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Introduction to this
Version

 


This book was first written almost 20 years
ago, and as a young and fairly inexperienced writer, I wrote it as
a cautionary tale about what can happen if we let a radical
government take over our lives. Much like other novels about a
future dystopia, I’d hoped that this would be a warning, but since
I first wrote the book, we’ve had 9/11, and then the slow
radicalism of the United States, and I’m not talking about just
Christian radicalism or Islamic radicalism…no, there are all kinds
of radicalism in America now, and none of them are a good
thing.

Through the various printings of this novel,
I’ve definitely received backlash because people think I’m
attacking Christianity, which simply isn’t true. I’ve been warning
about the radical Christian Right, which I’ve always seen as a huge
threat to American freedoms, and sadly, we’re seeing that I might
be right. I’ve never had a problem with Christians, just the
radical ones…just as I have a problem with anyone that has radical
ideas, even if they happen to support something that I believe in.
All of us, everywhere in the world, need to stop radicals, and that
was what this novel was supposed to be about.

The reason I’m re-releasing it now is
because I’ve decided to turn my career in a slightly new direction.
I’m now hoping to establish myself as more of an independent
author. The small presses have been great to me over the last
couple of decades, and I’m truly grateful to them, but I’ve reached
a point in my career where I can actually make more money selling
my titles independently than I can through a small press publisher,
so I’m re-releasing this book, and my other two novels, as an
independent author.

Hope you enjoy the book.

 


J Alan Erwine

February 13, 2020


PROLOGUE

 


The comet tore through the Earth’s
atmosphere early on the morning of December 21, 2012. For months,
scientists had been predicting that the comet would hit the Earth,
but it didn’t. Some said it was a gravitational miscalculation, but
many, especially in isolationist America, said it was an act of
God. Millions had converted throughout the U.S. as the dreaded day
approached, converted to whatever religion would take them. It was
these converts, and the fundamentalists who took them in that
brought about the rise of the Grand Patriarchs and the fall of the
American democracy.

“God has saved us,” Father
Esmond had shouted as he was installed at the head of the Grand
Patriarchs. Dressed in flowing red robes, Esmond had looked at the
crowd and smiled a beatific smile. The crowd swooned beneath his
gaze. Tens of thousands of people united in an effort to make a
better nation. “Many believed that Judgment Day was upon us, but
our faith brought us through, and God saw that we were worth being
saved again. Now we must do away with the sins of the former
government, and build a government based on the morals God gave to
us all. Only with His guidance can we make a better world. Do I
have your support?”

The crowd had shouted and screamed. Many in
the front row fainted. At the time, no one knew how drastic the
changes would be. No one could have known.


CHAPTER 1

Edward 1:1

 


Edward stumbled away from the roaring flames
and billowing smoke, coughing as he tried to reach the sidewalk.
All around him, voices cried out in ecstasy. Each cry coming every
time the conflagration behind him grew in intensity. The power of
the people’s emotions was overwhelming. Edward could think of
nothing but getting away from the scene. He wanted to flee, but
just as he was readying to, Edward felt his arm grabbed. Panic
raced through him, fearing a soldier from the Guards of the Holy
Order had grabbed him. He looked up and was relieved to see the
glare of an angry youth. Edward began coughing and gasping even
more, hoping to convince the kid he was trying to escape the smoke,
and not just trying to escape.

With a disgusted glare, the kid pushed him
from the mob, sending Edward sprawling across the pavement. Pulling
himself up, Edward frowned at his skinned palms before he began to
search for his glasses, which he thought must have fallen off.
After a few seconds, Edward realized the futility of his actions.
He stifled his laugh. This isn’t the place to be seen
laughing. Besides, forgetting that he’d had implants put in six
months earlier wasn’t really that funny. He didn’t think he’d ever
get used to not wearing glasses. Twenty years makes for a hard
habit to break. He suddenly realized he was going to be forty in a
few months. One more thing to worry about…if he made it that
long.

From behind him, Edward heard the voices
reaching a crescendo. He’d seen enough of these burnings to know
that the mob had begun to burn the holy texts of other cultures,
all other cultures, except for their own Fundamental Christian
Bibles. Edward started to shake his head, but stopped
suddenly. The action had attracted the glare of a Guard. The man,
wearing a long grey wool coat and a polished gold cross, took a
step towards him. Edward coughed again and rubbed at his eyes. He
shook his head, acting like he was trying to clear it. The Guard
seemed placated, but Edward couldn’t help notice that the man’s
eyes didn’t leave him.

He wanted to go home, but that seemed out of
the question now. With no choice, Edward turned around and joined
the crowd, cheering with as much enthusiasm as he could force into
his voice as the fire continued to burn. Edward had never smelled a
worse odor than the smell of burning books, and he was sure there
couldn’t be a more offensive odor.

“Damn radicals,” he mumbled
to himself, quickly glancing around to make sure no one had
heard.

With the frenzied crowd frothing around him,
Edward continued to take furtive glances at his observer. The Guard
didn’t seem to be watching him constantly, but Edward did notice
that the Guard seemed to be looking at him more than at the others,
but maybe that was just Edward’s imagination, or his paranoia.
Slowly, the fire began to die down as the mob ran out of fuel and
enthusiasm.

Finally, the crowd began to thin. With
nothing better to do, Edward stayed and watched them leave,
recognizing many of them. People he’d known to be Jewish, Muslim,
and Atheist walked away from the smoldering ashes, seemingly happy
with what they’d just done.

Do they really believe, or are they just
going along in order to make life easier? Or in order to
survive?

He walked up to the smoldering ashes of the
bonfire and kicked through the sooty remains. Spines of books broke
at the touch of his shoes, and the wind carried away small pieces
of black paper that had once meant something, but no longer
could.

“What a waste,” someone
muttered from behind him. Edward turned and saw a man in his late
fifties walking away, shoulders hunched. He thought about following
the man, but the Guard was staring at him once again. Edward
decided to just go home.

The sounds of his worn shoes echoed off the
apartment buildings lining the deserted street. There was no
traffic. Only the Church and the military drove now. There weren’t
even any pedestrians. People tended to stay home unless they
absolutely had to go out. The streets also seemed to be getting
dirtier, which Edward thought was a good thing. Maybe the first
cracks were starting to show in the beatific glow of government
that was the Grand Patriarchs.

At least it wasn’t night yet. Edward hated
having to see the rats. They’d grown to enormous proportions in the
time the Grand Patriarchs had been in power. The obvious symbolism
made Edward laugh.

Maybe I should contact the Black Market. I
could really use a smoke.

He reached the front door of his apartment
complex and stopped. Home wasn’t where he wanted to be. What he
really wanted was a cigarette. Even though he’d never been a heavy
smoker, it had still been weeks since he’d last had one, but
contacting the Black Market wasn’t high on his priorities,
especially considering the way that Guard had stared at him. There
was no doubt he’d be seeing more Guards in the coming days.
Everyone knew who he was, and everyone was waiting for him to screw
up, and Edward knew that some day he would.

Edward also knew what was behind the door…a
life he’d never expected, but then that was true of what was
outside the door as well. Whether he went in, or stayed out, he was
still trapped. With a sigh, he opened the front door and climbed
the three flights of stairs to his apartment.

He was greeted at the door by his wife,
Adriana. He kissed her briefly on the cheek before sitting down at
the desk by the window. He stared through the dirty glass at the
empty streets below. If he was expecting to see one of the Guards
of the Holy Order, or worse, a Charismatic, he wasn’t sure, but he
didn’t want to face his wife, or his apartment.

He still had trouble believing he was living
in a two-room apartment with paint peeling from the ceiling and
walls. There wasn’t even a landlord he could contact, at least not
one that would care. Edward, after all, was an intellectual, and
thus an enemy of the state in theory, if not in fact.

“Another book burning?”
Adriana asked.

Edward pulled his attention away from the
window and frowned. He wasn’t sure if he was frowning at her, or
frowning because of the day’s events. He continued to stare at her,
wondering why he’d married her. She certainly wasn’t attractive,
never had been. She had a nose that was too big for her face and a
splotchy complexion. He’d once found her green eyes intriguing, but
even that had passed. Edward thought he knew why he’d married her.
She was one of the smartest people he’d ever met, but that didn’t
matter anymore. Free thought had been removed from America by the
Grand Patriarchs.

“They were burning just
about everything,” he finally answered with a sigh. He knew the
real reason why he’d married her. It was what was expected of him,
and Edward always did what was expected of him. That was why he
thought of himself more as Marionette Silverberg than as Dr.
Silverberg.

“Like what?” she asked,
trying to smile.

No matter what Edward felt for his wife
these days, or didn’t feel, he knew that he still loved that one
part of her, the one part he’d convinced himself of loving when he
was young. Adriana always knew that Edward loved to talk about
whatever was on his mind. These days, it was the crimes of the
government; at least he talked about them as much as he could.

“Shakespeare, Camus,
Lawrence, Tolkien, Heinlein, you know, all the usuals.”

She nodded. “What about the religious
books?”

Edward shook his head. “It was really bad
this time. I saw the Quran, a few copies of the
Talmud, and even a couple of copies of the I Ching
and the Tao Teh Ching.”

“Why are they doing this?”
she suddenly cried, rushing over, falling to her knees, and burying
her head in his lap. Her actions surprised Edward. He’d hardly ever
even seen her show emotion. It also surprised him because she knew
he couldn’t answer her. Their conversation was probably being
monitored, especially after the events at the book burning, and
anything he said against the government would get him arrested and
executed, just like many of his friends from what had been the
intellectual community.

“They’re doing what they
feel is in the best interest of the American people,” he said,
patting her head and trying to keep the sarcasm out of his voice.
He was sure he failed.

She sniffed and pulled herself away. “Of
course,” she said, suddenly regaining her composure. It was a quick
transformation, and Edward wondered how much of what he’d just seen
was an act. He was finding it more and more difficult to take
people at face value anymore. Trust is difficult when everyone’s
out to save themselves.

“Dinner’s almost ready,”
Adriana said, walking off to the kitchen, seemingly over her
bizarre emotional attack.

“Alright,” he said, turning
back to the window. What was that about, he
wondered.

Two figures in long grey coats walked the
streets below. Just a routine patrol, he thought. No reason
to get worked up until there was a knock on the door. Then he’d
have a problem.


CHAPTER TWO

Dominick 1:1

 


The interrogation room was quiet. The
soundproofed stone walls absorbed any sounds from outside. Within,
General Dominick Jensen, leader of the Fourth Division of the
Charismatics, sat patiently reading his Bible. If his
exterior was calm, his interior was anything but. Another prisoner
would soon come before him, and it would be up to Dominick to
extract the information the Grand Patriarchs needed.

Dominick sat his Bible gently on the
steel table. It was almost time. He looked over his shoulder at the
crucifix and smiled. He loved doing God’s work. Turning his chair,
he lit a candle before placing it on the altar beneath the
crucifix, and silently prayed for guidance.

“Amen,” he said quietly
before turning his chair back around. He leaned back in his chair,
and placed both polished black boots on the table and stared at the
door.

A hollow knock sounded. “Enter,” he
called.

The prisoner was brought in. He was a man in
his late thirties, and it was obvious he’d already gone through a
few interrogations. His face was a mass of bruises, hiding any
identity Dominick might have been able to ascertain. That was good.
He didn’t want to know the man, couldn’t know the man.

The Guards shoved the prisoner into a chair
and strapped him down. The man stared, wide-eyed, at Dominick, who
knew the effect the uniform had on people. No one but the Grand
Patriarchs could look at the jet-black uniform with the red collar
adorned with a gold cross on each side of the opening at the throat
and not feel fear. The prisoner’s fear was only heightened by the
four gold stars on the left breast of Dominick’s shirt. He had to
know that a general would be the last person who would ever
question him, and would probably be the last person he ever
saw.

“Are you comfortable?”
Dominick asked with a smile.

To his credit, the man glared back at him
with more animosity than anyone Dominick had previously
questioned.

“I suppose not,” Dominick
said. “Now, shall we begin? Why don’t we start by you telling me
who some of your associates are?”

“Blow me,” the man said
with a laugh.

Dominick stood up. “God frowns upon
homosexuals. Are you a deviant, as well as a traitor?”

The man didn’t answer.

“No matter.” Dominick
pulled a small steel table in front of the man. He sat on the
table, placing a boot on the man’s knee. “Now, as I asked before,
who are your associates?”

The man refused to answer.

Dominick moved his boot so that his heel was
directly over the man’s groin. “One more chance, who are your
associates?”

The only answer was an inhalation and a
closing of the man’s eyes.

“Very well,” Dominick said,
driving the heel of his jet-black boot into the man’s groin and
twisting. There was a grunt, but no other response. “You want to
make this difficult for me, don’t you?”

As the man strained against his restraints,
trying to curl up into a ball, he actually managed to laugh. “I
could make this very easy for you.”

Dominick leaned back and crossed his arms.
“Do tell.”

“You could just let me go.
You wouldn’t have to worry about that good Christian conscience of
yours being bothered.”

With one quick motion, Dominick pulled his
nightstick and sent it crashing across the man’s unprepared face. A
small piece of tooth flew across the room, clattering into a
corner. “My conscience is clear.” He brought the nightstick down on
one of the man’s imprisoned hands, feeling the bone give with a
satisfying crack. “Who are your associates?”

“Screw you,” the man
muttered through the blood flowing freely from his
mouth.

Dominick leapt from the table and grabbed
the man’s broken hand. He began tearing the fingernails from each
finger. He repeated his question five times, each time the prisoner
refused to answer and lost a fingernail. “That’s one hand. If you’d
like, we can try the other.”

“It doesn’t matter,” the
prisoner said between gasps. “I know I’m not leaving this
room.”

“You’re probably right,”
Dominick said, “but it is your decision how long you stay here, and
how much pain you suffer before I kill you.”

“No more pain than what
your Grand Patriarchs inflict on us every day.”

Dominick laughed. “Don’t try provoking my
anger. It won’t work. Now, tell me who your associates are,” he
said, grabbing the man’s other hand.

The prisoner leaned back and smiled. With
every lost fingernail, he grimaced, but the smile quickly
returned.

Dominick was starting to dislike this man.
He knew another tactic was necessary. “Do you believe in God?” he
asked the beaten and bloodied man.

“Of course.”

“And yet you don’t believe
in the Grand Patriarchs?”

The man laughed again. Dominick was becoming
more than irritated with the man. That had never happened before.
“No, I don’t believe in them,” the prisoner said. “I wasn’t a
Fundamentalist before the Ascension, and I’m certainly not one
now.”

Dominick smiled a smug little smile. “That
used to be your right. Tell me, do you know the Ten Commandments?”
he asked, pulling a knife from his belt.

“Of course.”

“Why don’t you tell me what
they are,” Dominick said, leaning over the man’s arm. As the
prisoner began to recite each of the Commandments, Dominick carved
them into his arm. The prisoner screamed repeatedly, but he made it
through all ten. No one had ever done that before. “Would you care
to tell me who your associates are?”

“Not a chance,” the man
said between gasps. Blood ran profusely from his arms, his swollen
fingers, and his mouth.

Dominick couldn’t believe what he was
seeing. No one had ever been able to resist him before. “Fine,” he
said, pulling his gun, firing into each of the prisoner’s shoulders
and thighs. “Would you like to tell me now?” he asked, reaching for
a bottle of hydrogen peroxide.

The man didn’t answer. Dominick poured the
hydrogen peroxide onto the man’s wounds. Flesh sizzled as the
prisoner struggled to free himself, but he couldn’t. The popping
and cracking almost brought a smile to Dominick’s lips, but that
would have been inappropriate. The prisoner screamed and called out
for God to save him, but there would be no salvation without
confession, and it was quickly becoming clear that there would be
no confession.

 


Dominick 1:2

 


He stood outside the front door of his home
in the wealthy section of town; a part of town where the rats
hadn’t tried to take over yet, a part of town most citizens
avoided. He took several deep breaths, trying to calm his nerves,
which had never been frazzled like they now were after any other
interrogation. The prisoner hadn’t given up a single piece of
information before Dominick had been forced to put a bullet through
the smug man’s brain. Now he had to face his family.

He opened the door and immediately smelled
the burning tallow wax of prayer candles. A quick glance at his
watch told him the kids would already be in bed. He walked into the
living room and found his wife kneeling before the altar that took
up one wall of the room, the wall where a TV might have gone in the
past. Their TV was kept in the corner of the kitchen, and was
rarely even turned on. He waited until his wife finished her
prayers. As she began to smooth her dress, he cleared his
throat.

She quickly turned and rose, smiling.
“You’re home late,” she whispered, obviously not wanting to wake
the kids.

She’s a beautiful woman, Dominick
thought to himself, just as he did every time he saw her. She was
tall and thin with shoulder length brunette hair. Her eyes were a
hazel like none he’d ever seen before, and the light freckling of
her skin seemed to come alive every time she smiled. “It was a long
day,” he finally said.

She walked over to him and kissed him
lightly on the cheek. She’d learned over the years to give him his
space when he first came home, especially when he came home late…at
least most of the time she did. “Is it anything you want to talk
about?”

He shook his head.

“Will the rebels ever give
up? Will they ever learn?”

He tried to smile, but he was sure he
failed. “There will always be people that oppose the government.
There always have been. Sooner or later, most people will see the
wisdom of the Grand Patriarchs and let God into their hearts.”

She looked towards the altar before turning
to face him again. Her bottom lip quivered slightly, and Dominick
knew this was going to be a night when she didn’t give him his
space, even though he needed that space more than ever. There would
be no way of explaining what had happened, at least not a way that
could spare her innocence, and that mattered to him more than
almost everything else in the world, everything except his service
to God and the Grand Patriarchs.

“What did you have to do
today?”

He shook his head as he unbuttoned the tight
black jacket of his uniform. “Please don’t ask,” he said, carefully
placing his crosses on the altar. “I only do what God requires of
me.”

He turned around and saw her nodding her
understanding, although she was still frowning. “Are you
hungry?”

“Yes,” he answered, even
though he really didn’t feel like eating.

“I’ll go reheat dinner,”
she said, leaving the room. Dominick listened to her bare feet on
the hardwood floors. The pattering of her feet had the innocence of
a child’s walk. He wished he could tell her about his job, but that
wasn’t possible. Instead, he kneeled before the altar and prayed. A
tear came to his eye, but he held it back. The time for tears was
long gone. He could never cry for his victims, for they made the
choices they made. They chose damnation. He merely sent them on
their way.


CHAPTER THREE

Shen 1:1

 


Shen Wu jerked the wiring free, banging his
hand against the frame of the car. He held back from swearing.
Quiet was tantamount to success. He began to maneuver the crude
bomb into place, but stopped when he heard footsteps. It was the
sound of boots on the asphalt right by the car. Shen knew it had to
be a Charismatic, or maybe even a Grand Patriarch. He was, after
all, in a parking lot reserved for the Charismatics and the Grand
Patriarchs. The jet-black boots made him think it was probably one
of the Charismatics.

“I’ve never seen him so
pissed,” a deep voice said.

“Brother?” a baritone asked
in obvious surprise.

“Forgive me,” the deep
voice said before it began to spout off a litany of Latin. “I
forget myself sometimes.”

“As do we all,” the other
voice said, “But as long as we ask for absolution with God in our
hearts, all will be forgiven.”

Shen held back the urge to gag. He could
picture both men in their jet-black uniforms crossing
themselves.

“He was angry,” the
baritone said, “I guess he had a right to be. Those intolerable
rebels are getting more and more frustrating.”

The deeper voice laughed. “It’s difficult to
really show your frustration without swearing, isn’t it?”

These people are insufferable, Shen
thought. How could such nitwits be running the country? The
car door opened. “Oh shit,” Shen mumbled under his breath, hoping
the damn Charismatics wouldn’t hear him.

The baritone laughed. “It gets easier every
year. Are you taking those reports with you, or are you just going
to work on them tomorrow?”

“I’d forget my crosses if
God didn’t will me to wear them,” the deep voice answered. “I’ll be
back.” The car door slammed and Shen let out a sigh. He heard
footsteps quickly crossing the parking lot. There was the sound of
another car door closing. The engine roared to life, and Shen heard
the car squeal out of the parking lot.

“Now or never,” he muttered
to himself as he began to frantically tie the bomb into the car’s
ignition system. Once done, he pulled himself out from under the
car and raced to the gate, hoping his paid guard hadn’t gone off
duty. This had taken a lot longer than it needed to. He was
relieved to see the same Guard of the Holy Order still on duty. The
relief was short-lived, as there was a sudden explosion from behind
him. The blast hurtled him into the Guard and sent both of them
sprawling to the pavement.

“One less Charismatic,” he
said to the Guard as the two tried to untangle
themselves.

The Guard frowned at him. Shen could tell he
was still uncertain about his part in these missions.

“What’s going to happen to
you?” Shen asked.

The Guard shrugged. “This is the second time
this has happened on my shift. I’ll probably be killed.”

“Is there anywhere you can
go? Or anyone you can try to pin the blame on?”

The Guard looked nervously at the smoke
rising from the parking lot. He just shook his head.

Shen scratched at the two days of growth on
his chin. Time was short. Already he could hear the sounds of
Guards and Charismatics racing out of the nearby buildings. “Come
with me.”

The Guard looked at him in surprise, but
didn’t hesitate. Together, they raced for the trees, uncertain
whether anyone was pursuing them.

 


Shen 1:2

 


“What the hell were you
thinking?” the man yelled at him. Shen sat back in surprise. He’d
never seen the boss this mad. His normally placid face was a livid
red, and his eyes looked twice their normal size. “Didn’t you think
it might be a trap?”

“I…I…I…”

“That’s what I thought,”
the boss said, punching a wall without even flinching. “You weren’t
thinking.”

“How much pursuit did you
have?” a relaxed voice asked from the shadowy corner of the
room.

Shen sat back and thought about it for a
minute. “I don’t think there was any. At least, it didn’t seem like
it.” He paused. The boss still looked unhappy. “We did a good job
of hiding ourselves. I’m sure of it.”

“Jesus Christ, Shen. You
can’t be that dense. It’s never easy to get away from the Death
Soldiers.”

Shen thought about it. The boss was right.
“Wait a second. They searched him. He didn’t have any bugs on
him.”

“Externally,” the voice
said from the shadows.

Shen slumped into his chair. He’d only
wanted to save the man’s life.

“I don’t think we have a
choice,” the voice said from the shadows.

The boss nodded. “You’re right.” Then he
turned and glared at Shen. “You’re lucky you aren’t working for the
Patriarchs. They’d make you kill him yourself.” The boss looked at
one of the guards and nodded. Shen heard the footsteps of the guard
leaving. Taking a deep breath, Shen hoped the execution would be
done far enough away from him that he wouldn’t have to hear it,
even though he knew he probably should. He’d killed the Guard.
Maybe he wouldn’t be the one to pull the trigger, but he’d killed
him.

 


Shen 1:3

 


He couldn’t sleep that night, which wasn’t
much different than any other night. Sleep became impossible as
soon as the Grand Patriarchs had outlawed all other religions. But
that night, things were especially difficult. He couldn’t get the
Guard’s face out of his mind. The autopsy, or the vivisection, as
Shen was thinking of it, had shown that the Guard hadn’t been
carrying any bugs. Still, he could have been a spy. Shen had taken
a stupid risk. How long would it be before the Underground would
trust him again?

He tried to meditate, but he couldn’t find
his center. He thought about getting up, but practicing his Tai-chi
form might wake the others, and he’d already bothered them enough.
No, he’d just lie there and be miserable. He was used to it, and
maybe it was what he deserved.


CHAPTER FOUR

Kirsten 1:1

 


The sound of nervous conversation greeted
Kirsten as she walked down the steps. The echo from her boots
caused silence to fall across the group of people waiting for her.
“It’s only me,” she called, but not very loudly.

The conversation picked up again, but this
time it was a little more subdued. “It’s about time,” somebody
said. She wasn’t sure who, but she had her guesses.

“I got off work late,” she
said as she walked into the brightly lit basement and surveyed the
people waiting for her. The group was large tonight; at least forty
of them all packed into the tiny basement. It was a good group, and
Kirsten was glad to be associated with them.

They’d been meeting in various basements for
a couple of years now, pulling together furniture and whatever else
they needed from abandoned buildings nearby. Tonight, they’d pulled
five tables together and were all sitting around them, obviously
eager to hear what she had to say. In the corner, a coffeepot
hummed nervously. The smell of the coffee was awful, but Kirsten
knew it was nothing compared to the taste.

“Preaching the Gospel
according to dictators,” one man said with a laugh. Kirsten wasn’t
happy to see him. She hated these meetings every time Sergei showed
up. All he ever wanted to do was try to make her feel small and get
down her pants. He hadn’t had any success in either yet, nor would
he.

“They finally let you out
of jail, Sergei?” she asked with a mocking grin.

He turned away, refusing to look at her;
looking at the walls and the ceiling, but never at her. Kirsten
also noticed that he wouldn’t look at any of the others, and they
weren’t really looking at him either. Finally, he just shook his
head and walked away. A strange reaction from someone who loved to
argue and fight, even when there was no chance of winning. It
seemed pretty obvious that something had changed, and Kirsten knew
she’d have to keep an eye on him. The last thing she needed was a
spy. They were about to make their first broadcast, and the paper
was going over better than she’d ever expected. A religious
sympathizer could destroy all of that.

A few of the other members of her group also
looked at Sergei with what looked like distrust for the man who had
always been an outsider in their little group. Of course, there
were a few people in the basement that Kirsten had never seen
before, and that gave her something else to worry about. Each day
the group grew larger and larger. It would be easy for the
government to get a plant in if they could figure out who her group
was. Still, no matter how many new people there were in her group,
she was sure that Sergei would have to be watched. No doubt about
it.

Bobby, her best assistant, a
fifteen-year-old boy with sandy blonde hair and an ever-present
smile, brought the most recent copy of Free Voice to her for
her inspection. She perused the articles. There was one about a
group of Muslims being massacred in Philadelphia, another about the
reduction of women’s rights, and Kirsten was especially happy to
see her piece on Pantheism on the second page. Of course, it didn’t
have her byline on it. It couldn’t. The only articles with her
bylines showed up in the propaganda filth paper the Grand
Patriarchs put out called Daily Benediction. She hated the
job, but she had to survive. She knew she had to outlast the Grand
Patriarchs, or die trying.

“Looks good, Bobby. Can you
have it out by morning?”

“The printer’s acting up a
bit, but I think I can get a few out.”

“Good,” she said, turning
to face the others. “Listen up, everyone.” She waited for silence.
Even Sergei finally stopped his complaining. The woman he was
talking to seemed relieved. “There’s going to be a sweep of this
area in two or three days. We’re going to need to move to the east
side.”

There was a collective groan from
everyone.

“I know. This is going to
make things a real bitch. We’re going to have to put off the first
broadcast until we get set up over there. We’re also going to have
to move all of this equipment.”

“There’s a lot of stuff,”
Sergei said. “We’re going to have to start now.”

Kirsten shook her head. “Don’t be an idiot,
Sergei. The Death Squads will pick us up if they see a line of
people carrying computer equipment at night. We’ll have to do it
tomorrow, and it’ll have to be during the day. Same routine as last
time. Use circuitous routes and try not to follow anyone else.” She
paused for a moment. “We should be able to get most of the
equipment over there.”

A long period of silence followed. Everyone
knew what she meant. The last time they’d had to move, seven of
their group failed to show up at the new base. “Besides,” she said,
trying to liven the mood. “I really want to get this edition out.
There’s some great work in it.”

“She’s probably talking
about her article,” Sergei said, just loud enough to make sure
she’d hear. She glared at him, but there was no way she was going
to sink down to his level. If he wanted to act like a child, so be
it. She had better things to do with her time, like trying to keep
as many of these people alive as she could, and that wasn’t going
to be easy.

“I’m going to stay here
tonight,” she said, “So if any of you want to talk to me, I’ll be
available.” She glared at Sergei, hoping to get the point across
that he wasn’t included.

“Is the UN still willing to
work with us?” someone asked.

Kirsten hesitated a second. “Of course,” she
answered. “They’d like for us to get in contact with the more
radical elements of the D.C. Underground, but I still don’t think
it’s time for that. I have a real problem with people that blow up
other people’s cars”

“And of course she speaks
for all of us,” Sergei said. Everyone in the room turned and glared
at him. It was obvious to everyone that she did speak for all of
them, obvious to everyone except Sergei, of course.

“If there’s nothing else,”
she said. “I suggest you all turn in or go home. We have a busy day
ahead of us tomorrow.”

Kirsten watched as people left in small
groups. No one seemed to want to be alone, with the possible
exception of Sergei. He just sat in a corner staring at nothing. A
few people stopped to ask Kirsten a quick question or two, but most
simply left or went to their cots, obviously wanting to get some
rest because she was right, they were going to have a busy day
tomorrow, and Kirsten was sure that each of them knew they might
not make it.

The fact that some of these people might die
troubled her more than anything. Sergei was a problem that could be
handled if and when he did something more stupid than usual. People
who trusted her implicitly dying because of her decisions wasn’t
something she could deal with very well.

 


Kirsten 1:2

 


The conference room was finally quiet.
Everyone had drifted off to their homes or off to beds somewhere in
the hideout. Kirsten had the whole place to herself. Sitting and
drinking too strong coffee, she looked over proofs for articles
they might publish in the future. If we survive the move,
she thought. Her quiet peacefulness was broken when she felt the
presence of someone standing in the doorway. She didn’t have to
look up. She knew who it was.

“What do you want,
Sergei?”

“I thought we might talk,”
he said, thickening his Russian accent in the phony way he
had.

“We might,” she said,
standing up, “But I wouldn’t count on it.”

“Why are you like this,
Kirsten? I only want to talk.”

She laughed. “Why am I like this? Maybe
because the last time we talked, you tried to pin me against
the copier. I didn’t appreciate your hand going up my skirt.”

“Just a misunderstanding,”
he said with a smile.

She walked over to him and glared up into
his narrow brown eyes. “There was no misunderstanding when I said
no was there?” she asked with a smile. “I’m sure the swelling will
go down eventually. You might even be able to have kids
someday.”

Sergei cringed. “Please, Kirsten. No games.
I promise.”

She glared at him.

“I’m serious. I want to
talk to you about what’s going on. You’re going to get these people
killed.”

Kirsten eyed him for several seconds. Then,
with a shrug she said, “I’m going to hate myself for this, but have
a seat.” She went back to the table and sat down.

Sergei looked at her and then at the
coffeepot. He smiled. Obviously he’d learned she wasn’t going to be
the little acquiescent woman he was hoping for. He walked over and
poured himself a cup of coffee and then sat down across from
her.

“These people know they
could die,” she said, “But they accept that. They have courage. How
about you, Sergei?”

“I do what I must,” he
answered, not looking at her.

“You’re a coward, Sergei.
Now, do you have a point, or are you just here to make my life
miserable?”

He turned and stared at her for several
seconds. “Is this what God would want?”

“Excuse me?”

“I said, is this what God
would want? You do believe in God, don’t you?”

“Not in the way you mean,
no,” she said. “What the hell does God have to do with this? You
sound like one of the God damned Charismatics.”

Sergei chuckled slightly. “You know I’m a
good Christian. I always have been, even since before these idiots
took power, but Kirsten, isn’t it possible that God would have
wanted the American government out? It was a festering pit of
corruption. It attacked everything that was good in the world.”

Kirsten laughed. “I think you’re
exaggerating more than a little. Anyway, I’m a Pantheist. You know
that. For me, we’re a part of God. The universe, and everything in
it is God.”

“That’s a juvenile point of
view, Kirsten. It’s not at all useful in a conversation like
this.”

Kirsten stood up. “You started this
discussion. Don’t tell me I’m being juvenile when you walk in here
spouting off like one of the Followers. I don’t even know if I can
trust you. My gut’s telling me I should have you taken out and
shot; even more so than usual.”

“So like a woman,” Sergei
said. “Somebody disagrees with you, and you get
emotional.”

Kirsten smiled. “Look at me, Sergei. Am I
crying? Am I screaming? No. I’m trying to have a very rational
conversation. The idea of the universe as God is not juvenile. If
you stop to think about it,” she said, before taking a drink of bad
coffee, “The idea that there is some omnipotent, omniscient, and
omnibenevolent deity overseeing all of human affairs seems pretty
far-fetched. You might even say it sounds juvenile.”

Sergei stood up. “I see it’s going to be
useless to try and talk to you.”

Bobby came around the corner as Sergei was
leaving. “Some guys just can’t handle a smart woman.”

Kirsten shook her head, but she didn’t
laugh. “What do you know about women?”

“More than you can
imagine,” he said with a grin.

“Go back to sleep, Bobby.”
She watched him walk away, not able to stop herself from thinking
that he was the brother she’d never had. He was such a good kid. He
deserved better than a life on the run from death-dealing
authorities, but it was his choice.

 


Kirsten 1:3

 


Her footsteps echoed off the walls along the
abandoned street. No dogs, no cats, not even the rats roamed the
streets. Just her. She didn’t even see any Guards of the Holy
Order, or any Charismatics. The streets seemed strangely silent,
even for the times she was living in. This was her seclusion. This
was how she got away from it all. The few times she’d been stopped
by Guards had proved uneventful. Her position with Daily
Benediction kept her safe.

She walked, pondering Sergei’s words. Is
he a traitor? It was too early to tell, but if she waited too
long to decide, it could end up killing her, the others, and
everything they were fighting for. Damn him! Why does he have to
be such a pompous ass? She didn’t have time to figure that out.
The government had to be her first concern

Can we bring down the Grand
Patriarchs? She laughed. The noise momentarily echoing off the
walls, shattering the strange silence. The sheep could never break
away from the shepherd, and she could tell she was surrounded by
sheep. It’s going to take something special to save the American
people. Maybe it’s going to take me!


CHAPTER FIVE

Patriarchs 1:1

 


The ten Grand Patriarchs sat around the
table glowering at each other. Their long red robes, similar to a
Cardinal’s robes, but with more of a maroon tint, rustled as each
of them moved. The table was polished mahogany, and each of the
chairs was decorated with intricate carvings of stories from The
Bible…no two chairs were alike. The heat was oppressive, as the
air conditioning had failed yet again. Father Esmond sat nearest
the door. Arranged around the table were Brothers Andrew, Francis,
Pedro, Kenneth, Raymond, Esteban, Alexander, William, and Paolo.
The ten most powerful men in the new United States.

“We are finding more
believers every day,” Father Esmond said.

“Are they true believers?”
Brother Raymond asked, hoping someone would agree with him so he
wasn’t facing up to the Father alone. That was never a good idea.
“Or are they merely converts because they’re hoping to save their
lives?”

“Does it matter?” Father
Esmond eyed the other man cautiously, not liking what he saw.
Brother Raymond wasn’t much older than thirty, with a face devoid
of wrinkles, nor were there any laugh lines. The man looked far too
serious, and that could be dangerous, and Father Esmond had already
had his share of dangerous men.

“Of course it matters,”
Brother William said, regretting the words almost as soon as he
said them, but deciding that since he’d started, he might as well
finish, or die trying. “How do we know which ones we can trust? If
you ask me, our methods have been too brutal.”

This brought silence from the rest of the
group. Father Esmond stared at Brother William. He liked what he
saw in this man even less. William was nearly sixty with silver
hair and blue eyes. His face was smooth, almost angelic. Worse than
his physical appearance was the fact that William hadn’t been a
part of the Fundamentalist movement when they seized control of the
government. He’d been a high ranking official in the Catholic
Church, but he quickly converted to Fundamentalism. Now, Father
Esmond was wondering if that conversion had been genuine, or merely
a clever political move. Father Esmond’s stare turned to a glare.
Everyone knew it wasn’t safe to cross the Father, even if they were
an important figurehead for the change of power. “First of all,
Brother William, I only do that which God asks of me. It is for Him
that we must be extreme. Second of all, converts, no matter what
the kind, are converts. Once they embrace God, they will find their
way to embracing us, and it will be with His truth in their
hearts.”

Brother William shook his head. “I
understand that, your Eminence, but many of these converts believe
in God before they convert.”

Father Esmond smiled. “Then it will be that
much easier for them to embrace the True representation of God when
they meet Him through us.”

Brother William sat back, hardly satisfied.
“You are the wisest among us, your Eminence. We bow to your
will.”

Father Esmond smiled again. “Of course,
Brother William. Believe me, I understand what you’re saying, and I
know you’re only expressing your concerns because of your love of
our people, but remember, God is guiding us. He won’t lead us
astray.”

There was a murmur of amens and blessings
from everyone in the room, including the assistants safely
sequestered in their niches out of view of the Grand Patriarchs,
but ready at a call. “What about this underground paper we’ve been
seeing?” Brother Raymond asked.

Father Esmond dismissed it with a wave of
his hand. “I don’t think we have anything to worry about. The
Charismatics assure me that they’ll have the people in custody
within days.”

“That’s what they said a
month ago,” Brother Raymond said.

“Yes,” Father Esmond said
before smiling. “But now we have new people running the
investigation.”

Everyone answered with a knowing nod. The
Charismatics who had bungled the last search were now most likely
dead.

“The newspaper will be put
out of business, and the radio station we’re hearing about will not
go on the air,” Father Esmond said. “The resistance is crumbling
from within. Soon there’ll be nothing left.”

Brother William leaned forward. “Forgive me,
your Eminence, for being brazen, but you can’t honestly believe
that everyone will fall in line. We’re always going to have
problems.”

Father Esmond smiled again. “I have a great
deal of faith in God, Brother William, but I am not an idiot. I
know that there will always be people to oppose us. There are with
any government. I’m just saying that things are brightening on the
horizon.”

“And what about our
military?” Brother Raymond asked. “If people knew how weak it was,
they’d overthrow us before we even realized it. And what happens
when the deposed president tries to reclaim his
position?”

Father Esmond shook his head. “What if…what
if. Have faith people. God will guide our hands. He’ll guide us
into a brighter future than any of us can imagine.”

Seven of the other Patriarchs nodded their
heads. Bothers William and Raymond just stared at Father Esmond,
who looked from one to the other, trying to smile a reassuring
smile.

 


Patriarchs 1:2

 


Brothers William and Raymond sat down to
dinner at a local café wearing their street clothes, casual slacks
and dress shirts with small crosses pinned to the collars. Most in
the café wouldn’t recognize them as anything more than government
officials, and that was what they wanted. Very few outside of the
highest-ranking officials knew what any of the Grand Patriarchs
looked like other than Father Esmond.

“What do you think?”
Brother Raymond asked, trying to soak up the last bit of scrambled
egg with a slightly burnt piece of toast.

“I think he’s been blinded
by his faith,” Brother William said, sipping at his
coffee.

“That’s blasphemy,” Brother
Raymond said, but he didn’t sound offended.

“I know, and I’ll probably
die a horrible death for it, but I have to say it. Raymond, he’s
going to ruin everything we’ve worked for.”

“What are you
suggesting?”

“Brother William shook his
head. “Nothing. How could I be suggesting anything?”

Brother Raymond nodded his
understanding.

 


Patriarchs 1:3

 


Father Esmond crossed himself as he rose
from in front of the altar. His quarters, or cell as he liked to
think of it was basically barren with an altar along one wall, a
queen size bed with scarlet colored sheets along another wall, and
a small writing desk in one corner. The walls were painted the same
scarlet as his bedding, and there were a few places near the altar
where the painter had done a less than acceptable job, as Father
Esmond thought of it. In those places, the paint had been allowed
to run, and it always made him think there was blood running down
the walls.

Looking back to the altar and crossing
himself again, he nodded his head. “Of course,” he said. “It would
be the only way.”

Turning to face the closed door, he wondered
if he’d heard something in the outer sanctum. Probably not. No one
would disturb him.

He nodded once more to the altar, and then
walked away, heading for the office and another evening of
paperwork.


CHAPTER SIX

Edward 2:1

 


Even during the day, the streets weren’t as
full as Edward remembered them. Maybe the Grand Patriarchs had
killed more than the rumors said. Edward doubted it. He knew it
was possible that there were a lot more people being killed than
anyone imagined, but he didn’t think that was the reason for the
streets being so empty during the day. All he had to do was look at
the faces of the people passing by and he could see it in their
eyes, or more precisely, he could see it in the fact that no one
made eye contact. Clearly, everyone was afraid, and no one went out
unless they absolutely had to. Why risk making a mistake that might
get you locked up, or worse, killed?

Edward also missed his car. He never drove
much in his old life as a professor, but now that he wasn’t allowed
to drive, he found he wanted to do it more than he could ever
remember, even more than when he’d been about to turn 16. Now he
understood why kids were always doing things their parents forbade
them to do.

Stripping the American people of their cars
had almost brought about the downfall of the Grand Patriarchs.
They’d been smart enough to wait until they’d been in power a
couple of years, but it had still been a struggle. Looking back,
Edward wished they would have made their move on the people’s autos
even earlier. He wouldn’t be living through the nightmare that was
life in the former United States, but the Grand Patriarchs were
good planners if nothing else. The gradual erasure of human
freedoms seemed acceptable to people as long as it was done slowly
enough that no one would notice it.

An old woman walked by, carrying a sack of
groceries. Edward watched the stooped figure walk past him, not
daring to look at him. Edward turned and watched her go, but he
firmly met the gaze of a frowning Charismatic. Even to an
intellectual like Edward, the black of that uniform was the most
frightening thing he could imagine. Perhaps being an intellectual
made it even worse. They were, after all, the primary targets for
the Charismatics. Edward decided to ignore the old lady and
continued on to the grocery store. Adriana would be getting worried
about him…well, probably not. Edward glanced over his shoulder and
wasn’t happy to see that the Charismatic was now walking a dozen
steps behind him.

“Damn,” he muttered under
his breath. All he wanted to do was pick a few things up from the
store. Now he was going to have to put up with this. Shouldn’t
the Charismatics have better things to do with their time than
follow people around; people that were only doing something
slightly suspicious? Edward almost laughed. He hadn’t even been
doing anything suspicious. He was just going to the store.
Apparently, most of the Charismatics and Guards of the Holy Order
were selected from the people in the population with the lowest
self-esteem. Give someone who doesn’t feel good about themselves
a badge, and they’ll make your life a living hell. Edward knew
he couldn’t say anything like that out loud, but it sure as hell
felt good to think it.

He entered the store and found that people
were even less eager to meet his gaze. Obviously everyone knew that
the Charismatic was following him. The few stolen gazes he caught
of people seemed to be pitying looks for him.

“Damn sheep,” he muttered
to a middle-aged man walking by and staring firmly at the ground.
The man chose to ignore his comment. Too bad, Edward
thought. A reaction would have been a nice change.

As Edward began filling his basket, he
wasn’t pleased to see that there were still no food shortages.
Every time he came to the market, he was hoping to see that the
Grand Patriarchs would be unable to supply some basic necessity,
but so far, no luck. There’d been a few shortages just after they
took power, but they managed to smooth ruffled feathers, telling
people it was God’s way of teaching them tenacity. Somehow, it
worked. But since those first few months, no shortages. A bountiful
sign of God’s love for His people and what they’d done.

Edward rounded a corner, temporarily leaving
his unwanted escort behind him. From the meat counter, a young man
looked at him and nodded. Edward stared at the man. He was in his
late twenties, tall and thin with a gap-toothed smile. Edward was
sure he recognized him from somewhere, but he wasn’t sure from
where.

He took a hesitant step towards the
stranger, but the young man quickly turned away and walked down
another aisle. Edward thought about chasing after the man, but the
sound of boots clicking on tiling suddenly made Edward remember his
escort. With a sigh, Edward walked down the cereal aisle. Even the
store was emptier of people than it should have been. He would just
have to get used to it, but he hadn’t yet, so why should he bother
trying now?

With his basket full, Edward walked up to
the counter to pay. The Charismatic following behind him walked
through the line and left. Edward mentally kicked himself. The man
had been following him for nearly twenty minutes and he hadn’t even
bothered to get a good look at him. Shaking his head, he wondered
how he could fall prey to their tactics.

He quickly forgot about the Charismatic as
he saw the young man leaving the store. For a brief moment, the man
turned towards Edward, and he was sure the young man nodded at him
again.

Edward paid for his groceries, not even
hearing what the final cost was and raced out into the street. Even
with the street as deserted as it was, Edward couldn’t see the
young man. He’d probably imagined the man’s interest anyway.
Better to just forget about him.

 


Edward 2:2

 


He got home, and for a brief moment, he was
glad to see Adriana. That moment quickly faded as she turned and
glared at him. “What took you so long?” she asked, running her
hands along the pleats of her dress, occasionally crinkling the
material between her fingers. When did she start wearing dresses
all the time, Edward wondered, but he realized it wasn’t really
that important.

With the emotion of a child at Christmas, he
quickly related his story to her, leaving nothing out. Every time
he mentioned the young man, her eyes turned to the corners of the
ceiling. Damn the bugs, he thought, I’m not saying
anything incriminating. Finally, he realized that part of the
story probably didn’t interest her. “Don’t you think it’s crazy for
a Charismatic to follow me? Me, of all people. Who the hell am
I?”

“A former intellectual,”
she said in her matter of fact voice.

“But why do they have to
harass me?”

“You could be a threat,”
she said, turning and heading back to the kitchen. “This is the way
of life now, Edward. We just have to learn to accept
it.”

Who was this woman? She certainly
wasn’t the woman he’d married. That woman had at least had a heart.
Every day this woman’s heart seemed to shrivel up and turn to more
of a rocky pit. It was harder to believe it was happening the worse
it got…but it got worse every time Edward saw her.

He walked over and sat down at the table,
looking out the window he spent most of his time looking out. Rain
had begun to fall outside, rinsing the streets, which seemed to be
getting dirtier by the day. For a brief moment, he thought about a
girl he’d known when he was teaching graduate school. She’d been a
student of his and they’d had a torrid affair, but now he couldn’t
even remember her name. He thought it was Kristen, or maybe
Kirsten, for all he knew, it might have been Kathy. All he was sure
of was that her name had started with a K.

The affair only lasted a month. It couldn’t
go on any longer because of the possibility of scandal, but he’d
fallen in love with her. She had a mind that could grasp any
subject, and she had a stubborn tenacity that Edward had only seen
in a few people; the kinds of people that changed the world. They’d
talked for hours after making love. He often thought the talks were
even better than the sex, but both were great. She was probably the
only woman he could honestly say he’d ever fallen in love with.

He wondered what had happened to her, but he
quickly put the thought out of his mind. Most of the people like
her had been executed by the Grand Patriarchs and their goons. It
was only people like Edward, people that didn’t have the will or
the courage to stand up for what they believed in, that managed to
stay alive. He looked once at Adriana and shook his head. His life
could have been so much different. He sighed as the rain beat
heavily against the glass. Maybe life still could be
different. He laughed at himself. How absurd. With one
last chuckle, Edward got up and went to the bedroom. He’d get some
sleep and then he’d be himself again.

“Dinner’s in half an hour,”
Adriana said from the kitchen.

Edward grunted his understanding. He’d take
a short nap and then he’d eat dinner. That was what was expected if
him. That was what he’d do.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Shen 2:1

 


Wearing urban camouflage, Shen Wu stole
through the dark moonless night. The TV station wasn’t more than a
block away. He still couldn’t understand why the boss was sending
him on this mission. After the car bombing fiasco, he’d imagined
he’d be cleaning toilets until the Grand Patriarchs fell. Now, here
he was getting ready to blow up one of the Grand Patriarchs
propaganda machines. Fate sure can change in a hurry.

His Tai-chi slippers made a soft sliding
noise every time he skidded to a stop on the dirty street. He hoped
nobody would hear, and as far as he could tell, there wasn’t anyone
around. Somewhere there would be guards, but they’d probably be
Guards of the Holy Order, not much of a threat to a man with Shen’s
skills. They’d also be easy to pick out as well. Camouflage wasn’t
something the Grand Patriarchs believed in for city Guards. Still,
if there were any Charismatics guarding the station, he might be in
for trouble. Their jet-black uniforms would blend into the night
even better than his urban BDU’s.

The chill of the night air worked in Shen’s
favor. Sounds traveled better, allowing him to scurry for shadows
at the sound of approaching boots. Two Guards of the Holy Order
marched up the street Shen had been walking down. Neither man
glanced in his direction.

After they’d passed, Shen began to breathe
again. He felt like he was on his first mission all over again.
Somehow, he knew that if he failed, or if he made another stupid
mistake, he’d end up dead, either at the hands of the Charismatics,
or at the hands of his own people. He could still see the face of
the guard he’d brought back with him, staring at Shen with a look
of disbelief and betrayal.

Shen shook his head. There wasn’t time for
that. Once he was sure the Guards were gone, he started towards the
TV station again, the thirty pounds of explosives in his backpack
bouncing with a worrying motion of their own. He knew three other
members of the Underground were assisting him, but he’d never see
them. Time was crucial. The explosives had to be wired and set to
go within…Shen looked at his watch…fifteen minutes.

“Wonderful,” he muttered to
himself. He’d wasted more than ten minutes with his
stupidity.

He reached the TV station and glanced
around. There was no one in sight. Tearing open his backpack, he
began to dig into the soft soil that made up the weatherman’s
garden. At least he didn’t have to plant the explosives at the
front of the building where all the windows were. He didn’t envy
that guy. Of course, he had no idea who the others were that were
working this mission with him. That way, he couldn’t name names if
he was caught.

The explosives quickly slid into place and
Shen began to wire them. It was only a little more complex than the
car bomb had been. Taking a deep breath, he listened for a sound,
any sound, the sound that would mean failure, and of course death.
He didn’t hear it. There was no one around.

He was just placing the last of the timing
devices when he heard a click from behind him, right behind
him.

“Stand up,” a voice said,
“And keep your hands where I can see them.”

Shen could feel the barrel of the gun
rubbing against the soft part of his head. He didn’t have a choice.
He stood.

“Turn around slowly,” the
voice said.

Shen did as the voice demanded, turning very
slowly, all the time keeping his hands above his head. When he
finally turned around, he wasn’t happy with what he saw. Standing
before him was a Charismatic, and not just a Charismatic, but a
general. Shen sighed. There was really nothing else to do.

“What’s your
name?”

Shen didn’t answer. His throat was too dry
to answer even if he’d wanted to, which he didn’t.

The Charismatic laughed. “You’re an idiot.
You know that, don’t you?”

Shen’s throat and mouth were finally
starting to moisten, and he was even finding the will to breathe
again, but he still didn’t answer.

“You could save yourself a
lot of pain if you’d just talk to me now.”

Shen spit in the man’s face. It wasn’t the
smartest thing he could have done at the time, but he did it
anyway. At least it felt good.

The Charismatic laughed again and wiped the
spit from his face. He smiled at Shen, who thought about smiling
back, but then the pistol came smashing across Shen’s face. For the
next five minutes, the man pistol-whipped him. It may have gone on
longer, but Shen finally blacked out.

 


Shen 2:2

 


He awoke in a cell, and not a comfortable
one. He had a cot with holes in it and two buckets. One was filled
with water, while the other was empty, but heavily stained. He
could guess what it was for. He checked all of his bones and
muscles as he sat up. They all seemed to be working, at least to a
degree. Then he stood up and stretched, quickly regretting it as a
feeling of nausea swept over him. He grabbed the empty bucket and
purged his stomach.

With a sigh, he sat by the cot and caught
his breath. With another effort, he stood and began to stretch
again. I have to be ready. Ready for what? Who knows?

With the pain slowly subsiding, Shen began
to work through his Form. He guessed which direction was south and
then went through the first movements that were his Form of Tai
chi. Soon he “Held the Ball,” then “Parted the Wild Horse Mane.”
Several minutes later, he was “Withdrawing and Pushing” as he
headed for the conclusion of his Form. By the time he was done, he
felt like he could take on all of the Charismatics alone, and of
course, he had a bit of a headache.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Dominick 2:1

 


“He’s a terrorist,
Dominick. Execution is the only option,” the tall, broad-chested
Charismatic was turning red in the face as he tried to convince
Dominick to follow through with their standing orders.

Dominick motioned towards the chair on the
other side of his enormous mahogany desk. “Please sit, Martin. We
have a great deal to discuss.”

“What discussion?” the man
answered, ignoring the offered chair. “The law is
clear.”

Dominick shook his head and took a moment to
look at the windows lining one whole side of the office. They were
leaded glass and gave him a great view of the recently completed
cathedral. “Not quite, Martin. Yes, the Grand Patriarchs do say
that we are to kill all terrorists, but don’t they also say that
experimentation should be done on the atheists and the Pagans?”

Martin suddenly sat down, his face losing a
little of its redness. “You can’t be serious about sending him to
one of the labs. Dominick, I’ve never been comfortable with that
option.”

Dominick shook his head. “Nor have I, but
the Grand Patriarchs may view this as an opportunity we can’t pass
up. He’s a Taoist for God’s sake. I’ve never captured one.”

His passion seemed to frighten Martin as the
other man seemed to draw away from him. He tried to look out the
window, but Dominick could tell that he was trying to avoid his
gaze. Dominick leaned forward slightly. My God, he’s trembling!
Perhaps his faith isn’t as strong as I’d thought.

He and Martin had been friends for years,
and Dominick thought he knew the man better than he knew anyone
other than his wife, but the man sitting across from him wasn’t his
old army buddy. No, he was someone else entirely. The two had
joined the US Army together, and they’d even been in the same
division in the Second Gulf War. It was there that they’d met a
general who introduced them to Christian Fundamentalism. It was
there, among their Arab enemies, that they both found their
callings, but now Dominick wasn’t even sure who Martin was
anymore.

“If you order it, General,”
Martin said, “Then I will carry out your orders.”

The sudden formality didn’t upset Dominick
like he imagined Martin had hoped it would. “Of course you will,
Colonel. You wouldn’t want to end up being the one experimented
on.”

Martin’s face grew pale. Sweat beaded on his
lip. Dominick also noticed that Martin’s hands were trembling even
more. If only the citizens could see this! It would be
difficult for them to imagine one of the Charismatics exhibiting
fear.

Martin stood up. “I won’t fail you,
sir.”

Dominick pointed to the door, not wanting to
think what might be going on with Martin, even though his instincts
were telling him he needed to know. He picked up the pen he’d been
using before Martin had bothered him and began to sign various
orders. Of all the things he loved about his job, the paperwork
wasn’t one of them. Once he was sure Martin was gone, he sat back
in his chair and stared at the door. Martin was becoming weak.
There was no doubt of that. With a sigh, he reached over and pushed
a button on his desk. “Send me an Observer right away, and clear
the outer office for two hours…and I mean clear, as in out of the
building.”

There was no reply. There could be no reply.
When one of the most powerful men in the Grand Patriarchs’ army
wanted something, he got it. As he waited, he pulled Martin’s file
and sat it on the corner of his desk.

Half an hour later when the knock came at
his door, Dominick turned his chair to face the wall as was
required of him. He heard the person enter, but Dominick would not
turn around. The Observers were in the employ of the Grand
Patriarchs themselves and did not answer to the Charismatics,
although they could occasionally do work for some of the more
powerful Charismatics like Dominick. He was well aware that
anything the Observer found would probably be reported to someone
in the Grand Patriarchs, but he couldn’t worry about that. He was
pretty sure he had a traitor to catch, but only an Observer could
find the information he needed, but it was forbidden for anyone
outside of the Grand Patriarchs to know who the Observers were, so
Dominick could not know the person’s identity, or he could find
himself in mortal danger.

“There’s a file on the
corner of my desk,” Dominick said. “I would like that man followed,
and I would like every detail of what he does.”

The only response was the sound of feet
moving across the carpet, and the closing of the door. Dominick
turned and faced the door, even less happy with the situation now.
In all the time he’d worked for the Grand Patriarchs, he’d never
had to use an Observer, and now he had to use one to follow one of
his best friends. What else could he do?

Nothing, except check his computer files
daily to see what the Observer had found.

 


Dominick 2:2

 


He stared up at the longhaired, bearded
Jesus on the crucifix above the altar. For a moment, he thought it
strange that the Grand Patriarchs did not allow their men to wear
their hair long or to grow beards. He put the thought out of his
mind. It wasn’t his place to question, only to carry out the orders
of the Grand Patriarchs, and thus the orders of God.

Candlelight flickered across the walls as
Dominick prayed for guidance. Rain battered against the
stained-glass windows as the cold night air began to creep into the
small church. Dominick liked to pray in the small church because it
got him away from the large cathedrals of the Holy Order that often
seemed to echo more with bureaucracy than with the word of God.
Here he could be alone.

He felt the approach of the man behind him
more than he heard him. Once behind him, the man made just enough
noise to make Dominick aware of his presence, but would do no more.
If Dominick wanted, he could keep the man standing patiently behind
him for hours. That didn’t seem like a good idea. Dominick mostly
wanted to get home to a good meal and a soft bed. He finished his
prayer and stood up, turning slowly to face the Guard of the Holy
Order.

“Forgive me, sir,” the
young man said. “I was told I had to find you, no matter
what.”

Dominick nodded, hoping to put the man at
ease. The other parishioners stared in open-mouthed awe. He knew
his presence disrupted their prayers, but that was no matter to him
at the moment. “Well, you’ve found me,” he said in a voice slightly
louder than a whisper. “What’s so urgent?”

The man looked at the people staring at
them. He bit his lower lip. “I don’t think this is the appropriate
place, sir.”

Dominick was surprised by the answer.
Usually, nobody thought of anything but telling him what they had
to say and then getting away as fast as possible. “If you wish, you
may whisper your message.”

The man looked relieved, but the relief
quickly disappeared as the man took a hesitant step towards him. He
looked at the crosses on the sides of Dominick’s collar and took a
deep breath. Without taking another step, the man leaned forward
and whispered his message.

“That’s it?”

The Guard looked confused. “Yes, sir.”

“You were sent out in the
rain to tell me that?”

“I don’t think you
understand, sir.”

“I understand all too
well,” Dominick said, his voice rising far above the whisper that
was appropriate for church. Anyone that hadn’t been staring at them
was now, even though they all tried to hide their gazes. “Everybody
thinks they can bother me with every trivial piece of information
our offices get.”

The Guard looked worried, but didn’t move.
It was obvious he had no idea what to do.

Dominick sighed. “Very well. Let’s go.” He
quickly walked out of the church, fully aware of the echoing of his
boots, and the effect it would have on everyone. The Grand
Patriarchs felt that someday fear would not need to be the great
motivator in their crusade, but for now, fear could be a powerful
tool. He knew, however, that things would change. All he had to do
was think of how He had changed from one testament of the
Bible to the next.

The Guard followed several steps behind.
Dominick was beginning to not like the fact that the fear the
general public needed to feel was also felt by the military.
Somehow, that didn’t seem right. The Charismatics weren’t the
Gestapo, at least, not really.

For now, there was another problem to be
solved. It didn’t seem important enough for him to be called back
to the office. Hopefully, he’d just be able to pass it off to one
of his junior officers and go home.

 


Dominick 2:3

 


He found Martin in his office when he
arrived. He pointed at the chair he’d offered him earlier in the
day. “Sit and explain what’s so damn important.”

Martin raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t
comment on the general’s profanity. “I have reason to believe there
is a conspiracy to overthrow the Grand Patriarchs.”

Dominick laughed. “There are actually
several. Isn’t it your job to help uncover them?”

Martin looked out the window into the black
of the night. “This is one involving the Charismatics.”

Dominick sat back in his chair. He’d spent
literally hundreds of hours questioning people and he knew when
someone was lying. Their gestures, their failure to make eye
contact, the slight change in their voices. All of these he could
see and hear in Martin. Why is he lying to me?

“I’m already aware of this
conspiracy,” Dominick said, hoping that one of his own lies might
throw Martin off balance, make him reveal something, anything that
Dominick might be able to use.

“Oh, good,” Martin said,
standing up and heading towards the door, looking more nervous than
relieved.

“I wasn’t aware that I’d
dismissed you yet, Colonel.”

Martin stopped at the door, but he didn’t
turn around. “Sorry, Dominick, it’s sometimes hard to remember that
you’re my superior after all we’ve been through together.”

Pathetic, Dominick thought. “I
understand,” he said. “Just try to make sure it doesn’t happen in
front of anyone else. I’d hate to have to discipline you just
because we’re friends.”

Martin turned and tried to smile. He nodded
his understanding and pointed at the door. Dominick waved for him
to leave.

Once he was gone, Dominick sat staring at
the closed door. He didn’t like the thoughts racing through his
head. With a sigh, he turned on his computer and checked his mail.
The letter he was looking for wasn’t there. In a way, he was glad.
He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear what the Observer was going to
have to say.


CHAPTER NINE

Edward 3:1

 


Data entry! At one time, he’d taught
graduate lit classes at Johns Hopkins. Now he was doing data entry
for an insurance firm. He was locked into a little gray cubicle
with only a monitor, a packet of data of some kind, and of course,
the ever-present crucifix right above his monitor. Even here he
couldn’t escape the tyranny of the Grand Patriarchs. Edward didn’t
think he could sink much lower in life. What did the Grand
Patriarchs need insurance companies for in their new regime? Wasn’t
God all the insurance anyone needed? Edward laughed to himself.
He certainly couldn’t say anything like that out loud.

The woman at the next desk gave him a
strange look. He shrugged and kept on entering those all-important
pieces of data. He really didn’t even know what the data was. He
was just told to enter it, and he did. No sense making waves.

What he wanted more than anything at the
moment was a window. He’d like to know if it was still snowing.
Why don’t the Grand Patriarchs explain the unseasonably cold
weather we’re having? Everything else is an act of God. Would they
say the same about this weather? Edward made a mental note to
ask one of them if he ever had the opportunity to meet them. He
laughed to himself again. This time the woman at the next desk
ignored him.

A sudden commotion brought Edward out of his
pleasant, albeit blasphemous, thoughts. Three Guards of the Holy
Order had just walked into the office, and they were being escorted
by a Charismatic. Someone was in deep trouble. Everyone in the
office stopped working and stared at the men, including Edward. He
felt sorry for whoever they were after, but he still wanted to know
who and why.

They began to walk to his side of the room.
Good, I’ll get a close-up look. He hated to admit that he
could fall prey to “passer-by syndrome,” but he was only human. The
Guards’ and Charismatic’s boots cast a muffled echo against the
walls, only slightly deadened by the red carpeting. Edward’s
stomach began to twist as they walked over to his desk and
stopped.

“Mr. Edward Silverberg,”
the Charismatic said. Edward noticed that the man failed to use his
proper title. Couldn’t have a possible heathen referred to as a
doctor. “Would you please come with us.” It wasn’t phrased as a
question.

“What have I
done?”

“Just come with
us.”

“But…” The Guards grabbed
him by the arms and hauled him out of his chair. Edward decided to
walk with them, rather than being dragged from the
office.

 


Edward 3:2

 


The interrogator stared at Edward. He just
stared back, glad that the man across the table from him was one of
the Guards of the Holy Order. There might be a chance of him
walking out of the interrogation. The man was a big man, but he
didn’t look like the Grand Patriarchs had made him exercise in
years. The man was flabby all over, and his complexion almost
looked jaundiced. He obviously wasn’t a healthy man. Edward thought
about commenting on that, but decided against it.

The room was a bleak gray with only a badly
warped wooden table in the center right below a light. Edward
thought of all the cheesy detective shows that used to be on TV and
decided that this room would fit in nicely on one of those sets.
Edward sat in one wobbly chair, while the Guard sat across from
him, frowning.

“Mr. Silverberg, we have
video from a rally a few weeks ago. You seemed, how shall I say
this, reluctant to participate.”

Edward decided the truth would serve him
best, at least a partial truth. “I’m still having trouble
adapting,” he said. When the Guard didn’t shoot him, Edward decided
to continue. “I was brought up Jewish, and I was a professor.”

The Guard nodded.

“Although I can see the
wisdom of the Grand Patriarchs,” Edward decided to leave the truth
behind, “I still have old habits. They don’t go away
easily.”

The Guard smiled. It almost seemed like it
might be a genuine smile. “Mr. Silverberg, you don’t know how nice
it is to have someone sit there and tell me the truth, or at least
something close to it.”

Edward stayed quiet. He wasn’t sure what the
Guard was leading up to.

“Still, even if you
can see the wisdom of our leaders, if you’re having problems
following, don’t you think it would be better to stay
home?”

Edward nodded.

“You aren’t required to
attend the rallies.”

“Of course not.” Edward
tried to smile.

“No one would care if you
stayed home, but when you show up and act strange, well, it might
make some people think you were a member of the Underground,
especially since you were a professor.” The Guard paused and stared
at him. “Are you a member of the Underground, Mr.
Silverberg?”

Edward took a deep breath. The truth seemed
like the best option again. “I’m just a citizen trying to survive
in a situation he never could have imagined.”

The Guard’s smile disappeared. “Well said,
Mr. Silverberg, but you haven’t answered my question.”

“No, sir, I’m not a member
of the Underground.”

The Guard smiled again. “I didn’t think so.
The file we have on you makes it clear that you wouldn’t have the
courage to join a resistance movement.”

The words struck Edward hard. He caught his
breath, unable to believe that anyone would say that about him. He
felt like arguing with the man, but that might get him killed.
Besides, the unhealthy man had a point.

“Have you read the
Bible, Mr. Silverberg?”

“What?” Edward had only
been half listening, too caught up in his own thoughts to really
pay attention.

“It was a simple question.
Have you read the Bible?”

“Of course I have.” Edward
was insulted by the question. The way the Guard carried himself
made Edward think he’d barely made it through high school. He
didn’t seem comfortable with the words his job forced him to use.
“Like I said, I was a college professor. I’ve read all the major
texts from all the major religions.”

The Guard’s smile grew sinister. Clearly the
man had been insulted by Edward’s haughty attitude. “So, if you’ve
read the Bible, and I mean The Bible, then you have
some understanding of God’s will, at least as much understanding as
any of us can hope to have.”

Edward quickly realized that the man was
talking about The Revised Fundamentalist Bible, a text that
had been released shortly after the Ascension of the Grand
Patriarchs. Edward had tried reading it, but he’d found the
propaganda of the text overwhelmed the spirituality. At the moment,
he had his copy helping to prop up his computer monitor, unless
Adriana had moved it, which wouldn’t surprise him. “I guess if
you’re talking about The Bible, no, I’ve never read the
whole thing.”

The Guard shook his head. “You really
should. It would help you understand things so much better, but
that’s all right. It’s not a crime to avoid reading our most holy
of texts.”

The man was toying with Edward. That much
was clear, and Edward hated it. There was no excuse for letting an
intellectual inferior get the best of him. No excuse other than the
fact that the man held his life in his hands. Silence seemed
best.

“I can see in your eyes,
Mr. Silverberg, that you don’t like me. I can’t blame you. Once you
were a lofty college professor, and I worked in a fast food
restaurant. You wrote great papers on lofty topics, and I dropped
out of high school, but those times are gone, Mr. Silverberg. Those
times are long gone.”

Edward had had enough. “Whatever you’re
going to do to me, just do it.”

“Is that a backbone I see
developing?” The man smiled a brown-toothed smile. “Maybe my
superiors were right about you. Maybe you could be in the
Underground.”

Edward regretted saying anything. He was
letting this little man with a God complex get to him, but the
whole damn country seemed to have a God complex, or an inferiority
complex, how could he not let it get to him? “I’ve heard of the
Underground, but that’s it. I probably know less about it than most
people.”

“Yes, it’s probably tough
to keep up with the world sitting in your ivory tower.”

Edward bolted out of his chair. Two doors
flew open, and he heard the click of automatic weapons. He held his
hands up and sat back down. He was doing exactly what the Guard
wanted him to do. The tugging on his marionette strings was
becoming intolerable.

“I am not a member of the
Underground, nor have I ever been one. I’ll submit to whatever lie
detector test you want.”

The Guard nodded and smiled. “But you don’t
agree with the government? Would you care to submit to a lie
detector about that?”

Edward was silent. He had no idea how to
respond.

The Guard shook his head. “So predictable.
It’s almost pathetic.”

Edward stayed silent.

The Guard pointed to the door. “You’re free
to go, Mr. Silverberg, but keep in mind, we will be watching
you.”

Edward nodded his understanding and stood to
leave. The Guard leaned back in his chair. “We’ll talk to your
boss. Maybe you won’t lose your job over this.” Edward turned and
left. There was no way he was going to give the Guard the pleasure
of a thank you, especially when he didn’t care if he lost his
job.

As he left, he heard the Guard laughing.
Then the Guard said, “So predictable.” Edward swallowed hard. There
was nothing else he could do. He was powerless. They all were
powerless.


CHAPTER TEN

Patriarchs 2:1

 


The four Grand Patriarchs entered the prison
building dressed in expensive black suits, each tailored to
perfection and decorated with a red tie. It had been their
intention to avoid standing out, but every prisoner knew they were
people of importance, and it was almost certain that most of the
prisoners would recognize Father Esmond, and could therefore
identify the other three men as Grand Patriarchs.

“It seems more crowded than
the last time I was here,” Brother Esteban said.

“Some of our new policies
are being met with more resistance than they have in the past,”
Brother Raymond said, casting a glance at Brother William, who just
stared ahead.

“I understand we even have
a terrorist today,” Father Esmond said to their escort.

The Guard nodded and cleared his throat. He
tried to say something, but failed. He cleared his throat again.
“Yes, your Eminence…”

Father Esmond raised his finger. He wasn’t
supposed to be addressed that way in public unless he was acting as
leader of the Grand Patriarchs; it was sometimes difficult for his
underlings to figure out when he was to be addressed that way and
when he wasn’t supposed to be, and none of them wanted to make a
mistake.

“Yes, sir,” the Guard
clarified. “He was caught trying to blow up the TV
station.”

“Probably should have done
that before the Ascension,” Brother Esteban said. The other Grand
Patriarchs chuckled slightly. The Guard stayed silent, obviously
uncertain as to his place in the conversation.

The prison had changed quite a bit since the
rise of the Grand Patriarchs. The stone and concrete were still
sterile, and the bars were still hard, but stone slabs had replaced
the beds and there was very little lighting and virtually no air
circulation. The biggest difference was the placement of crosses on
each cell wall. Made of a virtually indestructible steel, the
crosses were designed to take the worst that any prisoner might
want to dish out, that is assuming they were willing to face the
punishment for defiling a holy item.

“The terrorist is kept
below, I assume,” Brother Raymond said.

“Yes, sir,” the escort
answered.

“We’ll see him now,” Father
Esmond said.

“Sir, my orders,” the Guard
started to say. Father Esmond just stared at him. “Yes,
sir.”

Brother Raymond cast a quick glance at
Brother William, whose only response was a raised eyebrow.

 


Patriarchs 2:2

 


The Grand Patriarchs were escorted to the
basement of the prison facility. The stairs were cracked stone that
seemed to crumble under their dress shoes, and there was a dampness
that seemed to seep from the basement up the stairs, even more
humid than one would expect for Washington D.C.

The layout of the cells surprised the men.
They were used to seeing the stark conditions of the prisons where
the attempt was made at enlightening the heathens, or killing them
if they failed. By contrast, the basement prison area was almost
Club Med. Instead of a stone slab, the prisoners had beds, or cots,
at least. Instead of one light just beyond the edge of each cell,
the halls and cells were well lit. Ventilation even seemed
good.

“This is the man,” their
escort said, pointing to a cell where a thin but muscular Asian man
was busy in some type of exercise. His arms moved in graceful arcs,
while he shifted his weight from one leg to the other with grace
that would make a tiger jealous. The Grand Patriarchs stood
mesmerized.

“What is this?” Father
Esmond asked.

“The prisoner said it’s
called Tai-chi. It’s some kind of Chinese exercise, I
guess.”

Brother Esteban approached the bars,
stepping into Father Esmond’s view. “It’s not only an exercise.
It’s a type of Taoist meditation.”

Father Esmond glared at Brother Esteban.
“Taoist meditation?” He turned to their escort. “Were you aware of
this?”

Their escort looked down the hall at the two
guards responsible for this wing. Both of them quickly decided to
look busy. “No, sir, I don’t think we were.”

“You don’t
think?”

“No, sir, we weren’t
aware.”

Father Esmond looked to the other three
Grand Patriarchs. “Can you believe this?” He turned to face their
escort. “You are aware that the practice of other religions is
prohibited?”

“Of course, sir, but like I
said, we didn’t know. If we would have…I mean…”

“Then you should have found
out.”

Father Esmond approached the bars. “What’s
your name?” he asked the terrorist.

The prisoner paused in his movements; his
left arm extended with a graceful bend at the elbow. His hand was
held up as if motioning someone to stop. “Shen Wu, your Eminence,”
he said with a smile.

“You will stop this
heathenism immediately.”

Shen began his movements again. “I don’t
think so. I haven’t finished my Form.”

Father Esmond stared, open-mouthed. The
other three Grand Patriarchs shared his awkward gaze, while their
escort seemed to want to fade into the stone. Father Esmond
regained his composure and began snapping his fingers in the
direction of their escort. “You will put a stop to this
immediately.”

“Sir?”

Father Esmond pushed the man against the
stone wall and pointed at the guards down the hall. “You two, come
here now.” The two men quickly obeyed. Racing down the corridor,
stopping with quick salutes.

“You will put a stop to
this…this…this…whatever it is he’s doing immediately,” Father
Esmond said. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Both men nodded before they quickly unlocked
and opened the cell door. The largest of the men grabbed Shen and
threw him to the ground. The other jumped on top and began to
pummel the prisoner, who seemed to take the beating in stride.

“That should be
sufficient,” Father Esmond said after a few minutes of beating.
“Now, Mr. Wu, I trust I’ve made my point that our laws are to be
obeyed.”

Shen smiled a bloody smile. One eye was
swollen shut. “Long ago when my ancestors were helping build the
railroads, one of them scrawled several words on a prison wall.
Would you like to hear those words, your Eminence?”

The Grand Patriarchs looked at one another.
Finally, Father Esmond spoke. “Your words mean nothing to me until
you accept the one true God.” The four men began to walk away,
leaving their escort and the two guards standing outside the
cell.

Shen shouted to be heard:

“The dragon out of water
is humiliated by ants;

The fierce tiger who is caged is baited by a
child.

As long as I am imprisoned, how can I dare
strive for supremacy?

An advantageous position for revenge will
surely come one day.”

“Intolerable,” Father
Esmond muttered under his breath.

“Sir,” Brother William said
once they were far enough away from the cell to not be heard,
“Isn’t it possible to allow religious freedom? By holding the rope
so tight, aren’t we risking them jerking it from our
hands?”

Father Esmond stopped walking. The others
quickly did the same. “In time, it might be possible, but for now
we can’t let up. The word of God must be given to the people, and I
do mean given. That is His wish. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have
other meetings.”

Father Esmond walked away from the other
three men, leaving them shaking their heads. “I must be going, as
well,” Brother Esteban said.

“Walk with me,” Brother
William said to Brother Raymond. “There’s much to
discuss.”

 


Patriarchs 2:3

 


Brothers William and Raymond walked along a
crowded street. Businesses were just letting out, and the citizens
were milling about, trying to act like life was still normal.
Crowds were the only places open conversation was safe anymore,
even for the Grand Patriarchs.

“Was that beating
necessary?” Brother William asked.

“Yes,” Brother Raymond
answered. “The man was breaking the law.”

“The law, the law,” Brother
William muttered. “There are too many laws. Things are getting out
of hand.”

“Meaning?” Brother Raymond
asked, taking a step away from the other man.

Brother William looked around him several
times. He pulled Brother Raymond closer. “Meaning it may be time
for a change.”

“Are those wise words, my
friend? What if I’m linked with the Charismatics?”

“Then I won’t make it home
tonight, but I know you’re not. I just need to know if I can count
on you when the time comes to make the change?”

Brother Raymond began to walk faster. As
Brother William caught up, Brother Raymond shook his head. “I don’t
think you can count on me.”

“I’m
disappointed.”

Bother Raymond nodded. “I know, but I truly
believe that we are doing God’s will, don’t you?”

Brother William laughed a dismissive laugh.
“Of course I do, but I don’t think God had a pure dictatorship in
mind when he sent us the sign.”

Brother Raymond stopped. “Now you propose to
know God’s mind?”

“Of course not,” Brother
William said, quickly crossing himself. “But I don’t think Father
Esmond knows either.”

“He is Father
Esmond. You’re only Brother William.”

“Of course,” Brother
William said, shaking his head. “Forget I ever mentioned
anything.”

“I will,” Brother Raymond
said with a smile. They walked for a few moments in silence before
Brother Raymond spoke again. “I said you couldn’t count on me, but
I didn’t say that I disagreed with you.”

Brother William laughed. “You’re a hard one
to figure out.” The two Grand Patriarchs walked back to their
dormitories. Neither of them spoke the rest of the way.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Kirsten 2:1

 


Their new hideout was even dirtier than
their previous one. Each new home they took over brought them down
a step in the socio-economic ladder of modern society. The basement
where Kirsten sat in silence had mice. She could hear them
scratching at the walls and squealing, but it wasn’t the mice that
were making Kirsten miserable. The move hadn’t gone well. There was
still a chance that more of her people would check in, but eleven
were missing, and she doubted very much that any of them would show
up. Worst of all, Bobby was nowhere to be found.

“I’m going out to look for
him,” Kirsten said.

Sergei grabbed her arm. “Are you nuts?” He
said in perfect English, no sign of an accent, an accent he didn’t
have. “The Death Troops are everywhere.”

“They won’t hurt me,” she
said, bending his fingers from her arm more forcefully than she
needed to. “I work for the government, remember?”

“Kirsten, the Charismatics
are probably helping with the search.”

“I guess you could say I
work for them too.”

Sergei threw his hands in the air. “You’re
insane. If you get yourself killed, who’s going to lead these
people?”

She glared at him. “I know you won’t.” She
stormed up the stairs, slamming the door behind her and charged out
into the street.

The sun was brighter than usual. Sunglasses
would have been nice, but they were back in the house, and she
wasn’t about to go back there. Someone might be able to talk her
out of what she had in mind, and she wouldn’t let that happen.

The walk back to the west side would do her
some good; let her clear her mind a bit; at least she hoped it
would. She’d only gone a block when she came to the first
checkpoint, two miles earlier than she’d anticipated. The search
was much more intense than she’d expected, but she couldn’t turn
back now.

“ID chit, please,” the
Charismatic demanded.

Kirsten quickly handed the chit over, trying
to smile. The man didn’t even seem to notice. He glanced up at her
face to make sure it matched the one his computer was displaying.
“Kirsten Andrews?” he asked.

“Yes,” she answered, trying
to remain calm. Normally it would be one of the Guards of the Holy
Order watching a checkpoint like this. The fact that it was a
Charismatic told her just how seriously the government was taking
this search.

“You work for the Daily
Benediction? You must be aware of what’s going on,
right?”

Kirsten thought about the man’s question. He
probably had access to her work records and knew that she hadn’t
been in for the last two days. “No, sir, I haven’t been to work in
a couple of days, and I didn’t see any news this morning.” She knew
that their search wasn’t being reported on the news. She’d watched
a full hour of it, hoping to find out where her people were.
“What’s going on?”

“Can’t discuss that
ma’am.”

Kirsten laughed her “dumb blonde” laugh. It
worked on most men, even religious ones. “Of course you can’t. How
stupid of me.”

“Not everything we do is
secretive, Miss Andrews. You couldn’t have known,” he said with a
smile as he handed back her ID chit. “You’ll probably see several
more of these checkpoints, but I’m sure there won’t be any
problems. I’ll put a note in the database that I’ve already spoken
with you. That should help speed you on your way.”

“Thanks,” she said with a
smile, secretly hating the man for being so easy to
manipulate.

As the Charismatic said, the rest of her
trip was relatively uneventful. One Guard asked her what her
destination was, but other than that, everyone let her through
after checking the computer files.

The dilapidated buildings of the old college
section of town began to grow around her, rising from the ground
like stone and brick monuments to the past, which they were. She
really didn’t know what she was hoping to accomplish. If Bobby had
been captured, he wouldn’t be around, and if he hadn’t been
captured, well, where would he be? Looking near their old hideout
was foolish. Still she searched. The area was crawling with Guards
of the Holy Order; each group was escorted by a Charismatic with a
firm hold on their leashes. The search was obviously still on and
still intense.

She rounded a corner and began to walk down
an empty street, empty save one lone sentry halfway down the block
guarding nothing, as far as she could tell.

She approached the sentry with caution.
Guards didn’t usually just stand in the street guarding nothing. As
she neared him, she noticed he was wearing a breather-mask, and as
she got closer, she realized why. There was a bullet-riddled corpse
two feet to his right, already growing ripe with decay and covered
with flies. She eyed the Guard and the corpse with confusion.

This doesn’t make any sense, she
thought. Then she noticed something else about the corpse. It was a
young man with sandy blonde hair. Her stomach heaved, but she
managed to contain it. There was no doubt that the body was Bobby,
but what was going on? She held back as much of her emotions as she
could.
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