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"I don't want to leave, but you know I’d have to in a few months anyway," Samson said.

Macey turned from the window, her gaze lingering on him. Samson protected all the kids from Wanda and Ollie’s anger—which escalated the week before they got the government check. By then, he and Wanda always ran out of money.

Except now, Macey would be the only one left.

She squared her shoulders. Be strong. That's what Samson always said. Never let them know they got the best of you. She tried, she really did, but sometimes it was so hard. She would be strong for Samson now. She wasn't about to hang a guilt trip on him.

"I know you can’t stay,” she said, hating the tremble in her voice. She cleared her throat and continued. “They turn kids out as soon as the money stops, and it always does when someone turns eighteen." She shrugged as if she was okay with everything, holding back emotions threatening to consume her. Her hands curled into fists at her side. God, she wanted to beg Samson to take her with him.

But she wouldn’t. Instead, she’d pretend everything would be okay. "It's what happens when you're a foster kid. Unless, of course, you get lucky and find a good family."

Her gaze lingered on his face, memorizing everything about him: his intense green eyes, the harsh planes of his face that made him look angry most of the time, except she knew better. Not that Macey thought she would ever forget. He'd been a part of her life for the last four years. Her protector, and maybe she'd always been just a little in love with him.

Their foster family would be glad to see him gone. He looked older than his seventeen years and already stood six feet, four inches. Her smile was bittersweet. His dark brown hair was scraggly because he needed a haircut. She’d tried to trim it, but even she admitted that she hadn’t done a very good job.

He already had a lot of muscles because he worked out every chance he got. She always wondered if it was because of the scars on his back. He never talked about them. She never pried.

But now, he was leaving, joining the military.

"Take me with you," she suddenly said, hugging her middle, panic rising inside her, even as she cursed herself for being weak.

He shook his head. "You know I can't. They’d come after you in a heartbeat. You're only thirteen. I would if I could."

She raised her chin. "I'm almost fourteen."

He stepped closer and pulled her into his arms. "You’re growing up fast. I wish to God I could take you with me. If Ollie or Wanda give you a hard time, tell them I’ll come after them. I've already warned them that they better not lay a hand on you."

Yeah, she knew that wasn't going to last. Ollie and Wanda didn't keep their promises.

"My bus will leave in a little while. I guess I’d better get down to the station," Samson said. He raised her chin with one finger. “If it gets too bad, turn them in again.”

Nothing would happen. It never did. Maybe they would shuffle her to another home, but being nearly fourteen put her at a distinct disadvantage. Everyone wanted infants or toddlers.

So, this was it. She hugged him tight, then stepped back, looking up at him. "I love you."

His smile enveloped her in a layer of warmth.

"I love you, too." He ruffled her hair.

She shook her head. "No, I really do love you. Someday, we’re going to get married." Heat spread up her face as soon as the words spilled out of her mouth.

His smile reached all the way to his eyes. "With your looks? Some boy will come along and snatch you up before I even have time to finish my time in the military. All you have to do is bat those big blue eyes and you'll have them eating out of your hand. Just make sure it's the right kind of guy."

Her lips set into a firm line. "No, I'll wait for you."

Samson only smiled before giving her one last hug and then walked out the door. The air around her suddenly felt cold and empty. Tears filled her eyes as she watched him walk down the sidewalk.

She kept watching out the window until right before he turned the corner and looked back. He grinned and waved. He’d known she still watched. She waved back, and before her next breath, he turned and was out of sight.

Macey was so focused on losing Samson, she didn't hear when Ollie came to stand beside her. He set his arm on her shoulder.

She flinched.

"I can't say I'm not glad to see him out of the house. No kid should grow that much and only be seventeen."

She shrugged off his hand. "Admit it. You're scared of him." She turned and hurried into the kitchen before he could punch her on the arm. That's what he liked to do. On the other hand, Wanda had a slap that could knock Macey into the nearest wall.

She’d rather do dishes than stay in his company any longer than necessary. There was always a dish to wash or a room to clean. Ollie and Wanda were slobs and never cleaned up after themselves.

A wave of exhaustion washed over her by the time she dried the last pan and put it away. She was just hanging up the damp cup towel when Wanda came lumbering into the room.

“Fix me something to eat,” she growled, plunking her wide girth onto one of the kitchen chairs.

Macey thought she could hear the chair groan. Wanda actually counted all her snacks, so she knew if even one cookie or Twinkie was missing.

Macey beat her at her own game. Since Macey bought all the groceries, she'd buy extra, then hide them in a special place for the younger kids. Except all the little ones were gone now.  A few months ago, a young couple adopted the five-year-old twins. Not that she could blame anyone for wanting them. They were adorable. Each time one of the kids left, they took a piece of her heart.

Macey glanced around at the clean kitchen, then sighed. “What would you like?”

“Eggs, bacon, toast. Don’t skimp on the butter either, and put some of those apricot preserves on the plate, too.”

So much for escaping the house for a few hours. She brought the skillet out and started Wanda’s breakfast. She didn’t even get a thank you when she set the plate in front of her. Wanda immediately began to shovel the food into her mouth, and when she finished, pushed the plate away and left without a word.

It was almost an hour before the kitchen was clean again. She glanced around to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. Wanda would rant and rave for hours and lecture her on cleanliness being next to godliness if she accidentally left a dirty fork or spoon. Yeah, like Wanda was religious or clean.

Wanda came back in, looking around with an eagle eye. Satisfied, she turned back to Macey. "You haven't made my bed yet. You're getting lazy," she grumbled. "Go do it now. When you finish, bring down my suitcase from the top of the closet.

Macey perked up. “You’re going somewhere?”

“My mother’s for the weekend. Now shut up and do as you’re told. I want this house so clean by the time I return, it sparkles when I open the front door.”

She didn’t care! Two whole days of freedom!

It only took her a few minutes to make the bed, then bring down the pink suitcase. She’d just set it on the bed and opened it when Wanda came into the room.

“Would you like me to help you pack?” she asked.

"I'm taking the pink dress and the light blue one, and grab the white sweater. My mother keeps her house too damned cold."

“And Ollie? What does he want to take?”

“He’s not going. Thinks he’s coming down with something.”

Her hopes deflated faster than if she’d popped a balloon. So much for wishful thinking.

"He's taking me to the train station. Make sure you take care of him while I'm gone. I don't want to come home to him coughing and hacking." She shuddered. "I hate being around sick people." She double-checked everything Macey packed. "Now get out. I want to lie down and rest before I leave."

That was fine by her. Macey hurried out of the room, closing the door behind her. Maybe she would walk over to the park. As long as she kept the house clean and had meals on the table, Ollie and Wanda didn’t care what she did.

She couldn’t help stopping at the window, picturing when Samson turned and looked one last time. She’d miss him, but he promised to write once he settled in the barracks. He swore if Ollie laid a hand on her, he would go AWOL and beat the crap out of him. She had a feeling he would do exactly that.

"He's not here anymore to protect you or anyone else,” Ollie spoke from behind her.

“No, but he’ll kill you if you hurt me.”

He laughed. “I doubt that. He’ll make friends with the guys, and on the weekends, he’ll be out whoring and getting drunk.”

She cringed, closing her eyes tight. He wasn’t like that. Samson was a good, honorable person.

Ollie ran his hand down her arm, then squeezed. “You know, Wanda's going out of town to visit her mother. The old battleax. All the woman does is complain."

Her gut began to churn. Something about him was different. She had a bad feeling. "What has that got to do with me?" She already did all the cooking and cleaning. What more did he want?

"My bed is going to be awfully cold without someone on the other side. If you're nice to me, I can make your life a lot easier."

Oh God, she was going to be sick. Rather than say anything, she turned and ran to her room, closing the door behind her. She viciously rubbed her arm, but she could still feel his slimy touch. There wasn’t even a lock on her door.

No! She wouldn't let him come near her. She would run away before that happened.

Macey crawled to the middle of the bed and pulled her knees in close, resting her head on them. No, no, no!

Why was this happening? What had she ever done to deserve this? She closed her eyes tight. Once, she’d had a family, a real family, but they were gone. She quickly sniffed back her tears.

Macey didn't know how long she sat there, but when the car started, her head jerked up. When Ollie returned, she knew what he planned to do. She might be young, but growing up in foster care aged you pretty fast.

Living on the streets would be better than here. Her heart pounded. Maybe Samson hadn’t left on the bus yet. She might be able to catch him. If he knew what Ollie planned, he’d protect her. Maybe even take her with him.

She scrambled off of the bed and grabbed her school backpack out of the closet, stuffing clothes inside. She wouldn’t stay in this house another night. God, she was shaking so hard she could barely think straight.

Samson would know what to do.

She left the house through the backdoor, keeping beside the overgrown bushes until she came to the gate. She looked around, making sure Ms. Peterson wasn't peering out her window. The old bat would run to Ollie the minute he returned to tattle on her and probably tell him it looked like she was running away.

Macey drew in a deep breath before pushing the gate open and slipping down the alleyway. When a dog began to bark, she took off running. She didn't slow until she was several blocks away.

The bus station wasn't too far from their house. Thank goodness Wanda hated the bus and only traveled by train. Still, it seemed like it took her forever to get there. Once inside the building, she quickly scanned the area. She began to nibble her bottom lip when she didn't see him. The terminal wasn't that big. Someone the size of Samson would be hard to miss, but he wasn't there. An older couple sat near a window, and a family trying to control their three rambunctious kids were closer to the middle.

Still, he could’ve stopped to grab something to eat. She went to the ticket window. The older man on the other side looked up.

“Has bus fifty-nine left yet?” She remembered seeing the number on Samson’s ticket.

His lips pursed as he shuffled through papers. “Yep, two hours ago.”

Too late. She nodded and turned away. Now what was she going to do? Her feet felt as if she had cement blocks tied to them. She only got as far as one of the benches, then dropped down to it. Her shoulders slumped as she tugged off her backpack and pulled it around in front of her, hugging it close.

She’d told herself that it would be better to live under a bridge than to let Ollie touch her, but now she was wondering what her chances would be if she struck out on her own. Would she be dead by morning? Or worse? And yes, she knew there were things far worse than being murdered.

She wasn't sure how long she sat there when the door opened, but she barely glanced up. The woman was probably in her early twenties, dressed plainly in a long, dark skirt, a white blouse, and with a white scarf covering her hair. Their eyes met and locked for just a moment before Macey looked away.

The woman sat near her. There were plenty of places to sit. Why had she sat down by her? She scooted over a little, putting distance between them, even though she didn't feel threatened by the woman.

“I’m sorry. I guess I’m invading your space. You just looked so worried about something that I thought maybe I could help,” she said in a soft voice that was kind of soothing. “My name is Lily.”

“No one can help,” Macey mumbled.

“You won’t know what I can do unless you tell me what’s troubling you.”

She sighed deeply. “I was hoping my friend would still be here, but he already left on the bus.”

“I see. You wanted to tell him goodbye,” Lily guessed.

She shook her head. “I wanted him to take me with him.”

“Are you running away from home?”

“I don’t have a home. Not really. I’m a foster kid.” Why was she babbling? This woman didn’t care about her. She was a stranger.

“I see.” Lily slowly nodded. “There was a time when I didn’t have a home either.”

Macey looked up at her, unable to hold back her curiosity. “What did you do?”

Lily studied her for a moment. “I was thirteen when I ran away. My father was a terrible alcoholic. My mother wouldn’t leave him, and when he started to beat me, I packed a small bag and left.”

“But where did you go?”

Lily’s smile softened her face. “I met someone. Much like we’ve just met. She took me under her wing and introduced me to the Circle of Friends.”

“The Circle of Friends?”

She laughed lightly. "I know. It's a strange name for a community. I like to think of it as the circle of love. Something I never had in my life."

She'd scooted closer without Macey noticing. Lily took Macey's cold hand in hers. There was so much warmth radiating from her that it began to melt the coldness inside Macey.

“If you’d like, I’ll take you there. No one will ever be able to hurt you as long as you live by the rules.”

Macey tugged her hand free. "What rules?" It all sounded too good to be true. She wasn't too sure about rules. She'd had rules all her life and the only people they benefited were the ones making them.

“Don’t worry. They’re only there to help, never to hurt. But if you’re worried, it’s okay. I was at first, too. If you don’t want to go, that’s okay. It’s your decision.”

What choice did she have? There was no other place for her. Maybe fate had brought Lily to her just when she needed someone to help her escape. “I’d like to go with you.” Her eyes narrowed. “But I’m free to leave any time, right? I mean, if I don’t like it there.”

“Anytime you want.”

Macey didn't know about cults or how they preyed on the young and innocent back then.

It didn't take her long to learn.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Two


[image: ]




Fourteen years later

Macey stared out the window into the inky blackness of night. Nothing moved. Dark and empty. Just like she felt on the inside. Time was running out, and she knew it. Rachel was thirteen now.

She closed her eyes tight, as if a solution might suddenly come to her. There had to be a way to end what would soon happen. There had to be, dammit! Some way that she could escape with Rachel. Her heart pounded inside her chest at the mere thought of attempting to run away yet again—of failing one more time. Now, it would be more challenging.

But she knew more. She knew the pitfalls.

Lessons learned.

Memories flooded her mind. How could she have thought Isaiah was handsome and kind—her salvation? A bitter laugh escaped. She’d fallen for his looks and soft words just like everyone else.

Isaiah was the most beautiful man she'd ever seen, with soft brown hair that brushed his shoulders, and his eyes were an unusual shade of gray-blue that mesmerized not only her but everyone around him. The snake in the Garden of Eden. He'd seduced her with his words.

"I'll always care for you—no one else will love you as I do," Isaiah said. "You're home now—one of us. No harm will come to you as long as you learn and follow our ways. You'll have a special place amongst us."

How could she have believed him? She’d been in the foster system long enough that she’d learned people lie. Samson had been her anchor. As soon as he left, she’d been adrift in a sea of sharks. It didn’t take her long to figure out why they wanted her to join the Circle of Friends. She tried to run. She hadn’t gotten far.

Lesson learned: never try to escape on the road leading out of the commune. Too easy to get caught.

Her lips thinned into a tight line. Isaiah didn’t have the guts to carry out her punishment himself. No, he had others do his dirty work while he watched. He couldn’t stain his image. He always acted as if it hurt him to see someone punished. He carefully hid his excitement, but she’d seen the gleam of anticipation in his eyes. No, Thomas, his right-hand man, took care of the punishments.

Thomas was six feet tall and muscled. He dragged one leg from an unknown injury, or maybe he was born that way. If you ever met him on the street, you'd cross over to the other side. His eyes were squinty and too small for his big head. He had a large bulbous nose and fat lips. He once stood up during a sermon and told everyone he'd found God when he met Isaiah.

She still remembered that first punishment Thomas had meted out on Isaiah’s orders.

Thomas had dragged her back in front of Isaiah. He’d been furious she’d tried to leave, but he hid his anger from everyone. He’d stepped nearer, brushing her hair behind her ear before he leaned close so that only she could hear his whispered words.

“You are a cancer that spreads and grows until it chokes the life out of a person. You were born in the outside world, but you will learn our ways or regret it for the rest of your life, my sweet child.”

A shudder swept over her as she shoved the memories aside. There was nothing kind or handsome about Isaiah. He was an evil man. She bit her bottom lip. Could she go through all of that again? Face the punishment if they caught her? How many times had she tried to leave? She'd lost count.

Macey began to tremble, pushing away the images, but they kept flashing in her mind.

The eight-foot post stood in the center of their community as a reminder to anyone who might disobey the leaders. Most people didn’t dare to even look at it in case it hexed them in some way.

She closed her eyes tight, willing the memories to go away. She couldn’t stop them from exploding across her brain.

They stretched her arms high above her head, looping the heaving chains over the hook at the top of the post. Her dress had been removed earlier. She wore only a thin, white shift. Macey thought Isaiah liked this part the best. He could exert complete power over their community while pretending to be in pain because someone had to be disciplined. The people forced to watch recognized his authority because, after all, he was the right hand of God. It was not his judgment but God's.

Everyone was there. To miss a public beating meant the leaders might start watching your actions. No one wanted that to happen, but yet, they were all loyal to Isaiah.

She’d grit her teeth, vowing to be strong, but all the time praying someone would help her. How could the authorities not know what went on here? For God’s sake, this wasn’t the dark ages.

They always claimed religious freedom. Religious freedom, her ass! They were a cult. Men were the supreme rulers, and women were...women were nothing. That was why their numbers were dwindling. They wanted more than people were willing to give. They needed new blood, new children, new followers.

The lash whistled through the air, then bit into her tender flesh. She gasped. Her body jerked. Concentrate on something else! Another whistle, she jerked, trying to move away before it landed again, but her feet were tied to the post as well. There was no escape.

The third time, she heard a scream, breaking through the otherwise silent night. It took a moment for her to realize she’d been the one to scream.

No one stepped forward to stop Isaiah. No one cried out on her behalf that this was wrong. Again and again, the lash fell. The smell of her fear and pain curled up to her nose, almost suffocating her. Her body slumped. Her mind couldn't comprehend what he was doing to her.

Once, she'd had a champion—Samson. She smiled as she drifted in and out of consciousness. Ollie and Wanda had barely fed the kids in their care. They were hired out to do odd jobs and, heaven forbid, if you didn't come back with the right amount of money. Samson always took the brunt of their anger.

But that was a long time ago. There were no more champions. Samson wasn’t here. There was no one to rescue her from this hell.

“Mother, Sister Agnes would like to see you downstairs.”

Macey jumped as her thoughts were pulled back to the present. She smiled at her daughter. Rachel was why she hadn't run for a few years. She'd tried when Rachel was small. That's when they began to supervise her time with Rachel. Rachel slept in a room downstairs at night, Macey in the attic. She wouldn't leave her daughter behind.

Rachel was the only bright light in her otherwise dark world, but they would soon attempt to extinguish that light, too. She studied her daughter. Blonde hair scraped back into a tight bun at the base of her neck, pristine white shirt, plain black skirt that almost brushed the floor when she walked, sensible black shoes.

“You mustn’t keep her waiting.” She respectively downed her head.

Macey’s heart broke a little more as she watched her daughter conforming to the ways of the community.

The Circle of Friends. She almost laughed. They were not her friends. What few people remained, maybe a couple of hundred, were strong in their beliefs. The leaders gave back just enough that the people were willing to go along with their crazy idealization of how they should all live their lives. That, along with Isaiah twisting the Bible to suit his needs.

Macey lightly ran her hands over her daughter’s smooth cheek. “Are you still in there, my love,” she whispered.

Rachel looked up, frowning. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You should go downstairs now. Sister Agnes only has our best interests at heart. Are you not happy here, Mother?”

She shook her head.

Rachel looked genuinely puzzled. “But I don’t understand. We have everything we need: food, clothes to wear, people who love us. What more could we want?”

She grabbed her daughter’s hands and held tight. “There’s another world out there.” Desperation rose inside her. “One you’ve never seen. People are free to make their own choices. We could run away—together. Come with me,” she frantically whispered.

Rachel quickly cast her gaze about as she pulled her hands away. “Talk like that will get you whipped.” Her expression darkened. “It will not go well for me, either. Have you forgotten that I’m soon to be married? I’m past thirteen. I’m sure it will happen any day now. Do you want to ruin my special day when it comes?”

Tears filled her eyes. She shook her head. “You’re only thirteen." The exact age Macey had been when he took her innocence. They'd drugged her, but she remembered the face of the man above her. Hate threatened to spill out of her, but she tamped it down.

Rachel squared her shoulders. "Catherine married last year, and she was barely thirteen. It's past time a man claimed me." She raised her chin. "You need to go downstairs and stop this foolish talk."

Macey finally nodded. “Of course, you’re right.”

Macey came to her feet with a weary sigh. Again, she almost laughed. She was twenty-eight but felt old beyond her years. She trudged down the stairs, going straight to Agnes’ office, wondering what new torture she’d thought up.

Agnes ran the household with an iron fist. She was the elder wife. There were three of them. Macey was the outcast, only given to Jacob because he was old and couldn’t take her to bed. She was told it was punishment, but she was secretly glad.

She tapped on the door, and when Agnes told her to come in, she opened the door.

When Agnes looked up, Macey quickly lowered her eyes. She’d felt the back of her hand on more than one occasion for not showing her the proper amount of respect.

“Yes, Sister Agnes?” she murmured.

"Since Rachel is your child, I thought it best to inform you that she'll be leaving for the House of Spiritual Enlightenment tomorrow in preparation for her marriage one month from now." Her words were harsh, as though she enjoyed imparting the news.

Macey's head jerked up. "No, you can't! It's too soon!" That meant she would no longer be able to see Rachel. She would become part of another household and be lost to her forever.

Agnes came to her feet. “Do you dare raise your voice to me?” Agnes’ hand shot out, slapping Macey so hard she dropped to her knees.

“She’s my daughter. Still a baby.”

Agnes laughed. "She's one of us. You're the outsider. I told Isaiah he should keep Rachel and send you away, but he refused to hear my warning. He still thinks you can be redeemed." She sighed. "I suppose he was right in one sense. Rachel will help populate the community with true believers."

“You’re all sick,” she whispered.

“What did you say?” 

She quickly lowered her gaze to the floor. “Nothing. Of course, you’re right. I apologize for my earlier outburst.”

Agnes straightened. “Then get up and get out of my sight.”

Macey scrambled to her feet and quickly left, closing the door quietly behind her when she wanted to slam it as hard as she could. God, she remembered the House of Spiritual Enlightenment. The women who ran it hammered into her head how important it was to do whatever her husband wanted her to do. These women were the head of their husband's households, and Lily led the group. Their husbands were the right arm of Isaiah, and Isaiah was the right arm of God. 

They were all fools.

He took parts of the Bible and created a new version, a new book. They forced her to read it, and when she'd laughed and told them this wasn't the way the world worked and their so-called True Book was filled with lies, she'd been beaten into conforming to their will.

She couldn’t let that happen to Rachel.

“You’re still here,” Agnes said when she opened her door and stepped out. “Dawdling as usual. I’ve called a meeting. You would do well to be there.”

Macey was forced to join the rest of the household in the main room. Agnes moved to stand near the fireplace. She clapped for silence. The dozen or so people in the room didn't think of not following the rules, and silence came immediately.

“Today, I have a special announcement,” Agnes began. “Rachel will leave for the House of Spiritual Enlightenment tomorrow morning where she will begin instructions into becoming a proper wife that will lead her to an eternal place in Heaven.”

Everyone began to clap and offer good wishes—everyone except Macey.

Rachel made her way to the front of the room. Head bowed in respect, but Macey saw her innocent smile. She reverently took Agnes’ extended hand and kissed it.

“You will be elevated to the highest position in our community,” Agnes said.

Dread began to fill Macey, and her stomach churned with foreboding. There was only one way a woman could become that important.

“You will marry our supreme leader, Isaiah.”

Agnes confirmed Macey's worst fear. No, no, no, this couldn't be happening. She stumbled back a step until she was against the wall. She closed her eyes, taking in slow deep breaths. When she opened them again, she knew what she had to do. Why hadn't she left sooner? She could've tried one more time.

Now, it seemed she had no choice, but oh God, she knew deep down inside that Rachel wouldn’t leave. She rushed from the room as another wave of nausea sent her outside to retch in the bushes. What was she going to do?

She had one chance to save Rachel. One chance only.
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“I heard we’re getting a substitute teacher today,” the high school student said.

"Probably a wuss like the last one. Remember him? He was skinny and kept pushing his glasses up. If we play our cards right, no homework tonight," his friend said, and they both laughed as they went into the classroom.

Samson smiled right behind them as he walked into the noisy room. Kids were sitting on desks, talking and laughing or on their phones. They hadn't noticed him yet. He set his briefcase down beside the desk and walked to the chalkboard where he wrote Mr. Whitlock on the chalkboard and then turned back around.

He casually walked to the front of the desk and leaned back against it. Either the kids were looking younger or he was getting older. Hell, maybe it was a little of both.

"We're going to be talking today about America and war," he began.

One girl casually looked up with a bored expression. For just a moment, her eyes widened as she took in his size. Just as quickly, she slithered into her seat. "Don't you want to know where Ms. Crawford left off?" she timidly asked.

He slowly shook his head. "It doesn't matter. War is war no matter when or where you're fighting a battle."

The cocky kid he'd heard talking a moment ago smirked. "You're a teacher. What do you know about war?"

Samson shook his head. "You think that just because I'm a teacher, I don't know anything about war except what I've read in books?"

"Well, have you ever been in a war?"

Most of the kids were slipping into their seats after sizing him up and deciding it would be in their best interest to sit quietly. Apparently, the kid he was looking at didn't feel the least bit intimidated and still leaned against his desktop.

Samson had seen his kind before. The kid thought he was tough. Maybe he was tougher than some of the others. This school wasn't in the best part of town. Both parents had to work to make ends meet most of the time, leaving these kids on their own. With too much time on their hands, they often got into trouble. Some of them came from one-parent homes. The fathers either took off or were in jail.

But maybe, just maybe, he could get through to one or two of them and tell them life didn’t have to be about joining a gang. There was more out there.

"There are all kinds of wars,” Samson said. “Not just the kind you fight overseas."

He cocked an eyebrow. "So you haven't been to war."

Samson slowly shook his head. "I didn't say that. But yes, as a matter of fact, I have fought overseas."

"I bet you stayed behind the desk the whole time." His friend sneered.

"As I said, there are all kinds of wars to be fought. Some battles you walk away from, and then there are others where you'll stand and fight for what you believe in."

"Like when our parents tell us to do something and we don't want to." Someone at the back commented.

The kids were seated now. Even the cocky one had backed down and moved into his chair.

"Not necessarily. You should always listen to your parents. Most of the time, they’ve been where you are right now. They want you to learn from their mistakes and not screw up like they did."

The kids were starting to look bored again. He knew anything he said about their parents would fly right over their heads. They didn't want to hear that they should obey them. Most kids didn't. He needed to grab their attention again.

"I was thinking more about gangs. They’re always looking to recruit new blood. Don't listen to them. They only want to control you. In the beginning, they'll make you think you're in this together with them. Fighting the establishment."

"Yeah, were you ever in a gang?" The cocky kid was back.

"I was recruited into one when I was almost twelve. And yes, I listened to their lies. I was looking for something more, and they promised to give it to me."

Most of the kids were leaning forward in their chairs by now.

"What happened?" a girl asked.

"They made me believe I was part of their family. I was young and impressionable. When I finally saw through what they were trying to do, I left, but it wasn’t easy."

"What did they do?" This from cocky kid.

He braced himself. This question always came up, and he never lied. These kids needed to know the truth about gangs and what they were getting into, but every time he thought about that last day, he could feel the boots kicking him. Then Andy's voice as he brought the knife out.

“Just so you don’t ever forget, here’s something to remember us by.” Andy sliced across Samson’s back once, twice... Samson cried out. The sounds of a siren echoed in the distance. Andy laughed. Boots running away.

“Mr. Whitlock?”

He blinked, and the room came into focus. "They almost beat me to death. After that, I went into foster care."

"Where were your parents?" Came a timid question from the back.

"Most of the time, my mother was strung out on drugs. I never knew my father. But my point is, there will be choices in your life that you have to make. Sometimes you’ll have to stand up and fight for yourself. Those will be the first wars you will fight." He took off his jacket and tossed it onto the desk. "It's how you react to those times in your life that will shape you."

"But what if you're scared?" This from a boy in the back. He was thin and wore thick, black glasses.

"That's a natural response."

"As big as you are, I doubt you've ever been scared," one girl said.

He laughed, relaxing. "Believe me, I've been scared a lot of times, but it's how you face those fears that make you stronger." He looked around the room, knowing he'd piqued their interest. "Take, for example, you see a young man being bullied by four big guys. Do you walk away, or do you help him out?"

"Help him," a cute young blonde immediately spoke up.

Samson slowly nodded. "That’s good. Now, say the guys are four, star football players—the most popular kids in school. You've always had a secret crush on one of them. Now, do you help out the kid being bullied or not?"

The girl downed her head, cheeks rosy red while some of the kids snickered.

"Those are some of the battles I'm talking about. Do you take up for the underdog, or do you walk away? I'll tell you now, if you don't stand up for the weak, you'll probably feel guilty for a very long time."

"But what if I don't feel guilty." Cocky kid was back again.

"Then I'd hate to have you watching my back. The real cowards would be the four jocks picking on someone they know can't fight back. The one with courage is the one who takes up for the kid being bullied."

One guy was studying him intently. "I didn't think teachers had tattoos," he said.

He glanced at the tattoo peeking from just under his short-sleeved shirt. He reached across and raised the sleeve with one finger to show the shield with a bloodied knife through it. Most of the boys sat forward in their seats.

"Wow, that's badass."

"You get that from the gang you were in?"

He shook his head, letting his shirt sleeve fall back into place. "Special ops."

"Whoa! Like covert operations and everything?" a guy up front asked.

Samson smiled. "Yeah, like covert operations." 

Questions started flying. He dove into past and present wars, both here and overseas. Everyone joined in on the discussion.

Damn, he loved being a teacher. Sure, some of the kids acted tough, but that was only a façade for the most part. Most of them were in the ninth grade. Young enough to shape their lives and make them think about the path they wanted to take.

This was the last class of the day, so a couple of the kids hung around talking to him when it was over. He patiently answered their questions until the principal stuck her head into the room. She was still there when the kids left, smiling and shaking her head.
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