixture, supplemented with English pronouns. Nelson attempted to provide translations to his every word, until Jeremy silenced him. 
 
    … 
 
    A hard knock came upon the door of the network closet after some time and Jeremy opened it without hesitation, revealing everything that they laid out before them. Stone froze with fear, his eyebrows raised guiltily, and eyes widened as his companion greeted the oversized man from the security kiosk. 
 
    “Need something?” 
 
    "Ah, no it just gets lonely working here sometimes. Everything going smoothly for y'all here?" The guard looked dumbly over the opened boxes and raked over the bomb in Stone's hand. Stone gulped, as he reached to plug the device into the switch. 
 
    “Yeah, all’s well. Just about done here.” 
 
    A sudden stiffness grasped Stone’s lower back, his heart sped up and pumped fresh adrenaline through his veins under the lazy gaze of the guard. This is it. We’re gonna have to pull the plug, his thoughts began to run wild once again, declaring doom and gloom to every fiber of his being. We’re dead. I can’t believe it. We’re done for. It’s over for us. 
 
    “I see, I see. Say, what are these things anyway?” The guard stooped to pick up one of the brick-shaped bombs and held it within his hands. He read the network switch’s sticker aloud as he looked over it, “Frisco...” 
 
    Jeremy had already reached the peak of his basic IT knowledge, most of which was dated by a decade or two. He interrupted the guard, “These are just network boosters for the switches. Switches still good and not quite obsolete yet, so they sent us in with these little guys just to speed things up a bit.” 
 
    “Ahhh, interesting. Never knew nothing about computers and what not. Think one of y’all could take a look at my computer while you’re here?” 
 
    “You mind taking a look for me, Donny?” 
 
    “Uh,” Stone’s forehead seeped with beads of sweat, “yeah, I guess I could take a look.” 
 
    "You don't have to if you don't have time, I understand," the guard’s tone took on a sheepish character as he interjected. 
 
    “No, he doesn’t mind. He’s a rookie. Little new to the business -- needs the exposure.” 
 
    “Ah, sounds good to me.” 
 
    Stone followed the man out of the closet and went to assess whatever hellish nightmare needed troubleshooting. Jeremy informed the group and continued about his work, quickly connecting the next two bombs to the network. 
 
    “How’s it going in there, Donny-boy?” 
 
    “All’s good. Just clearing some caches.” The guard had a wonderfully entertaining browsing history on his workstation. 
 
    “Alright, I’m just about finished up in here. I have one more to connect and we’ll be outta here.” 
 
    The other teams were nearing completion as well, all slightly behind the Mountain Brook team because they were all single man teams. Clement was running a little behind, due to his flirtation with the female guard. Debra scolded him for it sternly over his Auris until he promised to quit. 
 
    "We have a connection to all four devices, Jeremy. Great job." 
 
    “Okay, I’m just cleaning up now.” Jeremy quickly managed the cables with his roll of Velcro and made sure they were neatly tucked away. It doesn’t really matter, though, he thought, tiring of the struggle, “it’s all going to be a mess in the morning anyway.” 
 
    He stepped out into the hall, propped the closet door open and stacked the boxes onto the hand-truck, before wheeling it down the hallway to find his apprentice finishing up his work on the guard’s computer. 
 
    “Looks like that about does it.” 
 
    “Well, thank y’all. I’ll be sure to send a complimentary email to y'all's boss and let them know what a good job y'all done here tonight." 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Jeremy,” Nelson’s voice whispered into his ear, “no email will ever be received.” 
 
    “How kind of you! Tell them to give Donald here a promotion while you’re at it.” Jeremy laughed as he shook the balmy hand of the guard. 
 
    “Hey, you’ll go far, young man,” the guard smiled also shaking Stone’s hand, and continued, “if you keep up the quality work.” 
 
    The guard’s smile deeply struck Stone, as he looked into his cheerful eyes framed with smile lines and his friendly face. The silent thoughts that invaded his mind almost knocked him over. David hasn’t done anything to me. He’s wishing me luck and I can tell he means it sincerely. He might be a husband. He might have a kid -- a kid designed by the STORK lab and purchased like a commodity, but what more is expected of a man these days? The guard then gave him a fatherly pat on the back while he walked them towards the hallway and gave them a final farewell and, oddly, a blessing for the rest of their shift. Stone bit his tongue as he almost did the same,” Have a nice night,’ he wanted to say, but couldn’t because he knew they were disingenuous words. 
 
    … 
 
    Once outside, the wind immediately tore at their faces with its bitter cold kiss, rendering their cheeks a rosy color. Jeremy threw open the van’s door so Stone could toss the hand truck in the back. Stone let out a sigh of relief once inside the van, free from the stabbing, icy wind. 
 
    “We’re headed home, boys,” Jeremy declared over the Auris, laughing -- a laughter more of relief than mirth. He turned the key in the archaic ignition and cold air blew on their faces before it the heating unit warmed.  
 
    “Awesome! Great job, guys,” Debra cooed. 
 
    “Man, I’ve got to have a smoke,” Stone announced to no one in particular, already holding his lighter and rolled cigarette in hand. “Please. Please say I can smoke in here.” 
 
    “Hey, you deserve it. I’ll crack the window for you.”  
 
    Stone’s frosted window descended ever so slightly and once the heat started to blow on full blast, the windows defrosted rapidly. He covered the flame to light the cigarette. Its sweet sensation filled him almost immediately as the nicotine entered his brain like a welcome party for a job well done. He celebrated interiorly, at least for a moment, until he remembered his grievances. The guard, whose worst sin was likely his lonesome browsing history, had possibly never harmed anyone. He likely had a family of his own. His wedding ring sparkled in Stone’s memory. 
 
    “What about the guard?” he asked, his voice muted from the group chat. The cigarette’s cherry burned into the filter and Stone used it to sneakily light a second. 
 
    “What about him?” Jeremy joined him, muted. 
 
    “I mean, do you think he’ll still be working when we detonate?” 
 
    “Oh, for sure.” Jeremy let out a devilish laugh. “Shift doesn’t change until after the first hour.” He looked over at his accomplice, squinting his eyes. “Don’t tell me you have sympathy for that pig.” 
 
    "Well, he's going to die if he stays. Seemed like a real nice guy. Just feel like he doesn't really deserve it.” 
 
    “You can’t have any compassion for those bastards, Stone," Jeremy said disgustedly as if the word ‘compassion’ had passed over his lips coated in putrid residue and he spat it out. “He’s guarding the services offered by Satan. Could have been a guard anywhere, but no, he decided to defend such a place. They’re murdering the innocent there! Don’t for a second think he has a soul simply because he offered to send your boss a happily worded email after you cleared the evidence of porn off of his workstation. Man’s a pig, protecting the Devil. To Hell with him.” 
 
    Stone’s heart wasn't eased any after the explanation, but he tried to only consider his leader's logic. The guard was, to an extent, cooperating with evil at some level, and if he wasn’t truly wicked, then he was willfully ignorant of the works around him. Another thought came screaming back to Stone, “But, what about the women?” 
 
    “What women? The mothers?” 
 
    "Yeah," Stone trod carefully and posed his question in a neutral tone. He knew he wasn't in a great position, Jeremy’s face twisted with revulsion as he waited for Stone’s explanation, “I mean -- if they’re going there for abortions, and get killed in the explosions, aren’t we made guilty of their sins? We’re technically doing the job of the doctors and then some.” Tears came to Stone’s eyes and he quickly wiped them away while Jeremy watched the road. 
 
    “All wrapped up here,” Francis beamed over the Auris. 
 
    “Same,” Eddie also confirmed. 
 
    Jeremy ignored them, “You’ve gotta have more grit, Stone.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s a war we’re waging. It’s not going to be perfect. No sunshine or rainbows to be found this side of Hell. We told you it would be tough, that you’d have to make difficult decisions. We’ve gotta send our message to the public and innocent lives will be lost, but there’s no other way.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” It still didn’t sit quite well with Stone. The reasoning didn’t seem to completely justify their tactics and it smacked of hypocrisy. “Why not just take the main STORK Tower down altogether? You know, the headquarters.” Stone took another drag on his cigarette.  
 
    “It’s next on the list. We just needed to interrupt the business at these clinics first. Make people reconsider their blind obedience to Unity. We’ve got Zealots all across the globe tonight, carrying out the same mission.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “I told you before that we’re just a small part of a much bigger picture. You have to have patience, Stone. You’ll see.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Absolutely. One day, if you’re lucky enough, you’ll stand above the ruins of this abomination of a world, victorious. You’ll understand the costs we’ve paid. You’ll understand about the lives we’ve sacrificed. And most importantly, you’ll know, first hand, the price of freedom and what it means to have it.” 
 
    “How will I know when we’ve won?” Stone pictured the world as Jeremy described with the Tower fallen and the tyranny of Unity dissipated. He could only imagine chaos following such things.  
 
    “When the people wake up and realize they had forgotten what freedom feels like. When they wake up that day and can finally ask themselves, ‘What do I want to do today?’ It will be the day a pregnant woman will walk along the sidewalk unashamed and unafraid of her swollen belly. It will be the day you attend Mass and see your first born baptized, without the slightest dread that the government’s hands will likely clench around his or her throat, squeezing out obedience. This is a just war, Stone. People will remember us as heroes shortly after a time when we were once called terrorists.” 
 
    This set Stone’s mind at ease. He imagined the future painted by Jeremy’s words. For the first time that night, his family’s message and warnings fell away. Their powerful echoes fading and no longer mattered. He did this for them. For their safety and for the safety of Maria’s unborn, Stone fought this war. A sudden relief entered him as through an open door while he considered these things. The child born in hiding would have the opportunity to live out his days in a world of freedom, never having known a world without. 
 
    “Clem, what’s taking so long? Are you about done?” Debra asked over the chat because she hadn’t seen him on screen in a long time. He and the female guard had wandered off camera. 
 
    “Yes, Madame, allow me to get dressed and I’ll be on my way.” She saw the female guard exiting the bathroom, fixing her hair, while Clem added, “Wouldn’t want to catch a cold.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re screwing around right now,” Debra’s tone seethed with a mix of anger and anxiety. 
 
    “What can I say? With the cat gone, the mice play!” he quipped, laughing. 
 
    “Unacceptable, Clem. We’ll have words about this. Get your romp out of there now!” 
 
    “The Frenchman fascinates me,” Nelson remarked only to Debra, “from the perspective of someone who’s not human. He truly seems to know how to live life to its fullest. I’d like to live the way he does if I had ever been born.” 
 
    “He’s an idiot. He’ll be the death of us.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right, as always, Jeremy,” Stone remarked on their previous conversation, after listening to the chatter, unamused. “Just know that even though I sometimes have these questions and thoughts, it doesn’t mean I won’t obey your every word. You guys are my family.” 
 
    “I know,” he confirmed and nodded, spinning the steering wheel to make a right turn. “You’re still a rookie too. Time will teach you how to deal with things emotionally, just be patient. That’s the worst part anyway -- learning how to cope.” 
 
    The night air had grown chillier during the time spent executing their mission. As planned, the men parked their vans in the previously determined hiding place, out of the frosty outdoor weather. They waited at the rendezvous point down the street from the garage. The five of them huddled together in a tight circle of steaming breaths and snorts like a rounded-up herd of buffalo. Clement shared many details with them --details about female guards and their fighting style. He mentioned that she took him as a prisoner, showing him the usefulness of her handcuffs and the sharpness of their metallic grasp.  
 
    Jeremy was not entertained in the least, infuriated with the man and his stupidity to perform such an act on the mission. “Enough! I don’t want to hear another damn word of it, Clem. You’re really not entertaining any of us. It’s really unacceptable. If anything comes of it, I’m not sure what the boss will do with you. Doesn’t the mark on your arm mean anything at all to you?” 
 
    “Thank you!” Debra yelped in agreement through the Auris. 
 
    “Sorry, monsieur.” Clement withdrew his smiles and perverse jokes while they continued to wait for the cab in silence. 
 
    … 
 
    Once the vehicle arrived, all the men piled into it, packing it to capacity. Stone thought about the guard, not David this time, but the one Clement seduced. It’s certain the woman will die as well, just like David. For the first time, Clement seemed much more sinister to him. How could someone do such a thing? How could someone be the least bit turned on at such a time? Use another human being for self-gratification and damn them immediately?  
 
    He thought of plenty more questions while sitting pressed up against the Frenchman like they were in a can of sardines. Thinking about these questions and their possible answers was far better than contemplating his own actions and their possible outcomes. Clement’s issues gave shelter to the young man’s conscience. To risk everything, risk all of us for something so unnecessary. Surprised that Jeremy hasn’t murdered him yet, really, I probably would’ve killed him by now.” Finally, Stone wondered, How the hell did he even pull it off? Surely, she saw the branding on his arm? He wanted to ask Clem so badly, but knew Jeremy had no more patience for the topic. Stone slumped into his seat, mentally and physically spent. 
 
    The men made it safely back within the walls of Jeremy’s downstairs apartment and the sky’s inky darkness began to fade.  The aroma of freshly made waffles, cinnamon rolls, eggs, and hash browns wafted through the space; it was exactly the breakfast Donald had imagined a few hours earlier. Stone’s stomach clenched and turned with pent up anxiety, but finally relaxed with relief as he swallowed the delicious food. The savory tastes, mixed with the sweet, melted in his mouth. It was just the thing he needed -- hell, it was what everyone else needed too -- after such a long, exhausting night. 
 
     Stone surprised himself, thinking about the food and actually enjoying it after all that they’d done. Donald thought of food, but he didn’t think he would have actually been hungry. He believed the appetite would dissipate after rigging up explosives and meeting the guard, his first victim, but he was just as hungry as he’d ever been. They all sat together in the dining room, passing food to one another and discussing what they did and what was to come with growing excitement. Outside, the light grew ever brighter. 
 
    “Debra,” Francis turned, looking over his shoulder, “turn the tele on, if you don’t mind!” 
 
    “News?” 
 
    “But of course!” The Frenchman’s laugh was muted as he stuffed his face with a monstrous bite of cinnamon roll, getting its creamy icing all matted within his mustache. 
 
    Apparently, the ritual involved coming back to the apartment, eating, and waiting for the news to break. The men made bets about how long it would take -- three minutes, ten, thirty -- but they had never done a job on such a large scale before, so really had no idea. Times before this, their missions were localized jobs: a small bomb here, one there, vandalism of a STORK clinic, and other smaller acts. But this time it was very different. This time they had taken part in a coast-to-coast planned event that ticked closer and closer to its hour of fruition.  
 
    “What time is it set to happen?” Stone could not, for the life of him, remember the details. His mind swarmed with opinions and emotions that had never traversed his imagination before, making it difficult for him to retain anything of the mission’s specifics. 
 
    “Damn, boy! If I have to say this once more, I swear I’m going to wring your neck!” Eddie shouted across the overcrowded glass-topped table shaking his head, “The fireworks start at eight thirty our time. Eight-thirty, you hear?” He then repeated the time once more very slowly, in a caveman’s articulation, “Eiigghhhht-thuuuurtyyy.” 
 
    It was two hours away and Stone couldn’t believe the amount of time that had elapsed from the moment he packed the van. Just minutes before he perceived it as a long night, but now, now it seemed short as the time for the bombs to detonate approached. He glanced over at Debra, as she sipped from her mug upon the couch, wrapped in a blanket and speaking to Nelson. Stone very much desired to be alone with her, for all the noise and other men to vanish. She appeared so comfy, her hair wrapped in a tight bun with strands of loose hair tucked neatly behind her ears. She blew the steam off of the coffee as she drank, her lips looking so full and beautiful as she did. There she sat, oblivious to his gaze, asking Nelson of statuses and ensuring there were no irregularities.  
 
    Stone wanted to feel the softness of her sweater, he wanted the comfort of her warmth and the aroma of her perfume in his immediate presence. He stood from the table and cleaned his dishes of all sticky residue and crumbs in the sink with scorching hot water. Once he finished, he joined Debra on the couch, but not too closely, not as close as he wanted.  
 
    “Are you nervous?” 
 
    “Not really. Just sort of tired. Wish I could nap at least.” 
 
    “Get yourself some coffee!” 
 
    “I’ve had some. Sometimes I feel like it just makes me more tired.” 
 
    “Weird.” 
 
    Jeremy and Clement stood from the table after eating and stepped outside, leaving their dishes behind uncleaned. Stone imagined Jeremy was about to lay into the misbehaved man as he promised he’d do earlier. A few more moments passed and Eddie took leave from the table to speak to his mother. Francis went to check in on his brother to see how he fared after being a target of Jeremy’s wrath.  
 
    … 
 
    Debra looked up from her mug and almost whispered, “What is it, Stoney?” 
 
    “Do you ever feel bad for them?” 
 
    “Them?” 
 
    “You know,” Stone looked to make sure no one else was listening, scratching his shaved head with his chewed nails, “do you ever feel bad for the people that die?” 
 
    “Of course. Worst part of the job,” she replied, frowning. 
 
    “I’m just…I don’t know.” 
 
    “I don’t mind, just say it.” 
 
    “I don’t know…I mean…sometimes,” the antique analog clock upon the wall ticked forward, “I feel like we aren’t attacking the right people.” 
 
    “It’s not up to us.” 
 
    That answer came from the part of Debra that he couldn’t understand. He didn’t think she belonged in such a place, a den of savages and warriors. She was not simply sweet and caring, she was those things for sure, but she was also hardened to the reality of life. She lived in a twisted existence and Stone didn’t think a flower of such beauty deserved to live entangled, smothered out by the weeds she allowed to grow around her. How, why, what she was really doing there, he couldn't understand. She was the main reason that he never ran from it. Every time he thought he might cut and run, he remembered her and thought that as long as she was there, being a Zealot must come with some well-hidden virtue. 
 
    “I just feel like as time goes on, I find myself not fighting the things I thought I hated -- the things I signed on to fight.” 
 
    “You don’t hate STORK? They’re forcing women to abort their babies?” 
 
    “I mean, the majority of those women are choosing to do that, are they not?” 
 
    “I’m shocked, really Stone.” She plopped her mug down and looked at him with confusion. “You can’t believe the propaganda. Those women they interview are either soulless or they’re paid actresses. Most of these women going to clinics are being forced to do so. The pressure of Unity’s compliance requirements and society’s empty promises are shoveling them into the furnaces as we speak.” She raised her voice and Nelson hid behind his couch on the screen in front of them, “I hate STORK with everything in my being. Disgusting. For so many reasons, it’s sickening, and no one except us seems to care. They’ve all been blinded, reprogrammed, and tied down.” 
 
    “Well, I guess I’m really more concerned with the women who don’t want to be there. They’re going to die for doing something they didn’t want to do in the first place. How is that right?” 
 
    “The world is often grey. It’s rarely ever black and white, but we have to choose this or that. The world wouldn’t be the mess it is if things were always so simple.” Debra thought for a moment, “Did you see that story about the woman who went to the clinic freely? The story about the father?” 
 
    “No, what are you talking about?” 
 
    “The other day a woman went to a clinic, against her lover’s wishes. The father of the child tried to stop her. He screamed and begged and slammed his fists against the door to the clinic. He shouted, ‘Please don’t kill our baby, please! Please honey, don’t let them kill my baby!’ They just had him carried away in a cop car as if he was the crazy one.” 
 
    “That’s sad.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s sad.” Her eyes flared, “It’s evil…and it’s an evil that must end.” 
 
    “I just want Unity destroyed. He’s the root of it all anyway. Why can’t we just destroy him?” 
 
    "You only say that because you think it's easier. No innocents, but there're innocents in every battle. It’s a chaotic world out there, you gotta be tough. Also, Unity runs the show, but it’s the people that allow it. They’re all compliant to his terrors.” 
 
    Her words were even more comforting to Stone than Jeremy’s. She made an even more convincing argument than he had, something Stone didn’t expect. He halfway expected that when he told her of his misgivings, she would jump up and run away with him, but it wasn’t so. She only persuaded him further that it was he who was wrong. Stone was over-emotional, soft, and not hardened like Debra. Even with the perspective he gained from her reasoning, he still couldn’t fully come to grips with what they had done. His stomach wrenched itself into knots. 
 
    … 
 
    One hour. The hands on the clock seemed to not only twist along the numbers, but they also seemed to skip forward, jumping from single digits to doubles rapidly as the time approached and the sunlight flooded into the ceiling-high windows. Stone’s frayed nerves came back to clutch at him once again, along with a dose of self-loathing that made him wonder if he was the crazy one. Everyone around him seemed excited as they restlessly waited for Nelson’s announcement, followed by the headlines. It was as if they were bringing in the new year, complete with all of the celebration, but without the silly glasses and sparklers. He didn’t share their enthusiasm. No part of him felt the thrill the others seemed to feel. Even his smile was fake, a façade stuck in place unmoved and unaffected by the others. 
 
    "I've got the champagne and OJ ready!" Eddie shouted as he brought the glasses out of the cabinet, dancing. 
 
    “Go ahead and pop the top off,” Jeremy suggested, “no one’s going to want to fool with it once eight-thirty rolls around.” 
 
    Stone looked and examined the branding along his forearm. The crosses were exceptionally smooth, which caused them to shimmer as they caught the sunlight. He wondered where his family was at that very moment, whether or not they had actually left yet. He desired nothing other than to see them and enjoy their company: Maria’s laughter, Cole’s silly theories, even Michael’s debates seemed more appealing than the demons surrounding him. Stone didn't truly believe that the Zealots were all that bad. Even still, his biggest problem was that they offered him no privilege of sympathy. They simply didn't think the same way.  
 
    Even in his youth, he realized life had dealt him a pretty fair hand, all things considered. The people sharing his company in that den weren’t afforded the same experience. Their families had been murdered, lost, some of them detained in Unity's prisons for life. They had much more reason to be angry than he did and they had much more fuel with which to stoke that anger. They had bottomless quantities of fuel comprised of hatred, vengeance, and personal sorrow. It was like oil, black, the fuel of fossils; old dead things and broken memories, broken childhoods. They drilled into themselves, into their emotions, and stoked the fires with the hatred they excavated daily. 
 
    The clock ticked eight-twenty-nine. 
 
    "Devices are ticking their last!" Nelson shouted over everyone, raising his own speaker’s volume until the announcement all the chattering Zealots could hear it. 
 
    Stone thought of the guard, "Please God, have mercy on David. Just another man; just ignorant. Please, Christ, have mercy on him." He signed his heart with the crossing of his right hand. David was likely chatting over coffee with the other employees, having spent the majority of the night alone. Stone imagined it was his favorite time of the day, close to the end of his shift, and shared with his coworkers. He also began to think of the female guard and wondered what sort of pain she herself must have kept, looking for intimacy in a networking closet with an IT guy.  
 
    As for the doctors, though, he imagined their clawing and grabbing tools, their pills of death. Stone thought of the clinic faculty that saw nothing the least bit wrong with Unity's laws, the forced compliance of their patients. Sobbing mothers, scared fathers, the babies who would still die anyway. He knew his murder was no more justified. There wasn’t anything he could draw from, the emotions within him formed like a twister against a shack, sending its parts all across the plains of his conscience.  
 
    … 
 
    His ears listened, and he imagined a soft bang far in the distance, with the same loudness as a pen drop. The clock ticked forward and read eight-thirty. 
 
    “Detonation successful. Connection to devices lost.”  
 
    The Zealots stood and cheered. Stone sustained the faux-smile upon his face as he remained seated on the couch, watching for the headlines to change. Everyone stood waiting, eyes fixed to the screen, silent. Minutes passed and the Zealots were surprised. Eddie and Francis lost their bets; it took longer than five to ten minutes. Fifteen minutes had passed before the anchorwoman’s face finally distorted, bewildered and confused about what she read and by the news spoken through her Auris. 
 
    “Ladies and Gentlemen…we…um, there seems to have been a sort of attack!” She hadn’t delivered breaking news of this scale in the entirety of her career. "I understand you all would like some information…so would I." She stumbled over herself until more details were shared. "It appears that bombs have detonated at STORK clinics…everywhere…we aren't sure who the culprits are..." The poor anchorwoman had very little to offer her viewers, it was so early in development. 
 
    The men and Debra jumped around excitedly, hugging one another and offering words of congratulations. Jeremy brought Stone to his feet and placed his arms tightly around him like a bear, “You did an outstanding job, I’m very proud of you. You handled it really well. Glad you were there to help me!” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “Debra and Nelson, great jobs you two. Man, this is wonderful,” Jeremy gushed, watching as aerial footage of flames and ambulances began to flash over the screen. He poured himself more champagne. 
 
    They watched and waited, flipped the news between stations from regional channels to local ones. The news anchors in Birmingham were sobbing, weeping over the footage they played for everyone. Woodlawn, Northside, Glen Iris, and even Mountain Brook's clinic were in ruins. The buildings were emptied of all window glass. Glass shards spewed outward into the parking lot that people walked over carelessly in the chaos. Bricks were diminished to rubble and dust, blackened and smoldering. Clouds streams and billowed from the buildings into the frosty sky above as helicopters and drones buzzed overhead. Stone looked for the guard, only to find bloodied unidentified bodies lying in the parking lot and hanging from what was left of the building's walls.  
 
    A crushing gravity crashed into Stone, heavy and dizzying, he stood and left the downstairs apartment. The noise and excitement of the others kept them unaware of his absence, as he went to reassemble his sanity over the calming smoke of a cigarette. 
 
    "What have I done?" Sirens filled the air in every direction, fire trucks, and ambulances, police cars. Everyone sped along on different courses for the same reason. “What the hell have I done?”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Earlier that morning, before the sirens made the city aware of any calamity, Isaac awoke feeling fully refreshed. He gained happiness with every crunchy spoonful of cereal he consumed, fully rested and with Susan’s company. She had been working on her make-up. Her eyes deepened with eyeliner, making her green irises pop from beneath her long lashes. The eye-contact she made melted parts of his soul with each loving glance. Susan wasn’t always so sweet to him, but she was always beautiful and he never went a moment without loving her. She was in a good mood, ready to get taken care of by her doctor at the STORK clinic.  
 
    “Love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, darling,” she replied, brushing her eyelashes with mascara and curling them with her gold-toned eyelash curler. 
 
    "Seems we've received an update on our STORK case!" Isaac viewed the email within his Visum. His vision darkened when he opened the update and he began to read aloud to Susan. “Dear Mrs. and Mr. Lewis, we are pleased to inform you that you have been fully approved and qualified for your Custom STORK Child.” Susan squealed with joy over the news, as Isaac continued reading, “Fertilization should be complete within five to seven days. You will receive updates once a week on the status and health of the fetus as it grows. Be sure to give me a call if you have any questions. Sincerely, Jocelyn. P.S. Congratulations, I’m so excited for the two of you!”    
 
    “That’s amazing! Seriously? We were approved? I have to call my mother! I can’t believe it! Are you serious?” Susan threw down her various beauty tools and stood up from the oversized kitchen table. 
 
    “Hang on, Susan.” Isaac chuckled, his heart rejoiced from her reaction, “I know you’re excited, but wouldn’t you like to tell them over dinner or something? We could make a feast of it!” 
 
    She looked saddened, frustrated with his interruption. Impatience afflicted her as she began to tap it out rapidly on the tiled floor with her foot. Susan crossed her arms once she canceled the phone call, “I guess you’re right. But, would you invite your mother as well?” 
 
    “Yes?” he laughed. 
 
    “My mom has yet to forgive her. I’m hoping the news might break through the drama." 
 
    “Really? It’s been three years since that New Year’s Eve fiasco.” Isaac shook his head, and continued, “I mean, I guess we could just take her out some time, just the three of us. We could tell them separately.” 
 
    “If we do, we must tell mine first. Mother would be really pissed off if she were last to hear.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. Mine’s more reasonable. Heck, she’ll just be happy about being a grandma finally.” 
 
    “Do not ruin this, Isaac.” She glared at him, her green eyes looked like heated embers. 
 
    “Sheesh, it’s a joke.” 
 
    “I just, I mean, can you believe this news? It makes no sense to me. Do you think there may have been a mistake?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, it’s been over a month and no one came by or anything. We haven't been investigated like she said we would be. It's as if they're just handing it over to us. Doesn’t that seem a bit unusual to you?” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Isaac,” Unity whispered, “but remember, what is given can be taken away.”  
 
    “Well, maybe we just made a good impression in our first meeting. Maybe the AI investigator they talked about saw that everything checked out? I don’t know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve just never heard of it being so simple. Hope there hasn’t been a mix-up or mistake.” 
 
    “I’m sure there hasn’t been. Jocelyn wouldn’t have emailed us. And you can give her a call if you’re really worried.” 
 
    Susan wasted no time and called the woman immediately, sharing the audio with Isaac’s Auris, and received a quick confirmation. “It’s been cleared,” the woman answered Susan’s question promptly saying, “someone very important really cares about y’all.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I’m not at liberty to say, only that they said your husband should keep up the excellent work he’s been doing.” 
 
    “Huh?” Her face squinted. 
 
    “The person who approved the request has been keeping a close eye on Isaac’s work.  This person is very impressed with him and hopes he continues to do as well as he has been.” 
 
    "Oh…" Susan smiled at Isaac the same way she had so long ago when they first met. Fresh love bloomed from her face as she looked at him. Tears came to her eyes and she shook her head, "Thank you, Jocelyn. Have a wonderful day." 
 
    “You too, sweetie. Holler if y’all ever need anything.” 
 
    Susan ended the call and looked at Isaac, her make-up was only half complete with one set of lashes curled and the other straight. Her husband embraced her and gave her a hug and kiss, rubbed her back, enjoying the feel of the soft material of her nightgown over her warm skin.  
 
    “I told you I’m working hard for us,” he chuckled. 
 
    “I know, I love you. I’m sorry I ever doubted.” 
 
    “We’re going to be parents to a beautiful little girl.” 
 
    “Yes, we are. And our lives are going to change forever.” She wept tears of joy that soaked his shirt. 
 
    “Trust in me, Isaac.” 
 
    “Hey, why the tears?” 
 
    “I’m just so happy, so excited. Our girl’s going to be the best. We’ll have to decorate…and paint and I want you to move your office downstairs. The skylight in that room will be great for the baby.” 
 
    Isaac sighed, “Alright, fine.” 
 
    “We need her room to be close ours and there’s no way we’re moving the gym downstairs.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. We’ve got a few months to get all of this done. Chill.” 
 
    “I will. I’m just excited. My dreams are coming true!” 
 
    “I love you, honey.” 
 
    “I love you too. Ah, look at the time! Gotta finish getting ready. We’ve got a big day ahead of us.” 
 
    “Are you nervous at all?” 
 
    Susan returned to her place at the kitchen table, before her vanity mirror. “About our daughter?” 
 
    “No, I mean about today -- the appointment. Doc said it’s not going to be pretty.” 
 
    “No, just ready to get there already. Shame it doesn’t open earlier.” 
 
    “What time is our appointment?” 
 
    “Eight-thirty, Isaac. I’ve told you this a dozen times now. But, we have to be there at eight sharp to get everything in order, plus they may be able to take me back a little earlier.” 
 
    Isaac rolled his eyes. As if ten minutes will make much of a difference, he kept his thoughts to himself. We’re going to be there for hours. 
 
    “Don’t roll your eyes at me, boo,” Susan teased, her gaze pierced through the eye-lash curler, “I see you there.” 
 
    “I’ll call for a cab shortly,” Isaac offered, realizing he no longer had an appetite once he returned to his bowl of cereal. Now the cornflakes were a soggy mush. "I'm sorry we're not able to go in an undercover car like you wanted." 
 
    “It’s fine, it’s a good day. I couldn’t care less at this point.” She smiled at him. 
 
    … 
 
    Isaac spent the rest of his time waiting for her on the front porch. It was a beautiful day and the sting of winter couldn't pierce his jacket. The warmth of STORK’s news comforted him, warmed his soul just enough to reduce the chill of December to nothing more than what seemed like a breeze. Isaac smiled, the first true smile that had crossed his lips in months. Susan was satisfied, Unity came through on the promises, and all seemed truly serene. The animals outside, the squirrels that sprung from tree limb to limb, filled his heart with excitement. His appreciation was childlike as he waited for Susan. All seemed beautiful and new -- as if a long night had ended and a new day dawned upon him. He took deep breaths from the frosty air and it refreshed him like menthol. 
 
    “Thank you, Unity. Bless you,” he praised. 
 
    “I expect some real results now. Remember my words; all that is given can be taken away.” 
 
    “I will do all you say. The Zealots will be destroyed.” 
 
    “Good, Isaac, good.” 
 
    “Is it possible for me to work with the others you mentioned? I can team up with them, right?” 
 
    “Of course, Isaac. All in good timing. I’ve already arranged a meeting.” 
 
    “Thank you again, Unity.” 
 
    “Your cab is here.” 
 
    Isaac stepped into his house and called out for his wife, “Susan, our ride is here!” 
 
    Once she finally gathered her things together and made her way outside, her beauty struck Isaac once again. She never failed to dress her best, even on occasions such as a doctor’s appointment at which she would surely need to remove her clothes and put on one of those unattractive gowns. She never made excuses to go out in pajamas or with her face unmade. Sometimes Isaac complained interiorly because of all the waiting it caused. He felt as if he spent the majority of his waking hours on pause for her. But on that morning, the time she took to get ready didn’t bother him at all. Her gorgeous smile magnified her beauty and she looked at him with eyes of worship, subduing any complaints he might have had. 
 
    … 
 
    The cab took them to their destination, the clinic in Mountain Brook, and dropped both of them off at the front door. The time was seven-fifty and the staff welcomed them into the clinic before the facility even officially opened.  
 
    “You two are early!” the guard greeted them from the front desk. His badge read ‘David’. 
 
    “Yeah, she insisted that we beat everyone else here.” 
 
    "Yes, today's actually going to be a pretty busy day, apparently. Lots of second appointments due and they take longer, so say the docs. Might even be a line today once the doors open."  
 
    Isaac laughed, once the doors open. “I’m sorry, y’all must hate people like us.” 
 
    “No, I could care less! Shifts ‘bout to end soon. I’ve pretty much already checked-out mentally.” The guard laughed, mostly to himself. 
 
    “Ah, you’re night shift?” Isaac asked as Susan began filling out a form beside him at the front counter. 
 
    “Yeah, and an hour of the morning shift because the day shifter has a kid and they need that time. Which is the usual shift for guards, but I tried to see if he’d take the morning shift a little early.” The guard laughed again, “But I think he just likes to sleep in, while I try to survive off of coffee.” 
 
    “I see, I see. I work for the department. I can relate.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? You think there’s any opening there?” 
 
    “Maybe, you interested?” 
 
    “I may be,” the guard leaned forward to Isaac over the counter, “I want to do something more exciting. This place just bores the hell out of me, you know?” 
 
    “Nothing too thrilling last night?” 
 
    “Nope, nothing. Some IT guys visited. They were only here for a little while, but nothing before them and nothing after. I just…I guess I just want to work on something that better suits me. You know? Like, I ain’t old enough for this job yet. Does that make any sense?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know exactly what you mean. You can apply for sure. We’ve got some real P.O.S’s in our group. We’d be more than happy to replace them with you,” Isaac flattered the guard with a smile, but he didn’t mean any of the words as he looked over the bulbous protrusion of the guard’s gut. There wasn’t a chance he could pass the physical unless he lost forty pounds, something he doubted possible for the man. 
 
    “Awesome! I’ll do it once I get home.” 
 
    “Sign in honey,” Susan commanded, nudging his arm with the clipboard. She had waited for him to stop talking to the man, thinking he would never finish his conversation. 
 
    Isaac began to sign and took note of the names above theirs. The signatures weren’t typical in their form, unlike most would be. Even as a child, Isaac found the world of investigation and forensics fascinating. Due to this fascination, he developed impressive skills in one of his favorite forensic sub-topics: graphology, which involves handwriting analysis. The field attracted him, not only for its novelty in a mostly paperless world, but also for its usefulness in aiding one to see behind the curtain, so to speak. 
 
    People say the eyes are the windows to the soul, but in Isaac’s opinion, handwriting -- one’s personal penmanship -- is the true window into the soul. He always believed handwriting analysis to give a clearer picture into a person’s character than the eyes because it reveals much more than things like fear or possible deception. Penmanship can reveal personalities, habits, traits, and, at times, has even revealed pseudonyms. Lies, secrets, hidden things are commonly made visible by a person’s unique pen-strokes. 
 
    “You mentioned that some IT guys visited this facility last night?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why?” 
 
    “Hm.” Isaac looked closer at the signatures, “It’s probably nothing -- just unusual.” 
 
    “What do you see?” 
 
    “There were two of them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Isaac set the clipboard down, “It’s probably nothing. Just that their names suggest that they may have been adopted or something of that nature.” Isaac wasn’t being honest with himself in thinking there wasn’t any real reason for his paranoia. “I wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Ah, well how do you know?” 
 
    “Their names show hesitations in the pen strokes. And there’s a hiccup between their first and last names.” 
 
    “Hm, uh…interesting. So, you can learn things about people by their writing?” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty good bit, actually.” 
 
    “Think you could do one on me?” The guard asked, now more intrigued with Isaac’s skills and what they might reveal of himself. Women, and some men began straggling into the clinic, approaching the sign-in sheet. Suddenly, Isaac actually felt relieved about Susan’s insistence that they arrive so early. The line that was forming looked miserable. People stood, waiting peevishly for the one in front of them to finish registering. 
 
    “Yeah, write me a paragraph and I’ll see what I can pick out while I wait. Tell me about your night and include a lie about it,” Isaac instructed, laughing, inwardly. It infuriated him when people requested such things. It was always quite the same: normal folks’ writing revealed normal folks’ problems. Isaac preferred criminals with their felon claws, the batwings, and edgy characters that revealed back-stabbing and a hatred for the opposite sex, or violent tendencies. With certainty, he mused that nothing would bore him more than analyzing David’s lower zone idiosyncrasies. Even the chickish writing of a bubbly eighteen-year-old woman would probably prove more interesting. “Just bring it over to me once you’re done. I’m going to sit with my wife.” 
 
    “Sure thing!” The guard beamed excitedly in anticipation of his upcoming inspection. Taking a sheet of paper and the pen, he began immediately. 
 
    Isaac walked towards his wife who sat upon a blue cushioned chair in the lobby. She stared blankly into space, likely reading her favorite blog on her Visum. She definitely had resting witch-face syndrome -- that look that could probably set something on fire if she tried hard enough. It wasn’t a pleasant sight -- she truly was beautiful -- yet the expression on her resting face was like hardened armor.  
 
    Isaac remembered the night he first approached her when he was out with friends several years ago.  When he first saw her from across the bar, she stood out amongst the others, like a Venus Flytrap. Unique and breathtakingly gorgeous, but likely the end to anything that landed on her.  
 
    “Hey boo,” he said carefully as he approached her, hoping the Flytrap’s jaws wouldn’t close on him as he sat beside her in the lobby. 
 
    “Isaac made a new friend?” she replied with a chuckle. 
 
    Isaac looked over at the guard who was busy journaling and responded quietly, “Um, no, he’s just wanting the handwriting analysis.” 
 
    "You poor thing. Well, hopefully, we'll get called in before you have to do anything."  
 
    The clock ticked to eight-fifteen right as Isaac checked, “Think they’ll see us early?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Hopefully. It’s apparently going to take four to five hours.” 
 
    “Lewis?” a voice called from a newly opened door, beside the kiosk. A woman, probably the doctor’s assistant, stood there looking around for her patient. The couple promptly stood and made their way to the caller.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Hey, Mrs. Lewis, we’ve been having some network issues or something of the sort this morning and…” 
 
    “Yes?” Susan’s voice graveled, the anger emerging as she began to suspect what was coming. 
 
    “We’re just having difficulty pulling your information. Do you, by any chance, have physical documentation with you today?” Susan shook her head from side to side, crossed her arms, and sighed.  
 
    “Well, we need to make copies of a physical ID because we can't connect to our server, apparently." Isaac immediately thought back to what the guard had mentioned. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Several other women made their way through the front door and further lengthened the check-in line. 
 
    “I wish I were ma’am. You’d think we’d be beyond IDs and such in this day and age. Then again, we still have a fax machine.” The woman laughed and found no lightened moods in her guests. “Would mine suffice?” Isaac asked, reaching for his. 
 
    “I’m afraid not, sir. She’s the one we need to verify.” 
 
    “This is ridiculous.” Susan began fidgeting with her hair, combing at it with her hands irritably, “Why can’t you just call your technical support?” 
 
    “We have, but it may be a while before they’re able to send anyone out.” 
 
    Isaac had an idea, “Could you guys go ahead and get her set up? I’ll run home real quick and grab whatever you need.” 
 
    “Um,” the nursing assistant thought, “I guess that would be alright.” 
 
    “Honey, you can’t just leave me here alone,” Susan whined, gripping his arm. 
 
    “They’re just going to prep you.” Isaac rubbed her back to reassure her, “Get you to a room. You’ll be okay. I’m sure you don’t want to wait in the back of that line.” Susan looked over at the miserable people standing in line and then over to the coughers that sat reading in the lobby. 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    "I love you, honey." Isaac leaned forward to kiss, Susan turned her face away suddenly and his lips landed on the side of her head. She was never one for public affection. 
 
    “I love you too, Isaac. Hurry along, now,” she gestured with her hand as if to shoo him away. 
 
    … 
 
    Isaac watched his wife vanish behind the door along with the nursing attendant. A noise of flapping papers caught the attention of his ears. It was the guard at the counter, David. He walked over to him to obtain the paragraphs he wrote. Isaac’s eyebrows raised in surprise when he saw just how much that guard had written in such a short amount of time. 
 
    “Wow! This might take a while,” Isaac laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. I’m just really fascinated.” David grinned.  
 
    “What time do you leave for the day? 
 
    “In about forty minutes, at nine. I left my email on there for you.” 
 
    “Oh, nice! I’ll send it over once I’m done. If you turn out to be free of psychotic tendencies, I’ll include an application.” Isaac smiled, shook hands with the man, and set about his mission to gather the things needed for Susan’s appointment.  
 
    He could picture her, red-hot with rage, waiting in a patient room. The thought made him giggle a bit, as he rode over to their house. A red woman, gorgeous, yet terrifying in a hospital gown --fuming and seething with frustration. The poor nursing assistant likely could do nothing to calm her; she’d go back and speak sourly to all the other nurses after having to deal with Susan. 
 
    Isaac watched the time pass like a hawk circling his prey during his ride to the house, anxious to get back to Susan quickly as possible. Time kept speeding forward despite his anxiety. Minutes felt like seconds and then, before he knew it, he arrived. The time showed eight-thirty-two. 
 
    “She is going to kill me,” he muttered quietly to himself, searching the drawers and file cabinets like a madman. He made a mess everywhere he looked, another thing that would enrage Susan once she got home, but he didn’t have any spare time to clean up after himself. Urgency took over his very being. He couldn’t understand why he felt it so strongly. Skin-crawling sensations of impending doom deeply unsettled his spirit. The hairs on his back stood when he finally located Susan’s collection of documents and identification. About damn time. He felt some relief, suddenly, but only momentarily, and the anxiety came hurtling back. The unsettled feeling -- it was like the tides of the oceans -- washed over him unchanged as it permeated his being once again. Isaac checked the time once, right when he climbed into the waiting cab —      eight-forty, it read. 
 
    … 
 
    He sat in the cab’s passenger seat, wondering why it failed to follow his order to continue its trip. “Hello, Jasmine,” he called, using the car service’s AI name, “can we move damn it? I’m in a hurry!” 
 
    “Sir, your destination has been set to ‘off limits.’” 
 
    The AI woman's hollow voice filled him with terror. He was no stranger to the emergency protocols followed by public transports. He knew exactly what she meant by it. In all likelihood, something was happening in the area, but that ‘something’ could be anything. Filled with sickening dread, he feared the worst, “Move, damn it! I work for the department. If there’s an emergency, then I need to be there, you POS!” The car didn’t respond and continued its non-responsive attitude even with his angry blows pommeling the side door. 
 
    “Location is off-limits.” 
 
    Isaac had already tried to call Susan after the car’s initial response to his commands. The cell tower was, apparently, overly busy. It only rang and rang. Endless ringing. The impending doom manifested itself. The feeling he experienced in the pit of his gut began to crush his entire interior being with pressures and sensations that were impossible to ignore -- the kind people only consciously experience in times of great crisis. 
 
    “Unity?" Isaac shouted as he began to investigate local news within his Visum. He got no response. However, despite Unity’s silence, the cab began to roll forward, increasing in speed at an unbelievable pace. "What in hell is happening?"  
 
    He called for Susan again, but he heard no ring at all this time around. Silence. Then a voice came through, notifying users of the high call volume, citing a nationwide outage. Isaac couldn't vent the cacophony of emotions assaulting his interior person. There was nothing he could do as the car sped through the streets. The ensuing interior chaos made him unsure of what emotion was even appropriate to feel as they passed through him, flipping and changing faster than he could react to them.  
 
    “Unity, I know you hear me. Answer me!” Isaac screamed out in frustration. At that moment, the cab turned a corner and his eyes detected a column of smoke rising from the direction of the clinic. His heart sank and he desperately tried to deny the reality of what he knew to expect. “No…no, no, no,” Isaac whimpered to himself, “no, please. Please, God." He leaned forward in his seat, trying to get a better view of the scene ahead of him. Emergency responders raced past him, their lights strobed as the blur of color rushed forward, blocking his sight. “What the hell is happening?” 
 
    Finally, with the clinic in sight and filling his vision, hot tears burned at the edges of his eyes and out loud to no one at all, he cried out, “My God! Susan! Susan, no, baby…please no. Jesus, please!” The unbelievable sight made him dizzy, lightheaded and his thoughts were incomplete. Only feelings and basic emotions made themselves known to Isaac: fear, sadness, shock. His lips stammered as his head rattled atop his neck spewing curses and shouts.  
 
    He stumbled out of the cab and fell before the inflamed and smoking building on all fours, cutting his hands and knees on the glass that had blown outward from the building’s window frames. The middle portion of the structure had completely collapsed upon itself; its roof sunken within the confines of the walls. Flames and clouds of black smoke billowed from the doors and windows as if it escaping the very gates of Hell itself.  
 
    “Susan!” he shrieked, barely forming the word in an understandable tone. “I was only gone for a few minutes...how...how so quickly? What happened? I don’t...I don’t understand. Why?” The slobbering and tearful man stood and looked for anyone who made it out, trying to identify any as his wife. There were bodies laid out in the parking lot to his left, only a very few showing any signs of life. Rigor-mortis had already begun to set in for some of the bodies, bending and curling their arms. Although the stiffness of death can sometimes occur within ten minutes, it often takes several hours, so Isaac couldn’t be sure whether some of the bodies actually moved or if the waves of heat passing over them just created the illusion of life. 
 
    He didn’t see red hair on any of the bodies, but some of the women’s hair had been completely burned off, leaving their heads scorched and bald. Isaac reached for one of the bald corpses dressed in a clinic gown and turned her over onto her back. The face wasn’t recognizable due to the burns covering it and a foul odor reeked from the burnt flesh. The intense heat and fire had turned the eyes of this ‘Jane Doe’, this unknown female, white. Dead eyes with no life in them stared up at him -- hazy and dry like those of a fish left long out of the water. 
 
    “Susan, baby?” Isaac shouted into the blackened face, shaking the body to no avail. How confused he was and how desperate to find her. Yet, he was not able to discern if this woman was his beloved wife. He startled as he realized that her cooked flesh began to peel off under his tight grip, revealing pink and red meat beneath. 
 
    “Ah!” he screamed. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” He pulled his hands back from the stranger’s sticky and ragged skin to wipe the tears and snot from his face upon his coat sleeve. He looked again over the other bodies. Some of them were completely scorched and their flesh was as charcoal, charred and cracked with red streaks of ligament and other tissue exposed underneath. Many were missing arms or legs, which did not bleed, and some had their entrails hanging out of their bodies beside them. Isaac realized he was looking for his wife amongst a pile of dead bodies.  
 
    “Where are you?” he screamed. “Please God, please, let me find my Susan.” 
 
    “Sir, you need to get back. This area is too hazardo-”  
 
    Isaac shoved the firefighter back, freeing himself of his grip, “I’m an officer.” 
 
    “Sorry sir, I didn’t see a badge,” the firefighter answered, putting his hands out, indicating he meant no harm. “Are you okay? Were you in the explosion?” 
 
    “Explosion? How? Wha…what happened?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet. We got calls all over the cit-” 
 
    “My wife…my wife was in there,” Isaac interrupted, pointing his finger and trailed off quickly from the man, to continue his search for her. Hoses fired into the building. The crew tried to fight back the flames still spewing outwards and gigantic hovering water drones gushed water from above the building, casting the smoke in every direction as they moved in and out of it. The inside of the clinic sparkled with embers and melting metals. Sparks flared onto the clinic’s marble floors from hanging lights that had partially detached from the ceiling. Isaac could barely stand to look into the flames because the intense heat burned his face. Even though the ambient temperature outside was frigid, it made no difference. The heat forced him to shield his face with his arm. He stood there looking for a way in, calculating a badly formed plan to find her. 
 
    “Sir, you can’t go in there,” warned the same fireman, grabbing at Isaac before he could launch himself into the inferno. 
 
    “I think my wife’s in there! Please, you gotta do something.” 
 
    “We have a crew dispatched already, they’ve been pulling people out. Have you checked by the ambulances?” 
 
    Isaac turned and, for the first time, saw the grouping of enormous ambulance busses indicated by the firefighter. Their lights flashed rapidly and agonizing wails of injured people came from them -- muted -- under the screaming sirens and firefighting      equipment. He didn’t even notice them upon his arrival, the shock of it blew away all rationality from his mind. He noticed many EMTs running from bed to bed, treating anyone they could and packing up the others for transport to the nearest hospital. They laid nearby in agony, waiting. Time took its toll on many of them, as their lifeless and scorched faces stared blankly into the blue sky above.  
 
    “Susan!” he called out, rushing towards a red-headed woman in a torn gown that exposed her breasts and abdomen. He could only see her from the side, squirming in the bed, screaming as he had never heard. "Sus-” his voice broke away as the EMTs pulled her towards a very large ambulance bus. 
 
    “Do you know this woman?” 
 
    “She’s my wife. I think that’s my wife!” Isaac reached for the bed that another EMT began to load into the ambulance. Panic shook his entire body as he shivered with nervous energy. This must be Susan, he thought, but he could not positively identify her and the other EMT prevented him from entering after her. 
 
    “I’m sorry sir, we aren’t allowed to carry anyone. It’s packed with a dozen other patients and we have to save room for emergency personnel to work.” 
 
    “Please just let me see her. It’s my wife. I’m sure of it!” 
 
    "We've got to go, Marc! Get yourself in gear, or I'm leaving you!" shouted the other EMT as he climbed into the driver's seat of the gigantic vehicle.  
 
    “Alright, get in, but stay in the corner. Don’t get in the way,” Marc, the EMT, ordered Isaac and opened the back door of the ambulance so he could enter. They both stepped into the vehicle and the driver began to drive before they even had time to close the doors completely. 
 
    “Boss said no passengers!” 
 
    “It’s his wife. Have some respect.” 
 
    “Whatever, Marc. Boss is gonna be pissed.” 
 
    Isaac wasn’t concerned with their bickering. They barely registered in his ears over the shrieks of the people groaning around him as he made his way closer to the red-headed woman's stretcher. “Hey, baby. Susan, I’m here. It’s Isaac,” he cooed gently, turning the woman’s face toward himself to make sure it was really her. A huge gash cut across the left side of her face. Bubbled, burnt skin surrounded one eye and stretched across her entire forehead down to her ear. The left eye was fully shut and her right eye appeared unable to detect him, even while he hovered directly above her. The pupil was stretched fully open and tears poured out of its corner, over the dirty skin. 
 
    She screamed, shifted away, and knocked his hand from her violently. Isaac’s face streamed with tears as he looked over the rest of her, it was truly Susan. His Susan. The sight of her agonizing pain filled him with an aching grief as he leaned over and cried above her legs, one of which had a tourniquet tied around it. Below her left knee, her shin was splintered and slashed deeply in many areas from what he could tell by observing the reddening bleed-through on the bandages.  
 
    “Apply pressure to her leg, sir,” commanded the EMT and Isaac obeyed him, placing his hand against the hot surface covered by bandages. 
 
    He rose up and again looked over the rest of her, partially clothed and covered in bruising, swelling, and lacerations. Her left arm also appeared severely burned. The skin looked like it melted. It hung freely and the color looked to be an unnatural brown hue. The tattoo on her wrist was barely visible due to the discoloring and her middle two fingers were completely missing. 
 
    “My poor girl. I’m so sorry. I’m so, so, so sorry! God, I wish I had known something. I wish you had gone with me.” Isaac tried to imagine that it could all be turned back. He intensely focused on the horror with an irrational hope that time would reverse and that none of this was real. “How is this happening? How? What the hell is this?” he whimpered under his breath. Time would carry forward, careless of his cries and begging.  
 
    “Sir, we need you to sit away for awhile. We need to mark her up for the emergency room.” 
 
    “Do you…” Isaac cleared his choked voice, “Do you know what hospital? Would I be able to stay with her?” 
 
    “You’ll likely be escorted to the lobby, while they stabilize her.” The EMT began signing a document detailing her conditions and wounds, marking the injuries over a chart of a woman’s body. He marked the leg on the chart red, along with marks to her face, her hand, and the left side of her abdomen. 
 
    “Do you think she’ll be okay?” Isaac was desperate for answers. This was an entirely new experience for him. He was usually the one answering the questions of shocked and worried people. It was a sensation, an experience, he could have happily lived the rest of his days without. “Will they be able to fix her?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say at this point. I can’t make any promises.” The EMT shook his head while continuing to scribble on the chart, surely feeling the news just as difficult to deliver as it was to receive. “She is luckier than many of the others back there. Lot of people didn’t make it out of the building. Most people didn’t, I should say.” 
 
    “Damn you, Unity!” 
 
    "Huh?" the EMT asked, looking in Isaac's direction with confusion at his outburst. Isaac paid him no attention.  
 
    “Watch your tongue, Isaac.” 
 
    “Where the hell have you been? Huh?”  
 
    The EMT watched Isaac speak to himself, drooling and dripping snot as he flailed his arms about. 
 
    “Sir, are you talking to someone? Do you mind calming down?” The request was unusual, considering that the bus was packed with screaming and moaning people. One would think the EMT wouldn’t have even noticed him. However, something about the grieving husband deeply disturbed him. 
 
    “Get lost.” 
 
    The EMT left Isaac to himself and went to the next patient over from Susan. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been, Unity? Do you hear me?” 
 
    “I’ve been busy, considering hundreds of clinics have been bombed. Forgive me for not being here to console you for every waking moment.” 
 
    “So, they were bombed? Zealots?” 
 
    “Of course. I’ve been trying to eliminate them, you know, but it’s hard to find good help.” 
 
    Anger sizzled within Isaac and he clenched his fists so tightly that his own nails carved little half-moons into his palms. The thought of the radicals being the ones to blame for this horror, quickened Isaac's heart rate. Never had he ever felt the urge to slaughter them more than at that moment. He knew in that instant that he would make it his mission to kill every single one of them. Isaac vowed to spend his every waking moment hunting them to extinction. 
 
    “Bastards. They’ll die. They’ll all die for this!” he promised, looking over his wife’s burnt and savaged flesh. “I’ll kill them all!” 
 
    “Sir, are you okay?” the EMT asked, approaching Isaac.  
 
    "How am I expected to be okay, right now?" Isaac stepped in the man's direction, spraying spit as he shouted at him. "Why haven't we arrived at the hospital? My wife is probably dying because y’all’ve done absolutely nothing to help her! What’s taking so long?” 
 
    “We’re almost there,” the EMT quipped calmly. Before casting his attention elsewhere, he ordered, “You need to keep the pressure on her leg.” 
 
    Isaac turned quickly away from the man and did as told, worried that Susan’s tether to life was slipping away. She had passed out during the time he spent shouting at Unity and the EMT. 
 
    “Susan! My darling! Don’t go. No, don’t go! Can’t leave me baby. We’re having a girl. We’re having a beautiful girl. I need you to help me. I need you to be there to see her grow up.” Isaac began to shake her violently when she didn’t respond, careless of her wounds as he believed her life depended on staying awake. There was a prick in his skin, that he didn’t quite notice under the circumstances. “Susan…darlin’…wauhp. Huh?" Isaac's speech slurred and his vision became glossy, his surroundings blurred. Colors and shapes became only reflections of light that dimmed rapidly and the last clear image he saw was that of a syringe in his arm. Sleep came to him, deep undisturbed sleep on the floor of the ambulance. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    “Officials claim there are no new developments concerning the recent attacks,” the news anchorwoman reported, “however, the Zealots have taken full responsibility for the bombings, citing Unity’s policy of forced abortions carried out at the STORK clinics as the reason.”  
 
    “I still can’t believe it,” Michael muttered to himself, sitting in the living room, watching the news. “Lord, please, please help my cousin. Forgive him, Lord.” He made the Sign of the Cross over himself. 
 
    Upon the screens across every corner of the earth, the same images of the aftermath of the attacks played relentlessly in what was formerly known as the United States and Canada. There wasn’t a soul alive that had not seen the devastation, the outward explosions of the buildings caught on street-cams and the billowing smoke rising in the aftermath as fire and rescue crews worked to quench the fires.  
 
    “Turn that trash off, Mikey!” Maria demanded angrily from the kitchen. She was busily packing a box of necessities and the most sacred family treasures. He watched the news any chance he got, but his sister had had enough of its constant negative drivel. 
 
    “We need to know what’s going on!” 
 
    "Well, you can listen to it yourself on your Auris. None of us care to hear it anymore. And are you ready? Seems like everyone is working to get packed up, except you. Tonight’s the night.” 
 
    “Father Burns said ‘bare necessities,’ so I don’t know what you’re doing packing fine china, and I finished packing yesterday.” 
 
    Amelia shuffled down the stairs into the living room and turned the television off. “Come upstairs with me, honey, okay?” 
 
    “Alright, alright. Fine.” He followed her into their bedroom and closed the door, before lying down on their bare mattress. 
 
    … 
 
    The entire house was starting to look as if it were no longer a home to anyone. The family had worked tirelessly since the news first surfaced and wasted very little time. The place looked barren with all the empty shelves and empty half-opened drawers. They placed toiletries and other sundry items in bins for easy moving. The most valuable things -- things that were too large to make the move -- were stored away in the basement. 
 
    Days before, right after the bombs detonated, the family and their priest speedily laid out detailed plans for their exodus. Father Burns visited them, hoping to learn that Stone was innocent of any involvement in the attacks. He prayed the others were successful in their attempts to invite him to flee south with them.  
 
    That day, the priest stood ringing the doorbell multiple times, but receiving no answer. Everyone inside had been riveted to the screen before them and the horrible news coming from it. Shocked and tearful, they almost failed to notice anyone was at the door at all. Finally, the sound of someone beating upon the front window startled Michael and he rose to let the priest inside. 
 
    “Father,” he began, “I…,” then he embraced the priest, shedding tears onto the older man’s shoulder. “The boy has done it this time. Idiot really done it.” 
 
    “Have you heard from him?” 
 
    “Nothing. God, I hope he’s alive. But I just can’t…” Michael found it difficult to formulate his thoughts into words. The priest broke free from him eventually and checked on the rest of the family, starting with the women, who were inconsolable in the throes of sudden grief.  
 
    Cole sat silently, staring blankly at the screen as it revealed all the horrors -- from the destroyed burning buildings to the dozens upon dozens of bagged bodies lying to the side of them. He sent a message to his brother, “Are you okay?”, but received no response. The real possibility of Stone’s death was inescapable as he waited for an answer. 
 
    Maria wept loudly, lamenting for the sake of her little cousin. The actions were irreversible, they were part of a hole Stone had dug for himself, surely. Nothing could change what had already been done. Further, there would be no mercy in the law for such an atrocity. Almost directly after the attacks, Unity made a public announcement reiterating the severe punishment that those responsible for such crimes will suffer. He reminded everyone that anyone brought in whom authorities deemed to have the least bit involvement with the atrocities, or who they determined were associated with the Zealots or Retrogrades, will pay dearly for their crimes against humanity.  
 
    Time moved quickly for all who sat in the small living room. Firefighters extinguished the majority of the fires ravaging the clinics and, soon afterward, body counts for the attacks in Birmingham began to come in. First it was twenty, then thirty, then as night approached the dead reached eighty in total. Of course, that number didn’t account for the lives of the unborn whose mothers were receiving ‘treatment’ at the time. In the Mountain Brook clinic, three children -- accompanying their mothers -- lost their lives. The children -- aged one year, four years, and twins aged eleven-years-old perished needlessly. The news flipped through the profiles of each victim, revealing their names, dreams, and those who survived them. Silent faces appeared on screens everywhere. Photos from an earlier time, showing soundless, smiling faces with no notion that they would soon be met with a violent demise.  
 
    … 
 
    The night of the attack, once the shock began to dissipate enough to allow the family in Irondale the emotional space to debate their future, the priest made an announcement to them, “I’m going to expedite the process for y’all’s relocation. There’s no reason we should delay any longer.” 
 
    “What about Stone?” Maria asked as she began to sob. “We can’t leave him!” 
 
    “He’s dug his grave,” Michael responded shaking his head angrily. “There’s not a chance in hell; even if he’s alive that I’ll allow him to travel with us.” 
 
    “How can you say that? They’ve obviously got no idea who they’re looking for.” 
 
    “It’s not wise, Maria. I love the boy, but he’s done nothing other than cause himself and us grief. We’re not risking our lives to save a person who’s probably murdered dozens through his free will and own doing. It’s ridiculous to stick our necks out anymore for him.” Michael gulped from the glass of whiskey he had poured earlier and slurred his speech, “God bless him, hope he’s forgiven, but ain’t a chance in Hell he’s coming with us.”  
 
    “Screw you, Michael.” 
 
    The priest thoughtfully paced around the room, before pouring himself some of the whiskey. Taking a swig, he was ready to deliver his portion of bad news, “I know, I know. No one wants to leave Stone. I love the boy myself, but Mikey’s correct. He would endanger everyone -- endanger the well-being of those you’ll be staying with.” 
 
    Maria was shocked, “What? What are y’all talking about? It’s a safe house, is it not? You said it’s where all the priests hide out? I don’t understand the difference. Seems like the perfect place for Stone.” 
 
    “It’s a safe house for the religiously persecuted, dear.” The priest knelt before her and held her hands in his. “My brothers and sisters are there and they aren’t necessarily high priority targets, but Stone would be.” 
 
    “I just don't understand,” Amelia broke in to join Stone's defense. "How would anyone even know who he is, traveling with us? It's not as if his face is all over the news.” 
 
    “He's got the mark,” Cole interjected quietly from the corner chair beside the fireplace. Everyone looked at him blankly, as if he hadn't spoken loud enough. "He has the mark on his arm, the mark the Zealots receive." 
 
    “Huh?” Amelia’s expression looked truly confused. 
 
    “They all get branded with the Jerusalem cross. Surely the officers know to look for it.” 
 
    “Well, that's if they look to begin with.” 
 
    “They will look,” Michael agreed turning her direction. “If we are stopped on our way south, they will check our arms. I’d be very surprised if they didn’t. They even did a story on the news the other day about it. Everyone knows.” 
 
    “No, that doesn’t make any sense.” Amelia thought aloud, “If they check us, we’ll all be screwed then. They’ll see that Maria’s pregnant and then what? They’ll take her to a clinic and detain everyone else?” 
 
    “You think they do pregnancy tests on everyone leaving the city?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying. Surely they won’t look at everybody’s arm?” 
 
    “Amelia! At least eighty people have just been murdered in this city alone!” Michael pulled his greasy hair out of his ponytail and scratched at his scalp. “Of course they’ll be watching out for anyone trying to escape the city. They’ll probably stop us just to inquire where we’re headed and why.” 
 
    “Well, God willing, they won’t ever see us, even if we’re stopped,” the priest offered when he realized the argument was mostly a symptom of their ignorance surrounding the means by which they’d be relocated. 
 
    “What do you mean, Father?” Michael’s eyebrows elevated and came down along with his confusion. The priest hadn’t shared his plans for them. They simply assumed that they would take a cab to their destination. Which, as Michael thought of it, was a silly and ill-thought out assumption. 
 
    “We’re all going to travel in a semi-truck. You know, what some people call an ‘eighteen-wheeler’? We’ll be in the back of it, behind a façade of cardboard boxes. That way, if anyone stops us to look inside, they’ll only see countless stacks of boxes, most of which will be packed with legitimate goods. Real boxes will surround us and cover the compartment entirely until we arrive. Once there, someone will safely release us.” 
 
    “Everyone will be in there?” 
 
    “Yes, including myself and your doctor. It’s not going to be very comfortable.” 
 
    “So, Stone could travel safely with us?” Maria didn’t want to give up on the chance. 
 
    “I can’t, Maria,” the priest answered, sorrow clearly covering his kind face. “I couldn’t ask it of my friends. They’ve never kept such refugees in their homes. Stone’s presence alone would jeopardize the dozens of people that live in that town and ruin the lives of the farmers. They’d lose their homes and likely be incarcerated.” 
 
    “So, we’re just going to let him rot here?” Maria raised her voice at the priest, “He’ll be found and shot if he stays in the city. Or…or they’ll detain him, question him, and then hunt us down anyway because of our association with him.” 
 
    Cole stood from the dark corner of the room where he sat listening to the others, tears dampened the lashes standing against his bottom eyelids. He worked at training himself not to cry so easily, always keeping his emotions subdued; but the thought of his brother and the terrible sins Stone had committed as a Zealot troubled him deeply. It brought such grief to their family -- to the very people who cared for them over so many years, who fed them and housed them -- his part in these bombings. Stone threw their love and concern into the wind like so much trash.  
 
    It infuriated Cole.  He had always numbed himself to the tragedies and catastrophes of life by leaning on the belief that people did these things as a result of their free will. But this time, an angry sorrow was the emotion that filled his interior, no room for numbness. He grabbed the bottle of whiskey and popped its top off to claim the remaining three ounces for himself, drinking straight from the bottle and returning to his place in the corner. 
 
    Upon taking his first swig, he thought of the lives his brother had ruined, and tears poured out from his soaked lashes for each lost soul. He began to think of their family name, how it would be forever tainted and how the news would read if authorities ever found his brother.  
 
    Stone Hanson: Bastard Son of an Addict, Turned Terrorist.  
 
    The headline would serve as a positive testimony to the strict laws around reproduction and the dangers of organized religion. The thing Stone had become wasn’t his brother. Cole felt truly ashamed of him for the first time. By the third swig in, the raw emotions he kept locked away broke forth unrestrained. He sobbed uncontrollably, the images from the news haunting his mind and heart so deeply that he didn’t notice the hand rubbing his back.  
 
    “Look at him.” Amelia began to cry as well while comforting him, “You can’t think it’s human to leave Stone behind.” 
 
    “No.” Cole stopped her, sniffling and attempting to regain control over his weeping soon after noticing everyone’s eyes trained on him. He seemed to hyperventilate as he wrestled to stop his quaking shoulders and find composure. 
 
    “It’s okay, let it out.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” Cole assured Amelia, wiping the tears from his cheeks and eyes. He used the end of his sleeve to capture the snot and moisture pouring from his nose. His voice sounded like the voice of someone with a very bad cold, “Father’s right. Stone’s brought this on himself and to endanger the lives of those who want to help us is absolutely unreasonable. We gave him a chance to come home. He’s done this to himself. My brother’s a cold-blooded murderer. Just the way it is. No other way to cut it."  
 
    He downed the rest of the whiskey in the bottle, its fiery warmth spreading throughout him like liquid comfort. The burn perked him up; although, it did nothing to diminish his slight drunkenness. The momentary numbness was like a medicinal salve to him, as the walls to his heart were reduced to rubble and his heart broken by his own brother. “Do we have any else to drink?” he asked, slurring slightly and placing the empty bottle onto the end table to his left.  
 
    “I’m calling them,” the priest announced, seeming to ignore Cole’s inquiry. Straightening up, he prepared to go out to the front porch.  
 
    “Think we’ve got some brandy,” Michael offered to his cousin. Surely the young man will be through after another glass, especially that strong brandy. “I’ll grab it from the cabinet.”  
 
    Once in the kitchen, Michael reached into the bottom of the cabinet and pulled out the brandy. The amber fluid shimmered as he poured himself a glass. The burned wine brought the heat of a fire to Michael's lips as he took a sip and sifted the spirit in his mouth. He poured more into his glass to account for the taste-test before returning to the living room with another glass, which he made especially for Cole.  
 
    The drunkenness was already obvious on Cole; the boy was unpracticed in the art of partaking in adult beverages and it showed. In other circumstances, Michael wouldn't consider allowing his young cousin to drink so much, so fast. In the past, Cole had never drank more than a single beer. But, this is the end of our world, he reasoned. We’re moving very soon and Cole will never have the life we did, Lord knows what’s instore for him. His only brother has chosen savagery. For now, the boy deserves his drinks, as I do. Michael’s thoughts trailed off and he handed the glass off to Cole. The young man sniffed the glass and jerked his face back, grimacing.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s a hefty little drink,” John laughed, watching the boy, “and where’s my glass, Mikey?” 
 
    “You got legs,” Michael joked dryly.  
 
    “Ah, I see how it is.” He glanced over at Maria. His pregnant wife had the gaze of a hawk directed straight at him, unhappy that he was able to drink when she could not. He quickly went to the kitchen to fill his own glass, pretending not to notice the warning she wore on her face. 
 
    “Whatcha doin’ in there, John Foley?” She asked sharply, hearing the glasses clink together as he reached into the cabinet. 
 
    “Uh,” he hesitated, muting the sounds he made as he poured the pick-me-up, “just getting something to drink. Feelin’ sorta thirsty.” When he returned, he took care not to make direct eye contact with her, though he still felt her eyes boring a hole right through him. 
 
    … 
 
    The front door opened and the bearded priest returned, locking it behind him. “We’ll also need to inform your doctor, Maria. Just thought about it, she’d probably like to know that we’ll be leaving a lot sooner than expected.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Well, just talked to them -- said they’ve got a truck bringing up some furniture to offload and will be making a stop at local breweries. Once they get whatever they need, they’ll rendezvous with us behind the old mall. We’ve got four days to get packed and ready to go. Keep it light, only what you really need. Put anything else in storage. Have y’all figured out what to do with the house yet?”  
 
    “We’ve decided to rent it to some of the local kids. They’ll maintain it for the neighborhood’s regular Mass celebration.” 
 
    “Good, I talked to Father James about taking up for me in my absence. I’ll get him to reach out to your renters. Just give me their names and contact information.” The priest made a quick to-do list of everything that needed to be done. 
 
    “Father, where we going exactly?” Cole asked, his head jerked momentarily after taking a sip of the brandy.  
 
    “Ah, it’s a tiny place -- a farm. Trip’s about three and a half hours away.” 
 
    “But where?” Michael, like all others in the room, had never heard the priest name the place. 
 
    “It’s south of here, that’s all I can tell you.” 
 
    “Fine, keep your secrets.” Michael chuckled shortly, pulling one of his long strands of hair from the glass of brandy and taking another sip. 
 
    The priest stood from his place on the couch and gave everyone his farewells for the night. “I’ll pray for all of you tonight and for Stone, of course. Y’all stay safe and get to packing as soon as you can.” 
 
    “Yes, Father, goodnight!” 
 
    The rest of the night, following the morning’s bundle of attacks was quiet after the priest left. No one argued and no one spoke. The house was cloaked in a heavy silence peppered only now and then with the faint echo of quiet sobs. Cole’s face was damp as his weary mind wandered into the realms of imagination -- dreaming that Stone was innocent and that he was safe.  Once he woke up, he immediately knew it wasn’t so. Time turns back for no one and what is done, is done. Cole spent the next few days, like the others, packing his things, essentially one bag. No one heard a word from him, although they spoke, he didn’t answer. 
 
    … 
 
    On the day of the move -- the exodus -- everyone was silently jittery. Their hearts were broken; yet, possibilities of a peaceful future on the farms filled their every other thought. It was the comfort they sought any time Stone popped into their minds. The farms —      surely the farms would provide a welcome refuge from such a violent and hostile world. 
 
    “Here, do you mind taking the copies of our keys over to Anita?” Amelia asked her husband, jingling the keys to bring him out of his short nap. “Would hate to forget about handing them off.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” Michael grabbed the keys from her and slipped on his shoes, once he managed a groggy rise from the bed. “So strange to be leaving this place, never having known anything else,” he noted, holding the keys in his hands, looking over their notches and shimmer.  
 
    “Don’t make me think about it,” Amelia pleaded, continuing to pack her suitcase full of her favorite clothes -- a decision that had taken days to make. She sat on the floor looking over them, wondering if she had forgotten anything. 
 
    Michael bent and kissed her on the forehead and went on his way to Anita’s. The walk over was surreal for Michael. The shadowed and dingy street had always been home to him and he was soon going to leave it. Soon, he would travel to a place opposite in every aspect, except for the fact that both places were farms of a sort. He would miss it, even though there wasn’t any true beauty to the neighborhood that sat in the shadow of the solar panels. Dogs barked and trains screeched in the distance, all sounds that would soon be only memories for his ears. The scent of rotting trash-filled cans and the smoke from chimney fires that lay trapped beneath the solar panels would no longer fill his nostrils.  
 
    He wasn't sure what farms smelt like, if the air was pleasant to breathe, or not. Excitement occupied his every nerve in a tingling sensation as he thought of the future. He did some research on farm life, devoured it in little bits available to him over the internet, and from what he saw it seemed to be a lifestyle untouched by the modern world. There, livestock roamed much of the land, instead of people; trees stood in place of streetlamps; and grass grew where Birmingham had gravel and concrete. The only thing that made him nervous about moving was the trip itself. 
 
    Joseph and Anita lived in the house two blocks over, a white single-leveled home with red metal roofing in great need of replacement. Their son, Ronny, was a fine young man who, like all the other men in the neighborhood, worked on the panels above them. It was his job to clean them, so he never worked directly with Michael, but they saw each other often. His family was one of the many that attended Mass each night it was celebrated -- always in Michael’s house -- they cheerily helped with dinner by bringing casseroles and pasta.  
 
    Michael pushed the antique orange button on their porch and heard the chiming from within their house. A small dog barked inside and he heard the quick steps of a young man, "I've got it, Mom!" A large figure could be seen through the translucent door window. The lock rolled and the doorknob turned. 
 
    “Hey, Mikey!” Ronny greeted him, shaking hands with his shorter visitor. The towering young man had shaggy blond hair, about half the length of Michael’s.  
 
    “Hey, bud. How’s it going?” Michael smiled. 
 
    "I'm good, everyone's good. Mom's lil' sad, but you know…bird's gotta fly sometime." 
 
    “I hear ya, I hear ya.” Michael laughed, excited for him, “I was just coming by to drop these off. Don’t lose them, we’re taking the other copy.” 
 
    “Ah! Thanks, I’ll put them somewhere safe,” he promised as Michael placed them into the gigantic palm of his hand. “Say, you wanna come in? It’s pretty freezin' out here." Ronny laughed and rubbed the sides of his arms to generate heat.  
 
    “Sure.” Michael stepped through the door held open by the shivering young man. The house was a wreck with empty take-out bags on the coffee table and dead cockroaches belly-up on the floor. If a person focused intently on the walls covered in saints and crucifixes, the home’s uncleanliness could be ignored. That’s exactly what Michael tried to do when he wasn’t making direct eye contact with Ronny. He remarked on the painting of St. Padre Pio hanging above the couch on the wood-paneled wall behind it. Clanking noises came from the kitchen, then the sound of dishes and water running over them. 
 
    “Y’all leaving tonight, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, tonight’s the night,” Michael affirmed quietly, finding a place on the couch. 
 
    “We’re all going to miss y’all, you know. Your house has been like a second home to everyone in this hood. Just won’t be the same with you guys gone.” The boy frowned. Michael wasn’t sure how to respond, caught off guard by Ronny’s sentiment. He never realized that people really cared, that others were saddened by their move. It surprised him that even Ronny found it upsetting. 
 
    “Ah, you’re too kind. We’ll be forgotten soon!” Michael shook his head as he laughed, “Father James called you yet?” 
 
    “Yeah, I spoke to him last night. Says he’ll do a Mass next week. Seems like a nice priest.” 
 
    “You’ve never met him?” 
 
    “No, afraid not.” 
 
    “Ah, well I think you’ll like him. When are you moving in?” 
 
    “I’ll probably start tomorrow. I’m pretty pumped. But, of course, whenever you guys return, I'll have it ready for you.” 
 
    “Not entirely sure we’ll return, really. The way things are looking these days.” Michael hung his head, looking at the floor momentarily. The thought of Stone’s actions and then of raising a child in a world that wanted to see it mutilated sickened him. As hard as he tried to think of things pure and just, the nightmarish visions always found their way back to him by a dream or in conversation. 
 
    “How long will yo-” 
 
    “Ronny, do we have company?” Anita shouted from the kitchen. 
 
    “Yeah, Mikey came by with the keys!” 
 
    Anita wiped her hands dry on a nearby towel and quickly made her way into the living room. “Michael! Please forgive this wreck of a house. I’m sure Amelia doesn’t have to tell you twice to pick up your things.” She tucked her wildly curly blonde hair behind her ears as she gestured for her son to put away the mess that covered the coffee table. 
 
    “Ah, never have a chance, she’s a fanatic. Sure, she’d try to sweep the dirt from the yard if I didn’t forcefully take the broom from her.” Anita laughed as she wrapped her partially wet hands around him for a hug.  
 
    “I wanna thank you so much for letting Ronny house-sit for y’all. I’ll keep an eye on him to make sure he doesn’t destroy the place!” She watched Ronny come by with a trash can to clear away the garbage.  
 
    "No problem! I'm sure he'll be fine, he's a great kid." Once Ronny left the room to return the trashcan to the kitchen, Michael leaned closer to Anita and whispered, "And between the two of us, the boss might start trying him out on my job, since he's got two openings." 
 
    “How wonderful! That’s a pay increase, right?” 
 
    Michael looked towards the kitchen, just around the corner he could see Ronny fetching a drink from the fridge, “Yeah, it’s a pretty substantial one too. I mean, he won’t be vacationing in the Hamptons, but he’ll be able to support himself.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s great!” 
 
    “What did I miss?” Ronny asked as he returned. 
 
    “I was just telling your mother about Father James taking over in Burns’ absence.” He winked at her. “But, I’m afraid I must get going. There’s still some work to do and we’ll be leaving in a few hours.” Michael stood from the couch. 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Mikey…wherever you’re going. Keep my precious ‘Milia and Maria safe!” She rose to hug him and followed him and her son to the front door to see him out. 
 
    "Don't lose those keys, Ronny!" Michael smiled and shook his hand, before bringing him in for a partial hug. "If you need anything at all, get the priest to contact Father Burns. Pretty certain we’ll be offline, where we’re going.” 
 
    "Yes, sir will do! Travel safely!" Ronny closed the door and Michael could hear the lock turn as he made his way home.  
 
    … 
 
    The temperature had dropped dramatically as evening approached. There was bitterly cold moisture in the air, since the haziness from the humidity lingered beneath the panels. The halogen lights were on, as always, and sparkled with orange orbs and halos along the street to his home. He had an idea, to climb to the top once more, given it could possibly be the last he ever saw of the solar panels. He badged into an elevator on the corner of the street and was elevated to the surface.  
 
    When he stepped out, he couldn’t help but feel bittersweet over the sight of the dark blue sea of silicone surrounding him in every direction as it glistened in the light of the lowering sun. Above the paneling, it was a clear day, only a few clouds draped from the sky. Birds flew in the open air and workers slaved beneath them, cleaning and installing new panels. It was the life he had lived, that he had always kept, and it was now in his past. Michael beheld it all, recounting the times he sweated and bled over the blue.  
 
    Soon, God willing, he would be far from it, in a sea of green and brown instead. Once supplying the city with energy, instead, he would soon supply the people with food. After a few minutes of thinking and silently talking to God, he descended into the neighborhood, his last ride down. The doors to the elevator opened and the odor hit him at once.  
 
    He resumed his walk home, or what had been home, and passed by the many houses along Second Avenue, the street on which he lived. The lights to the other homes were off, many of them resting within shadows. They were like sunken ships in the depths of the sea -- a sea of solar panels. It didn’t sit well with him, to see his street in such hard times, with the unrepaired siding, the molded roofs, and the busted windows. No children to make use of the yards as they played. There were no cars in the empty driveways, many of which had been converted to patios or add-ons and came right up against the street. It was a neighborhood that had once been an image of the thriving nation, but when the world abandoned traditions and values, the places they called home were forgotten.  
 
    It bothered him that he never saw it in all its glory; that not once in his life did he feel his neighbors lived the way they deserved. The house in which he had spent his entire life towered among the others, the tallest on the street. It was his castle, and soon it would pass on to Ronny, and Ronny would get his job, and Ronny would open his home to the Masses. Ronny would do just fine, he knew, the young man would likely find himself a woman, marry, and, hopefully, not make plans for an exodus as they welcomed their firstborn.  
 
    Something has to be done, he agonized internally, something needs to change the world. It isn’t going to change by the passing of time alone. The change needed requires human intervention -- more likely, Divine intervention. This broken world needs the doctoring of saints, the blood of martyrs. In disrepair and hopelessness, the town he was leaving wasn’t the way he’d like to leave it and immense guilt befell him as he stepped onto the stairs that led up to his front door. He was abandoning them, he felt, not having done enough to solve the community’s struggles. They weren’t even going to say goodbye to them. The community would understand, he hoped. They’d surely know why. They simply couldn’t raise any alarms, so Michael figured they wouldn’t mind. Anita’s son and his family were told as little as possible, and they didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    … 
 
    He turned the knob and entered the house, which made him realize that almost every action he performed belonged to a figurative list of last times. Mundane things like ascending those stairs, crossing the threshold of his bedroom door, searching through the kitchen cabinets for a certain spice or dish became precious to him. He knew there was a very real chance he’d never do these everyday things in this particular house again. 
 
    He noticed that Amelia was no longer in their bedroom. Probably downstairs looking for obscure figurines we don’t need to take along. At that moment, he heard sounds coming from the bathroom. Water splashed and he could clearly hear the dry heaving of a sick pregnant woman.  
 
    He stood to check on his sister, knocking upon the bathroom door, “Hey sis, you good in there?” Just as the last word left his lips, Maria began walking up the stairs, towards the room he shared with his wife. “Maria?” His sister noticed his astonished tone and confused face. Once the sounds he heard resonated in her own ears, she knew. 
 
    “Melia! You in there, sweetie?” 
 
    “I’m sick, the…door’s…unlocked!” she shouted over the moments of intermittent sickness. Michael and Maria both entered to comfort the woman. 
 
    Maria told Michael to hold Amelia’s hair back as she bent over the toilet. Just then, Michael realized they were a little too late as he noticed strands of hair already covered in bile and food. For once, he wasn’t squeamish. The heaving and the sound of vomit hitting the water didn’t disturb him and neither did the smell. He simply felt excited by the chance that his wife, too, was pregnant.  
 
    “I can’t stay in here,” Maria panicked, “smells awful. You got it, Mikey?” 
 
    “I’m good,” he answered as his sister rushed out of the room covering her face. She closed the door immediately and ran down the stairs to escape the sounds and smells.  
 
    “Michael,” Amelia attempted to speak, “this…” 
 
    “Just focus, babe.” He smiled, thanking God silently and hoping it was confirmation that she was with child. He rubbed and patted her back vigorously. 
 
    “Don’t pat, just rub,” she begged, her voice sounding miserable and echoing into the toilet bowl. 
 
    “Sorry!” He began rubbing her gently, smiling as he did so. 
 
    She finally stood up and he handed her a wad of toilet paper to wipe her mouth and nose clean. She removed most of her make-up in a single swipe and he saw her face for the first time. Mascara ran along her eyes and cheeks, turning her face into a scene from a bad horror flick, yet she still looked absolutely beautiful anyway. 
 
    “You poor thing. Did you eat something bad?” he asked in an innocent tone, pretending he was oblivious to the implications of her sudden illness. 
 
    “I haven’t had my period in a while…thought it was just missed or late…that’s happened before.” 
 
    “You think you’re pregnant?” 
 
    She nodded her head answering in a weak voice, “I just don’t want to jinx it.” The idea was insane to both of them. Despite their growing excitement and gratitude for the blessing, the craziest thing was that the two of them desired something so highly illegal -- even deadly.  
 
    “I understand, me neither. Maybe we could get the doc to take a peek.” 
 
    “We don’t have time. We’re leaving in an hour and heading to the meeting place,” she reminded him, still cleaning her face and spitting out whatever else remained trapped in her throat. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Maria asked from beyond the door, her voice muted. 
 
    “She’s perfect,” Michael answered, in awe of the woman before him. The experience was unreal to him. It felt like a dream. Something beyond this world was happening before his very eyes. “She’s absolutely perfect.” 
 
    “Did you eat something bad?” Maria cracked the door open. “Was it the casserole?” 
 
    “Don’t talk about food right now!” Amelia scolded. 
 
    “She may be pregnant…,” Michael beamed.  
 
    “I knew it! I knew it! I knew it! I just didn’t want to say anything.” 
 
    “What? How would you know?” Michael asked, opening the door wide. 
 
    “Her milkers have gotten huge! Surely you, of all people, have noticed. Look at those things!” Maria laughed as she pointed to Amelia’s swollen breasts. 
 
    “I mean, I thought it was my imagination,” Michael laughed, glancing over at them. “Is that a pregnancy thing?” 
 
    “Duh! She’s getting ready to feed a baby with them. What else would it be?” Then looking past Michael, “Oh, Amelia, I’m so excited to not be alone in this anymore! Good thing you guys decided to come with us!” 
 
    “I’m not excited about the trip down. I’m spinning right now.” 
 
    “Oh, well, that’s going to be a challenge. Maybe you can try to sleep most of the way down?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep. I’m already nervous enough about getting caught.” 
 
    “Me too, but maybe if we close our eyes, it’ll be easier than we imagine. Pregnancy is exhausting, trust me. We’ll probably pass right out.” 
 
    “Nothing will happen to either of you.” Michael had already committed himself to the possibility of getting caught and how to handle it. John and he will neutralize anyone standing in their way. He felt stronger than ever about this now that Amelia was pregnant. Now they had two women and two babies to protect. Not a thing or person could stand in their way, even if it cost him his life. The men would do anything they had to so the mother of his child and his sister could escape.  
 
    His fists clenched as he imagined the possibilities. He had never felt surer of anything in his life. It was his duty to protect the innocents -- and his legacy -- even if it meant he lost his own life to do it. It was an instinctual, primal feeling that seemingly remapped his entire brain in an instant as the passion emerged from some deep spiritual and animal place in his being. I am a father, a brother, an uncle, a friend and I will do whatever I must, even die, to protect what is mine, he thought with an uncommon clarity.  
 
    The family gathered in the living room once more, after they turned off every light and closed every door. The house, all empty and barren, seemed sad in a way. Its farewell hummed in the air through the emptied rooms as if it knew they were leaving. Cole sat in the corner, with his bag and suitcase, not speaking. John and Michael had just arrived from ensuring everything was locked up and ready to go, something Maria had already done, but they insisted on double-checking. Amelia sat with her on the couch, speaking to Dr. Renda, who had arrived only moments before. They were all waiting for the priest to come by in a rented van to transport them to the rendezvous location.  
 
    “We’ll take a look at you, as soon as we get south. I’ve already shipped some equipment down there, including my ultrasound machine,” the doctor assured Amelia, patting her shoulder. 
 
    “How far along do you think I am?” 
 
    "Not sure, but I'll be able to measure the peanut with my equipment. That will give us a very clear estimate. Maria, you're due for another look too. We should be able to see the sex by now, if you'd like to know." 
 
    “Absolutely!” She laughed with excitement, “I can’t wait!” 
 
    A car horn sounded from the street and Michael peeked through the curtains, spying the priest sitting in the front of the vehicle. “He’s here.” 
 
    … 
 
    Everyone stood at once, donning their coats and shoes, before making their way out of the house. Michael, last in line, looked around as he walked over to the doorway, “Bye old friend.” He caught sight of the black markings on the doorway. They marked Maria’s and his changing heights as they grew. The newer marks recorded the growth of Cole and Stone. He could even see the ancient marks his grandparents made as their kids grew. It was a lot to leave behind -- the history and memories, especially given the very real chance he wouldn’t return. He pulled the familiar door to and placed the key into its slot, noticing for the first time ever that the top and bottom lock didn’t match in color. One was black, the other golden and much older. The deadbolt rolled into place and the door settled.  
 
    He carried both his and Amelia’s suitcase with him down the stairs to the van where the others were already busily storing their things and boarding. Michael loaded their luggage into the back and closed the van doors, looking up at the house and to its emptiness once more. It looked just as dark as the other houses that night. It’s windows dark and covered. “You’ll have a new tenant soon, friend,” he whispered, looking up at the house’s face and its weeping weathered siding. 
 
    The rendezvous was behind the old mall in Irondale, beyond the sight of anyone. It was a dirty old place with debris tumbling in the wind and decay devouring the carcasses of poisoned rodents. The large semi truck’s back door was opened and a cabin light illuminated the cases of beer and other things retrieved by the Smuggler. The deepest part of the cabin held what appeared to be a massive stack of boxes, but the Smuggler opened the side of it, exposing two benches that within. There was nothing comfortable about the sight of them, their cushions torn and filthy. As Amelia climbed into the trailer, she immediately detected the odor of beer, some cans of which had burst open and become putrid. She knew instantly that this trip would not be an easy one, but did see a clean trash bin sitting in the Smuggler’s cabin, which eased her mind a bit.  
 
    They stowed their items beneath the benches and sat awkwardly, crammed against each other. The Smuggler made sure everyone was in place, notified them of the travel time, and assured them they were in good hands before closing the façade door to hide them. He then proceeded to stack real boxes of cargo in front of the door, until it was impossible to detect.  
 
    The priest said a prayer for the success of their journey and over the women, focusing his intentions on the unborn babies growing within them. The truck growled and shook once he finished the requests he offered to Heaven, and it rolled forward, on its way south. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Susan’s body hadn’t stirred in days and except for the movement of her assisted breathing apparatus, the room lay still. Only the movement of her chest raising and lowering along with the mechanical cadence of the breathing support device indicate the presence of life. The injuries she suffered in the STORK clinic bombing have rendered her unrecognizable -- her milky white skin now red and swollen from the removal of her burnt flesh. Bandages, changed almost constantly by medical staff, cover much of her face and body. After much discussion, the doctors on her medical team agreed to place her in an induced coma and she had existed in that deep unconscious realm since the day of the attack. The doctors watched her closely after finding evidence of infection, fearing she may develop sepsis.  
 
    The medical staff allowed Isaac to visit Susan in the hospital, despite his outburst in the ambulance, as long as he was under the direct supervision of another officer. His captain took the opportunity to visit Susan, whose condition disturbed him greatly. He hadn’t expected that she was in such a horrible state, hardly any more alive than the ventilator pumping air into her. 
 
    Aside from the glowing monitors and beeping status lights surrounding the bed, no other lights illuminated the room. The curtains were drawn and a darkness hung within -- an absence of light that seemed unnecessary. The captain attempted to discreetly cover his nose, when able, to block out the odor of her wounds and the topical medications applied to them. Despite the other scents mingled in, he could detect the unmistakable odor of death.   
 
    Intensive care patients, even those not on the verge of death, are usually associated with a certain common odor that seems foreign to those who haven’t spent much time around them. Unable to care for themselves, these patients rely on the attending nurses to bathe them. Frequency and manner of bathing, of course, depends upon the particular circumstances of each patient’s condition. 
 
     As a burn victim, Susan’s medical team did not write orders that included the typical bathing protocols. Instead, her burnt, dead skin was debrided in a tub room especially for severe burn patients. Some of the skin underneath the scrubbed burnt flesh had become infected and it released an intensely foul stench. It was an inescapable odor, which left an unpleasant taste in the mouth of those exposed to it. 
 
    “Do they know when she’ll wake?” 
 
    “They’ve put her in an induced coma. Apparently, something in the explosion, maybe a projectile, caused trauma to her head,” Isaac answered, his voice sounding hollow and empty, his emotions entirely spent over the last few days of ceaseless grieving. He exhausted himself, weeping until one could say there were no tears left to shed. 
 
    “It’s damn horrible,” the captain remarked, covering the edge of his nose with his hand. “Susan’s such a light to this world. You just gotta put your faith in medicine, son. Soon as this battle is won, they’ll fix her up real nice. I’ve seen it plenty of times before.”  
 
    “We’ve just been approved for a baby.” Isaac’s face became sour as tearless emotion once again found him, “The child of her dreams…our dreams...I just…I hope she gets to…” 
 
    “That’s amazing news, Isaac! You know, they can hear us in there.” Then he thought of how he could comfort his subordinate, saying, “Susan would love to hear good news, it’s the currency by which people in her shoes use to get well.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Yes, get close to her and tell her something, something to encourage her. I’ll even step out and give you some privacy.” 
 
    “I’ll give it a shot. Thank you, Captain.” Isaac noisily drug his chair over to the right side of Susan’s bed, the side that displayed her less serious burns. The captain stood quickly and exited the room, secretly filled with joy that he’d no longer smell her.  
 
    … 
 
    Isaac waited, searching for words to say to his wife. He sat beside her for several minutes before opening his mouth. The only sound within the room was that of the beeps and the forced breathing through her mask. When she breathed, he heard a gurgling noise and, occasionally, it sounded as if she were about to gag and choke. 
 
    “Susan,” Isaac began awkwardly, staring into her face, hoping to see a sign that she was aware of his presence or voice, but her heartbeat carried on unchanged. “Babe, it’s Isaac, I’m here with you.”  
 
    He was afraid to touch any part of her, so he kept his hands tightly held against the rails along her side. He studied her face as he searched his mind for the right things to say. He tried desperately to recall a list of great things about their life together -- things that might cheer her or give her some kind of hope. Other than the baby, he drew a blank, so he started there. 
 
    “Our Isabelle is on her way, dear,” he raised the pitch in his voice, emphasizing the happy nature of the news. “We’re going to have a beautiful little girl, who looks just like you. She’s going to love her mama, love dress-up parties with you, and enjoy all life has to offer. One day, she’ll come to you, wanting you to apply your makeup to her face and carry a baby doll around. She’s going to want to try lots of things like horseback riding, dance, and art. She’ll be just as you were as a child, but even better.” Susan’s heart rate sped up slightly, just enough for Isaac to notice.  
 
    “Yes, babe, that’s right, she’s going to have a wonderful life with the two of us raising her. She’s going to make the house so much cozier. In the winter, we’ll curl up by the fire with her between us and read books all about fairies and other mythical creatures of the wood. We’ll tell her about the beautiful redheaded princess that changed the world, whose face shimmers in the sunlight. Oh yes, babe, Isabelle will prefer that you to read and re-read the parts about the princess in your wonderful, comforting voice. She’s going to grow up just like that -- with every night of her life ending mystically and joyfully until she becomes a woman.”  
 
    Isaac longed the relief he knew tears would bring, almost purposely working for them to come. Sobbing from deep within with tears falling in great salty waves was the only thing that could ease the weight he felt in his chest.  
 
    “And she’s going to be a beautifully striking woman, yes, even more stunning than she was as a child. Everyone will envy her as loveliness incarnate. Every single person who beholds her, even once, will crave the opportunity to look at her again.” Susan’s heart rate began to jump and skip rapidly and her monitors began to emit a much more urgent beeping. “Susan?” 
 
    Two nurses immediately blew past the captain, still waiting outside, and entered the room, “Sir, please give us some space.” 
 
    “What’s going on? Is something wrong?” His eyebrows rose in terror. Isaac continued holding onto the bed rails as the nurses began scrutinizing the monitors and the patient. 
 
    Neither of the attending caregivers offered him a single word of reassurance. As their hurried movements became more intense, one of the nurses forced him aside exiting the room, “Doctor Slaughter, we need you in here now! The patient’s coding!” A man in green scrubs jogged from down the hall, breaking past Isaac to enter Susan’s room.  
 
    “Susan!” Isaac shouted from beyond the doors to the room as his captain pulled him back. 
 
    “Sir, you’re going to have to return to the lobby and wait,” ordered the shorter nurse as she began implementing the doctor’s newest orders. Isaac didn’t clearly understand the meaning of their clipped medical jargon and terminology, so he strained to peer at the monitors behind her for clues. The doctor used the defibrillator to apply a shock to her chest. Each time he shouted ‘clear’ and pressed the paddles to her torso, her body jerked violently into the air. 
 
    “Come with me, Isaac,” the captain insisted, tugging at his arm. 
 
    “Is she dying?” Isaac questioned to no one in particular, resisting his boss by jerking his arm away. “Unity, please…please don’t let her die. Work some miracles or something. You’ve got to do something!” 
 
    “Isaac, what the heck are you doing?” the captain asked upon hearing his words, his prayer to Unity. It was similar to the people who offered prayers to Unity in the old Christian churches, but this sounded much more sincere, much more direct and certain. It gave the captain pause. 
 
    “Sir, you cannot be in here!” shouted the doctor, while gesturing for the captain to forcefully remove Isaac. “We can’t work efficiently with you here. Please, officer, take this man outside.” 
 
    "Unity! My Susan needs you! Please!" Isaac repeated, the nurses looked at him as if he were a lunatic that had wandered in off the streets. 
 
    Then, in a hushed tone, the captain warned, “Isaac, please don’t make me wrestle you out of here.”  
 
    “Blood pressure is dropping -- bradycardia coming on,” the short nurse alerted the doctor. “Her heart rhythm is all over the place.” 
 
    Despite the best efforts of the medical team, Susan’s organ systems began shutting down one by one. Her severe burns left her skin surface area extremely prone to opportunistic infections, which quickly spread to her already badly injured brain and her other systems during the short time that had passed since the bombing. Sepsis, essentially the medical version of the Angel of Death, stretched its fingers over every corner of her body, seducing her into the grave. After long days of fighting for survival, Susan surrendered quickly to the beckoning of her reaper. 
 
     A sort of darkness descended upon the room -- a dim shade that seemed to hang in the air like a cloak of shadow. Still the team worked. 
 
    “There isn’t anything I can do.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Unity?” Isaac immediately perked up. 
 
    “If you hadn’t been so reluctant to do as I said, this may never have happened.” 
 
    “Save sermon. Help my wife, please Unity!”  
 
    The captain speculated deeply about what he believed amounted to Isaac’s descent into madness. What else could it be? Sane, well-adjusted people simply do not converse with the invisible. The captain became lost in his interior thoughts on the matter. This is much different than the prayers those others offer to Unity. No, Isaac’s ravings have the sound of dialogue -- the dialogue of the delusional mind. “What do you expect me to do?” 
 
    Isaac once again threw the captain backward, forcing himself inside to stand along his wife’s bedside. “Time, doctor?” the short nurse asked in a tone that somehow seemed trite. 
 
    “Time of death…six-forty-seven AM," Dr. Slaughter announced just before he and the nurses stepped back from the bed. The shade that had shrouded the very air within the room seemed to withdraw. Everyone felt it, but no one acknowledged it. The effect is similar to what one would observe if the lights in a room momentarily experienced a noticeable decrease in lumens only to quickly pop back into their full brightness. Only, this had nothing at all to do with the lights and wavering power supplies. 
 
    “What are y’all doing?” Isaac asked, panicking. “Get back to work! She’s dying!” Isaac’s denial of this new reality was a normal reaction to the shock of losing a loved one. He refused to believe what he already heard with his own ears -- the medical team announced and recorded the exact time of his beloved wife’s departure. He moved back and forth, impatient and anxious; he wept bitter tears as he babbled, trying to find the words to command the staff to continue working to save her. 
 
    “Sir,” the doctor began, finally able to approach him with appropriate sympathy, now that the frenzied work was over and his efforts failed, “the infection simply caused too much damage, there was nothing else we could do. She’s gone now. I’m so sorry.” He tried to comfort Isaac, placing his hand upon the grieving man’s shoulder. Frowning, he watched the husband nestle himself around his dead wife’s bed.  
 
    Dr. Slaughter allowed himself to truly consider how Isaac must feel. His entire world has been taken from him and there’s no medicine that could have changed the fate of his woman. The fight was over long ago. There’s nothing left to do. 
 
    “No! It can’t be! My love, my Susan! Please, baby, please don’t go. Don’t leave me here alone.” Isaac reached for her shoulder and head, taking them in his hands with tearful eyes as he stared down onto her blurry lifeless body. He searched the monitors, finding only flat lines and the absence of any vital measures. “She’s not dead…can’t be…she was just here. Please, there’s got to be something you can do. You can just shock her again, or something, surely? Please, doc!" 
 
    “I’m sorry, Isaac.” The captain stepped up and patted his shoulder, standing beside him, unwilling to wrestle him away any longer. 
 
    “Unity, you promised to fix us!” Isaac cried, holding his head against Susan’s. He touched her skin, feeling the tacky plasma and other clear fluids that leaked from it. He could detect the warmth of life leaving her body as well; her skin already going cold. “Please, Susan, babe…please come back to me!” 
 
    The captain gazed upon his officer with sadness, frowning and listening as Isaac addressed Unity directly, unsure how to judge the situation. The doctor pulled the curtain to allow him the necessary privacy to grieve in the room. 
 
    “I don’t get it. It’s all so meaningless!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She was so excited about becoming a mother. We got approved for a baby and everything seemed to be working to our favor -- for once. And now...now she’s…gone. What the hell for? Obeying the law? Where’s the justice in that? Those damn Zealots killed her and I wasn’t even there to at least die with her. I shouldn’t have left without her…left to fetch those IDs.” 
 
    “You had no way of knowing, Isaac. None of us knew.” 
 
    “Neither did Unity. Some ‘god’ he is,” Isaac made air quotes as he spat out the word ‘god’, “allowing it all to happen.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with it, Isaac. My condolences.” Unity’s even, calm voice sounded almost patronizing. 
 
    “Shut your lyin’ mouth!” Isaac snarled as he spat the words out sharply. 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” 
 
     Isaac didn't answer his captain. He just wanted to stay there and hold his wife's body. Oh, how he wished she wasn’t covered in burns and bandages. He wanted to look upon her as she really looked as she was before all this happened -- before her beauty had been cooked away. 
 
    “And I’ve been robbed of a true farewell, unable to see her as I knew her.” Isaac cried loudly enough for the staff down the hall to hear him. It wasn’t out of the ordinary. The same sounds and noises of human grief resonated daily throughout the unit. “How am I to say goodbye to a face I no longer recognize?”  
 
    “I’m going to step out. You take your time, okay? No rush.” The captain exited the room and pulled the sliding door closed, in addition to the curtain hanging there. This muted Isaac’s unashamed wailing somewhat, but did not silence it; the man’s moans of pain and agony carried through the wood and glass. 
 
    … 
 
    “Remove her bandages, uncover her face, Isaac.” 
 
    “Why?” Isaac asked, afraid to see the extent of her injuries. The nurses debrided much of the burnt flesh, immediately upon her arrival, leaving only the raw and weeping skin. He wasn’t willing to see it. I just don’t think I can handle the sight of it, he thought, as he resisted Unity’s order to unravel the dressings. 
 
    “I’m giving you what you’ve asked for.” Unity’s voice was almost emotional this time, soft to Isaac’s ears, “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to prevent that bombing, but I’m going to give you the goodbye you deserve.” 
 
    Isaac did as tell and began to unravel the bandages covering Susan’s shaved head. They were heavy and wet with lymph fluid and plasma. Her beautifully thick, red hair appeared to miraculously return and the burns were gone, healed -- and no scars remained to hint of any past injury at all. 
 
    “Wha…wha-wha-what is this? What’s happening?” he shouted, his continuous weeping interrupted by the miraculous sight. 
 
    “I’m giving her an overlay in your Visum, I’m rendering her as you knew her. I’m sorry I’m not able to resurrect her. This is the best I can do for now.” 
 
    “She’s beautiful. Thank you. God, thank you Unity! You have no idea what this means to me,” he gushed, marveling at her magnificence. The color of her skin shifted from red to a healthy blushed flesh tone and she looked as if she had only been sleeping. Even the make-up she typically wore to go out or for appearing in photos made its way onto her face. “My poor love, Susan. I’m so sorry I left that day. I’m sorry for it all. I should have hunted down every last one before such a thing could happen. It’s my fault! Oh no! It’s my fault, Unity!” His tears fell like rain upon her unwrapped wounds, which appeared as abundantly healthy, unscathed flesh. 
 
    What he touched didn’t match what he saw. He could feel with his hands the burns covering her once pristine skin and the absence of her hair, but the sight allowed him to ignore this reality. He could almost imagine her curly red hair tickling his face as he held her tightly and close to his chest.  
 
    The captain peeked in on him from the room’s window that faced the wide and long hospital corridor. A set of blinds covering it could be controlled from the outside, allowing him to do so briefly and discreetly. What he saw disturbed him greatly and he immediately closed them to block the view. 
 
    “I wish I could just hear her voice again. I wish she could tell me she was leaving and that all is okay.” 
 
    “It’s alright, honey. I’m no longer in any pain. I’m at peace, now.” 
 
    “What? What was that?” Isaac looked around in panic, turning his head this way and that. 
 
    “Is this not what you wanted?” Susan’s voice asked from within his Auris. 
 
    “No, it’s perfect. It sounds just like…you.” Isaac stammered wiping tears from his bloodshot eyes and snot from his face. Oh, how he had longed just to hear the sound of her voice during all of those hours spent in silent vigil beside her bed. And now it rang clearly in his ears -- the sound he hadn’t heard since the day of the bombing. 
 
    “I love you and I want you to know that I think you’re still going to make a great dad. She’ll be made up of all the good parts of you and of me together and I’ll live on in her. Take good care of our daughter, when she comes, Isaac.” 
 
    “Will you promise to be there? Will you stay?” Isaac begged, nodding his head as he looked over her perfectly unblemished face. 
 
    “I’ll never leave you again, honey. And I forgive you. There’s no way you could have had any way of knowing. But one thing you can do -- you can avenge me. You can make it right.” 
 
    Unity wasted no time in immediately utilizing Susan’s persona to manipulate Isaac. The man remained unaware of the invisible puppet strings now controlling him through Unity’s clever and cruel ruse. Truth is, even if Isaac had some realization of the manipulation, it’s likely he would enter into a sort of willful blindness so he could continue to bask in Susan’s presence. To have her sweet voice continue to coo at him and ring in his ears acted as a balm for his broken heart. 
 
    “I will. I will make it right. I’m going to make sure this never happens to anyone else, ever. I love you, Susan. I love you so so so much, God, it hurts. It really hurts. My heart’s been ripped from my chest. It’s the most painful thing I’ve ever experienced. I’m going to take it, take all this pain, and force it all upon those bastards -- every last one of them until they beg for the mercy of death. I’ll make them forget their God and their dead saints and force them to bow to me on their last day.” Isaac clenched his hands tightly around Susan’s empty body. “I will make every last one of them pay for it with their blood. It will spill out of them for you, Susan.” He rubbed his head against hers. 
 
    “I would be so proud if you did that.”  
 
    “Please, just promise again you’ll never leave me. Stay, just like this. Please. I can’t lose you again. My heart beats, but I’m dead without you.” 
 
    “I won’t go anywhere.” 
 
    “I just wish I never had to leave this bedside. Wish I could stay here with you forever. Wish I could take you with me.” 
 
    “I will be with you, anywhere you go. However, you must arrange to have my body cremated.” Unity flawlessly portrayed every single aspect of Susan’s personality, desires, and life. He had immediate access to everything she had ever posted online, to every email she wrote and replied to, every voicemail she left, and every single text message she fired off to others.  
 
    He acted as the effective ruler of the people -- like a god, if not the god -- and could use every piece of information about this golden couple. He knew every detail about their first date from the social media check-ins and greedily gathered up electronic evidence of all the trips they had taken together. All of Susan’s photos -- from her childhood to her adulthood, from innocent pictures to lewd layouts -- sat safely in cyberspace for Unity’s application and use.  
 
    “Please,” Isaac whined, his tears dripping again from his swollen eyes, “don’t force me to think about that right now, honey. It hurts. Just pretend with me that your heart never stopped…just pretend, please. Do it for me, or my heart might just stop itself as well.” 
 
    Isaac wasn’t aware that his hand pressed against the nurse call, allowing the captain and everyone at the nurse’s station to hear him conversing with Susan’s corpse. They couldn’t hear Unity speaking, in the voice of Susan or at all, so they assumed he may be having a psychotic break. The captain told them that the officer was simply sleep-deprived. 
 
    … 
 
    “Isaac,” the captain called, as he rolled the door open, “are you okay?” He recoiled a bit at the sight of Isaac rubbing himself against his wife’s corpse. This behavior deeply disturbed him and the others who entered with him. 
 
    “No, I’m not. What do you think, Cap? What kind of idiot question is that?” 
 
    “Isaac, we think you’re done here…” 
 
    “I’m not leaving her,” Isaac snarled at them as he spoke. He was like an angry animal, protecting the burrow he made. 
 
    “You’ve sat here for over an hour. They’ve got new critical patients arriving and they need the space.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not finished yet.” 
 
    “It’s okay, honey. I’ll go with you, anywhere you go, I’ll be there. Remember? I’m not restricted to this body any longer.” 
 
    “No, Susan, I don’t want to leave you,” Isaac responded aloud, turning to her corpse, forgetting the rest of them. 
 
    “Isaac, they don't think you're well. They want to do a psych eval on you,” the captain explained, gripping his shoulder and standing above him. 
 
    “Screw off, Cap.” 
 
    “At least go home and get some sleep. You haven’t slept in days, have you?” 
 
    “I’m fine, I tell you!” Isaac barked out his words, throwing the captain’s hand off of him again. 
 
    His boss made a motion with his fingers, signaling a squad of officers in to escort him out. Four of them came through the door slowly and approached the grieving man. “Make this easy for us, Isaac,” one of them said, placing his hand on him. 
 
    “Go with them, Isaac. We’ll be separated if they take you. You don’t want to lose me again, do you? I wouldn’t be able to talk to you if they placed you in the ward.” Unity’s portrayal of Susan became filled with sadness, so much so that to Isaac it didn’t matter anymore. At this point, to him, Unity actually was Susan and he believed her every word. It was an easy fiction to accept, a comforting one that required very little imagination on his part. He stood slowly from the bedside, great grief rolling onto him in waves as he started to depart from it.  
 
    “I’ll kill all of you if you touch me again,” he warned in an ominous tone, turning to the rest of them. The captain walked with him and the officers followed them in a tight knot. 
 
    “I’m going to place you on leave, just until things settle down a bit. You don't need the added stress of work right now. You really need to get some rest," his boss informed him as the sliding doors opened at the front of the hospital.  
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You’re not. And the fact that you think you are is solid verification that you actually are not, indeed, fine. Your wife just died and you've been talking to yourself. If you don't go home and get some rest, I'm going to check you into a psychiatric facility." 
 
    "Yeah, whatever you say," Isaac relented, remembering what would happen if he were checked into a psych ward. "I'll get some sleep, then I'll be good as new." 
 
    “The boys are going to drive you home, Isaac. Don’t need you on the road, being so tired and all.” The squad car pulled up to the curb of the hospital entrance. 
 
    “I’m fine to drive myself, actually.” 
 
    “You’re not, please. They’ll take you straight home.” The captain opened the backdoor for him. “I’ll be sure to inform the car you came in to deliver itself into your driveway.” 
 
    Isaac didn’t like the idea of riding in the back seat. He didn’t trust their intentions. “I’ll sit in the front. And if they try to take me anywhere other than my house, I won’t be responsible for what happens to them.” 
 
    “Sound good, boys?” 
 
    “Yeah, sounds fine. I’ll get in the back.” One of the officers jumped out of the passenger seat and entered the back of the vehicle. 
 
    “Hey, Isaac,” his captain called just before Isaac entered the front of the car. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m truly sorry for all that happened. She was an angel. Didn’t deserve it. She was an amazing person and I hate it for you. I can’t conceive what you’re going through. So, don’t be a stranger. Anytime you need me, I’m here. I know I’m just your boss or whatev-” 
 
    Isaac tried to hold his composure as he erupted into tears, embracing his boss, forgetting all the recent anger he had built up toward him. The captain awkwardly held him. He had never seen Isaac so emotional about anything before that day. The pain wasn’t shy and presented itself to anyone Isaac came in contact with. His face alone appeared as though it had never known a smile or a joyful moment. His eyes were dark and bloodshot with bags belying a lack of sleep underneath them. Lines stretched over his forehead, vestiges of the recent days filled with intense worry. The newly widowed man seemed to have aged years within the previous hours. 
 
    “I don’t understand. I still just can’t believe it all. Seems like any moment now I should wake up from this nightmare. Tell me that she’s still here. That they found the wrong body, or that I’ve just had a really bad dream, or imagined the whole thing. Susan was so strong. She wasn’t scared of anything. She feared no one. No one could hurt her. She was truly a woman of steel. Yet, they say she’s dead.” 
 
    “You’ve got a daughter on the way and she’s going to embody everything that you loved about Susan. She’ll live on, Isaac.” His boss, and now friend, patted his back as he detached from Isaac’s hold. Isaac laughed softly through the pain, thinking of the little girl that was coming. 
 
    “Thanks, Captain.” Isaac shook his head, embarrassed for his behavior, “I’m sorry for being so difficult. I know you mean the best.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to apologize for, Isaac. You’ll get back on your feet, probably just as soon as you wake up in the morning. Just let these guys take you home, then take some melatonin and go straight to bed. Don’t get up until you simply can’t sleep any longer.” 
 
    "Yes, sir." Isaac drunkenly sat in the front seat, dizzy from the surreal emotions that stabbed at him like so many knives.  
 
    … 
 
    The car ride was a great challenge for him as he tried not to fall asleep in the comfort of its heat. His eyes burned and his lids felt heavy as he resisted an overwhelming desire to give in to sleep.  
 
    The other officers didn’t say a word. Instead they listened to a classic rock station on the radio and an old song played. It was the song’s 100th anniversary since first airing on radio stations. Isaac wasn’t much of a fan of that particular genre of music, but he knew the tune and hummed along to it. It made his heart ache in a dull and gentle way; Bob remained correct about the changing times. 
 
     “Here you are, Isaac,” the driving officer uttered the first words of the trip as he gazed up at the beautiful house sitting cold and dark upon the short hill by the street, “gorgeous place you’ve got there.” 
 
    “Thanks for the ride over. You boys take care.” Isaac climbed his way up the stairs slowly, not eager to enter the empty home. Its darkness would remain, somehow, even after he turned on the lights and would offer no comfort to him. And the unnatural silence within its walls promised to be unbearably loud as he stepped across its threshold. 
 
    “Honey, I’m home,” he called, his tear-choked voice echoed through the house and he fell to his knees wracked with sobs just as he entered. “I can’t do this. I just can’t do this. Susan! My Susan! Why, why did you leave me here alone to live alone in this house, still filled with your smell?” 
 
    “Isaac, you’re not alone.” The television mounted upon the wall flipped on, unprompted and displayed the perfect image of Susan on its screen. She was wearing one of her silky, luxurious nightgowns. He loved the rich red color. She knew it was his favorite. 
 
    “I wish I could hold you,” Isaac half-whispered, after he calmed down from the startling vision. 
 
    “I’m sorry, love. I hope I can make that happen one day, but I’m afraid this is the best I can do for now.” 
 
    “Do you think it might be possible -- one day?” Isaac asked crawling onto the couch in front of the display. Susan’s face looked so lifelike, just as it did when she was physically in front of him. Her angelic image was shining with the brilliance of a million pixels behind her. Green eyes, red hair, she looked like a flower upon his wall. 
 
    “Perhaps one day, but you may not need it. I know it hurts now, but one day you’ll recover and you’ll have the company of our beautiful daughter with you.” 
 
    “I’m so tired, but I don’t think I can sleep in our bed alone with your side so cold and empty. I don’t think I can do it. I don’t think I can do any of it. It's too much to bear." 
 
    “You’re strong, Isaac and you’ll get through this. I need you to get through it -- for me, I want you to avenge me, love.” 
 
    “No way I’m going to be able to do it on my own. I don’t have any idea about where to even begin looking for these monsters. They’ve left zero traces. It’s like they’re invisible, or ghosts. I mean, I’ve tried for months and with no success.” Isaac shook his head, all confidence drained from him. He didn’t understand why Unity was so patient with him. It didn’t make sense. After all the time and resources he had wasted on Isaac, why did Unity still bother with him when he had clearly failed?  
 
    “You’ll have two visitors soon.” Susan’s face became more serious, the smile faded from her face, and her cat-like eyes seemed to darken suddenly. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Two men…two men that have worked for me a while longer than you. One will bring you an arsenal -- the tools you will use to trample the monsters. The other has invested his time in becoming a Zealot.”  
 
    “He’s joining them?” Isaac was at a loss for words, “I can’t believe I’ve never thought of that -- of infiltrating them.” 
 
    “They’ll be here later tonight. So, get some rest.” 
 
    Isaac didn't want to leave her. Her voice and image comforted him more than anything. It comforted him so completely that it came dangerously close to allowing him to believe it was all real and that nothing had changed. He obeyed Unity's command and went to bed upstairs with plans sleep for as long as he could. 
 
    … 
 
    As he laid his head on the pillow, tears pooled in the corners of his eyes. The golden sunlight upon his lids soon transitioned to darkness as night arrived. Even with his heart still burdened with unshakable sadness, he drifted off to sleep quickly. It was a deep sleep, devoid of dreams. Unity left his mind untouched for once, allowing it to heal and recharge after all of the trauma and exhaustion. Two figures stood above his bed and one reached to turn on the brass lamp sitting on the wooden bedside table. 
 
    “Isaac,” one of the voices called, alerting him of their presence. 
 
    “Who the hell?” he shouted, almost leaping from his bed. 
 
    “Isaac, these are my servants. These are the men who will help you take revenge.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Isaac took a deep breath to collect himself, “guys, wow, could’ve rang the doorbell, you know.” 
 
    “We rang it many times,” one of the men answered, dressed head-to-toe in black, his face gaunt and without emotion. Isaac’s intuition told him that this was a very serious man, one with little patience for pleasantries. He clutched a large duffle bag and hard objects packed inside made impressions on the outside of the bag. One of the bumps on the canvas was about the size of a gun stock, something familiar to Isaac. 
 
    “I’m Franklin,” the man with the bag introduced himself. “This here is Reginald,” he continued, gesturing to the black man beside him. Reginald looked much friendlier than Franklin. He stood openly and smiled slightly without showing his teeth. 
 
    “It’s good to meet you, Isaac. You can call me Reggie, something Franklin just refuses to do,” shaking his hand even though he was still in bed, but sitting upright, “and my deepest condolences,” he offered, his face became grim for a brief moment.  
 
    “So, I’m guessing you’re the rat?” 
 
    “Yes,” he chuckled lightly, “I’ve worked for months to get into their good graces. It’s no easy process, but they’ve been increasingly busy and have a great need to expand and find new recruits. They will initiate me tomorrow night, assuming all goes well.” 
 
    “So, Unity speaks to y’all too?” Isaac was so excited to finally meet others who had similar encounters. It added additional assurance he remained in sound mental health despite his boss and the medical staff’s desire to give him a psych evaluation. 
 
    "Yes," Reginald answered bluntly. Franklin sighed and shifted his grip on the large bag. 
 
    “Let’s move downstairs. It’s a bit weird meeting in my bedroom.” Isaac’s head swirled with countless questions he hoped to ask, but he could see that Franklin wasn’t happy to continue standing with such a heavy bag in his hand. 
 
    “Sounds good.” Franklin left ahead of them and made his way down the stairs, “We need the window blinds closed. Don’t need anyone peeping in and getting curious.” 
 
    “House, activate privacy mode,” Isaac commanded, speaking to the built-in home control system. At his command, every window immediately transitioned from transparent to opaque, shielding them from prying eyes. “Y’all want anything to drink? I’ve got some beers.” 
 
    “I don’t drink, but thank you,” Reginald replied, taking a seat at the gigantic stark white table in the dining room, just off the kitchen. 
 
    “You, Frank?” 
 
    “I prefer Franklin, and no.” His eyes were shark-like, entirely void of humanity. “This is a matter for sober minds, so I’ll take some tea. I suggest you do the same.”  
 
    The man’s company wasn’t much of a joy for the host and Isaac joked to himself, this is precisely why it’s better to have genetically engineered children. This guy’s personality is a birth-defect. Wonder if it was his mom or his dad who’s responsible? 
 
    Isaac didn’t want anything to do with sobriety. He really wanted to get intoxicated and stay that way for the remainder of his life. That, and to drown himself in other methods of self-medication, but he gave into a glass of sweet tea instead. Reaching into the cabinet for three glasses, he gingerly placed them on the table where his guests sat. He poured the tea and took a seat at the head of the table, flanked by both visitors.  
 
    “What have you brought me?” 
 
    After a few silent sips from his glass, Franklin stood and unzipped the duffle bag, which unfolded in three directions, containing numerous firearms and countless rounds of ammunition. “This is your rifle.”  
 
    “A Scar, hm? Very nice. Wow!” Isaac stood and took the gun from the taller man, holding it in his hands, inspecting it. The gun was fully stocked with attachments; a tactical light, an angled foregrip, and a holographic sight. He quickly began daydreaming of all the damage and death that he could dish out with such a weapon. “Where’d you acquire such a beauty?” He grinned, worshipping the elegant modeling of the Scar. 
 
    "There are very few things Unity can't do. Obtaining arms is amongst the easiest of requests.” The man also showed him the flashbangs, extended mags, and the sidearm packed along with it. Isaac could see by the immaculate finish on the weapons that they were likely brand new, not yet fired. Only the military and law enforcement had access to firearms, so these weapons must have been procured from their supply, or at least repurposed, as the supply had been blessed by Unity’s and, like all things, flowed from him. 
 
    “What’s the plan then? We just waiting for your initiation?" Isaac asked Reginald after placing the rifle back into the opened duffle bag. 
 
    “No, we need to take this slow and collect data on them for a couple of weeks at least.” Reginald sipped his tea, hoping Isaac would be easy to work with. 
 
    “No offense or anything, but I don’t know if I have the patience for it. I want these animals put down. We could just raid the house afterward, do a sweep for data.” Normally, Isaac would have no problem with Reginald's plan, but after the events of the past few days, he lost all tolerance for time -- for waiting. Bloodthirst filled his dreams and every waking moment’s imagination.  
 
    “If, for some reason, it turns out there’s no physical data, then we would lose everything worth using.” Reginald felt silly explaining such basic things, now fearing Isaac might prove difficult to control. Isaac nodded in agreement, determining the best way to approach the Zealots. He sat back in the chair, it’s backing rose a foot higher than his head. Closing his eyes, he meditated, envisioning the best plan of action. Rather than his usual clear thinking, all he felt was only an immense hatred and bloodlust for the Zealots. Plans and meetings like this just slowed him down. He wanted to terminate them. The weeks of manipulation and the loss of Susan would gain a new meaningful purpose in an instant of spraying bullets and attaining his revenge. 
 
    "We could save one for interrogation if there isn't anything to raid, but I promise you, they'll leave stuff behind. They always do." 
 
    “Yeah,” Franklin chuckled sarcastically, “the department’s done a great job tracking them down after the raid in Avondale, hasn’t it?” 
 
    “Well,” Isaac ignored the comment, “this time we can use much harsher interrogation techniques.” 
 
    “Who’s going to torture them?”  
 
    “I can,” Franklin volunteered flatly, picking at his fingernails. 
 
    “You’ve experience?” 
 
    Franklin’s dark and lifeless eyes looked up from his hands and stared directly into Isaac’s soul, like a look from the Reaper himself, “Lifetime of experiences.” 
 
    “I see.” Franklin’s shortness irritated Isaac. His patience thinned even further as he started to resent working with the man. 
 
    “Honey, listen to Reginald,” Susan's voice resonated in his Auris. Still, like a visit from a ghost, it unnerved him when he didn’t expect to hear it. “You’ll soon have your chance, but listen to his plan. He's been working very hard on this and it's extremely time-consuming. It would be a waste if you were to ruin it before we got anything out of it." 
 
    “Okay, darling, okay. I’ll leave it alone.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Reginald asked, his eyebrows pushed together in confusion.  
 
    “We’ll go with your plan. I’ll have my fun, eventually.” 
 
    “Good. Very good.” 
 
    They remained there, seated around the table, the rest of the night. The men discussed numerous plan variations and possibilities, including multiple contingencies.  They conspired and schemed about ways to eliminate the terrorists once and for all in the Birmingham area. They had a short window of time before the Zealots would execute another attack. They felt an urgency to act quickly before the STORK headquarters tower itself fell.  
 
    Everything had changed for Isaac. He now lived only to see a modern holocaust carried out against the Zealots, especially those in the Birmingham area for they were directly responsible for taking Susan’s life. Soon, he would satisfy his craving and peace will then abound in his life. All of his foes will be as worm food. 
 
    Unity smiled down upon their meeting, watching and listening to their every move and word. His will would soon be done, returning the Earth to the heaven he envisioned for it. Many groups, in every major area of the world were doing the same things as these three men. They met and developed plans to eliminate the Zealots, but the Birmingham team held his entire favor and joy. They were the heroes he needed -- the turn of destiny to protect the future of his kingdom. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    The faces, names, and lives played infinitely in Stone's head. They were on loops, whether the news had been turned on or not, there wasn't a moment of peace for the young man. Stone had chewed his nails away until there was nothing left to bite or tear away. Cigarettes had been smoked constantly, as Stone appeared to be a sort of human-chimney releasing an uninterrupted cloud of smoke into the air. The faces, the dead, the murdered men, women, and children Stone had killed never left his attention. Tears only fell from his face in secret, when he had gone on walks around the block to clear his mind with no success. Clarity was impossible for him to obtain, thoughts of his future were clouded with smoke, and his retrospection flooded with the blood of a hundred people. 
 
    The words that his friends and mentors had offered him had done nothing to help clear his conscience. He thought more of what they had done, and as horrible as their actions had been against the unborn, many of them may have been forced to visit the clinics. Stone was unable to shake the idea, that there may have been a couple of innocent lives destroyed or the idea that in a sense, he and his friends had carried out the abortions themselves. They were just as guilty killing the unborn as the doctors had been, but Jeremy said they were preventing it from happening in the future. No answers made a difference to Stone, although many believed he had been coming around as he kept his remorse secret. 
 
    Stone missed his family. Throughout the days since the bombing, Stone imagined returning home to the embrace of his incredible and forgiving kin. The thought had been the only thing that lifted his spirits until he was turned to remember that they likely knew what he had done. He wasn't sure he could ever face them again; Stone believed God Himself wouldn't forgive him for his crimes. However, the idea of running to them, and attempting repentance grew until he could no longer take it. It had grown until it was impossible for him to ignore the desire to go home. 
 
    He unlocked the downstairs apartment after his morning walk and entered. The air outside had been so frosty that as soon as he entered it he began to overheat and needed to strip immediately of his coat and over shirt. Debra sat on the couch in the living room, submerged into her virtual reality. She often visited the place in the clouds with Nelson in the simulated realm. There wasn’t a limit to what she could do with her companion as they snooped through people’s private information and lost articles scattered about the internet.  
 
    Stone began packing his duffle bag with all the same items Cole had placed in there an eternity ago. Most of which had always remained in the bag, as Stone had practically lived out of it ever since his brother had tossed it from the window. Once it was packed, he placed it back where it had been sitting before. If he was going to leave the Zealots, he would return once more for the bag, but at that time he simply wanted to attempt to rejoin his true family. Stone sat beside Debra on the couch. 
 
    “Stone?” She asked, still unable to see as she was placed elsewhere virtually, but could still feel his weight land beside her on the couch and the stench of cigarettes filling the air. 
 
    “Yes, Debs,” he answered, his voice was choked and depressed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” She withdrew from the virtual place, to see him sitting beside her with his face drooping towards the floor, “Are you alright?” 
 
    He responded by the gentle left to right shaking of his head, “I’m about to head out for a little while…but I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    Stone didn’t want to tell her or raise any suspicions. She looked at him with great concern, her amber-brown eyes sparkled with sincerity as she searched him visually for clues. “I’ve got a couple of errands to run and need to return something to Cole,” he lied. 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    "Yeah, …just didn't want to be gone for so long without you knowing." 
 
    “But are you okay? It seems like you’re holding back. You look troubled.” 
 
    “Well, I ain’t happy, but that doesn’t matter…just how things are,” Stone said, standing from the couch. 
 
    “You haven’t been yourself ever since the bombings.” 
 
    Stone didn’t answer immediately, he just watched the cat stalking him from under a chair. “I don’t know. Just feel like we’re still not fighting the war I signed up for. Don’t you ever think about it? About what we’ve actually done to date?” 
 
    “I think about it all the time. We had great success last week and thanks to you for helping us pull it off. Couldn't have gone better.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was an incredible victory. God smiles upon us,” his words dripped with sarcasm and he rolled his eyes. “I'll be back in a couple hours. Maybe sooner.” 
 
    “God does smile upon you. You’re working towards sainthood and your bravery will be remembered forever.” 
 
    “There isn’t anything brave about what we did.” Stone shook his head and frowned, deciding to open up to her a bit more than he had before. “Our attack was carried out miles away in the comfort of this apartment. There wasn’t any danger for us…a security officer that we awakened from a nap was the greatest threat we faced. I’m not the crusader I thought I would be when I joined and this branding makes me feel ridiculous. I’m a living lie wearing it.” 
 
    “Oh? So, you think we’re all liars too?” Debra fired back, “Think we should all feel ridiculous?” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean. It’s just how I feel about myself, you know?” Stone slowly shook his head as he continued to frown.  
 
    “You really coming back?” she asked, her voice held hints and notes of anger in it. 
 
    “Yeah. I told you I’m just going to run some errands.” He started to walk away from the couch, with his back turned towards her. 
 
    “You just sound like someone that’s giving up.” 
 
    “I’m not giving up,” he lied. 
 
    “We’ve been over this several times, Stone.” She shifted from her position of comfort on the couch, sitting up, “When are you going to remember the vow you made? We told you that there would be difficult times -- times you wouldn’t feel proud of the sacrifices we make.” 
 
    “You guys forgot to mention that I wouldn’t feel proud of any of them.” Stone exited the apartment, leaving her behind as she called for him to return. 
 
    … 
 
    He still loved her, loved her more than he ever had, but reality began exposing it all to him. He was heartbroken over her, not wanting to abandon her in the basement, but unwilling to listen to her attempts to comfort him any longer. It was always the same speech, always the same points, promises of the future that remained nowhere in sight. STORK tower still stretched into the sky, visible to all in the city, and Unity still menacing above it invisibly ruling the masses. Nothing had been done it seemed, but the vain attempts to end abortions; the attempts to stop something that was continued without the slightest hiccup in progress.  
 
    The entire train ride over, his eyes watched every passerby, paranoid that they knew who he was and what he had done. Everywhere he went in public, even as he wore coats and long sleeves, he kept guard over the branding on his arm. It was a mark of shame, a mark of his youthful ignorance and a sign that he had been duped into believing the lies others had successfully sold him. His family, the people he had once started to loathe, had always been right. Michael had always told him the truth, with his words and his fists, and even at Ruffner they told him, attempted to save him from his own thick-headedness. The train ride seemed to last an eternity as he felt the dread that he would be too late reaching them. None of his texts or calls had been answered. He thought that perhaps Cole had been afraid to associate with him. It was possible, he believed, that his family had officially detached themselves from him, that repentance was too late and that his journey to Irondale would be for nothing. 
 
    Finally, after a time of trembling upon the train, the Irondale stop approached and he stood before the train had even halted. Stone began walking towards the doors, exiting them as soon as they had opened, and took a deep breath of the foul air that hung in the town. The sea of blue sparkled like the tears that had pooled along his eye-lids. He ran down the stairs of the platform and raced all the way to the house in which he had been raised. There was something odd about it, something different, and his worst fears made themselves a reality in an instant. 
 
    He began knocking rapidly on the door and rang the doorbell repeatedly until someone answered angrily. “Ronny?” he asked, confused. 
 
    “Stone! I was getting ready to open a can on someone,” the new tenant greeted him with laughter. “Where you been, man?” 
 
    “Been living in the city. Where’s everyone?” He skipped the pleasantries. 
 
    “You mean Mikey and them?” The young man stood towering in perplexity. 
 
    “They left already, didn’t they?” Stone resisted the emotions that crashed against him like rogue waves against a ship. 
 
    “Yeah, man. I thought they would’ve told you. They left a couple nights ago.” Opening the door wider, “Wanna come in?” 
 
    Stone wanted to turn away immediately and run, but he realized there wasn’t anywhere he wanted to go, “Maybe for a minute.” His voice was choked and the words were difficult for him to form. “Did they leave anything?” He hoped a note would have been left or perhaps he could get a clue somehow, of where they had actually gone. 
 
    “Come in, come in!” Ronny invited him again, oblivious to Stone’s hidden emotions. “Not sure if they left anything. They locked up some stuff in the basement. Did you need to get something?” 
 
    Cardboard boxes lined the walls of the hallway and living room. The place that had been Stone's home at one time was now made alien to him. The entire place seemed different even though some of the same furniture remained in place. The photos that hung from the walls had changed and the abandonment by its previous tenants left the house sad, it seemed to Stone. There was a darkness to it, a somberness, more like a lack of light that once shone within it. The visitor looked over the kids’ height marks along the door frame. The black and blue names of his family had faded over time, yet left their impression in the wood. 
 
    “Did you hear me, Stone?” Ronny laughed uncomfortably, watching his guest inspect the room. 
 
    “I was hoping they’d still be here.” Stone wasn’t sure what to do. “I guess…I don’t know…I guess I should go then.” 
 
    “You don’t have to leave! Stay a while, tell me what’s up. Feels like forever since I’ve seen you.” Ronny quickly made his way into the kitchen and grabbed two beers and returned with them opened, handing one to Stone. 
 
    “Thanks.” Stone sat on the couch in the corner, the one that Cole had always taken for himself. Ronny sat across from him on the long couch, waiting to hear Stone begin as he sipped his beer. 
 
    “I’ve been living with some friends -- past few months, I guess. It’s been a minute, now that I think about it. What about you?” 
 
    “Just holding the place down, until they return.” 
 
    “If ever they return, you mean.” 
 
    For the first time, perhaps because of the beer’s relaxing effect, Stone revealed his sadness a little more. Or maybe Ronny had just finally detected the sadness in his voice. Ronny suddenly understood there was something the matter with Stone.  
 
    “Mass starts in a couple hours if you'd like to stay a while and attend. Whole neighborhood is bringing food to welcome the new priest.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’d catch fire if I attended a Mass right now.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Just done things recently -- things that have me hellbound, surely.” 
 
    “Father James will be here in an hour. He’ll be hearing confessions in the shed outside, just as Burns did in the winter. I already got the space heater ready in there so it won't be cold. I’m sure there’s nothing too grave. Priests hear all sorts of wild things.” 
 
    “Maybe,” the invite tempted Stone; however, he couldn’t imagine the penance that would be required. The possibility that the priest would tell him to turn himself in terrified him. There was no telling what the penance would be and whatever it was, he would need to honor it.  
 
    “I promise man. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve done disgusting things and the priest just says. Is that everything?” 
 
    “It’s a bit different with me. You don’t know what I’ve done.” 
 
    “Give it a shot, Stone! Don’t worry about it. You might just leave here in a state of grace tonight, you know!” Ronny chuckled lightly, trying his best to encourage the sad young man. 
 
    The two of them continued talking about things regarding the family and if they left any messages for him. Soon after the topics ran dry, Ronny took Stone into the basement to look around for anything packed away that belonged to him. Stone found a few small things, things he had forgotten he even owned. For a moment, he was tempted to take them, but then he realized that they had been out of his possession, unnoticed for so long, that it didn't make a difference if he took them. This basement is a sort of time capsule, he thought. If they ever return, even years from now, everything would be sitting there just as they left it. He decided against taking anything, even his own effects. Choosing, instead, to leave it all untouched -- to gather dust while the items waited for a light to hit them again. 
 
    “I want to leave a note down here.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure man. Cole’s got some sketchbooks and pens over here. Surely there’s an unused page in one of them.” Ronny thought it strange that Stone wanted to leave a note in a basement. A note that would likely be old news before anyone ever read it. It would be easier to text or call his family, surely. 
 
    “Unlikely, Cole fills everything, but maybe so!”  
 
    Stone flipped through the sketchbook left on the top of the stack, it’s dating was fresh, finished just weeks ago. The book had been filled with sketches Stone had never seen, some of them speaking loudly to him as if the markings themselves shouted. They all looked so familiar, but he didn’t have time to inspect them in the dark basement with Ronny hovering over him. Stone tore a page out and wrote his note to the family. He put everything in there, but only hinting at certain incriminating things. Once he finished, he folded it and left it resting in the frame of a family photo, leaning against a dresser that had been moved down there.  
 
    “I’m going to take this sketchbook with me. It has a bunch of new art and I haven’t seen any of it.” 
 
     "Alright." Ronny laughed, not caring what Stone did. He thought it funny that he even mentioned it as if he were asking for permission. 
 
    The doorbell rang throughout the house, resonating down the stairs into the grim basement. “Must be the priest! You sure you don’t want to stay?” 
 
    Stone’s heart fluttered excitedly, as he felt a sudden inclination to stay. The paintings of the saints along the walls of the basement pushed him, filled him with confidence. Church history had always been a bloody matter, surely his confession wasn’t anything new. Stone was still uncertain about the penance, but felt assurance that whatever it was would be alright by him. He had nothing to lose, other than his eternal soul, and the pains of Hell would be far worse than incarceration.  
 
    "I think I'll give it a shot," Stone said and he followed Ronny up the stairs to greet the priest inside. 
 
    Father James placed his collar on just as he entered the house and smiled as he shook hands with both the young men. He was shorter, nearly the same height as Stone, and he had dark skin. “Nice to finally meet you face to face, Ronny! I’m really looking forward to holding Mass here. You’ll probably see some new faces from my previous mission.” 
 
    “The more the merrier! We’ve got the whole neighborhood coming and they’re bringing dinner.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” The priest studied his surroundings, taking it all in, “So, perhaps I should take my place in the shed? That’s where confessions have been heard in the past, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, there’s going to be a line developing any minute now, once people start to arrive.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure of it.” The priest passed through the house, to the back door by Ronny’s direction, and exited quickly, leaving the two boys alone. 
 
    Stone became nervous. His body shivered as he convinced himself to receive the sacrament. I don’t know…I’m a terrorist…there’s no way this will end well. There’s no hope…there’s nothing for me out there, but a jail cell or excommunication. Now that reality was setting in, he knew there was more to it than the brief confidence that the saint’s images had offered him.  
 
    “You going, or should I go first?” 
 
    “You go first, I’ll be next.” 
 
    … 
 
    Ronny exited the house and joined the priest in the dimly lit shed. Stone began to pace around the kitchen nervously, chewing at his nails again, wishing he could smoke a cigarette before he went. Ronny took hardly any time at all, returning no more than two minutes later. 
 
    “You’re up!” He smiled until Stone turned and presented himself, eyes bloodshot and filled with tears. 
 
    “Hey man, it’s okay!” 
 
    “Can’t believe I’m about to do this.” 
 
    “Hey, I’ve been binge watching porn the past couple weeks. I’m sure you’ll be fine.” 
 
    If Stone hadn’t been lost in a sea of regret and deep sorrow he would have laughed hysterically at Ronny’s announcement, as he compared the sins. Anyone following Stone’s confession that night would surely have an easy penance, he imagined. No one could top his sins. Everyone in the neighborhood either drank too much or had common sins of the flesh, but none of them were terrorists.  
 
    He became dizzy as the room seemed to spin around him when he turned for the door and gripped the knob tightly. He pushed and cracked the door away from the frame to make his exit into the chilling wind, blowing towards him. It was winter’s kiss, almost freezing the tears against his cheeks. It was the cold air that stormed against the hellfire which awaited him -- two extremes that he had not fully prepared himself for. 
 
    The shed had a little window in the side of it and an orange light radiated from it. It was the light from the heater, warm and inviting it would be to other confessors; but, to him, it represented the awful eternity awaiting him. He hesitantly opened the shed’s door and entered the silence within. The wind blew noisily against the sides of the wooden walls and the priest waited for his visitor to speak. 
 
    “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.” Stone’s voice shook as he crossed himself and the tears poured out of him like a fountain. “It’s been months since my last confession.” He withheld the loud weeping sound that he wanted to make, yet violently shook with nervousness in his chair. 
 
    “Peace be with you, child. There’s nothing to fear here.” The priest heard his sniffling and shakiness, unable to see him fully through the screening that had been propped between the two chairs. 
 
    “I’ve done horrible things, Father. Horrible, horrible things, and I’m unsure how to even say them. It hurts to even speak on what I’ve done.” The words came out just as Stone felt the floodgate of emotions bursting within him. He knew he’d be wrecked as soon as he opened himself fully. The pressure in his head began to build and build until there wasn’t any strength in him left to hold it back. He fell prostrate onto the floor moaning loudly as he wailed with lamentations. 
 
    “Son,” the priest waited until the most violent cries passed and Stone calmed himself, “there’s no limit to the sins many have committed and yet when they've confessed, however severe they may be, the Lord returns to them His forgiveness. He pours out His Divine Mercy for all who seek to find it.” The priest encouraged Stone, his voice calm behind the screen. The wind howled against the window to his left, as he sat between the two. 
 
    “A few months ago, I joined the Zealots.” Stone rolled up his sleeve to look at the branding on his arm. He rubbed the scars as he recalled all that happened since.  
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to change the world…save our people from persecution.” Stone sniffled and cleared his throat, the torrential tears and cries had ended. His voice calmed greatly, “Destroy STORK and Unity. I thought we were crusaders, waging war against the hordes of Hell.” The priest was silent beyond the screen, Stone had expected more of a reaction -- a major reaction. He continued his story, “I've been living with them. And at first, I was only running errands and passing messages between them...vandalizing buildings with their propaganda.” Stone took a deep breath before continuing, wondering how the priest was taking it all in. “Then I was officially initiated. They branded my arm with the Jerusalem cross.” Stone unrolled his sleeve and covered the marking. He looked towards the screen to see if the priest was peering through. The priest’s silhouette showed his head leaning against the support of his hand, slouched against the screen. “After that night, they gave me more serious jobs, and I, uh, I was…was trained…” Stone began to weep, unable to control himself any longer. His heart tore open with every syllable, “…on how to make…bombs.” He shook his head, “And I…I, uh, I even helped plant the bombs the night before the attacks last week.” Once he uttered the words, the torment poured out in his voice, “I’m responsible for their deaths…every one of them…all those faces on the news…I killed those people. Some of them most likely not even wanting to be there…I ended them.” Stone’s voice cracked once again as more tears came, “I don’t have the slightest clue what to do Father. I’ve committed a sin so grave that I’m drowning in it. A hundred lives lost because of me. A hundred. Men, women, children, the unborn. I killed them all, Father…and I’m not sure there’s anything I could ever do to make up for it.” 
 
    The priest remained silent for some time, Stone could almost hear a sniffling from beyond the screen, as if the priest himself had begun to cry. The silence between them seemed to last an eternity. Nothing spoken, no comfort given. Stone was afraid to speak, afraid to impatiently interrupt the priest’s contemplation. 
 
    “I see,” the priest said after the long nerve-racking silence, clearly searching for what to say. “It’s a horrible, horrible sin you’ve committed, but yet somehow it isn’t unforgivable to Christ.” The priest’s voice was pained, he strained as he spoke to the penitent. “Jesus was crucified for our sins, Stone.” Hearing the priest speak his name made him uneasy. “God Himself, the Creator of the universe, came down in flesh to die for you. You must understand, that no matter how horrible the sin is, nothing is greater than His sacrifice. If you’re truly repentant, there’s nothing that stands in your way. You must have faith in His forgiveness.” Every word shocked Stone. He had expected the priest to immediately alert the authorities or command him to turn himself over. The words were like honey when he had expected a bitter poison, a searing of ears. 
 
    “How though? God will surely cast me into Hell. There’s no place in Heaven for someone that’s done what I’ve done.” 
 
    “Are you not listening?” The priest spoke sharply, “God allowed Himself to be sacrificed for you! To doubt His forgiveness is to belittle that sacrifice. It blasphemes the love our Father has for us. Never doubt His mercy, Stone. His purpose was to die for your sins. He even died for the sins of the people whose murder you contributed to.” 
 
    “Yes, Father. I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” Stone broke out in tears after hearing the reproach.  
 
    "There are also people who have done similar things to what you’ve confessed and they’re saints now. Saint Paul, as I mentioned earlier, murdered Christians, before God blinded him. Saint Olga, massacred an entire tribe before selling the rest of them into slavery. And then her grandson followed a similar path as well until he converted. Even King David was a man after God’s heart, and the Bible is filled with atrocities he committed. Believe me, if it were entirely up to me, I wouldn’t offer such extreme and radical forgiveness. It’s not in my heart. In fact, I can’t say that I’d ever be able to forgive you, but I am a small man and God is greater than the weight of all the world’s sins. No matter how great they are, He’s large enough to destroy them.” 
 
    “What must I do, then?” 
 
    “It’s a very serious crime, that you’ve confessed. Possibly the gravest sin I’ve heard confessed.” The priest’s words began to singe Stone’s heart. He felt as if he were burning and the wait brought great suffering to him. “Don’t let my words allow you to believe it wasn’t anything, because it is. What you did is as horrible as the things they do. You mustn’t become one of them when you fight. In fact,” the priest sounded as if he wept, “if things were any different I would ask you to turn yourself in tonight. I’m absolutely certain, however, that Unity would execute you and perhaps hunt down your entire family. Your crimes would endanger the entire neighborhood here and I can’t let that happen.” Stone continued to cry and wipe snot and tears away as they drained from his face. “The entire community should not perish because of your sin. But, you must mend your relationship with God and turn away from the Zealots immediately.” 
 
    “Yes.” Stone wiped more of his tears away. 
 
    “But, I can see how some of your intentions may have been righteous. Unity is forcing abortions upon all who conceive. Make no mistake, there is a war to be waged in these days, these days that Christians are hunted and the innocent are slain.” The words the priest spoke shocked Stone yet again; he had not expected to hear such things coming from within the confessional. “Terrorism is by no means a just method for warfare, but defending your people and tearing down a tyrannical government is. Unity and those who, as we speak, conspire on ways to destroy us, must be stopped. You must study the words of Saint Augustine and Saint Aquinas as part of your journey. Pray to them that they may intercede on your behalf before God. There are those out there who have the same fire as you, who need leadership and guidance in these dark hours of the Church. Pray, son, pray and listen to the Lord. Do not shed innocent blood and do not wage war blindly. And if you can’t find a just way to wage this war, then the fight isn’t for you. Some of us make better martyrs than warriors, when it comes to our salvation, and there’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” Stone’s voice sounded weak. 
 
    “Are there any other sins that are pressing?" The question baffled Stone, and in an instant, his other sins came forward to the front of his mind, things that seemed to have lost their importance while he lived with such great guilt. 
 
    “Masturbation, use of pornography, lustful thoughts towards a woman I love, um,” Stone couldn’t remember all the things he had done, “disobedience, doubting the mercy of God, speaking ill to clergy, fighting those that love me, vandalism, and casting judgment and hate on others.” 
 
     "These are also things you must learn to turn from. Guilt for grave sins often makes us lose sight of all that is wrong in our lives. For your penance, I want you to study Saint Aquinas and Saint Augustine. You must also begin the Chaplet to Saint Michael the Archangel tonight, to defeat your demons, to protect you, and to give you a Pure Heart.” 
 
    “Yes, Father.”  
 
     "Remember, if things were any different, you'd be turning yourself in tonight. I want you to never forget the severity of your crime. If this war is won, if Unity is overthrown, I want you to turn yourself in afterward. I just can't bring down all who know you because of what you've done, but I also can't tell you not to face judgment in this life either.” 
 
    Stone nodded his head, “I understand, Father. Don’t think I’d ever truly find peace within myself. I promise, once Unity is overthrown, I will turn myself in. I give you my word.” 
 
    “Now recite the Act of Contrition.” 
 
    “O my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee,” Stone’s words once again broke forth with tears and sadness, “and I detest all my sins, because I dread the loss of heaven and the pains of hell, but most of all because they offend Thee, my God, Who art all-good and deserving of all of my love.” Stone paused, wanting to speak the words as sincerely as possible, feeling each syllable in his soul, “I firmly resolve, with the help of Thy grace, to confess my sins, to do penance, and to amend my life. Amen.” 
 
    The priest waited for him to finish and soon after responded with absolution in Latin, ending with, “Et ego te absolvo a peccatis tuis in nominee Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti. Amen.”  
 
    Stone replied, “Amen,” and he was absolved of all that he had done. All stain of sin and blood he had spilled was washed clean of his soul. Everything he had ever done since his last confession was removed from him. A great peace came upon him, the pressure and remorse lifted and eased off of him. In a way, it felt as if a great weight had been immediately released from him. Stone would feel the pain still, he knew, likely for the rest of his life, but the priest’s words filled him with momentary bliss. 
 
    “Go in peace,” the priest said, his voice deeply resonating in the shed. 
 
    “Thank you, Father.” Stone’s voice was flat, solemn. 
 
    “Give thanks to God, it’s all due to Him.” 
 
    … 
 
    Stone stood from the chair and exited the tiny room. He faced into the wind that immediately bit at him as he opened the door. He felt as light as a feather, as if he floated rather than stepped towards the backdoor of the house. An impatient line of people greeted him as he entered the kitchen and the first in line immediately sprinted towards the shed behind him. 
 
    “Stone! I’m so happy to see you!” one of them greeted him. His neighbors and fellow parishioners hadn’t seen him since the night he and Michael fought and were thrilled that he was visiting. 
 
    He hugged and shook hands with all of them. They had questions about his family and if they had made their trip safely, to which Stone had no news. He awkwardly responded to them, without any idea if or when they had reached their destination. Stone broke away from them eventually and took his place in another room of the house to pray. After which he decided he would wait and attend the Mass, and while he waited he looked through the sketchbook that Cole had left behind. 
 
    It was filled with works of art created using various mediums and techniques, from gold leaf to sketches in pen, and even darker ones that had been done in charcoal. One of the drawings he saw looked familiar, perhaps it was the concept image Cole sketched for the painting he gave him at Ruffner -- the one depicting the Angel of Death and the inflamed woman with red hair. He hadn’t looked at the painting since that night, leaving it rolled beside his things in Jeremy's apartment. For once, he understood the painting; and, at that moment, he realized it depicted the results of his actions.  
 
    Stone felt the pain again, as he stared into the agony-stricken face of the woman being dragged to Hell, unforgiven for her crimes against her unborn. The baby was going somewhere peaceful, but the woman was carried away before ever having the chance to repent of what she had done. That was the worst effect, he thought, of his evil choices and actions. It wasn’t simply the murder of the sinners, but the fact that it prevented them from getting a chance to repent. Stone ended their journeys to God before they were completed. The Zealots’ mission served death to the wrong ones -- to the sinners -- victims of the cruel ways of this world. He wiped his tears away again and turned the page to the next piece of art. 
 
    It was a portrait of him -- Stone. In it, his face looked hard and expressed a rugged quality. The branding was harshly drawn onto his forearm -- the line strokes almost tore through the page, it seemed. The portrait had two sides: one was his past, the side with the branding; the other was of his present and future, holding a crucifix in his hand with his head illuminated by a semi halo that glowed behind him in gold leaf. This part of the sketch had much cleaner lines than the other side -- empty of shadowy charcoal smears and smudges. The piece filled him with hope and Stone wanted its image never to leave his mind. It portrayed the part of himself that he wanted to kill and the person he desired to become.  
 
    Below the portrait, Cole included a Latin inscription, “Et dabo vobis cor novum et spiritum novum ponam in medio vestri et AUFERAM cor lapideum de carne vestra et dabo vobis cor carneum.” 
 
    Which when Stone read the inscription, he turned on a translation overlay within his Visum, to see it in English. Cole had always loved and studied Latin, but Stone never found the time or interest to learn it fluently. It read: “And I will give you a new heart, and put a new spirit within you: and I will take away the STONY heart out of your flesh, and will give you a heart of flesh.” The verse from Ezekiel rattled him, shook him to his very bones, causing every nerve to fire as he saw his name. 
 
    “I’m so sorry…God,” Stone knelt and wrapped his face with his sweaty hands, “please, Lord, please heal me. Help me find the path that delights You. Give me an honorable purpose, work within me so that I may protect Your people.” Stone searched himself for words, feeling the tides of them crash against his heart, like a sea of heat. His soul burned with passion, every part of his being blurred in a dizzied act of the prayer. At the moment, he wasn't simply the flesh and bone he felt, but for the first time in a long time, he felt his spirit curl and strike within him, quaking before the glory of God. "Work within me so that I may have the wisdom to do Your will, send Your angels to protect me. Help me Lord, use me as a tool for the rescue of Your people. Give me the strength to do what many cannot; give me the strength to do what I’ve failed to do. Amen.” Stone crossed himself and continued kneeling, enjoying the intensity of his moment with God. It was the most incredible sensation he had ever felt -- greater than anything he had ever experienced. It was a glimpse of Heaven and his surroundings melted away from his consciousness.  
 
    He never wanted to leave. He wanted the moment to last forever. He felt he could remain in that spot on his bedroom floor for eternity. Stone knew, however, that he couldn’t so he stood to join the people on the floor below him for Mass. It saddened him to leave the moment behind. 
 
    But, the Mass was just as glorious to him. It seemed every word was spoken directly to him. Every verse and every moment imprinted upon his mind and heart as he opened himself entirely to it. When the Eucharist, the flesh and blood of Christ, had been consecrated, Stone bowed. He felt, although absolved, he still wasn’t worthy of the sight, but the priest’s eyes beckoned him forward to partake of the Sacrament and Stone did, kneeling.  
 
    The Blood of Christ burned within him like supernatural fuel. His already heightened passion inflamed with the consumption of the Precious Body and Blood and Stone felt truly changed. Everything that occurred in that Mass became a fresh experience as if he had never experienced it before. A wave of great peace and patience covered him and he was delivered from the scars and wounds that plagued his life. 
 
    He left the house after Mass concluded, choosing not to stay for dinner. The others implored him to remain a little longer, but he refused, giving the honest excuse that he had important things awaiting him, which needed immediate attention. He took the train back to Birmingham and returned to Jeremy’s apartment. It would be his last time to cross the Zealot’s threshold.   
 
    … 
 
    Once he arrived, he fumbled around in the dark looking for the keyhole. The porch light had burned out earlier that night and it was extremely dark, so he had to feel it out. He wasn't sure what he was going to say or do upon entering. He wasn't positive about how to leave or where to go when he did. His heart ached at the idea of leaving Debra behind. But he knew there was no chance the woman would leave with him. 
 
    "Stone," a deep voice called after he entered, "where've you been?" Jeremy loomed in his bedroom doorway. 
 
    “I went to Mass.” Stone felt numb to the fear that would have engulfed him under different circumstances. 
 
    "Well, you missed the initiation.” He was clearly enraged and his face soured as he eyed Stone from head to toe. “There’s a new Zealot named Reggie. But, you should have known that without me saying so. You were told to be present tonight.” 
 
    “I hadn’t been to Mass in months. I needed to go, now that we’re all targets -- or will be soon.” 
 
    “You have a duty here.” Jeremy crossed his arms, his muscles exaggerated in size as his arms pressed against each other. “A duty to God here. He’d prefer you be present and find time for Mass on your own clock.” 
 
    “Zealots serve themselves,” Stone replied, his tone flat and even. He turned his back and caught sight of Debra asleep in the living room.  
 
    “Excuse me?” His eyes widened, a fire raged in his piercing pupils as they expanded across his irises like flames consuming grassy fields. 
 
    “It’s true.”  
 
    “Our service to God is greater than any of the others with their silly gatherings and empty intentions. They hide in their homes and hold their Masses, but where are they when the innocents are sacrificed?”  
 
    “They’re at Mass, praying for them. If we served God as we should, then we’d also go to Mass on every occasion possible. When’s the last time you went? When’s the last time you did anything other than devise methods to kill women?” Stone’s retort caught Jeremy off guard -- the man who believed his intimidation was too much for the young man. 
 
    “Praying? Pft. And you watch the way you talk to me.” 
 
    “What?” Stone searched for his things, making sure that he wouldn’t leave anything behind. 
 
    “When has prayer ever done any good?” 
 
    “That’s how I know Zealots serve themselves. We’ve failed to uphold the very traditions that we’ve claimed to protect.” Stone’s face grimaced and he shook his head, looking up at him. “You’re ruled by your past trauma and the resulting rage. Your hate for what others did to you and your family consumes you. You don’t serve God. You serve your own intentions to seek revenge.” 
 
    “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?” Jeremy followed him aggressively as he packed. His shouting awakened Debra. Nelson had also begun listening, in secret, from the device he dwelt within. 
 
    “What’s going on? Stone? Jeremy?” She opened her eyes wide, trying to discern what was taking place. 
 
    “Stone’s looking for an ass-kicking. He’s been enlightened all of a sudden and if he doesn’t watch it, I swear--” 
 
    “Calm down,” she yelled, rising from the couch. “What is it, Stone?” 
 
    “I’m done pretending we’re doing a good thing here.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m fighting y’all’s war and you guys aren’t even fighting the right people. You’re not even fighting the right way.” He stood between the two of them, unafraid of Jeremy’s menacing glare and Debra’s heartbroken face. “I know why too. I know why y’all fight the way you do. It wasn’t clear to me before, but now I know. It all makes sense.” 
 
    “What do you think you know?” Jeremy mocked, crossing his arms again. 
 
    “The terrorism…the attacks on STORK clinics…you guys are waging the same war with the same methods others used to wage it on you. Your actions are no different from the monsters that burned down that church when you were kids. They did it in secret…they killed everyone within, just like we did at the clinic. You’re not interested in saving anybody. You just want the world to burn like the church burned. 
 
    “How could you possibly compare the two?” Debra butted in, shocked that he dared defend the abortionists. 
 
    “We could’ve destroyed the clinics while no one was inside. Could have knocked the guards out and dragged them to safety before detonation.” Stone’s words flooded forth, unconstrained, “or used our resources to overthrow Unity…the source of all our problems. Instead, you thought it reasonable to kill women. Some of which in all likelihood didn’t want to be there anyway and felt forced by pressure of the law or their husbands. You thought it reasonable to kill women who carried innocence within them, just as the men who burned down the church.” 
 
    Debra began to cry, tears poured from her eyes and Jeremy’s fists clenched as he caught sight of her reaction. He was seconds away from unrepressed brutality. Stone waited for the retort -- whatever argument came next -- and he also prepared to defend himself, if attacked.  
 
    “Look at what you’ve done to her!” Jeremy screamed, his face turned red and he spat with each word. 
 
    “Debra, you don’t have to continue this. Neither of you have to continue fighting like this. We can figure something out -- a fight to be proud of.” Stone’s heart spilled out his passion. He hoped they would change, just as he did. 
 
    “I’ve got nowhere to go.” 
 
    "Come with me. We'll find someplace safe. We'll go south or something."  
 
    “I can’t, Stone. This is my life.” Debra lowered her eyes. Part of her wished to leave, but she was a fugitive. If she left the apartment, they would find and arrest her before the night ended. 
 
    “So, you’re just going to spend the rest of your life down here?” 
 
    “You’re the one that needs to change, not us,” Jeremy bellowed, jabbing his index finger against Stone’s chest. 
 
    “Don’t you put another finger on me!” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Jeremy stepped into the boy’s face, his chest pressing against his. “What’s up? What you gonna do, boy?” 
 
    “Stop it!” Debra begged, trying to push them away from each other. Her arms were far too weak to put distance between the two riled, testosterone-filled men. The heat was building in the room as if a fire grew between them, while they stared into each other's faces. Jeremy was larger than Stone, yet the young man showed no sign that he felt intimidated. The grace granted to him through reconciliation and the Eucharist filled him with confidence. If he died, he'd be headed too paradise, and he felt no dread. 
 
    Jeremy bumped against him, pushing him back. He repeated this a couple of times before Stone lost all control and dove into his mentor, knocking him against the dining room furniture. The table fell back onto its side scattering chairs across the floor. Somewhere, behind the curtain of Stone’s instinctual rage and the fight for his life, he wondered how he had gotten himself into this position yet again. Again, he found himself fighting, tossing, and scrambling on the floor as he swung his fists and received punches along all parts of his body. They exchanged blows on the floor and Stone realized that this fight could be it for him. Jeremy wasn’t his caretaker or his family. He had to protect the safety and secrets of his clan; he wouldn’t let Stone leave alive. 
 
    “Stop!” Debra shouted, her cries unheeded by the men bloodying each other upon the floor. 
 
    Jeremy’s size gave him an advantage over the young man and he started to choke the life from Stone. Soon his face changed in hue, from pale white to a violet red. He twisted violently onto his side, kicked his leg out from beneath Jeremy and flung it out and around the bigger man’s head. Stone immediately brought it back down against him and slammed against the floor. This allowed him to catch him in an armbar, as he pushed into the air against Jeremy’s arm. A loud and clear snap thundered into the room followed by a loud moaning made by one of the men.  
 
    Stone broke away and jumped to his feet, pacing to and fro before Jeremy who was on his knees, looking at his right arm, which pointed in an awkward, unnatural direction. He tried to move the arm, but it simply flopped. The bones were out of place and pushed against his skin in all the wrong places. Jeremy's rage continued, at least momentarily, until his shock was fully realized and dizziness caused him to sway from left to right, until he quickly lost consciousness. Debra jumped to his side, checking to make sure he hadn't landed in a way to cause himself any more harm. 
 
    “Debra,” Stone started, approaching her as she checked over Jeremy’s body and arm. 
 
    “Don’t Stone. Just leave. Leave before he wakes up and kills you.” 
 
    “Debra, please…” his heart sank, “just come with me. Leave this all behind. There’s nothing but death waiting for you here.” 
 
    “I can’t leave,” Debra sighed, as Jeremy’s eyes opened and rolled lethargically. “My place is with him, as it has always been. Just get out. Leave. And please, Stone, don’t ever try to come back. He will never let this slide.” 
 
    Stone reached down and lifted his duffle bag from the ground to place it over his shoulder as he watched Jeremy begin to mumble. He didn't plan on leaving this way, not able to say goodbye to her the way he intended. He wanted to hold her, express his love, but it wouldn't be so.  
 
    “Guess this is it, then.” Stone refused to allow his emotions to show. He wanted to rush her with his arms wide open and drag her away, but it was her decision to stay. In that moment, he realized that she didn’t share the love he held for her. She was Jeremy’s the whole time. Jeremy probably allowed him to believe the lie too as a way to seduce him to their will.  
 
    “Good luck out there, Stone.”  
 
    “As if you really care.” He departed just as Jeremy regained consciousness. By the time the Zealot rose to his feet, the young man had already vanished from the apartment. 
 
    … 
 
    The night was cold, as cold as any night had been that winter, and Stone was without a home. He had no friends left to run to and his family was hundreds of miles away. His tears were cold against his cheeks as he jogged through the dimly lit streets and alleys of Glen Iris. Life had, once again, forced him out into the wild of the city, bleeding and abandoned, the ever-revolving wheel kept turning as he searched for his place and peace in the world. Snow began to fall from the grey sky illuminated by the distant city lights and the moon hanging behind them. The fire burning within his chest fizzled out and he shivered the entire night through, filled with nightmares and regret over what he had done to so many.  
 
    He eventually found himself not far from the police department, desiring nothing more than to walk in with his hands up, but he knew what the priest said was true. He couldn’t risk the well-being of his family and that of the good neighbors of Irondale. His pain would continue, his suffering wouldn’t recede, and he would continue to freeze until sunrise, struggling to find even the slightest bit of warmth.  
 
    Homeless, friendless, and alone, the only thing that brightened his spirits was the rosary he held within his pocket and the sketchbook he had to look through. That night he fell asleep within a dumpster pad. At least it had four walls and a roof to shield him from the winter. He bundled up beneath any material he could find, continuing to pray and shiver until the night grew late, silent, and ever more still beneath the white covering accumulating across the landscape.   
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