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Chapter One
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The grit of the African air hit him as soon as he landed. The open side of the helicopter did nothing to conceal it, and the wind from the blades started a bit of a sandstorm in greeting. The camp was small and disappointing, as they had all been. At least this one was dry and appeared clean. The last one was on the brink of the river, full of bacteria and viruses that boiled water couldn’t even kill. This was a land of zombies, but not the George Romero kind. These zombies were human, stick thin, and diseased. Their skin stretched tight against their bones, the pock marks deeper and wider the farther you went. It was like landing in the middle of a crypt full of decay. It was repulsive but heart squeezing at the same time. It was an easy reminder that these were the people you were fighting for, the people who needed the protection the most.

Most of the people didn’t appreciate the protection though. So accustomed were they to their way of life and disease that they were resistant to the change the United States Army tried to give them. Theirs was a toxic wasteland that requested no healing, nor did it desire any. They didn’t line up for the shots when asked to, though they gave no resistance, either. Perhaps they were too weak to resist. Perhaps they had no will for either survival or resistance. It was heartbreaking, and even the toughest soldiers were softened by their stay in that place.

Martin Chisholm, Jr. was one of these soldiers. He was tough to the core, a no-nonsense soldier, who gave as hard as he fought. He was a loyal soul, and he’d seen a great deal in the twelve years and six deployments he’d been through. He’d never even seen circumstances this bad in Rwanda, and that was heartbreaking in its own right. These people were rejected by their country, but he would soon discover they weren’t the only ones.

His unit was recalled to other camps, most of them as bad as the first. Diseased bodies were found within the perimeter, most of them left to die in the hot African sun. These were people who simply gave up. The task given the soldiers was great, and it made their hearts heavy. The mass suicides they dealt with as families lost their loved ones made their jobs that much more difficult. 

When the SAAA—Southern African Army Alliance—marched on the villages, the only ones left to fight were the US soldiers. As their numbers dwindled, the troops were reassigned. He watched as the flicker of hope was extinguished from one too many pairs of eyes. He was helpless in helping them. He knew it, the troops knew it, and the commanding officers knew it. Looks exchanged between the soldiers told more tales than their words did, because to speak of it was to invite evil. There was enough evil there without needing more.

That last reassignment looked like the Bahamas compared to where they came from. Huts shaped from timber and sandbags were erected against the sun. The water appeared clean and disease free. The biggest difference was the people. They were whole and well for the most part. Some of them even bore smiles on their faces, and the children were clothed and somewhat clean, laughing and playing games within the compound. It was as if the horrors of the rest of the country held no meaning there. It was as if here they could pretend it didn’t exist. The Southern African Army Alliance had not tainted the pool there yet.

That changed too quickly. They filed in under the cover of the night, first assaulting sleeping women and children in their beds before descending on the compound. They had fair warning as there were always scouts on the alert, but it was still an ambush. Half the compound blew up while Marines slept. The other half joined the war—a war they might not win. The volley of bullets spraying from automatic machine guns staccato through the air. Acrid smoke and the stench of burning flesh forced its way up uncovered nostrils. The sound of pain filled the air in competition with the gunfire. 

Morning arose, and still the war continued. The African Alliance found reinforcements some time during the night, yet the Marines had none. Those captured were tortured; panic and pain-filled cries haunted their brothers still waging the battle. Gunpowder mixed with sand left the entire area in a fog that was in the SAAA’s favor. They sneaked into the compound in their tan uniforms, floating in with the fog. They captured the compound and imprisoned them within the walls they once found so cheerful. 

Each new day brought its own set of terrors as they removed another shackled and bound soldier from his or her makeshift prison. Screams replaced the soldier’s absence until silence deafened the camp. Those who remained in the prison were well fed and given plenty of water. That torture made no sense when the captors killed them anyway. The longer the soldiers remained in the prison, the more haunted their dreams became. By the time they were taken, they welcomed the distraction. Their screams of pain were mixed with joy, as if they had finally been set free.

By the time they came for Martin, there were only two others in the prison with him. They had long since stopped talking; fear that anything they said would be used against them quieted their tongues of even companionable conversation. The ghosts in their eyes told Martin everything as he was led out. Those eyes still held a flicker of hope that they would be rescued, but as the days passed, the spark died, and they felt forgotten. It was good to see a glimmer of hope remained, albeit a small one. That flicker brought his chin up, and he stood taller, even as the Africans stripped him of his shirt and gripped his arms in a vice before dragging him from the room.

The brightness of the sunlight blinded him as they stepped outside. He’d not seen sunlight since they were captured, and it took his eyes too long to adjust. Searing pain flew through his head as his eyes contracted too quickly to the darkness of the new building they entered. He saw nothing but a sliver of light from a cracked door nearby. They shoved him toward the door, the pressure from their fingers marking his exposed flesh.  

They forced him into a chair, binding his arms to the sides; the teeth of the shackles bit into his wrists with every movement he made. They removed his boots and socks and shackled his feet in the same manner. Someone had threaded barbed wire into the shackles, and they cut into his flesh even when he remained still. The Africans left him alone in the dark, windowless room, leaving only the single overhead bulb that shined in a circle around him. 

A wet substance trickled under his arms and down to his feet. The iron smell of blood seeped into his nostrils, and he realized that it was not just his own blood, but the blood of other soldiers before him. He tried to send his mind in other directions, but the smell overpowered him. Martin let his thoughts go, hoping he would find release. The names of the soldiers in his troop filtered through his mind.

John, Chris, Lt. Joe. Asher, Jarvis, Coleman, Jaws. 

His chin lifted a little higher. 

Thomas, Johnson, Jonesy, Garcia. 

All had been in that spot before him. Richart and Cullen still waited in the prison, tortured by their fate. Torture. He didn’t know what they planned for him, but he knew that whatever they dished out, he would take it, just as the others had. He stood with them in battle, and he would stand with them in silence too. He realized they planned to break him. He would not be broken. The Army didn’t break him. Marriage didn’t break him. Watching his wife give birth didn’t break him. They would not break him either.  

Marriage. Kate floated like a ghost to the forefront of his brain. Her wide smile greeted her ears with a kiss. Her hair smelled of honeysuckles, and a halo circled the top of her golden curls. He could swim in the depth of her blue eyes and often found himself lost within them. He loved her from the first moment he saw her. Kate’s giggle shocked his brain for a moment, as her eyes closed, and her long lashes lay on her cheeks. She turned her face up for just a moment, allowing the sun to caress her skin freely. Plump and pink lips opened in an invitation for kissing. The way her lips twitched as he swooped in to steal one made him forget where he was for a moment. 

They were on the beach, the waves crashing beside them, matching their pace. She bent and scooped up sand, letting it flow from her fingers as she laughed, turning her body into his. They married on the same beach a year later. White billowed from the sand dune as he stood dressed to the nines in his tuxedo. The wind captured her veil as her visage crested the dune, mixing gold with white. She looked like an angel walking two feet off the ground. He looked into her eyes, wide with tears threatening to spill over, as he kissed her lips once more; lips that were now his forever. Her innocence as she opened the bathroom door in their honeymoon hotel, blushing in her white negligee that left nothing to the imagination, bobbing and weaving across his mind as if he were watching a film.

Martin’s memories switched suddenly to her face, red and squished, full of sweat. Her voice was high and wailing, as she pushed yet again in an attempt to bring their child into the world. A small and angry baby with tiny fists curled up in a ball beside his face replaced Kate’s face; his voice loud and strong even in his first moments of birth. Tiny curls framed a small heart-shaped face that looked so much like his mother as he blew out the candle on his first birthday cake. Tears formed as he remembered how Malcolm’s big blue eyes teared over as Martin walked away and got on a plane for the first time in his short life. 

As the memories dimmed, he welcomed the solitary darkness. It wouldn’t do for his captives to see the tears on his face at that moment. He had no idea what torturous methods they used or what questions they asked. He only knew that everything he did and said from the moment they captured him would make a difference in his life or death. He was prepared to die, but the thought of never seeing his wife and son again was more than he could stand. He shook his head, causing the spikes in his shackles to draw blood, and snapped his mind back to his reality. He emptied his mind and turned his focus to his surroundings.

The circular light shining above Martin left the walls and the space between shadowed. Two other prisoners hanged from a wall in the room, almost as if crucified. He couldn’t tell if they breathed or identify who they were. Their heads hung down, their chins resting on their chests, and their arms dangled limply from their shackles. He saw no bruises, but he could tell the men were weak. The walls around them were dotted with unidentifiable stains. His ears caught a small scraping sound from somewhere behind him. To his left and right, he saw empty shackles clamped to the walls, their jaws open, and the spikes within them made ominous shadows against the wall. 

Voices entered the room from the hallway, and for the first time he noticed that the door was open. The scratching sound behind him ceased when the voices started, and one of the men on the wall startled slightly. The head turned slowly, trying to rise up. Unsuccessful, he turned his head to the side and tipped it just enough Martin identified him. Martin gasped in disbelief. It was the unit commander, Lt. Joe. The lieutenant pursed his lips together as if shushing him. 

“Be strong,” the lieutenant mouthed before he dipped his head back down. 

Crisp footsteps were heard from the hallway now, stepping in a timed manner. A deep voice barked commands in a foreign dialect and more footsteps were heard leaving the hall swiftly. The footsteps started again, this time advancing towards the room, until finally, they were in the room. They stopped briefly before the men hanging on the wall. A slight touch to the Lieutenant was met with a groan, and the man pulled at his arms instead. A sound of flesh tearing was met by the smell of fresh blood. The lieutenant let out a stifled scream, a weak one, as if his energy drained with his blood.

Bored with the lieutenant, they turned to the next man, who gave no response when touched. The deep voice boomed again, barking more commands to the two men with him, and one left the room while the other opened the shackles and released the man to the ground. His wrists were ringlets of blood with torn flesh hanging from bone. His face was taut, a pale shade of death hovering like a fog on it. Even with his eyes closed, Martin could identify the man. This was the commanding officer of another unit that was assigned there with them. He didn’t know his name, but suddenly found himself grateful that his promotion had been passed over last year.

“Now for you,” the deep voice turned to Martin. It held perfect English with a bit of a British accent mixed with the tongue of the African dialect. The voice was attached to a brawny, broad face with skin as dark as a moonless night. The eyes on that face were hard, so intense in color that it seemed as if he had no pupils. “I have saved you as one of the last. You can be spared the fate of your comrades hanging on the wall if you comply with my demands and answer my questions. For now, you have only felt the pain of the shackles. I can make it much worse. I can make your pain so bad that you will hope for death to deliver you from it. But it won’t. I will leave you hanging on the wall, just as these, to suffer the pain over and over until you comply, or you die. Those are your only options. I will leave you with this and give you time to consider your options carefully.”

With the last, Martin felt a man wrap his arms around his chest and raise him up in the chair causing his shackles to rip into his skin again, much deeper that time. He clenched his jaw tight, his eyes following suit, and made no sound. That only produced laughter from the men around him as he was released once more. 

“Mr. Tough Guy? We will see. You have 24 hours to decide. Someone will bring you some water at times, but that is all. Food will be waiting for you when you make your decision, based on the decision you make.”

The cacophony of boots clacking on the floor echoed throughout the room as he turned on his heel and left the room with his servicemen. Martin heaved a huge sigh as he swallowed the scream he held in his throat. He felt the lieutenant’s eyes on him, as if he were willing him to speak. Martin just looked at him instead, understanding dawning in his eyes, and resolve strengthening his spirit.
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Chapter Two
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Kate smiled as she watched Malcolm interact with the other children in his class. She hated to leave him in daycare every day but was thankful that he enjoyed the interaction with his peers so much. It made it that much easier for her to leave him knowing that he was happy. He always missed her and gave her bear hugs when she picked him up. She delighted in those hugs, making their separation worth it. He was so involved in his play that she decided to let him stay for a little longer and worked her way to the manager’s office. Fallon Rhodes, the director, had been her friend since they were freshman in high school. It’d been a few weeks since they’d talked. She noticed that Fallon’s office was empty when she came in. She knocked softly before entering. She sat in the oversized armchair that decorated a corner of the office.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi!” Fallon returned. She looked up from some paperwork she was filling out and smiled. “You’ve been a stranger lately. Everything okay?”

“Yes. You’ve just been really busy. There’s been someone in the office with you every time I’ve come in, and Malcolm doesn’t always let me socialize. He misses me, so when I pick him up, he dominates my attention. It doesn’t give me a lot of time to talk to you, unfortunately.”

“I understand. The kids are like that with me when I make rounds, too. Imagine thirty little Malcolm’s all demanding your immediate attention.” She laughed. “I’m glad you stopped in. We need to get together and have some fun, like old times. Any word on when Martin is expected back home yet?”

“No, but you know they won’t tell me until the last minute, anyway. The curses of being a military wife with a journalist’s life! I’ll spend hours waiting at the airport on the day they say he is to arrive. I’m praying that Malcolm will cooperate. I can’t imagine not having him there, though.”

“We’ll figure it out. Would your mom be willing to come out to watch Malcolm for a day, so we could get away?”

“Are you kidding? I can’t even get my mom to come out when I need to do something for work on the weekends. Don’t even get me started on the tantrum I get when I ask.”

“Oh, I can imagine. She would pull that same thing when we were kids, and we needed her to do something to help us. I never could figure out exactly what it was that was so time-consuming that she couldn’t leave it.”

“You know, I never did either, and I lived there. Martin provided an easy out for me.”

“Do you ever regret it? Marrying him so young?”

“No. I got to finish school even though we married. That was thanks to the military, but still. There are a lot of young wives who can’t say that. And I love him, so that’s a bonus.”

“Well, I knew that part. I just wondered if you ever wish you’d waited to get married. You know—had time to play the field a little before settling down.”

“No, I really don’t. Honestly. I think the moment I met him, looking sharp in that ROTC uniform, I knew it was forever. I don’t think I could have played the field even if I’d had the opportunity. He captured my heart with ‘Hello.’” A dreamy look developed on her face. 

Fallon knew that look well. She smiled.

“Ah, Martin, Martin, Martin, Martin. If only I’d known the trouble you’d be I’d have done everything in my power to keep Kate away from you!” Fallon’s head shifted from side to side, the fire colored hair crowning it settling in soft curls along her jawline. Her words ended in a higher pitch, something she did when she was laughing.

“You would not!!” Kate slapped out at her friend, feigning shock at her words. “You would have played the cupid card and set us up. You know it, too.”

“Oh, I know. I just miss the moments we never had together before he came into our lives.”

Kate laughed. “Haha. ‘The moments we never had’? Haha. You should start writing Hallmark cards with those lines. You’re almost as bad as Martin.”

“I beg to differ. Those cheesy lines Martin feeds you help you survive his deployments. Have you heard from him lately?” She watched as Kate’s face crumbled.

“No. It’s been several months since I’ve heard from him. I ask, and no one will answer me. They just say that it's wartime, and in war, they can’t guarantee any communication. I think this is where the military wife and the journalist’s life don’t mix.” Kate’s eyes misted over as a small sigh escaped her lips. “I heard a rumor that some cellphones and laptops were confiscated by the African troops, and they are using those contacts to torture the servicemen they captured. This happened several months ago at a base station in Libya. I’m surprised that the US hasn’t sent in troops to free them yet.”

“I’m never surprised by the government anymore. Sometimes I think we are headed for socialism. The bad thing is, sometimes I think it might be a good idea. This is the first I’ve heard of this though, so they must be keeping it under wraps.”

“Like I said, it’s only a rumor. It would be a good explanation as to why no one is communicating, though.”

“You don’t think Martin is one of the captives, do you?”

“No.” Another small sigh escaped Kate’s lips. “Last time I talked to him he was stationed in a way off place near Nigeria. He said the native life is bad there. If it weren’t for the military base, those people wouldn’t even have fresh water to drink. Isn’t that sad?”

“It’s very sad. Kinda makes you scared for what he’s going to bring home with him, doesn’t it?”

“No. He’ll undergo a full examination and give him a shot to cure all ails before letting him come home.”

“At least, that’s what they tell you, right?”

Kate stared at her friend in shock. “Fallon! Why are you so cryptic? I’ve never known you to be like this before.”

“I’m sorry, Kate. I’m sure you’re right. I just don’t like this whole war with the African Alliance. They are worse than any others we’ve fought in the past, and the way they have left their countries, and the devastation of disease in their villages disgusts me. I’m appalled that our government sticks its nose in everyone else’s business, though. As if we don’t have enough issues here to worry about, we have to go bother Africa.” Fallon shrugged her shoulders.

“I suppose. I don’t think the US knows what to do if we aren’t at war with someone. I guess I should be grateful because if they didn’t, Martin would be out of a job.”

“I don’t know, Kate. I think Martin would do better to get a regular job. When is this tour up?”

“He’s got two years left before he can get out. He’s a lifer, Fallon. You know that. It’s like he doesn’t exist without the military.”

“Are you okay with that? The possibility of a lifetime as a military wife?”

“Of course. I knew it when I married him. Besides, I don’t think one could ever stop being a military wife after a certain length of time. Martin’s old CO and his wife stopped by the other day. They’ve been retired for several years now, but you can still see how the military has dictated their choices in life. It’s not a bad thing.”

“As long as you are happy, Kate. I will try to swallow some of my cynicism for your sake. It’s not a life I could live, but then, you and I have always been opposites. It’s what makes us work.”

“I agree. Can we talk about lighter things now? Your office became dark all of a sudden.”

Fallon looked around her office. Kate was right, it did look darker somehow despite the cheery prints hanging on the walls.

“You’re right. So, what are you doing for dinner?”

A slight tapping on the frame of the door interrupted them. “Excuse me, Mrs. Chisholm, but Malcolm’s teacher said that Malcolm is upset and wondered if you could come and get him now?”

A long sigh filled the air as Kate nodded and rose from the chair. She turned to Fallon with a weary smile. “I’m making chicken. It’s probably accompanied by wagon wheel pasta coated with powdered cheese, and some soggy vegetables. Malcolm will eat it, and I will be satisfied. You are always welcome to join us. See you soon!”

She walked to Malcolm’s room, opened the door, and almost fell over as Malcolm’s chubby arms wrapped around her legs. She scrunched down, and his arms tightened about her neck as his soft baby voice whispered, “Mal miss you, Mama!”
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Chapter Three
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“So, have you made your decision?” the African commander was back. 

Martin was asleep and hadn’t heard him come in. His voice startled him, and his eyes subconsciously flicked to the wall, and he was grateful to see the lieutenant still hanging there. He had only a minute to reflect on the selfishness of his thoughts before strong arms wrapped themselves around his chest again and lifted him, bringing with them searing pain as his shackles tore into his skin.

“Who are you?” the commander barked.

“My name is Martin Allen Chisholm, Jr. I am a corporal in the United States Army. My ID number is 26141874.” The arms released their hold on him, letting him fall roughly, agonizingly, into the chair.

“What is your military’s plan for this state?” White teeth gleamed menacingly from the pitch-black face. Martin remained silent. The commander’s head bobbed, and a hand reached out of the darkness and punched Martin’s cheek. “Answer the question.”

Martin spit blood. “My name is Martin Allen Chisholm, Jr. I am a corporal in the United States Army. My ID number is 26141874.”

“Don’t be a wise guy. Even the lieutenant over there knew better than that.” His head bobbed again, and another blow landed on Martin’s face, this time to the other cheek. “I ask again: What is your military’s plan for this state?”

Silence was all Martin gave him. The second blow rocked him pretty hard, and he felt light-headed and disoriented. His upper body weaved drunkenly on the chair in response.

“Auck, you hit him too hard. Next time choose another spot. These Americans—they are prone to, what do they call them? Concussions. He is no good to us like this.” The commander tsked and returned his attention to Martin. “You are a lucky man, Mr. Chisholm. You are lucky I am a merciful man. I give you 24 hours more. I limit your water intake this time. Make your decision wisely. I promise you; it will go easier on you if you cooperate.”

He moved away, stopping in front of the lieutenant and whispering in his ear before leaving the room again. Once they left, Martin allowed his pain to take over, and he groaned.

“Martin, you don’t know...cough...anything. You can answer his questions and save yourself, just as the others did. There is no saving me. Cough. I hang here simply because of my rank and leadership position. I grant you, as your commanding officer, and a superior one, permission to talk. You don’t want my pain.” The lieutenant’s eyes bored into Martin as he spoke with a weakened voice, a suggestion of the pain he was enduring.

“I can’t do that. I won’t join forces with the enemy. I would rather die first!”

Lt. Joe coughed and drops of blood splattered the floor in front of Martin. “That’s just it, Martin. They don’t kill you. They let you die. Cough. Slowly. Torturously. I wished for death a thousand times, yet it eludes me, and they keep me just strong enough to stay alive, reliving this pain over and over again. Day in, day out.” His voice faded for a moment. “I barely have the strength to scream anymore, yet I can’t die. I envy those who have managed to.” 

A fit of coughing brought the smell of fresh blood filtering into the room again. Martin could see wetness on the lieutenant’s face as he winced. “Just...” he whispered as his eyes closed for a moment, “...just think it over. That’s all I ask.”

Martin took his eyes from the lieutenant and stared at the blood-stained wall in front of him. If he stared hard enough, perhaps he would awaken from the nightmare.

“Corporal Martin Chisholm, you said?” the African commander interrupted Martin’s concentration as he reentered the room with a sinister sparkle flashing in his eyes.

Martin nodded slightly.

“Yes. I thought so.” A cackle was produced as an iPhone was held up. “You have quite the beautiful family.”

Martin remained silent. 

The commander grabbed Martin’s hand and held a knife against his pinky. 

“Yes. Quite lovely indeed. How lovely do you think your little family would be if I sent her one of your fingers?”

Martin remained silent. 

Another African soldier entered the room and whispered in the commander’s ear. A wicked smile split his face as the other man spoke. The full whiteness of his teeth was revealed as he walked away.

“Apparently your pretty wife is a news correspondent. Even better.” He rubbed his hands together with glee.

Martin remained silent, concentrating on maintaining his poker face. He would not put Kate in danger.

“Silence will get you nowhere, Mr. Chisholm. I promise you. Do you insist on your silence?”

“My name is Martin Alan Chisholm, Jr. I am a Corporal in the United States Army...”

The last word ended in bloody spittle as a fist connected with his cheek again. The exasperated look on the commander’s face was worth it to him, though.

“Your repetitious tirade counts as silence. You should be aware that I have a lot of power. Your pretty wife... she would look beautiful against a Saharan sunset.”

Martin remained silent. He would neither admit nor deny his family. He didn’t know how much power this man had, but he didn’t care. Kate worked for a local news station. She was a small potato in the news world. It would take the deaths of a lot of anchors before Kate ever got an African assignment. She would never leave Malcolm, anyway. 

“I see, you will leave me no choice. Remove his shackles and tie his wrists with the wire.” 

Two well-muscled Africans bent down. One released the grip of the shackles on his arms, and the other cleaned his bloodied wrists before wrapping them in barbed wire. A thick cloth was placed over the wire so he wouldn’t wound himself in other places with it. His feet were unshackled, and the blood cleaned from them as well. They quickly stripped him naked and tossed his heavily soiled clothing carelessly in a corner.

He was lifted from the chair and supported by the second man as they followed the first one out of the room. The hallway was dark, though it was lit with soft lighting. Martin casually took in his surroundings, looking for an opportunity or means to escape. Other rooms were filled with African soldiers, conversing, all well-armed with machine guns. They became silenced as he moved past them, pity shown clearly on some of their faces.

At the end of the hall, they took a sharp left through another doorway into a small room. The windows were wide and uncovered, allowing the sun to illuminate the entire room. The room was completely empty except for a large wet patch on the dirt floor. The men led him to this wet patch and forced him to lie down, removing the barbed wire and securing his wrists and feet in metal clamps in the ground. They left him lying there when they were finished and exited the room.

These clamps had no barbed wire or spikes within them, but they were very tight. All his strength could not budge them from the ground, so he stopped struggling. Rumors had circulated over the kinds of torture the Africans liked to participate in; rumors that included such treatments as castration, electrical shock, and waterboarding. He shut his mind off, not allowing his thoughts to go in any directions but home. He let Kate’s face fill his mind and his son’s laughter fill his ears. 
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