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      The garage was my church, my sanctuary, the only place in this whole godforsaken country that still smelled like freedom. It was a perfume of motor oil, sawdust, and rebellion, a scent I inhaled like it was pure oxygen. My knuckles were split from wrestling with a stubborn alternator on my '72 Chevy pickup, a machine that predated most of the bureaucratic nonsense currently strangling this nation. Liberty, my pit bull, let out a low woof from her spot on the cool concrete floor, a sound that was more agreement than complaint. She knew the score. She knew when I was on the warpath.

      The warpath today was being paved by the traitorous prattle spewing from the crackly AM radio bolted to the wall. Some suit with a voice like smoothed-over gravel was droning on about federal land management. "…in the interest of public safety, the Forest Service has issued an emergency closure of all access points to Sector 7-G, effective immediately. Citing unstable geological conditions and unpredictable atmospheric anomalies, officials are urging citizens to respect the perimeter…"

      "Unstable geological conditions," I snarled, slamming a wrench down on the workbench. The sound echoed in the garage, a violent punctuation to my disgust. Liberty’s tail gave a single, sharp thump against the floor. She knew that tone. "Unstable my ass. That's just government-speak for 'we found something we can't tax or regulate, so we're putting up a fence'."

      Sector 7-G. It was just a name on a map to most people, a blank spot in the backcountry. To me, it was a principle. It was public land, my land, our land. And they were closing it. Drawing a line in the dirt and telling the American people they weren't allowed to cross it. It was a boot on the neck of liberty, a final, insulting reminder that we were no longer citizens. We were tenants.

      I looked at the wall, my gaze landing on the flag I’d hung there myself. Not the stars and stripes, though I respected that one. This one was older, simpler. A yellow field, a coiled timber rattlesnake, and four words that were the only creed a man like me needed: "Don't Tread on Me." The rattlesnake wasn't a symbol of aggression. It was a symbol of warning. It said, I won't bother you if you don't bother me. But if you step on me, you will get the consequences. The government wasn't just stepping on me. They were stomping.

      I looked down at my own arms, at the tattoos that were a living history of my defiance. A snarling wolf on my bicep, for the pack, for loyalty. A tattered American flag on my forearm, for the nation that used to be. And coiled around my other forearm, its fangs bared, was the very same rattlesnake from my flag. It was a permanent reminder, inked into my skin, of the line that must never be crossed.

      They had crossed it.

      My mind was made up before the radio host had even signed off. This wasn't just about hiking anymore. This was a statement. It was an act of civil disobedience, a shot across the bow of the bloated whale of government. They thought they could put up a gate, post a few signs, and that would be that? They thought men like me would just shrug and turn on the television? They didn't know who they were dealing with.

      "I'm going for a walk this weekend, girl," I said to Liberty, who thumped her tail again, her brown eyes full of a trust that was purer than anything I'd ever known. "But this is one walk you don't get to join me on."

      I wouldn't just hike into Sector 7-G. I'd hike in, plant my own flag—a Gadsden flag, of course—and hike back out. I'd take pictures. I'd post them online. I'd become the message. I would be the living embodiment of "Don't Tread on Me." They wanted to tread? I'd show them what happened when you woke the rattlesnake. A slow, grim smile spread across my face. The weekend couldn't come soon enough. I, Brock "Rattlesnake" Maddox, had a fence to jump.
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      The gate was a joke. A flimsy thing of chain-link and a padlock that looked like it could be picked with a shoelace and a paperclip. I didn't even bother. A dozen yards to the left, the so-called "impenetrable barrier" ended at a steep rock face, a gap wide enough for a man with a pair of balls to slip through. That was me. I slipped through, my pack a familiar, heavy weight on my shoulders, a smirk on my face. They wanted to keep me out? They'd have to build a wall higher than their hubris.

      My hike in wasn't a hike; it was an incursion. I didn't follow a trail. Trails are for people who ask permission. I carved my own path, a bull in a china shop of pristine wilderness. My boots didn't just touch the ground; they punished it, stomping through ferns and snapping dead branches underfoot. I was making noise, a loud, aggressive statement against the enforced silence of this so-called forbidden zone. Every snapped twig was a "fuck you" to some faceless bureaucrat in a Washington office. Every rustle of leaves was a declaration of my presence, my right to be here.

      This was why Liberty didn't join me. I loved her to pieces, but this trek was a man's trek, and not even man's best friend could keep pace with my anger. The rage was fuel. The anger was a fire in my gut, a white-hot coal that pushed me forward, mile after grueling mile. I didn't feel the burn in my thighs or the ache in my shoulders. All I felt was the injustice of it all. This land didn't belong to them. It belonged to me. To us. Unfortunately, I had to leave Liberty with a buddy of mine, someone with the same values of myself, but also someone who I knew would take care of her like she not only needed, but deserved.

      My anger carried me for miles without stop. It took me far past what the average hiker would be willing to handle in a single day. I did not have a tent, not wanting to carry it, instead just a sleeping bag and some rations. All of it was in a pack that was probably too small for the expedition, but I had always traveled light. I would find a place to make my camp later in the day, when I was ready. For now, I wanted to get deep into the forbidden zone before the sun set. I wanted to get so far in that they would never think to look for me. Not that it would be that hard. After all, they didn't even know I was here. The only way they would know is if I told them. And I would make sure to do that once I was safely out and back in civilization.

      And then, it started. The strangeness.

      It wasn't sudden. It was a slow, creeping change, like the turning of the seasons, only compressed into a few hours. The air, which should have been growing cooler as I gained elevation, got warmer. A thick, humid warmth, like stepping into a greenhouse, settled over me. The constant chatter of the forest, the birds and the insects, it all just… stopped. A profound, unnerving stillness fell, the silence so complete I could hear the blood rushing in my ears. Then came the hum.

      I'd read the reports on the internet, the ones I'd dismissed as government psyops. But it was real. A low-frequency vibration that I felt more in my teeth and bones than I heard with my ears. It was a constant, resonant thrum that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. It felt… invasive. A sound that had no right to exist in nature, a man-made noise in a place that should be pure. It felt like a violation, an insult to my very senses. I tried to shake it off, to focus on the burning anger that had gotten me this far, but the hum was insidious. It wormed its way into my head, a persistent, annoying drone that made it hard to concentrate.

      I pulled the GPS from my pack, a piece of modern tech I only grudgingly used. The screen flickered, the image of my location distorting into a garbled mess of pixels before going black. Dead. I scoffed, tossing it back into my pack. "Figures," I muttered to myself. "Can't trust anything they make." I pulled out my compass, an old, reliable brass thing my grandfather had given me. The needle wasn't just spinning uselessly; it was twitching, like a dying insect. It had no sense of north, no direction at all.

      For a moment, a flicker of unease went through me, a cold, unfamiliar sensation that I quickly stamped out. It was a feeling I hadn't experienced since my first tour overseas, that prickle at the back of the neck that suggested danger I couldn't yet see. But this wasn't the desert. This was American soil. Fear was a luxury for men who followed the rules, for those who let some pencil-pusher decide where they could and couldn't go. I was a man who made his own. I didn't need their gadgets or their maps. I trusted my gut, and my gut was forged in hotter fires than this. My gut told me to keep going, to push through the strange warmth and the maddening hum, to prove that no man-made barrier or natural anomaly could stop a determined American.

      The terrain grew more treacherous. The incline was steep, a nightmare of loose scree and slick, moss-covered rocks. I moved with a heavy, punishing gait, my confidence unwavering. I was Brock "Rattlesnake" Maddox. I'd climbed mountains tougher than this with a broken leg. But the hum was getting louder now, a heavy, oppressive weight that pressed in on me from all sides. A strange dizziness began to cloud my thoughts, a disorienting wave that made the world tilt and sway. It was like being drunk, but without the pleasant buzz. It was a dizzying, unsettling high that made it hard to focus, hard to think. My anger was still there, a dull, simmering resentment, but it was muted now, its sharp edges blunted by the persistent, intrusive thrum.

      I navigated a particularly tricky slope, my footing sure but my mind strangely detached, as if I was watching myself from a distance. I saw my boot land on a patch of dark, slick-looking moss. The rational, tactical part of my brain, the part that had kept me alive in more shit holes than I could count, screamed a warning. But the rest of me was slow, sluggish, cocooned in the warm, humming fog. My boot didn't just slip. It seemed to sink into the moss, which gave way like wet paper.

      For a single, stretched-out moment, there was only the shock of the unexpected. Then, I was falling. It wasn't a long drop, but it was violent. I didn't tumble with the kind of panicked flailing of an amateur. I fell with the heavy, resigned weight of a man who knows a mistake when he makes it. The world became a chaotic, green-brown blur that gave way to an impossible, shimmering blue.
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