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	“Most people back in town will become sick if they eat berries, or anything natural directly from the earth?”


	Twenty-six years ago, New Heaven was preparing for the big celebrations. Of course, the city atmosphere was hardly celebratory for all of its citizens. The small well to do infected population lived in the plush neighborhoods. Naturally, they enjoyed the full protection of drones, and android police officers from those trying to release their aggression impulses on property and people. The majority of the population lived in high-rise apartment buildings built to accommodate the rising demand for housing units. Since the plague outbreak the housing demand has eased considerably but rent remains high. Segregated to the poorest section of town, the mutants live in the city’s ghetto known as the Forbidden Zone.


	 








CHAPTER I: The Infected - Friday, 2 July 2176


	Twilight in New Heaven 


	 


	Security was on high alert throughout the city. Everyone had heard the public service announcements about a rebel uprising. Just two days before Independence Day, the mood throughout the city was somber. Trouble in the electrically-fenced city could erupt at any moment. In the downtown area, people walked nervously and at a quicker pace than usual. Low-flying drones and android police officers in the streets were ready to shoot to kill anyone they suspected might pose a threat. The infected population had been on the edge of violent outbursts. 


	The hot July sun beating down on New Heaven’s infected population only makes their aggression worse. It is especially brutal for Nelly, the beggar, standing just a few feet from the Town Hall -a middle aged bony dark-skinned woman in rags. Nelly is decorated with the most intricate honeycombed rainbow-colored hairstyle that makes the infected sick just to look at her. No one pays any attention to her fainting, bleeding from the mouth face down on the sidewalk. Drops of blood from her sore lips are common symptoms of the plague; as common as sneezing these days. Like frantic wild bees out of the hive with only an instinctive sense of direction, blank faces of passersby swarm past the disoriented beggar. Less noticeable than discarded objects on their path, Nelly refuses to let them pretend she does not exist. On his way to work at Joe’s Dream Diner, Roy the street boxer stops to stare at her. She reminds him of his wounded dog, but he tries to suppress any feeling of empathy. Instinctively, he pours a bottle of water on her face to cool her off and continues walking. He catches himself feeling sorry for the beggar. He raises his head toward the sky to look at the drones, and tries to suppress the feelings that make him sick. 


	By the time that Nelly revives, Roy has melted into the crowd. She wipes the water from her face, and starts yelling at the apathetic crowd passing her by. Confused, she looks around trying to decipher cryptic messages the infected conceal deep inside their insensate minds. She is convinced they are conspiring against her; this much she has suspected ever since she began frequenting the center square. With disdain in her voice and facial expression, she keeps repeating a sermon that has become a daily prayer. “Countdown to deliverance has begun for all you sinners. The Blood Moon is upon us. Armageddon is just around the corner. Yes sir, the heavens will strike us down when we least expect it. Repent now or die a horrible death sinner! Mad lepers of the soul, miserable freaks of the plague our time is coming.”


	Blood moon and omens of Armageddon make up her daily sermons. As much as it helps her to cope with lingering pain, her scolding inadvertently helps to rejuvenate those infected souls agitatedly walking around her. Like a yogi in a trance, she sits cross-legged facing City Hall. Slowly raising her head toward the sun, she feels its burning rays registering 105 degrees on that humid July day. Inside her tormented mind, she expects the heavens to unlock the gates and swallow her. Wiping perspiration off her forehead, she murmurs inaudible prayers against the background noises from people and flying drones. Her hands shaking, she reaches into her left eye socket carefully taking out the glass eye. Rubbing it clean with saliva on her sleeve, she points the eye toward the painting behind her. After mumbling a few words, she falls into a trance. As though possessed by a demonic spirit, her whole body trembles. Only she can decipher the ethereal divine signal emanating from the painting.


	For a mad woman, it is not surprising she always carries the horrific painting of a ritualistic human sacrifice. Amid the plague, such morbid art is a mirror of calamities people have endured. Deriving inspiration from the painting, Nelly continues to hold the glass eye in a ritualistic manner muttering prayers. Maniacal facial expressions betray her desire to share mystifying emotions with dispassionate passersby. She knows that it is virtually impossible to make the infected feel compassion; in fact, that makes them sick. Nevertheless, she tries. “You cannot stand to look at me, can you? Well, here I stand in all my wretchedness. There was a time when I believed life was divine. I thought it would never end, just like many of you fools believe. But then came the first strike of the plague and we killed off love. There was a time when I swallowed heaven whole and I could do it over and over again. There was a time the stars were gleaming through my whole body. If only those stars returned to me, I could cure the infected with the energy in my soul.”


	Beneath the despair finding expression in her voice to strangers, layers of madness have tormented her since she watched her son die on stage while performing for the infected audience. Still able to project poignant confidence of a high priestess, a beggar is an enigma for the infected population. A self-proclaimed streetwise prophet who experienced a mystical epiphany after losing her boy, Nelly has been in search of fellow mourners to no avail. To find serenity, she needs to share her maddening experiences with the insidious plague-ridden world she blames. With nothing to lose after she lost her son and her mind, she refuses to capitulate like those passing her by fearing they may lose their place in line for the elusive dream of success in life. 


	“Why should you feel my pain when yours is just as deep? Why should you feel anything that makes you sick to death and angry? The pain has killed us all. We’re already dead inside. Those electronic gadgets attached to your bodies snatched your soul and you didn’t even notice. There is no redemption, not for me not for any of you. Apocalypse without the Lord’s Second Coming is all that remains. Oh how I want my suffering to end. I’m afraid I’ll miss it if it ever ends.”


	‘The street oracle’, as mutants in the Forbidden Zone call Nelly, has been delivering doomsday predictions to cope not just with the plague but mostly with her son’s tragic death. Upon his passing, she surrendered to the spirits controlling her mind and driving her to the town square every day to preach. New Heaven’s shattered mirror slowly sinking in an ocean of indifference, Nelly attracts the attention of the police. They are concerned that rebels could be using her to instigate subversive messages right before Independence Day. They let her be once they realize she is too incoherent to be a messenger for anyone other than the doomsday voices inside her head. Amid the plague, neither the police nor anyone else really cares that she believes that the world is in the midst of cataclysmic annihilation. Inadvertently, the beggar makes the infected feel healthier to have their aggression stimulated. In the heart of the lunatic soothsayer swimming upstream in the town’s infected consciousness, they see the reflection of their minds as the only reality they dread: a terrible future or the courage to escape.


	A heartening illusion for those still harboring traces of optimism, some of the desperate still believe that Mars colonization is humanity’s future. Others have accepted their fate on earth as it is written by the stars. Astrologers do a brisk business with the infected hoping for a cure. Priests and politicians promise that all misfortune that has befallen humankind will evaporate. Along with the polluted clouds making breathing difficult during the hot summer months, salvation that never comes is just around the corner.


	On the wall of the county hospital rebel graffiti is another reminder of illusions the infected population harbors. “Wake up from the spell of your meek surrender! Rise above the clouds of pestilence hanging over your enslaved existence. Take charge of your life now and renounce the culture of the plague. Take charge of your mind and live as nature intended.” Behind graffiti-covered walls Dr. Jeff Stein works feverishly in his biogenetic laboratory at the gigantic county hospital. His prototype neo-genesis experiment holds the promise of a new start for humanity. Dr. Jeff admonishes his colleagues that they must emerge from behind the veneer of hypocrisy; they must face the painful reality that life under the plague’s curse cannot be improved by treating the symptoms. Everyone ignores the dissident scientist with the elongated face, bony features and bulging eyes. Nervous twitches make him appear like an alien from a distant planet stealthily preaching subversive messages to unsuspecting earthlings. To prevent chronic nose bleeding induced by empathy for patients, he bites down on his lower lip and presses on his nostrils as he tilts his head back. Dedication to his work and medication help him cope as he struggles with drug addiction like so many others. 


	Just a few miles from Dr. Jeff’s hospital, the largest corporation in America and the most enigmatic about its operations, the Inter-Planetary Export Warehouse employs mutant workers who are cheaper than robots and androids. To reinforce their separateness from the infected, the ‘altered’ prefer the stigmatizing label “mutant”. The infected who call them mutants see them no different than stray animals abandoned by their owners. More at ease under descending darkness, their ghostly silhouettes resemble scared animals against the background of intermittent fireworks explosions in New Heaven two days before the 400th Independence Day anniversary. At the bottom of the bio-socioeconomic class, mutants are fated by the legally-codified role government has given them, segregating them from the infected population.


	Hoping their Independence Day will come soon enough, mutants dismiss the infected as savages who hide behind the layers of masks that the techno-scientific civilization affords them. Because they are free of psycho-neurotic illness, which the plague caused, mutants are the object of derision for the infected population. Instead of living inside the infected world of virtual reality, mutants find fulfillment in direct interaction with nature and people. Nevertheless, they live in the horrid present where the market assigns a collective Human Commodity Stock (HCS) value to them as a class, rather than as individuals. Most mutants fall into debt and work in the New Heaven warehouse, which they call “debtor’s prison”. The unemployed and semi-employed position themselves on street corners and on rooftops in the “Forbidden Zone”; the town’s infamous ghetto that also serves as the underground rebel center. 


	Ground zero of human hunts, the Zone is an illegal bazaar for everything from human organs to narcotics and killer robots. Discarded objects of all sorts along with unemployed mutants pile up in the Zone’s back alleys. “Lust dumps” cater to infected addicts who still crave pre-plague pleasures of the senses that induce severe illness. Just before twilight, mutants hide like frightened animals from infected hunters. With intent to disfigure and mutilate mutants as part of a ritual, hunters remain healthy while taking revenge against those that make them ill. 


	Under the cover of darkness, hunters move swiftly in the streets of the Zone where drones, broken cameras and other detection devices cannot reveal all that takes place inside dilapidated buildings. The surveillance industry has given birth to an entirely new thriving crime wave inside the Zone. Police often join human hunters, making daily survival difficult for the mutant population. Bleeding like rabid-infected dogs in back alleys, wounded mutants enter the hospital emergency room knowing they may never leave alive. Medical staff affords priority to patients covered by health insurance based on their HCS value. 


	The more dispirited with slim prospects for recovery sign the organ donor consent forms and go directly to the hospital’s ‘Altered Wing’ for processing. Some beg Dr. Jeff to let them become medical research volunteers. This is the fastest way for their relatives to have another chance at life. A few will die in the bio-medical division for organ donation and bio-android division. As a courtesy, relatives of the deceased are eligible to receive medical attention and procreation rights, or relocation to the mutant sanctuary colony in Oregon. As much as some are determined to kill themselves because they have no prospects of securing freedom from a life of servitude, most mutants want to live and procreate. 


	As part of public policy for population control, hospitals use volunteer mutants and ex-cons as subjects in drug experiments. As an ex-con, Roy the street boxer volunteered for the program, placing his fate in Dr. Jeff. Instead of discovering a cure for the plague, the doctor’s experiment left Roy even less able to cope with the symptoms of the plague than when he entered the experiment. As long as he has a job at diner and he is not behind bars, Roy is glad he volunteered for Dr. Jeff’s experiment although he was no better than a mutant. 


	 








Roy & the Android


	Standing behind the food counter, Roy’s bio-skin t-shirt depicts the Statue of Liberty holding a human skeleton upside down. “Green-Recycled-Soul,” reads the inscription. Customers and employees at Joe’s Dream Diner are convinced Roy is as dysfunctional as his antiquated android companion. Most of the infected wear bio-skin for protection from deadly sun-rays. Corporations donate bio-skin to their employees whose HCS shares they own. Indifferent to his low stock value, Roy only wants to remove the microchip that controls his brain and prevents him from feeling free. He was a toddler when the Middle East-Africa Water War of the 2150s and revolutionary activities erupted. After the war, the largest finance companies in the world began trading commoditized labor in the form of HCS once it became obvious that government bailouts were not stimulating stock markets. 


	Along with the Guardians who run the city, state, and federal government, the Predestined Superiors, “Life Lords” as people commonly call them, own HCS stock. Despite incentives to raise his HCS value, Roy refuses to wear bio-skin promoting corporations, churches, or government agencies such as the Decency Legion, society’s moral despot answering to Guardians. Because of his rugged defiant look and street boxing past, he could easily pass for a rebel. Like others in town planning an escape on Independence Day, Roy has his own plans. 


	Shortly after the plague, the Dream Diner’s owner, Joe, sold his employees’ HCS stock to the gun factory’s stockholding company and used the money to add to a vast gun collection. Dream Diner fry-cook Shorty, a former theologian, initially objected to the gun company owning his HCS on moral grounds. Once he found out that the gun factory sponsored the church where Shorty worshipped, he felt morally appeased. To demonstrate his faith, Shorty has inscribed the church’s emblem on his bio-skin: ‘Free and equal under God and country.”  As a reminder to its customers of its commitment to God and country, the local gun factory used the same emblem.


	Offering a unique ambiance with a vast gun collection the Dream Diner is a place where Joe displays traditional values on the diner’s walls. Unlike his boss, Joe who identified with the gun, Roy used his fists to express himself. Scars on his face from prison fights are proof of his will to survive. The scar on his upper left arm is from the microchip he removed with a kitchen knife. Terrified that the microchip had replaced his soul, he removed it bleeding profusely while running from the police. Once in custody, they tortured him until he confessed that he was working with the rebels. Although the court absolved him of any rebel links, he was sentenced to prison for illegally removing the microchip and crossing the town’s electric fence.


	As healthy as any sadistic prison guard or inmate, Roy fought gangs trying to recruit him. Rebels urged him to suppress aggression and rediscover his pre-plague humanity by joining them. He ridiculed them as he did gangs of the infected. Every day was a struggle to create some meaning in his life immersed in conflict for no apparent reason other than it made him feel safer. “Unless I fight,” he tells Shorty standing next to him behind the diner’s counter, “I just don’t feel right. You know what I mean Shorty, right? This thing inside me pushes me to do things I don’t want.” Shorty advises him that the only source of fulfillment is faith in God. Stubbornly refusing to embrace Shorty’s patronizing suggestion, Roy trusts only his aggressive instincts to survive. Nor is he convinced that everyone is worthy of freedom and equality, as rebels preach; at least not down here on earth where harmony with people and nature is as rare as clean air, fresh food or chemically-free water.


	Along with his limping dog next to a used android that Roy calls Adam, he lives in a small room above the diner. Both dog and android have the American flag painted on their backs with the slogan ‘free and equal under God and country’. Never allowing anyone to invade his privacy, Roy becomes vicious if any one even appears to threaten his dog or the android. When he first moved to New Heaven after a government-imposed relocation to protect rural areas from rebels, he won the android in a street fight. That was a few days before he found the wounded stray dog. Indicative of a trace of empathy buried deep inside his pre-plague mind, he rescued the dog from gangs target-shooting in the alley behind the diner. Most of the infected have replaced their pets with robotic or hologram pets. This how they remain free of empathy for the animal that would aggravate symptoms of the plague. Live pets belong to mutants and rebels who mock the infected for obsessing over machines and living in a virtual reality necro-world.


	“I don’t need a pet nor an android, not as long as I have the Lord by my side,” Shorty spurts out. An emotional prisoner to angry outbursts, Roy belittles Shorty’s religion as plot of evil priests trying to take control of peoples’ souls and pocketbooks. “My father worshipped God. Let me tell you, my father was no man of God,” he tells Shorty standing at the opposite end of the food counter. “Besides, worshipping God is no different than worshipping Guardians and Life Lords.” Cutting slices of processed frozen squares before frying them in soy oil, Shorty ignores Roy who was in prison for crimes against the state. After mumbling a quick prayer under his breath, the former theologian asks Roy to pray with him. “While you’re at it, why don’t you pray for this microchip in my skull to disappear and for the plague that’s making me sick?” 


	When he was incarcerated, Roy complained to the prison psychiatrist that the microchip prevented him from having a grip on his mind. “It is like I can’t feel that I can control my mind, you know what I mean? I can’t stand the feeling that the chip is reading my thoughts, even my moods before I know what they are. It makes me feel like I’m in a cage inside my body.” Despite trying, he cannot ignore the microchip that makes him feel as programmed as his android. Fixated on Adam, the dysfunctional android that serves him, he appreciates that it never questions anything about his horrific past. Not only does Adam make him feel human, it affords him the sense of control he lacks in his life. Shorty teases him that he envies the android because it can feel neither plague-induced aggression nor pain. To justify his dependence on the android, Roy mocks mutants who mix their blood and fluids like animals. “They reproduce like the livestock on my father’s farm,” Picking up a paper napkin, he wipes his mouth to indicate his disgust with mutants. “They lust after each other. Now that’s something that would make any normal person sick these days. Adam is better than any human companion. He’s loyal only to me and never questions a thing.” 


	As far as Shorty is concerned, Roy is barely a step above mutant and a couple of steps below his android with which he has a strange emotional relationship. “It seems to me Roy that you’re mixing your meds again. I hope you’re not committing sinful acts with that broken-down android, are you,” he jokes, directing his attention to a dozen or so diner customers who simply stare at him with icy expressions. Down on his luck because of the plague, the former theologian goes out of his way to demean Roy for dropping out of school and failing to raise his HCS stock value. Unlike Shorty who sees his life as a religious mission, Roy has no transcending purpose in life; he just wants to return to the family farm and live there until death natural or otherwise.


	Frantically placing street-fight bets on the I-cell surgically attached to his left wrist, the street boxer notices something that makes him smile. To prevent sharp pain induced by the ephemeral thrills he is experiencing, he takes a pocketknife and punctures his forearm until blood flows freely through the cloth towel he holds over the wound. To prove he can withstand pain, he places salt and pepper on the wound. “This is how my father treated my flesh wounds back on the farm,” he explains. Having witnessed self-mutilations and suicides amid the plague, employees and customers are hardly impressed.


	Within minutes after Roy’s self-inflicted injury, Dr. Jeff and his friend “Rebel Red” come into the diner. A cloned biosynthetic human, Dr. Jeff enjoys greater tolerance for plague symptoms than the rest of the population. Nervously biting his swollen lower lip, he keeps twirling an addictive capsule he calls the ‘soul pill’. Placing it on his tongue, as Red is watching without making a gesture, he quickly changes his mind and puts it back in his pocket. He appears embarrassed that his pregnant friend knows he is a drug addict. Irritably, he gazes at the antique gun collection covering the diner’s walls. Advising Roy that the salt is not enough for the wound on his arm, he asks about his health. Having treated Roy after his release from prison, the doctor knows that the seeds of the virus were inside of him long before the plague. 


	“Remember what you and I discussed so many times? Every time you feed the killer instinct, it rejuvenates and makes you sicker. I realize it’s very difficult, but you need to resist that impulse. Use distractions to preoccupy your mind. I suppose these days we all seem to be running out of distractions. The virus forces us to become more and more like machines of one sort or the other. That way, it’s easier to turn against each other and ourselves.” Hardly appreciative of Dr. Jeff’s medical observations, several customers in the diner belonging to necro-cultist gangs mock him. Masking their dark intentions behind zombie expressions, they tell him to go back to his hospital and preach joy and empathy to dying patients. Before he has a chance to respond, his friend Red intervenes. 


	“Maybe these folks are right Jeff. Maybe no one can be helped because we need to feed on the virus. Before the plague, I’m sure Roy was a gentle soul like the rest of us, even like you ‘necros’. I’m sure he learned to be a mean son-of-a-bitch as much from the plague as from his God-fearing father. Isn’t that right Roy?” Staring at the necro-cultists, Roy acknowledges that his father Jed baptized him into the world of savagery. Long before the plague dropped the guillotine of violence on society, cruelty was the legacy he inherited along with the farm to which he longs to return. “Erasing horrifying childhood memories will not be easy for you. Even if you were to make it back to that abandoned farm, drones and the police will track you down. Unless you have some special hiding place, they will catch you and throw you in prison for good this time, that is, if they don’t shoot you down like a dog.” 


	Looking over her shoulder, she notices necro-cultist customers making obscene gestures at her for offering advice to Roy. To make sure the electronic police monitors at the diner capture her every word, she raises her voice. “Android smiles chiseled on your ruthless faces I see every day at work and all over town. I know it makes all of you sick to be around me. A pregnant woman who rejects your way of life in this day and age. It must be slow death for all of you to be around me. Do you honestly believe that your ceremonial ways of releasing aggression is anything but a way to feed the virus? At least Roy aims at something real when he dreams of escaping to his farm.” The former psychologist now working for the garbage recycling plant with her lover Sarah is hardly surprised that Cain, one of the necro-cultist customers, is visibly infuriate with her. 


	Pointing a jagged-edge knife at Red, Cain yells from the top of his lungs that she and the baby she is carrying are leftovers from the pre-plague world. “Do us all a favor and get the hell out of here. Take your Dr. Frankenstein with you while you’re at it. Why don’t both of you go live with the mutants in the Zone where you belong with those animals down there?” Short and muscular with a shaved head covered with art of devils dancing on his scalp, Cain wears expensive clothing befitting his profession as an insurance manager. His flamboyant body art depicts everything from miniature skulls and replica tombstones inserted into their skin to various historic symbols of war. “I always wondered,” Red continues to agitate him in a sarcastic tone. “Why do you want the world to know that your energy comes from that primitive ritualistic art depicting suffering and death? Maybe you’re so delusional that you think the suffering and death the plague has brought will pass you by.” 


	Undeterred by their intimidating appearance and threatening gestures, she turns her attention back to Roy who is fretfully pacing behind the diner’s counter. Busily arranging food trays and plates for the next wave of customers, he cannot lash out at the customers. Red and Dr. Jeff admire Roy who defiantly talks about escaping on Independence Day. Also planning an escape on the same day, Red and Jeff are as edgy as Roy. “You have nothing to prove to anybody,” Red encourages him. “When you ripped open your flesh to remove the microchip to escape, that’s when you proved who you are. How many infected cowards in this city would dare defy the authorities to gain their freedom?” Instead of thanking Red, the former street boxer says nothing. Women make Roy feel awkward, especially when they are complimenting him. 


	In a show of solidarity for his fellow-worker, Shorty hands him a paper towel to wipe his perspiring forehead. At the other end of the diner, Cain and his companions are drinking ultra-caffeinated beverages and playing with jagged knives decorated with skulls and bones. Making obscene hand gestures, Cain is indicating Red’s throat can be cut as easily as Roy slicing vitamin-and-mineral-enriched fried soy meal. Making matters worse, she sarcastically asks if they want Dr. Jeff to prescribe medication to quell their inflamed virus symptoms. Enraged by her attitude, Cain rises from his seat. “If you’re not careful Red, you may not make it to birth the bastard mutant child you’re carrying.” Red watches them guzzle down ultra-caffeinated beverages and harpoon the food on their plates. Sarcastically, she asks why they refuse to fight the virus that has fried their brains like the fried soy mixture they are eating. Like jackals in the wild, they yell at her in unison that she is a dead woman if they find her alone at night in some back alley in the Forbidden Zone. Twitching in his seat, Dr. Jeff hints that there is no cure for them. They prefer to wallow in the misery of the virus. “On the other hand,” he asserts with confidence, “Roy still has a chance to save himself from the plague-induced madness.” 


	Red nods in agreement. Holding her belly, she has a drink of water and tells Roy that he will be able to stop yielding to tormenting violence once he is free of the terror his father injected into his mind. About to give birth and planning an escape on Independence Day, she feels a sense of freedom to defy authorities monitoring everything that takes place at the diner. Dr. Jeff repeats that the only way to destroy the killer instinct once and for all is to alter the DNA of the unborn. “Eventually we could create a more perfect non-violent Roy of the future. Who knows, maybe even a Cain of the future who will be just the opposite of the man sitting over there ready to attack us. Biogenetics could make it possible for the next generation to have no resemblance to any of us. If plague-induced violence persists humanity has no future.”


	The doctor had made such claims in the past. No one takes him seriously. Roy blames scientists like him for the plague and for giving people hope for a better future. Neither Dr. Jeff nor Red disagrees. They know that medical science has failed to deliver salvation to those suffering from the plague. To convince employees and customers at the diner that he is working on a cure, he shares with them what transpired at the first Annual Biosynthetic Genetics Convention just a few months before the 400th Independence Day anniversary. 


	“Two days before the convention, a hospital patient grabbed my hand. It was so tight I thought she was trying to drain energy from my body. Her eyes were clouded by tears. She asked if I would trade places with her. I said nothing. What could I reply to such a strange question from a terminally ill patient? She demanded that I donate my heart to save her, or at least pay for an artificial one. I remained frozen, just staring at her. It was difficult to tell her that she would be dead as soon as the insurance company notified the hospital that her HCS value did not justify organ transplant surgery. Finally, I said that I was not a cardiologist. Besides, there are more than 1500 people waiting transplants and I cannot save them all, I said to her.  ‘I only need one heart so I may live,’ she whispered. I leaned over to check her pulse. She said that I might as well be an undertaker instead of a doctor. I felt better that she resented me so much right before she died. Of course, she was right that for her I was the embodiment of all that was wrong with society. Strangely at some deeper subconscious level, I felt superior that I continued to live, at least a while longer. This is what the plague has reduced us to. It all proves that she was right after all.”


	Although the rest in the diner see him as a freak and a dissident, Red understands the doctor. She knows as well as he that people in higher positions of authority like him harbor a higher level of belligerent behavior, but it is manifested in socially-acceptable modes. He has the potential of high-level non-physical antagonism far more destructive than anything Roy can deliver as a street boxer. “There is something refreshing about Roy seeing the world as a boxing arena,” Dr. Jeff exclaims. “In his world escape comes only by obliterating his opponent right to his face.”


	To test an experimental nerve-agent and help Roy suppress aggression, Dr. Jeff secured his early prison release. Ever since the experiment, the famed doctor felt somewhat responsible for the street boxer. His reflexes, reaction time, and processing of information slowed after the doctor gave him a cocktail of serum injections intended to quell a neurological disorder. No matter the cost to others and to his forsaken humanity that distinguish human from animal, Roy will do anything to survive; this includes killing an opponent with his bare hands, just as prison psychiatrists warned. Surviving incarceration helped him emerge more optimistic that the electric fence surrounding the city cannot keep him from reaching the family farm.


	Feeling guilty about the experiment, Dr. Jeff admits that doctors probably caused damage to Roy as a patient. “Like businesspeople and politicians,” Dr. Jeff apologizes in a loud voice, “all of us infected with the virus are more savage than cavemen of a million years ago.” Fidgeting in his seat and running his hand over his head, he looks around at customers and diner employees. He wants to make sure the unmistakable hostility he senses is real and not paranoia. 


	Intrigued with the man who helped him secure early prison release, Roy’s hostility toward Dr. Jeff comes as naturally; as naturally as for his father Jed whom he credits for the will to survive. Teaching Roy that life means constant struggle against the world, former marine Jed admonished his boy to beware of cunning city folk. An alcoholic turned born-again Christian, Jed tried beating God into the boy’s head. In a world overtly or stealthily hostile, Roy’s only option growing up was to become even tougher than his father. Without displaying any emotion, Roy recalled how Jed treated him growing up on the farm. 


	“Listen here boy’ he preached at me every time we sat down for supper. ‘Jesus Second Coming ain’t taking place in some filthy bar where drunks like me and whores like your mother used to hang out. The Holy Spirit ain’t coming out of a beer nozzle or a woman’s mouth. There were times, I sure as Hell thought I saw Jesus in all kinds of places; even staring back at me from your mother’s gate of Hell, like a demon about to pop out and bite my head off.”


	Pausing to wipe perspiration off his forehead, Roy innocently asks Shorty if it is possible for Jesus to emerge from a beer nozzle or human crevices. Angry at such blasphemy, Shorty replies that Jesus fights with the devil for the souls of drunks and whores, but only after they repent. “One thing you need to keep in mind Roy,” Shorty warns for all in the diner to hear. “We are living in modern-day Babylon. We have defied the Lord and now we are paying for it with the plague sent to punish us.” Shorty’s religious admonitions about the plague aside, Roy insists that his father’s drunken sermons still ring true in his head.


	After the initial outbreak of the plague, Jed fell from the combine, narrowly escaping death. While recovering at the hospital, he looked out of the window and saw Jesus wrapped in the American flag carrying the holy cross on his back. Oddly enough, the cross was made from two of Jed’s hunting rifles. Such an epiphany convinced the farmer to become a born-again Christian. Not satisfied to save his soul from eternal damnation, he also demanded Roy must follow martyrdom’s path. 


	“The first day of Holy Week, he started making a cross, fifteen feet high. When my mom asked why, he said it would be just like the one he had seen in one of his visions. He kept carving and never did get much sleep that week. When it was all done, he set it up near the creek running along the farm and the main road. It was important for people driving through to see it. My mother and I figured he would put it on wheels and carry it on his shoulders across town. It was the only way to protest sin spreading from the city to our farm.” 


	Pausing to drink a glass of water, Roy mumbles that he should have known something was wrong when his father came into the kitchen drunk. Holding a cup of urine in his hand, Jed asked Roy and his mother to drink from the cup. “Drink damn it, he screamed at us. It’s Holy Water, the blood of our Lord when it’s inside our bodies.” When they hesitated, he drank first to prove that it was like wine and it would indeed turn into the blood of Christ. 


	“When he went to bathroom to puke, I took my mother and ran.  We slept in the barn that night. The next morning was Good Friday. He came to the barn where I was sleeping. He must have knocked me out with the rifle. When I woke up, there was blood everywhere. He was driving a nail through my left hand. ‘You have to feel the pain of Jesus to be rid of your sins boy,’ he kept saying. Mom was hysterical pleading with him to let me down. She finally took the tractor and knocked him and me down from the cross. I must have passed out. I woke up in the hospital, all bandaged up.”


	Shorty reminds Roy that his drunken father was hardly someone to be confused with a true Christian. Wiping saliva off his mouth, the former theologian stresses that such unusual experiences are no excuse to reject Jesus, especially amid the plague when everyone needs faith more than ever. Murmuring a quick prayer, Shorty compliments Roy for not inheriting his father’s thirst for whiskey and whores. In a voice of resignation, the street boxer confesses that he inherited his father’s thirst for violence. When he first arrived in New Heaven seeking to establish individual HCS status, underlying fear, hostility, and suspicion of city folk were priorities. Equipped with all the traits to endure the plague, he could have enjoyed a thriving career in fatal street boxing. It was not meant to be. Once he discovered that his feeble mind would not cooperate with his rugged body, the dream of glory faded. 


	Perpetually abused as a child and tormented by nightmares, he sees ghosts entering his body through the microchip to violate him in ways he’d rather not share. To help him end the horrific nightmares, the prison psychiatrist suggested that he dig deeper than the surface of his rugged masculinity into his subconscious mind to find the repressed self. Roy struck the doctor on the head. “Before I went to prison,” he recalls, running his hand over his head, “there were times I could just explode, unless I let out my anger. My head feels like catching fire trying to explain this right now. I guess the virus struck me harder than most of the others. Many nights, I stay up thinking crazy thoughts. I want to kill all those who caused the plague. The prison psychiatrist said insomnia was not my problem. He said I was a criminal and I must accept it to start back to recovery. I am fighting this demon inside of me trying to come out. Every time I went to the doctor’s office, he looked at me like I was a mutant. I had to beat him up so he can stop looking at me like that. I mean, what else could I do, right doc?”


	Gazing at the reactions of people in the diner, he takes out a small mirror to look at his face. It is as though he wants to be convinced they do not see a monster when they look at him. He would like reassurances he is human, facial scars notwithstanding. No one is saying a word. “I look nothing like a damned mutant, do I Red? After all the fights, my face isn’t as damaged as the inside of my head.” In a calm steady voice, she reassures him that he is no different than anyone else in the diner. “It was wrong of the prison doctors to have you embrace your aggression impulse Roy. Too bad they analyze antagonism as another form of death anxiety. That means that they have given up on a cure. These days aggression is an instinct as natural as sneezing. With everything that has happened all around us, the last thing we need is soothing witchery from people in my former profession.”


	Encouraged by Red’s scathing criticism of psychologists, Roy picks up a napkin and wipes his face and mouth. He behaves as though it has become infected simply breathing the same air as the others in the diner; a habit he picked up watching Shorty go through the same ritual. He explains that medication given to him in prison calmed his nerves. Arranging new pots of various foods that just arrived from the kitchen, he becomes angry, remembering how the medical staff treated him. 


	“The first doctor said medication was not changing my behavior to his satisfaction. I bit off part of his nose. I asked him if that was satisfactory enough for him. After that day, they put me on some strong stuff. I couldn’t taste food. My body was numb and wobbly. I thought I had no feet or hands. I was sleepy but could not sleep. It was horrible, walking around and peeing myself. When I looked in the mirror one evening, I saw my father’s face staring back at me. He wanted to nail me to the cross again. I banged my head against the mirror and tried to make him leave me alone. It was like I was two different people. You know what I mean, Red?”


	Complimenting him that he is healthier than most of the infected people in New Heaven, she raises her glass of water and drinks to his health. Shorty exclaims that the answer for physical and mental health rests with prayer and faith in the Lord. “If that is the case, why do you engage in self-inflicting injuries and then take medication?” Red asks. Shaking from anger, he loses no time defending his faith. “Atheists like you will say what they will. I have no need for voodoo psychoanalysis. The Lord is by my side.” Jumping into the conversation, Roy interjects that his faith rests on the motorcycle he will use someday to jump over the city fence. On the days he is not working, he rides the old motorcycle equipped with knife-edged steel wings that allow it to fly above street traffic with other flying vehicles; always under drone police surveillance. The old bike is another prize he won in a street fight after he was nearly killed. Even if it means spending the rest of his life in prison, he intends to use the motorbike to fly over the electric fence keeping citizens safe.


	He often rides out to the north end of town and sits just a few feet from the electric fence dreaming of how he will execute his escape on Independence Day. On the other side of the fence across the horizon he can see the prison where mutants and rebels also try to escape but are caught or shot dead. Although rebels tried to help him when he was in prison, he tells Red that rebels are dumb because they really believe things will change. At the same time, he is fascinated with the sense of altruism associated with rebel violence. “For Cain and his cult members, violence gives them some sort of twisted divine purpose,” Red explains. “They’re under the illusion of belonging to a superior group the plague has created. Ironic, that they are the self-appointed defenders of the superior humans destined to survive the plague. Now who is the bigger fool? Cain and his friends or the rebels who preach violence for a better world?” 


	Hissing various insults at Red, Cain’s belligerent attitude prompts Roy to warn him that the police can make their presence known within minutes. No matter what Red and Dr. Jeff claim about working together toward harmony amid the plague, Roy belittles rebels as naive fool. “Look around the diner? Do you see any one here that wants anything good for anybody else? I sure as Hell don’t. Can you imagine rebels wanting to free me from my aggression, for my own good, like they know what’s best for me? For what, so I can become a punching bag for the world? If I go back to prison, it’ll be because I’m trying to escape from this damned place, not for trying to save it. Where were the rebels when police and prison guards were beating me like a mutant? To hell with them. It’s just me all alone in this damned world.” 


	In a sign of solidarity with Roy, Cain and his companions pound their fists on the table. Instead of welcoming their support, Roy raises his voice and points his knife at them. “You freaks are no different than my drunken father. All of you just want to suck my blood and throw my carcass in the incinerator if you had a chance. I fight to save my skin from vultures like you. I want to get away from all of you. I just want to make it back to the farm. Even if it means I have to hide from the police chasing me down for the rest of my life, then that’s how it’s going to be.”


	As he prepares to return to the hospital, Dr. Jeff leans over to Red and whispers that all is set with the escape plan. He then turns to Roy to encourage him that Independence Day may be the beginning of a new life for a lot of people in New Heaven and all across the country. Roy rhetorically asks how is that going to make him feel any better, unless he makes it to the farm alive. Opening the diner door, he points out that the festive atmosphere makes people walking around more edgy than usual. Gunfire and fireworks explosions go off from different parts of the city. The noise alone is enough of a stimulant for diner workers and customers. “It feels like this entire town is a giant spaceship floating between planets,” Dr. Jeff comments as he walks toward the door. “There is just nothing natural about it. What a mess we made of our world.” 


	Sizing up each person in the diner like mental patients on the couch, Red realizes she will only be in town another two days. She does not have to see these people ever again. Wondering how many would lose their lives celebrating on Independence Day with guns and explosive devices, she sighs that it is a sad commentary that violence is the new norm. “I suppose all of us believe we are normal. Psycho-consultants label aggression healthy and desirable within legal limits, of course. Business and government identify it with competitiveness and encourage it as a good thing as long as it leads to more productivity. We accept it because we fear losing HCS value and our life style.”


	No one bothers to reply or even look at her. Gazing at the frantic activity outside the window, Roy tells Shorty that the smoke from fireworks has only worsened the humid polluted clouds hanging over the city. Government has taken extra security measures, not just with drones flying overhead, but strategically placing human and android police and security units. Hearing the broadcast news program announce that the police hope to arrest the elusive rebel leader, Roy becomes excited. “Insomniac-crazy and pissed-off ready I am. Come on, I’m here waiting for them virus-ridden bastards. Just let them try to mess with me. I can feel it in my bones. Before the weekend is over, I’m going to have to mess them up real bad. I can just feel it. Maybe Cain or one of you boys back there want to make bleed.” 


	Standing behind the counter, he is testing a sharp knife’s edge by running it down his deformed face like a razor-blade. A few feet away, Shorty is sharpening his knife to slice off a frozen soy-processed meat-flavored vitamin-enriched product. As soon as a customer walks in, he throws the frozen brownish round piece in the deep fryer. The bioengineered vegetable oil cooks it to a tasteless crisp. He proudly announces that the Dream Diner offers ‘Freedom-Frying with a Twist, Freedom-Worship with a Bang!’ all in honor of Independence Day. After tasting his food, customers want him fried and crisply displayed next to the gun racks. Despite their complaints, they are allergic to the natural foods that only mutants eat. At least Joe’s diner does not use processed animal products in the soy mix like the fast food places use. 
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