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CHAPTER ONE

The traditional ‘dividing line’ along Smith
Street in Cobble Hill served more than ever to celebrate the
diversity of its ethnic background. Although the Irish-Italian
neighborhood had long given place to the Puerto Rican community,
the Hispanics in turn made way for the influx of blacks, Europeans,
Arabs and Orientals who also thrived and prospered on the busy
thoroughfare. Flags of over fifty nations were displayed in windows
and thresholds of bistros, cafes, restaurants, curio shops and
salons vying for the patronage of pedestrians. The multilingual
chatter of the crowds and the endless activity added to the exotic
atmosphere that prevailed on a daily basis.

The man in black felt a
twinge of nostalgia in revisiting the area where he grew up. He
remembered his youth, the Puerto Rican bodegas, the Irish saloons, the
Italian restaurants. He remembered the
curbsides crowded by used cars and delivery trucks, the sidewalks
packed with school kids and matrons with shopping carts, people
yelling out windows, car horns honking impatiently. There was a lot
more money now, and the tenements had given way to iron-barred
condominiums and refurbished brownstones. Most of the old-timers
would admit that it was far better now, that the yuppies had
transformed it beyond anyone’s wildest dreams. Some would say that
the neighborhood sold its soul in the process.

Smith Street was a
traditional demilitarized zone between the yuppie neighborhood of
Cobble Hill and the Gowanus housing projects on Hoyt Street. Only
now it delineated the area more than ever. From Court Street to the
Brooklyn waterfront, investors bought up every piece of property
available and developed it to its utmost potential. Properties
worth $50,000 two decades ago were now worth $1 million, and the
refurbishments would double that price in anticipation of future
inflation. The slumlords of yesteryear were the well-to-do
nouveau riche
of today, the ‘smiley face’ logo
apropos in the
redeveloped community.

The Gowanus projects had also undergone
extensive changes, but the enforced restrictions made the code of
silence among the residents equally severe. Any tenants caught
engaging in illegal activity were immediately evicted from the
project. In turn, anyone who provided information to the housing
authorities was murdered by gangsters.

As a result, the black and Hispanic
residents were as imprisoned as those of any other slum in America,
despite being on the fringe of the opulence of one of the richest
neighborhoods on Earth. The stores on Hoyt Street conducted
business just like their counterparts on Smith Street, only there
was a difference. Everyone paid for protection, and everyone owed
absolute allegiance to the drug lords. Those who defied the law of
the streets were subject to vandalism, beatings, robbery,
carjackings, rape and murder. The only ones who were exempt from
the predators were those who were above the law. They were the ones
who restored the balance of power on either side of the DMZ.

Temple No. 19 was a prime example. It was
tucked between a Honduran restaurant and an Italian shoe store on
the left side of the street, inconspicuous amidst the incongruity
of the businesses on the block. In accordance with Federal
regulations to decentralize religious organizations, the ministers
chose to declare their storefront a mercantile enterprise instead
of a spiritual center in retaining their tax status. The temple’s
windows were painted black, displaying African tricolors and Arabic
script, giving no indication of any use as a place of worship. On
Saturdays, however, large numbers of blacks came to the temple by
sundown and remained well into the night.

The fact that they had declared themselves a
mercantile entity allowed them to avoid being classified as OR
(Organized Religion) by the authorities. The fact that they were an
ethnic organization provided further immunity as harassment would
make the authorities liable in a civil lawsuit filed by groups like
the American Civil Liberties Union. It was an angle that mainstream
religious groups were too righteous to pursue. As a result, the
decline and fall of organized religion in America was in full
season. Alternately, small pockets of religious radicals were able
to thrive in the new political climate.

The man in black rolled his Harley-Davidson
into an opening in the row of scooters parked in a designated area
along the curb. He climbed off the bike and headed directly toward
the temple entrance where three black teens wearing tricolor caps
and dark sweatsuits eyed him warily.

“As-salaam
Alaikum,” a thin guy greeted him
tautly.

“Wa-Alaikum
As-Salaam,” the man replied. “The Captain
is expecting me.”

The teens looked at each other before
stepping aside and allowing him access. They figured that it would
be simple enough to evict him if his presence was not desired.

The man stepped through the glass door and
surveyed the interior. The large room was bare save for black light
African posters and anti-American, pro-Muslim placards along the
walls. There were glass display cases on either side of the room,
each filled with African trinkets and martial arts paraphernalia.
There was a curtained archway behind the black man on the right,
who glared malevolently at the visitor.

“As-salaam
Alaikum,” the man approached the counter
and presented a fold of $100 bills. “I need ten
hardballs.”

“You kiddin’ me,” the
captain snarled, brandishing a handheld scanner. “You
chipped?”

‘Chipped’ was a street term
for those who had volunteered for the government-sponsored Verichip
program. The microchip was injected beneath the skin between the
thumb muscle and the wrist, leaving a faint green dot. It provided
Federal ID in all 51 states and included birth date, height and
weight, hair and eye color. It was upgradable to access medical and
military records. For convicted felons, it was mandatory in
providing prison records. It was also used for tracking
purposes.

“No,” the man held out his
right wrist, showing the scar where the Triple-6 microchip had been
carved from his wrist. “I’m popped.”

Street people, especially ex-cons, often cut
(or ‘popped’) the chips from their wrists to counter their use by
law enforcement agents. A deep scar on the wrist signified that a
person had prior dealings with the legal system.

“Okay,” the captain slipped
the scanner under the counter. “You a cop?”

“No, I’m a businessman.
I’ve trained overseas. I sell to the dogs.”

The mullahs had successfully
interpreted sharia to allow for the sale and distribution of drugs, particularly
narcotics, as a means of conducting jihad in undermining and destroying
the infidel. Use
of these substances was forbidden to believers.

“Who sent you?”

“The caliph Mahmud Qawi in Chicago. I will
take only nine balls. The tenth is zakat.”

Zakat was mirrored after the Hebrew practice of tithing.
Whatever a believer had, he set aside a tenth as
an offering for the local temple to be used in the
ministry.

The captain was satisfied. He reached under
the counter and brought forth a plastic bag filled with
marble-sized white balls. He plucked one from the bag before
placing it on the table. The man picked the bag from the table,
casually slipping it and the billfold into his black leather trench
coat.

“What the hell do you think
you’re doing?” the captain demanded.

“I’ve paid the
zakat. The rest is
mine.”

“Are you out of your mind?”
the captain shouted.

Behind him, the man heard the teens bursting
through the door. He beat the captain to the draw, pulling his
sawed-off Mossberg and blowing his opponent through the curtained
entrance. He whirled in the same motion and fired again, sending
the teens through the glass door with two bursts. He stepped around
the counter and ripped the captain’s pocket from his trousers,
taking a roll of bills and adding it to his billfold.

He rushed to the archway
and found two unarmed teens crouched in a corner, staring at him
venomously. The room was furnished with a pulpit and desks where
the Quran and jihad were studied daily.

“Tell the
caliph the Destroyer
sends his regards,” the man growled before departing.

He stepped over the bodies in the
entranceway and shoved through the shattered glass door. Outside a
crowd was gathering, and the red emergency lights atop the corner
lampposts began flashing.

“Security alert. Safety
violation. The police are on the way. Stay calm, do
not run. Remain seated or standing in a safe
place until the clear signal is given,” a
metallic voice droned over loudspeakers as the surveillance cameras on the lampposts noisily craned around,
locating the disturbance. About ten blocks away, a squad car was en
route with flashing lights, preceded by scooters driven by
brown-shirted security personnel.

The man calmly walked through the crowd and
got back on his motorcycle, gunning the engine purposefully as he
stared down a couple of onlookers. Almost as an afterthought, he
tossed the plastic bag down a nearby sewer grate before backing out
of the parking area, slipping into traffic as he proceeded down
Smith Street.

The police arrived within minutes and
determined that the perpetrator had parked his motorcycle near the
Warren Street exit of the Bergen Street subway station. They had
mobilized in force by this time and found the bike where it was
reported. The subway entrance was closed and a chain drawn across
its handrails. An officer ordered the crowd back as his partner
tossed a small concussion grenade down the steps. The grenade
detonated with a loud bang, and the officers paused for a few
seconds before drawing their guns and charging down the darkened
stairwell.

“Oh, for crying out loud…”
the lead officer cupped his face as he reached the bottom of the
steps. “Call in an ambulance. Make that an emergency squad and a
van. We got homeless.”

The officers were followed by security into
the shadowy turnstile area where over a dozen vagrants of both
sexes lay injured on the pavement. They saw that the lock had been
cut and the door in the iron fence propped open. They also noticed
that the gate to the unused lower level was also unlocked. The
housing crisis in NYC had resulted in hundreds of thousands of
homeless people seeking refuge in the underground subway tunnels
and sewer systems. Whenever the city closed down a subway station,
it was taken over by the homeless in short order.

“There’s more of them on
the lower level,” another officer announced as he raced down to
investigate the next stairwell. “We’ll need another
van.”

After the Anniversary Attacks on America on
9/11 II, the destruction of the Statue of Liberty in NYC, the Arch
in St. Louis and the Hemisfair Tower in San Antonio led to the
Great Recession. Millions of people became jobless as the value of
the dollar plummeted in world markets. The ‘dirty bomb’ attack on
Mexico City resulting in a tidal wave of refugees fleeing to
America exacerbated the situation. As a result, the streets of
major cities across the nation were filled with people out on the
streets, having lost their homes and jobs with no remedy in
sight.

The city had implemented a plan to relocate
the homeless to shelters around the Tristate area. They were first
shuttled to relocation centers where they were screened for
background, next of kin, income and health records. Those who could
not be returned to a safe environment were sent off to the
shelters. Many homeless people and civil rights activists saw the
shelters as internment camps where some remained for months on end.
As the trucks arrived, the injured were brought out before the
vagrants on the lower level platform were rounded up and escorted
by the police.

The man in black had
disappeared down the tunnel leading downtown. He walked along the
narrow runway for about a mile before reaching the Jay
Street-Borough Hall station. There were over a dozen groups in different areas along the uptown and
downtown platforms, sleeping, drinking or cooking on cans of
Sterno. They maintained noise discipline to avoid detection,
watching the man warily as he continued down the platform. He
walked another mile and reached the High Street-Brooklyn Bridge
platform, which was occupied by fewer groups of vagabonds. He saw a
sign indicating that the tunnel ahead was blocked off and under
construction, yet maintained his pace.

The man took pity upon the impoverished,
hopeless wretches who watched dumbly as he continued his trek. His
anger swelled within him as he thought of the rich yuppies, the
wealthy politicians and the gold-plated drug dealers who ruled the
streets above them. If only they could trade places for one day. If
only they could see what Divine justice had in store for them.

The casual atmosphere of Oscar’s Restaurant
at the world-famous Waldorf-Astoria took nothing away from the
dining experience. Visitors from around the world had come to
sample its Continental breakfast and savor its luxury. Its
golden-lit concave ceiling provided a splendorous atmosphere,
giving way to mirrored walls and ornamental glass dividers allowing
its patrons to dine in quiet comfort. The rich and famous were
warmly greeted by the veteran waitstaff, but none more so than
Damien Blakey, who had enjoyed its hospitality since he was a small
boy.

Damien was in a reflective mood as he
enjoyed his usual Eggs Benedict with orange juice and coffee. Just
a couple of blocks from here, street people were eating Egg Mc
Muffin with java and OJ, basically the same thing. Only the genuine
Hollandaise sauce and the strip of salmon made the difference. It
was all smoke and mirrors, but for that matter, so was life. His
mother had ingrained that idea in him since he was a child. For
poor people, it was quantity, for the middle class, it was quality.
All the rich cared about was the presentation. His mother had
trained him to present himself very well.

He remembered how his mother had come from
Alamogordo with a suitcase and her baby boy and got a job here. She
rose from a waitress to union shop steward to general manager
before she died. She put the boy through four years of school at
the University of Boston, through good and bad, thick and thin. The
boy was her universe, and she had done everything for him. He was
not going to let her down.

Today was the biggest day of his life, and
it was only fitting that it would begin here. He was granted an
interview for a position with Homeland Security over a month ago.
Only the constant upheavals and turnovers in the headlines combined
with their failure to follow up convinced him that it was a lost
cause. An invitation for a qualifying interview came as a welcome
shock. If hired, he would acquire an entry level position in an
administrative capacity that would necessitate a move to Washington
DC. It was an opportunity of a lifetime, and he swore to his late
mother he would not fail.

The waitresses went out of their way to
cater to him, and it was not entirely because he was his mother’s
son. Damien was a handsome man, standing six feet tall, with thick
auburn hair, alabaster skin and dark green eyes. He dressed
impeccably, his $500 teal suit making him stand out in any crowd.
His magnetic personality and boyish charm were complemented by a
commanding voice and articulate speech. He did not consider himself
a ladies’ man, though the women appeared to fall at his feet. He
was the type who made friends easy, though he was a quiet man who
spent most weeknights immersed in study.

Damien had always worshipped power. His
domineering father manipulated and overpowered everyone he dealt
with in their hometown of Alamogordo. When his mother finally ran
away with Damien to his grandparents’ home in Brooklyn, she
followed her husband’s example with a heavy-handed, overbearing way
of interaction in staking their claim. He grew up with tales of how
his grandparents had blazed a trail from Texas to NYC with their
hell-bent-for-leather attitude. He was not a physical type, so
instead relied on Machiavellian strategy and tactics to make his
way. Politics was his destiny, and after achieving a 4.0 GPA
through four years of political science, he earned a degree to
prove he was ready for the real world.

Homeland Security would be a dream come
true. After 9/11 II, the level of anti-terror hysteria exceeded the
fervor of the Red Scare of the 50’s. HS had been given sweeping
authority by President Hyde in an executive order, placing the
resources of the FBI, DEA, ATF, and all other Federal and State law
enforcement agencies at their disposal. Director Marlon Ritz was
one of the most powerful men in America, and media spin doctors had
lent HS the aura of TV stars as they pursued their quarries in
America’s Most Wanted fashion. There was nothing sacred to this
monolith, and riding the crest of its power surge would be unlike
anything even Damien could have ever imagined.

Not that Damien wanted for anything. He was
already a millionaire by his twenty-first birthday after inheriting
his father’s million-dollar resort property in Cloudcroft NM. The
death of his grandparents and his mother left him with a
million-dollar property in Cobble Hill. Millionaires, he knew, were
a dime a dozen in this day and age. The power to make or break the
individual was what counted. The power behind the curtain, the hand
that pulled the strings was the power that Damien wanted, and he
would devote his life to attaining it.

The only personal motivation was the
religious angle. His parents were atheists, and he was fascinated
by Marx and Engels as a grade schooler. He grew up witnessing how
religion truly was the opiate of the masses, how it caused many
people to dream their lives away. He was revolted by this, and grew
more indignant to see people around the world sacrificing their
lives for medieval fables and causes. When friends and family
members were counted among those who became fugitives from justice
after 9/ 11 II, he made it a personal goal to see religion
eradicated as an influence in modern society.

“Day,” a slender, athletic
Puerto Rican in a black suit, gold jewelry, muscle shirt and a
ponytail strutted up to his table. “Whuzup.”

Damien stood up and hugged his childhood
friend Carlos. They had gone their separate ways along the road of
life, but remained as brothers despite being apart at different
intervals throughout Damien’s turbulent boyhood.

“Wish me luck,” Damien
motioned for Carlos to join him. “I’m trying out for the
majors.”

“Man, all the best,” Carlos
waved off a waitress. “Just don’t forget your boys in the
’hood.”

“One hand always washes the
other, you know that,” Damien sipped his coffee. “You’ll have your
ear on the street, and I’ll have mine in the White House. It can’t
get any better than that.”

“There’s connections in
those streets in DC too, homes,” Carlos grinned
mischievously.

“I’ll have to keep my hands
clean down there,” Damien smiled back. “But you never
know.”

“Not with you,” Carlos
chuckled, cocking an eyebrow. “So, what are you here
for?”

“I think your uncle was in
the neighborhood.”

Damien set down his coffee cup and stared
into his lap for a long moment.

“Why do you say
that?”

“You heard that thing on
the news?”

“There’s shootings in
Gowanus every other day,” Damien said evenly. Carlos barely
suppressed a laugh. He was one of the major players on the Gowanus
drug scene, and had participated in his fair share of gangland
shootings.

Damien and Carlos enjoyed a strange
relationship. Damien had access to high society, not only due to
his mother’s influence and connections but also due to his own
accomplishments and recognition by Boston’s upper class. Yet he
remained able to call upon his underworld connections whenever the
need arose. Alternately, Carlos could always depend on Damien
whenever he got in over his head. A lawyer with an Ivy League
connection was always able to cut a deal for the right amount of
money within the overworked NYC judicial system.

“This was different. The
shooter escaped through the subway tunnel. One of the witnesses
said he used the name Destroyer.”

The name seemed to unsettle Damien as he
daubed his mouth with a napkin.

“Listen to me, Carlos,”
Damien stared at his friend. “Listen carefully. My uncle is not the
Destroyer. My uncle cannot be the Destroyer, not now. Not until
everything is in place, not until we can deal with it. This
position I’m after isn’t just for me, it’s for all of us. It’s for
our families. We all grew up together, we’re in to the finish.
That’s the way it’s always been. One moves up, we all move up.
Maybe some of our friends ran away and became sewer rats, bag
people. But we’re still here, and we’re making it. This can’t
happen now. You get the word out, my uncle’s dead, he’s
disappeared. He’s a broken alcoholic. This whole thing’s a fantasy,
an attempt to ruin my family’s name. Crush it, Carlos, before it
crushes us.”

“Your uncle’s chump change,
Day. Say the word and I’ll take him out big time.”

“Be patient, bro. The
time’ll come.”

“You got it, Day,” Carlos
rose and hugged his friend. “I just thought you should
know.”

Damien turned to watch Carlos strut out of
the restaurant. He stared at the door long after the man had
disappeared from view.

The man in black was still on the move. He
walked about a quarter-mile down and saw what appeared to be
abandoned equipment from a postponed project. He took out a small
flashlight upon coming to a metal door embedded within a small
catwalk. He searched the wall and found what he was looking for. It
was a chalk drawing of a fish.

The first Christians, after being labeled as
insurrectionists and persecuted by the Roman Empire, took to the
underground catacombs of the cities of Europe. The catacombs were
tunnels largely used as cemeteries. They were places where no one
else would think of going. The Christians would use the fish symbol
as sign for one another. The man shook his head wryly as he forced
the filthy, rusted door open, considering how perfectly history
repeats itself.

His gift of apostleship had served him well
in a different day and time. He had coordinated the World Christian
Society, an Internet network that allowed Christian activists to
establish support groups across the country. Most of the home
churches he had co-founded with other ministers were now surviving
largely due to WCS. Only the distance between the Southwestern
groups and their NYC counterpart made it exceedingly difficult to
assist them in this time of need. As a result, the man would visit
at regular intervals to help in whatever way he could. At this
point, he considered his options limited at best.

The people down the short hall mustered in
alarm as the shriek of the heavy door echoed through the dark
chambers. The sight of the man in black filled their hearts with
relief, and many rushed to greet him. He hugged and exchanged holy
kisses with his friends before their leader came to greet him.

“Richard,” the slender,
pale man embraced him warmly. “How good it is to see
you.”

“It’s always a blessing,
Lou,” Richard replied.

Richard Mc Cain and Lou Cazucci were the
co-founders of a rock band in their youth before Richard left NYC
and enlisted in the military in 1984. Lou dedicated his life to
Christ shortly thereafter, and his was an example that brought
Richard to the ministry after he left the service in 1994. Richard
made many trips to NYC helping Lou build his home church in
Brooklyn while continuing his own ministry in Texas. The saints
living in the subway with Lou were church members who chose to do
so rather than deny Christ and escape religious persecution.

After 9/11 II, Congress passed the Organized
Religion Act and the Hate Crime Act in a desperate attempt to
eliminate the growing element of radical extremists in the country.
The Organized Religion Act served to separate church and state once
and forever. It forbade any religious demonstrations, images or
displays in public places, and abolished tax breaks for any
religious organizations involved in any commercial enterprise.
Proselytization was considered a violation of civil rights, as was
any mention of social or political activity during a religious
discourse. The Hate Crime Act made it a Federal offense to
propagate any faith, creed or philosophy that infringed upon the
rights or beliefs of any faction of American society. The OR Act
eventually closed most churches, synagogues and mosques across the
country; the Hate Crime Act made religion a forbidden subject.

“We’re doing the best we
can,” Lou grew defensive as he saw the pained look on Richard’s
face. He watched the sisters dutifully scrubbing the concrete
floors despite the fact that the tunnels were so filthy that the
floors were covered with soot again the next day. He saw the
sleeping bags, the Sterno cans, the sticks of furniture and boxes
of supplies that made it barely habitable. The Bibles were
everywhere, along with study guides and notebooks. The enemy could
kill the flesh, but never the spirit.

“Here,” Richard pulled the
billfold from his trenchcoat and handed it to Lou. “This should
help a little bit.”

“Where are you getting
this?” Lou was taken aback by the $2,000 in large denominations. “I
can’t accept this.”

“The brothers and sisters
need this money,” Richard replied sternly. “They’re living like
animals down here. You can’t determine how God is going to bless
them. If this is the way He chooses, then so be it.”

“He who lives by the sword
shall die by the sword,” Lou admonished him.

“David had his own
father-in-law turn against him. He had to raise a force against the
Army of Israel in order to survive. He fought as a mercenary for
the Philistine Army to make ends meet. He and his men even ate from
the showbread in the Temple when they were starving. You do what
you have to in times of trouble. God understands that.”

“What’s happened to you,
Richard?” Lou stared at him. “You had rededicated yourself to
bringing others to Eternal Life. You did so much for so many.
Taking up arms is not the way. You’re backsliding,
brother.”

“I was a soldier before I
rededicated myself. Now I’m a soldier again, a soldier of God. This
is the path I’ve been placed on. We may follow our hearts, but God
directs our steps.”

“They’ll be after you,
Richard, and we can’t afford to lose you,” Lou was
adamant.

“They’ve been after me
since Agnes left. I’ve been on borrowed time ever
since.”

“She sent a message,” Lou
cleared his throat. “I didn’t want to tell you.”

“What? Why not?”

“I got it through the
grapevine. She spread the word among the old crowd that she needs
to see you. It got back to me from some of our people’s relatives.
She wants you to e-mail her for a time and place. Use an alias,
she’ll know.”

“Sound like
trouble?”

“She didn’t say. Look,
Richard, she’s connected with some high-ranking big shots these
days. If they pressured her into setting you up, you could be
walking into a trap.”

“Suppose she wants out? I
can’t back out, I have to find out what she wants.”

Lou ran his fingers through his
straw-colored hair, licking his lips nervously, just like the old
days. Richard smiled and clapped his friend’s shoulder before
hugging him in farewell.

“I’ll be back. God won’t
let me out of the game that easy. As soon as I find out what she
wants I’ll let you know.”

“God bless you, Richard,”
Lou embraced him again before he said his farewells to the rest of
the saints.

“Take this too,” Richard
took off the heavy leather trenchcoat and gave it to Lou. “I’ll
find another one.”

“I’ll take those,” Lou
offered, nodding towards the sports bag on
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