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Zach, the man who had led them to the hut, cracked the butt of his rifle on the Korean kid’s jaw, provoking a cry of panic from three of the others. This made him cock his gun and aim it at them. They fell silent, faces kissing the dirt, praying to mother earth for forgiveness.

“I said be still,” Zach hissed. 

The sixteen teenagers were separated by an arm’s length.  They sat in rows of four. The hard dirt floor was not kind to their knees. Three girls quietly swallowed their gut-wrenching sobs. Another girl, Brooke, remained calm, waiting patiently for the madness to end. 

These teenagers had no way of knowing of the darkness that lurked beyond the rich, green foliage. They were unaware of the vile and hideous creature that lay in wait for them at the heart of the jungle.

The hut was big and covered in camouflaged material. Ragged streams of purple cloth lined the wooden support planks. In front of the first row of teenagers was a giant wicker chair, whose cane strips had become unwoven over time.  However, despite its aged and thorny appearance it somehow seemed darkly majestic-even regal.  But what kind of king would reign from this throne?  To its right, a wobbly wooden table held a few browning paperbacks, a blackboard tablet with chalk and a phonograph, which had been playing when they were first rushed into the hut. The song that scratched and popped through the speaker now was Richard Wagner’s Rise of The Valkyries.

From behind a dingy curtain, everyone heard the sound of a cot groaning as a weight was lifted from it.

A man with the build of a mountain stepped out, moving Zach aside with a pat on his arm. He was over six feet tall and looked to be made of pure muscle. His shoulders were thick as the beams that held up the hut.  His greying stubble was almost long enough to be recognized as a full beard. He wore military fatigues like the rest of his goons, but that is where the similarities ended. Where they were jumpy and trigger-happy, this man seemed to be the poster child for the calm that precedes the storm.

His name was Craig Hooks.

He walked over to the record player and lifted the needle, the record still spinning steadily.  He let it spin, regarding the thing with a grin. As he sat down on his thorny throne, he pulled out a pair of reading glasses. 

His voice was a deep baritone. “Morning class.”

This greeting was met with silence as the teens hesitantly looked up from the dirt floor. Brooke noticed a line of medals adorning his breast pocket. One of them was a purple heart. She knew that one. Her uncle had been awarded that one. He left it to her when he died.

Hooks grinned. He gestured to Zach. Zach nodded, firing a warning shot into the dirt, just inches away from a kid named Johnny. He yelped, flooding his pants with urine.

“You will address the Lieutenant!” Zach shouted.

Brooke was the first one to do it.

“G-good m-morning, Lieutenant,” she stammered.

Hooks rubbed his chin, enjoying her trembling voice.

“Together!” Zach barked. 

It was then that Hooks tossed his two fingers up and down to three beats, like a metronome. On the third beat, they all responded, “G-good m-morning, Lieutenant.”

He raised his arms out wide, like a conductor, pleased as punch with his piece.

“Thank you, class. What a fine group of students.”  He pulled out a well-weathered paperback from his pocket. It held dozens of multicolored bookmarks. Brooke could just make out the cover. In etched, golden lettering, she read the title: Animal Farm. 

She hated that book.  

A delectable aroma of thick juices and tender meat permeated the air inside the hut.  On their way in, several of the teens had noticed the barbeque grills outside.  Hooks smelled it, too.

“Sit tight, class. Lunch won’t begin for another hour. We have a very important lesson to get through,” he said with a glint in his eye.

Brooke emitted a soft moan that no one seemed to hear.  This was the only release she would allow herself. After that, she would have to stay calm and keep her wits about her. She was planning her escape.
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“I’m sure most of you have come pre-packaged into this world with a silver spoon, blissfully unaware of how good you have it. I very much doubt that any of you have had to fight for survival the way the rest of the world has.”

As he spoke, he wielded his book like an evangelist wields a Bible, the girls and boys his congregation. But in this hot tent there was no free will granted them, nor was there any hope of redemption.

“This book,” Hooks sighed. “This book has been my life for quite some time. Now it will become yours.”

The teens remained silent, but shaking.

“Lo, I had a dream. One in which no humans could oppress or control us: a paradise, a new America.”

Hooks rose, taking off his glasses and stowing them in his pocket. He paced the length of the first row, looking into the panicked eyes of the teens.

He stopped in front of a boy that Brooke had sat next to in Biology. He was thirty pounds overweight but carried himself well. He braced his palms behind his head like everyone else, and he was sweating profusely.

“You, son.”

“M-m-me?,” the boy squeaked.

“Yes, son. You. What’s your name?”

“P-p-Patrick.”

“Welcome to the class P-p-Patrick.” Hooks waved the book at him, “You can put your arms down.”

“Thank you, sir,” he lowered them.

“Sir, huh? Respect for your elders.  I like that.”  Hooks stepped closer.  “Patrick, do you know what Animalism means?”

Patrick blinked a few times, the sweat stinging his eyes. He was at the end of the row, the furthest away from the opening in the hut and the heat was getting to him. He took a deep breath. 

“It’s um...it’s hard to...oh God...please...” Patrick stammered.

Hooks frowned. “That’s hardly the answer I was looking for, son. I’m gonna give you one last chance. One. Explain, to these eager ears what Animalism is.”

Patrick rubbed at his face and shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir. I don’t know.”

“It means,” Hooks interjected, “that humans are mere animals with no spiritual nature. And if we are void of spirit, we are free to do whatever we please. We are the ones who will take control. We make the rules. And you have just broken one of mine.”

He then reached behind his back, drew a polished metal pistol and shot Patrick through the left eye. His body jerked backward with the impact and he fell on his side, his blood steadily seeping into the ground. Some of it was also on Sherry, who was kneeling directly behind him. She screamed for a second until Hooks cocked the gun again and aimed it at her. Brooke bit her lip until it bled to keep from screaming, herself.

“My number one rule:  survival of the fittest, not survival of the fattest. Fitness is mandatory for this class. If you are not fit, you are dismissed. Simple as that.”  He jerked his head toward the corpse and within an instant, Zach shouldered his rifle, grabbed Patrick by the ankles and dragged him out of the hut.

“Any questions?”
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