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In the morning, Liam’s breakfast was delivered through a small sliding window in his door by a faceless delivery service. The same method brought his lunch, but after he ate, the locks buzzed, and an announcement declared it was recreational time. Liam stepped out of his cell and followed the other inmates. He noticed he was getting looks from various men. He tried to appear confident and intimidating; he was grateful he had regained most of his strength and size. However, many of the men in the prison seemed to have gym privileges, and several were built like brick walls. 

They were led into the courtyard, where people separated into groups. Liam was stunned to see some women among the prisoners, and they weren’t kept apart. They seemed to keep to themselves, and Liam wondered if male-female interaction was forbidden. He stayed close to the main building and leaned against the wall to observe his new surroundings. Most people kept to themselves, but he quickly spotted the troublemakers. One group appeared to be watching him. They were still across the courtyard, but they slowly started to approach him. Liam decided there was no point in running; he saw the guards watching, but no one was moving to intervene. Maybe it was an initiation they didn’t interrupt. Just as the men were about to reach him, he heard a voice to his right. He had been so focused on the approaching group that he didn’t notice another person approaching from the side.

“I don’t think so, boys,” a female voice said firmly. “This one’s mine.”

“Really, Dee?” the man, clearly the leader, replied. “What do you want this boy for, when you have a real man here?” The man snarled at her, and Liam was sure they were both at risk now. Liam kept his eyes on the man who had spoken; he was about to throw a punch when he felt a soft hand on his arm.

“I said back off, Keno, he’s mine,” the woman repeated, holding Liam back, and he realized he recognized her voice. He waited for Keno and his friends to leave, then turned to confirm his suspicion; it was Mexico standing beside him.

“You lived!” she exclaimed softly once they were alone. “Canada! I thought they killed you!”

“They pretty much did,” Liam confirmed. “Where the hell are we?”

“Prison for accused terrorists,” she replied matter-of-factly. “I collaborated on your story, about us being Terra; the doctor had told me what you had said. The next thing I knew, I was sent here. The Americans toss anyone they suspect of terrorism into prison with no trial. I’d bet most people here are guilty of something but not that.”

“And the others from our group?” Liam asked.

“I’m not sure; I think they confirmed Frenchie’s story and confessed. I never saw them again.”

“How safe is this place?” Liam asked as he watched the courtyard closely. It felt like everyone was glaring at them.

“For me, very, for you, that’s still to be determined.”

“Why?” Liam looked at her, confused, and Mexico rolled her eyes and sighed. 

“You’re a pretty boy here; they don’t know you yet,” she added quickly when he was about to defend himself. “Leaning against that wall is a good idea; they will try to use you.”

“What about you?” Liam replied, trying to push the vision she just created out of his mind. “You’re a good-looking woman. I’m sure you suit preferences here more than I do.”

Mexico laughed at him. 

“Things like that don’t matter here,” she said. "And I proved to these assholes on my first day here that they are not to touch me.”

“Really? How?” Liam asked doubtfully.

“A guy tried to have his way with me, so I ripped one of his balls off and fed it to him. I may have some suppressed anger.”

Liam flinched away from her, and she laughed at him again. 

“See? They are all watching us now,” she said, looking across the courtyard. "They are hoping you will try something with me, just to see me kick your ass. They will keep trying to come after you, some to test your strength, others with a different agenda. I know you can handle yourself, but never let your guard down. You’re going to have to prove yourself quickly, or they won’t ever leave you alone. I won’t always be here to protect you.”

“So, what does that mean? I have to beat up Keno?”

“No, Keno and his crew wouldn’t prove anything. Those guys,” she nodded towards a group in the far corner of the courtyard, also watching them. “The guy in the centre, his name is Graves,” Mexico continued. “He holds the balance of power here. With a nod of his head, he can have five guys on you to kill you, and the guards would have no chance to stop it. It’s happened three times since I’ve been here. Only Graves knows the real justification for it if there is any.”

“What are you suggesting? I take him out?” Liam asked. He risked another glance at Graves and saw the man was staring back at him. 

“I doubt you would live long enough to get close to him. Maybe you can catch one of his guys alone and mess him up.”

“We need to get out of here,” Liam said, looking around at the guard posts.

“Yes, because no one here has thought of that before,” Mexico replied sarcastically. “You’re a genius, Canada.”

“Liam,” he said to her, still staring around the courtyard and the guard posts, memorizing his surroundings. 

“What?”

“My name’s Liam,” he repeated, looking at her with a small smile. “Maybe we can stop referring to each other as our countries.”

“OK, I’m Desray,” she said. 

“Desray,” Liam repeated as he began to walk across the courtyard. “I need one favour from you.”

“Where the hell are you going, Liam?” she said, rushing after him. 

“To prove myself,” Liam called over his shoulder. “Just hang back, OK?” 

He was terrified, but he didn’t plan to spend his stay at the prison looking over his shoulder. As he approached Graves, the man looked at Liam, mildly amused. Desray kept following him, but stayed back, she didn’t want to get involved, and he understood this.

“Graves,” Liam said with a nod once he was close enough to avoid being overheard by the entire courtyard, all of whom had watched his approach. “I have a business proposal for you.”

“Fuck off, before I have my guys kill you for my amusement,” Graves replied, annoyed now but pretending not to be interested. Liam could see he was curious.

“Have them try,” Liam said casually. Graves glanced at Liam and then turned to the four men standing with him.

“Kill the little shit,” he said as he stepped back out of the way. 

Liam had already assessed the men across the courtyard; he knew exactly what he was dealing with. He had no intention of seriously hurting any of them, just causing enough pain to immobilize them. He watched carefully and knew who was right-handed and who was left-handed. Based on their body language, he could predict who would attack first and who would stay back to gauge him. As he expected, the two biggest thugs approached him first. 

Liam moved quickly and punched the first one in the face, breaking his nose and sending him to the ground. Liam advanced toward the next man before he could realize what had happened to his buddy. He swiftly punched him in the throat, causing him to drop, gasping for breath. The next two men approached him at the same time. But Liam was too fast for them; he had spent the last ten months building his speed and strength, and he trusted he could take them on. He lunged at one man, knocking him down and landing several punches. He knew the second man would be on him immediately and was prepared when he delivered a powerful punch to his gut to knock him off his pal. Liam rolled away from the punch, avoiding the full impact. While doing so, he kicked at the last man, dislocating his knee. All four men were on the ground, momentarily incapacitated from their injuries, in less than a minute. 

Liam quickly got back to his feet and glanced at his attackers, but Graves waved them back, at least the ones who could still stand. Liam saw the guards approaching quickly, and he only had a moment to get his message to Graves.

“What do you want, kid?” Graves asked with amusement in his voice.

“A partnership, I just want to be left alone,” he replied quietly so that the approaching guards couldn’t hear. 

Graves stared at him. The guards were quickly on Liam, grabbing him by the arms, pushing him to the ground, and cuffing his hands behind his back. As they held him down, he could see Coleman approaching, looking furious. 

“It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours, kid, and you pissed me off!” Coleman yelled. “That’s a week in solitary for you.”

Liam looked back at Graves as he was pulled to his feet and toward the building; Graves gave him a subtle smile and nodded.

The only thing Liam could do in solitary confinement was to reflect on how he ended up there. He kept replaying the past two years in his mind. Now that he wasn’t being beaten or tortured each day, he was able to put things into perspective. The only reason he gave the false confession was to prevent a war. Had the President known the real reason he was in that forest that day, if Liam ever confirmed that the Prime Minister along with all the leaders of the allied countries had sent a team to assassinate the President, the President would have had every justification to launch the attack he desperately wanted. The allies weren’t without their own reasons. The President had been threatening them for months and had even taken steps to prepare for an attack on Canada and Mexico. Most of the world was already at war, fighting multiple local and international assaults. When the President finally agreed to cooperate with the allies, the team had already been deployed and was caught trying to retreat. 

At the time, Liam believed he was doing his duty, following orders, and hopefully preventing a madman from attacking Canada. He recognized how desperate the allies had been, but the order showed poor judgment, and now he was paying the price for being a good soldier. He wasn’t innocent, he felt he deserved everything that had happened to him after he was caught. Even though he wasn’t a terrorist, he was an assassin whose actions violated the Geneva Convention. He knew when he left for the mission that being caught meant the harshest punishment, possibly even death, and the American army delivered on that. The torture lasted months, and then they tried to kill him. He was angry and thought about revenge, but not against the Americans, instead, against those who put him in that situation, at such a young age. They knew he was self-destructive, and they exploited that. 

Reflecting on his past, he saw how they trained and groomed him. They entrusted him with special missions that provided him with intelligence far beyond what any seventeen-year-old recruit should have possessed. Recognizing his exceptional talents, including a photographic memory and unique analytical skills, they further trained him for advanced combat. They developed him into the perfect assassin by harnessing these abilities. Having no family to care for and having lost nearly all those close to him, he fell into deep depression, often risking his life recklessly. These qualities made him an ideal candidate for the suicide mission. 

He made a false confession, claiming the assassination teams were Terra terrorists fleeing to South America. This contradicted the confessions of the others, meaning none of the confessions could be trusted. The President didn’t have the proof he needed to declare war on Canada, and millions of lives were likely saved. So why hadn’t his country requested his return? They knew the truth. Why would they leave him in prison? 

The days passed painfully slowly. When he wasn’t obsessing over his situation, he did his best to exercise in the small space. He completed hundreds of sit-ups and push-ups each day, mainly to tire himself out so he could sleep at night. When the week finally ended, he was taken back to his cell. Having only spent one night there, returning offered no extra comfort. He had no personal belongings in the cell; in fact, he had only recently admitted what his true name was. He had kept his name to himself for over two years, feeling it was the last thing he truly owned. But now they knew who he was, and despite a well-documented army career, they still believed him to be a terrorist. 

Liam’s routine in his cell didn’t change much from his days in solitary. He had been told that if he behaved, he could earn privileges. But he was sure that picking a fight with four other inmates and sending them to the infirmary was not good behaviour, and he didn’t expect any privileges to be granted to him anytime soon. The only difference was the one hour of recreation in the yard. On his first day, he only enjoyed about ten minutes of it before he was taken to solitary confinement. He hoped he had left an impression, as Desray had advised, he needed to prove himself, and he felt he had. Nonetheless, when the doors opened, signalling recreation for his second time, he was terrified again. He didn’t plan to keep fighting every other inmate, but he would if he had to. 

He followed the line out of the building, and his first taste of sunlight in a week was a welcoming sensation. Even though it was fall, there was still warmth in the air, rich with the smells of the forest surrounding them on the mountain. He took the same spot against the wall as he had on the first day. He noticed the other inmates watching him, but now with caution, not with the taunting and intimidating looks they had given him a week ago, he had made an impression. He wasn’t alone for long; he saw Desray approaching him. 

“You’re back,” she said as she took a spot at the wall next to him. “You left quite an impression.”

“Good or bad?” Liam asked. 

“Well, no one is looking at you like you're fresh meat anymore, so it’s good right now.”

“How are the other guys?” Liam asked sincerely. 

“Humbled and embarrassed because they got their asses kicked by a kid,” Desray replied proud of him. “But no injuries they won’t recover from.”

“That’s good,” Liam said. He had no intention of harming them; he only wanted to show what he was capable of.

“You have Graves’ attention, I hear he wants to talk to you,” Desray advised. “You left him without his best men, and I think he believes you owe him now.”

Liam laughed. Without his best men, Graves stood little chance against him. But Liam also understood that this made Graves vulnerable to anyone else who might hold a grudge. He was curious to see what Graves wanted.

“Let’s go then,” Liam said.

Ignoring Desray’s curses, he began to walk across the courtyard to where Graves was standing with only two of his goons this time. Liam noticed that the one with a broken leg and the other, whom he punched in the head, likely causing a concussion, were missing. Graves and everyone else in the courtyard watched as Liam approached him. His two goons quickly moved to get between him and Graves, and Liam respected that they wanted to protect him. They were loyal. Stupid, but loyal.

“I heard you wanted to chat?” Liam said.

“You aren’t going to sucker punch anyone again, are you?” Graves accused. 

“I think you’re misremembering, you were the one who told them to 'kill the little shit,’” Liam quoted. “I was just defending myself.”

Graves stared Liam down, Graves wasn’t accustomed to people correcting him or even talking to him uninvited. There was a power struggle between them, and Liam wanted to make sure Graves felt like he was getting the upper hand. 

“So, what do you want, kid?” Graves finally asked, pretending to be uninterested. 

“Just to be left alone, and not have my time here more difficult than it needs to be,” Liam replied. 

“And you think that beating up my guys can do that for you?” Graves laughed. “You didn’t think that would put a bigger target on your back?”

“Not if we come to terms?” Liam suggested. “And we align.”

Liam heard Desray take a breath and realized he probably should have talked to her about it, since his proposal intended to include her, but there was no turning back now. 

“How would that advantage me?” Graves snorted. 

“Well, you seem to be short a couple of men right now,” Liam said. “I thought you may want to increase your own protection.”

“And why would I need protection?” Graves guffawed, but Liam knew that was just for show.

“For the same reason I have a target on my back,” Liam explained. “You have the power here, but now you are down two guys. If anyone wanted to come at you, this would be the time. But if they see us as allies, then I don’t think anyone would dare to come near you.”

Liam had a whole week to prepare for this conversation, and as he spoke, he realized he might have won Graves over. Graves knew that their alignment would only make him more feared, and Liam would be left alone by association. 

“Alright,” Graves said after a while, then looked to Desray. “And you, after your first day here, I knew you weren’t someone to mess with, you’ll be with us as well.”

Liam saw that Desray was conflicted by this statement, but rejecting it now would offend him. He knew he had put her in a difficult situation and was relieved when she nodded in agreement. 

Graves extended his hand for them to shake, demonstrating to the whole population, even the guards, that they were united. 

“But don’t mistake this as a friendship,” Graves said quietly, so only Liam could hear.

Liam wondered if he had made the right decision, but he had learned a long time ago to keep his enemy close.

The next few weeks became redundant, and it was easy to lose track of the days. Liam spent most of his time with Desray and Graves, neither of whom spoke much. One day, on a rare occasion when he and Desray were alone, Liam decided to take the opportunity to ask her about herself. They were sitting on a picnic table on the far side of the courtyard they had claimed as their own. No one ever approached them; they were left alone unless they made the first move. Liam was getting bored of watching the little grass they had, slowly wither before winter, so he decided to ask Desray the question that had been on his mind for two years. 

“How were you nominated for that assignment?” Liam asked. It was the first time they had talked about it, and Desray appeared stunned that he would ask. After a moment of thought, she finally responded. 

“My father was a general in the Mexican army,” she began. “I grew up on the military base, and my father taught me from a young age to defend myself. Then, when I was old enough, I enlisted and received formal training.” 

“Your father sent you on the mission?” Liam was shocked. 

“No,” Desray objected. “He was dead by then, killed in one of the attacks on Mexico City, along with almost half the population.”

Liam thought about what Desray was saying. He had seen firsthand how brutal the attacks on Canada had been. But he never imagined what it would be like on a global scale. Mexico City nearly had as many people as the entire country of Canada. The thought that so many could be gone in an instant made him wince. 

“I had been sent to the north,” Desray continued. “To Chihuahua, to defend the border, a lot of good that did.”

He noticed that Desray told her story with little emotion, even when she mentioned her father. 

“When this assignment came up, they needed someone they could trust,” she said. “I was well known in the army’s highest ranks because of my father, and of course, when I was asked, I didn’t hesitate.”

“What about your mother? Siblings?” Liam asked.

“My mother died when I was young, and I had no siblings. What about you, Canada? How does a kid like you get trained to be an assassin?” Desray inquired. 

Liam looked down at his hands. He hadn’t thought about his home in ages. He knew the army had trained and prepared him for such an assignment, which made him forget that he still had family somewhere. Still, it didn’t matter to him, he had been detached from them even before the war started.

“That bad?” Desray asked, noticing he was upset.

“I guess I blocked it all from my mind,” Liam replied. “The short story is that the Terra kidnapped a friend of mine, and they threatened her life unless I carried out one of their missions.” 

“A mission?” Desray questioned.

“They wanted me to assassinate the Prime Minister,” 

“You’re shitting me,” Desray laughed at him, and he smiled, he did see the irony. 

“Their plan failed. I managed to escape by fooling them into thinking I was successful for a while, which led to my friend being freed. The General who arrested me then recruited me. That's when I started working for the National Security Enforcement and Special Forces.”

“How is it that they put you in those roles at such a young age?” Desray asked, encouraging him to continue. 

“Because my best friend was radicalized and became second in command with the Terra, and I knew how to find him and stop them,” Liam said bluntly. 

There was far more hidden beneath the surface of his story. He didn’t mention that his closest friend had nearly killed him. He couldn’t admit he had deserted the army. Broker a friend out of jail and decided to infiltrate the Terra camp rouge to rescue Grace. He couldn’t reopen those wounds, there were too many, and he knew they would consume him. 

“And did you? Did you stop him?” Desray asked.

“Yeah,” Liam whispered as images of him shooting Matt Bailey flooded his mind. 

Liam and Matt had been best friends for over a decade. They practically grew up together. Then, the war broke out, and they found themselves on opposite sides. But it wasn’t a straightforward story of good versus evil. Though Matt had joined the Terra, Liam was far from innocent. 

“Maybe one day you can tell me the whole story,” Desray said compassionately, but didn’t press him for details. For half a second, she put an arm around him to comfort him, it was so quick he wasn’t even sure it happened. 

Days in the prison were dull and repetitive and apart from the hour in the courtyard, the only other time Liam was allowed to leave his cell was for a shower every other day. He needed to find a way to gain privileges to the library or gym. Aside from his association with Graves, Liam was behaving himself. Graves seemed content not to seek trouble, and Liam started to wonder why and how Graves had become the most feared man in the prison. He remembered what Desray had said about the murders, but Liam saw no aggression from Graves directed at anyone. 

About a month into his stay, Liam was heading to his shower when he noticed a confrontation at the far end of the washroom, out of sight of the guards. He heard harsh voices and the unmistakable sound of someone being hit repeatedly. Liam cautiously approached, trying not to attract attention. He saw three men assaulting a fourth, who seemed unable to defend himself any longer. 

“I think he’s had enough,” Liam said, and the men stopped immediately. Liam saw that the man on the floor was Keno. For a moment, he considered walking away, but Keno was in really bad shape. 

“This doesn’t concern you, Kid. Just turn and walk away,” the one man said without any aggression toward Liam, but Liam could see that the other two were ready to fight him. Liam wondered where the guards were. There were blind spots from the cameras, and he knew they were in one, but usually the guards monitored those areas a bit more diligently. 

“I don’t think I can do that,” Liam replied. “You made your point. Leave him alone.”

“He took something from me,” the man continued. 

“I didn’t,” Keno started, but he didn’t get the chance to finish as one of the men kicked him. Then Liam saw the man was holding something in his hand, a small, sharp object, a prison-made weapon. 

“Hey,” Liam yelled.

He was prepared to fight them if they made another assault on Keno. Liam didn’t know these men; he had seen them in the courtyard, but they always kept to themselves. Keno had threatened him on his first day, so Liam had no reason to protect him, except that he couldn’t defend himself anymore, and it was highly likely he was about to be stabbed to death. Unfortunately, Liam added himself into the situation without thinking, and now he had to stand his ground. 

The man with the knife turned and charged at Liam instead. Liam heard the others telling him to stop, but he ignored their commands. The man ran toward him, aiming the knife at his chest. Liam quickly deflected the attack and, with a swift punch, broke his nose and knocked him to the ground. Watching to ensure the others wouldn’t join their friend, he quickly delivered one more punch, just to make his point. 

There was a long pause as the men decided what to do, and Liam knew they were trying to decide if they should challenge him again. Their leader nodded before motioning for the other two to follow. But as they left, he shot Liam a stare that warned him there would be consequences. 

When they were gone, Liam checked Keno. They had done a number on him. He was bleeding from his nose and mouth, and he had a large gash on his head. 

“Thank you,” Keno whispers, barely conscious.

“What do you have of his?” Liam asked. 

“Nothing,” Keno replied, but Liam sensed he was lying. 

“Bullshit. Whatever it is, give it to me now, or I’ll finish what they started.”

Keno reached into his pocket and pulled something out. When he opened his hand, Liam saw it was a small gold cross, the kind someone would wear on a chain around their neck. Liam took it, shoved it deep into his pocket, and then helped Keno up. He mostly dragged Keno out of the shower to where he quickly found a guard. 

“What happened?” the guard asked suspiciously, but quickly moved to help.

“I found him like this in the showers,” Liam lied. 

The guard paused to consider Liam, but whatever he was thinking must have been settled quickly, as Keno passed out. 

“Help me get him to the infirmary,” the guard ordered. 

Liam nodded and the guard began leading them down the hall, carrying the unconscious Keno between them. It was the first time since his first day that Liam had left the cell area of the building. They were heading in the opposite direction of where he knew the entrance was, and Liam took note of his surroundings. They kept going, and he observed the guard moving quickly, probably not happy about being alone with an inmate in a remote part of the prison. However, Liam couldn’t see a way to escape; attacking this guard now wouldn’t benefit him.

The infirmary was at the end of the hall, and other guards, along with a doctor quickly met them as they entered. Keno was taken to a nearby bed and attended to.

“You’re bleeding,” the guard said to Liam. 

Liam looked at his side where the guard indicated, he pulled up his shirt to see a small but deep cut. The familiar stinging sensation was now very apparent to Liam. 

“Did Keno stab you? Is that why you beat him up?" the guard accused.

“I didn’t beat him up,” Liam quickly replied, annoyed. He realized it did look suspicious. His hand was even starting to bruise from his fight. “Why would I drag his half-conscious ass across the prison to get help if I was the one who beat him up?” Liam protested. 

The guard looked over Liam carefully, then nodded and motioned for him to follow. 

“Sit here,” the guard said, indicating one of the infirmary beds. “I’ll find someone to help you.” He grabbed a compress from a nearby supply cart, ripped open the package, and handed the cloth to Liam. 

“Put pressure on it, you’re starting to bleed all over the bed.”

Liam waited as the infirmary staff were all preoccupied with Keno. Two guards stood at the door, while another kept a close watch on Keno. The infirmary door opened, and Sergeant Coleman entered, looking quite annoyed. He observed for a moment to make sure Keno wasn’t in a critical condition, then headed over to Liam.

“You again, Allens?” Coleman accused. 

“No sir, it wasn’t me this time,” Liam responded sincerely. 

Coleman looked at Liam, holding his side. He pulled the compress from Liam to inspect the wound and then replaced the bandage. 

“And I suppose you’re going to tell me you slipped in the shower to get this injury?” 

"Something like that,” Liam replied, and Coleman sighed.

"I know who you are,” Coleman said softly so he wouldn’t be overheard. “I know your history and why you’re here. I want to believe that you won’t be giving me any more trouble.”

Coleman’s voice was calm and non-threatening. He was asking in a way that implied it was a peace offering. Liam was confused by the unexpected kindness but understood he needed to win Coleman’s favour. Having Coleman on his side would make his time there much easier. 

“Only when trouble finds me first, sir,” Liam said apologetically. 

With a few stitches and a new shirt, Liam was taken back to his room. He lay on his bed, waiting for dinner, when he remembered the cross. He pulled it out of his pocket and examined it closely. It looked to be gold, and there was an engraving on one side with the initials, T.B. He could understand why the man wanted it back; not many people had personal items in prison, especially ones with sentimental value. 

The next day, during recreation time, Liam approached the men who had beaten Keno instead of joining Graves as usual. As he moved closer, they tensed up, and Liam saw that the one who had confronted him had a terrible black eye. Liam reached out his hand and showed them the cross. 

“The fucker did have it?” the man who appeared to be their leader asked as he took the cross back. 

“We’re even now?” Liam asked. 

“Yeah,” the man replied. “We’re even.” Liam turned to walk away when the man called out to him. 

“Hey, Kid, my name’s Brick.” The man replied.

“Brick?” Liam questioned the name, clearly it was a nickname. Brick just shrugged in response. 

“I’m Liam,” he replied. 

“I know,” Brick laughed. “Everyone here knows, you don’t need to introduce yourself, Kid.”

Liam headed to join Graves and Desray. As he walked, he noticed Coleman watching him and probably saw the whole interaction with Brick. Coleman wasn’t usually in the courtyard during recreational time, and Liam knew he was under scrutiny.

“What was that about?” Desray asked as Liam approached. 

“Just returning something,” Liam explained. 

But he was curious about Brick’s comment that everyone knew him. Liam had intended to make an impression, but he felt he might have created an extreme image. 

“Desray, what do people say about me?” Liam asked. Desray appeared a bit taken aback by the question. 

“I think most of them are afraid of you, at least the smart ones,” she said. “They saw you take down four men, without getting a scratch. They call you The Kid, you know, like Billy the Kid.”

Liam laughed, he understood the reference. Before the war, he had watched several movies depicting that historical figure.

“The Kid?” Liam laughed again. He found it amusing that she used that nickname with him, considering she was only a few years older.

“Be careful, though,” Desray said, lowering her voice to make sure they weren’t overheard. “If Graves thinks you are a bigger threat than him, he may try to correct that.”

Coleman observed the interaction between Liam and Brick. It confirmed his suspicions, Brick was responsible for Keno’s beating. However, Liam intervened and somehow stopped the assault, only sustaining a minor scratch himself. Coleman was surprised that Brick and his men even considered confronting Liam. He had proved himself dangerous on his first day. Coleman understood why he had done that. The Kid didn’t belong in the prison; Coleman had reviewed his file. He didn’t believe, for a moment, that Liam was a terrorist. He knew Liam had served in the army, and he suspected that Dr. Wilson’s letter provided a more accurate account of Liam’s situation. He understood that Liam was just following orders when he carried out the assignment that led to his capture. Initially, he wondered why Liam was chosen for that mission. But when he watched Liam on his first day, he instantly knew why he had been selected. Unfortunately, it didn’t matter what Coleman thought; he had no influence over the politics. He had emailed General Kitts in Canada, who couldn’t disclose the purpose of the mission he had sent Liam on, but Kitts confirmed that Liam was trustworthy and that he was working to bring him home. 

Coleman was now faced with the harsh reality of watching an innocent kid, though fully capable of looking after himself, waste away in a POW camp. Liam was only twenty and had spent most of his teenage years either fighting for the army or locked up in jail. The war had been devastating for many, but it seemed to keep destroying Liam’s life. Coleman felt sorry for the kid, but he knew he had to be cautious. The Liam that Kitts knew and was vouching for was the Liam before the torture and betrayal. No one could endure what Liam had without it leaving a mark, and Coleman had seen men who had suffered less become desperate and dangerous, regardless of their morals.

Liam left Brick and crossed the courtyard to return to his usual spot with Desray and Graves. Coleman knew Desray had been with Liam on the mission and had tipped her off about Liam’s transfer. It didn’t surprise him that they had reunited. But the quick alliance with Graves caught Coleman’s interest. It was a dangerous partnership; Graves could lead Liam down a path of self-destruction if Liam wasn’t careful. Graves had killed three other inmates. After the first, he spent a month in solitary confinement. Once he was out, he ordered the second killing. Although Graves didn't directly participate in the attacks, he admitted they were carried out under his direction. The second attack resulted in six weeks in solitary confinement. Again, as soon as he was released, another man was killed, and Graves again admitted responsibility but told Coleman he was done. Coleman was furious, and Graves served eight more weeks. After his release, no one else was harmed, and Graves kept his promise; he never attacked anyone else until Liam confronted him. Ironically, that situation worked in Liam’s favour, as everyone feared Graves because of his history of three murders. With Liam alongside him, no one dared approach them. Still, Coleman worried that if Liam upset Graves, Liam might be the next body removed from the building.

Keno had spent a couple of weeks in the infirmary dealing with internal bleeding that required close medical attention. Sergeant Coleman updated Liam on Keno’s condition and expressed gratitude, which Liam found odd. When Keno finally returned to the general population, he went directly to Liam. 

“I owe you,” Keno said, gratefully.

“Someday, maybe you can pay me back,” Liam replied. 

He liked the idea that Keno was in debt to him. Keno nodded and extended his hand for Liam to shake. As Liam shook it, he felt Keno press a small object into his palm. 

“What’s this?” Liam asked, looking at the packet Keno had handed him. It was a small piece of paper wrapped around a tablet. 

“Consider it a thank-you gift,” Keno said as he walked away. 

Desray was quickly at Liam’s side and looked at what he was holding. 

“You need to find a way to dump that Liam,” she said with concern. “If the guards find it on you, it’s a month in solitary.”

“What is it?” Liam asked, confused. 

“If I were to guess, the paper is LSD, and the tablet inside is MDMA.”

“Shit,” Liam said. Not knowing what to do, he shoved the small package deep into his pocket. 

“Flush it as soon as you get back to your cell,” Desray instructed, and Liam nodded. He had never done drugs, and he didn’t have the intention to start now in prison. Graves had watched the entire interaction and looked displeased. 

“Don’t start with that shit, Kid,” he warned, even though Liam had already confirmed he had no interest. “There’s some heavy stuff going through here and I have seen several inmates fall to it.”

“Overdose?” Liam asked; there hadn’t been anything like that in the few weeks he had been there, but he hadn’t really been looking for it.

“They wish,” Graves said. “Once you're dependent on that stuff, you can’t stop. When you’re trapped in a place like this, and something offers an escape from reality, it’s hard to resist, and gradually, it begins to fry your brain.”

The horn sounded, signalling the end of recreational time. Liam followed the routine of lining up with the others. They entered the hall, but then the guards suddenly stopped them. 

“Search time,” one of the guards yelled. 

Liam’s heart skipped a beat. The guards would perform random searches a few times a week. They looked for weapons, drugs, and other contraband. Liam had never paid much attention to it, since he never had anything prohibited. But now he was panicking. There was no way to get rid of the drugs in his pocket without them noticing. 

“Come on, pull your pockets out,” the guard instructed the group, and Liam hesitated. 

He carefully pulled out the small package, turning his pocket inside out as he did, now holding the drugs in his hand. He knew he couldn’t keep holding it; they would ask him to show his open palms. He couldn’t drop it in the hall; it would be seen immediately. He watched as the guards moved up the line and wondered if Keno had been warned about the search, which might have been his real reason for giving Liam the drugs. He knew he would soon run out of options. While the guards searched the prisoners ahead of him, Liam did the only thing he could think of: he quickly slid the packet into his mouth and swallowed. 

“Fuck Liam, no!” Desray said in a harsh whisper behind him. 

“What option do I have?” Liam whispered back. 

When the guard approached him, he patted Liam down, tugged more firmly at his pockets, and checked every possible hiding spot. Satisfied, he nodded at Liam and moved on to Desray. Once they were out of the guard's hearing range, Desray gave Liam a firm nudge in the back.

“You are going to have a very interesting night, Kid,” Desray scolded him. 

“How long until I start to feel something?”

“30 minutes at most, if you’re lucky,” Desray replied. 

Liam silently swore; the guards showed no rush to finish the search. Liam knew that if he managed to get back to his cell, his intoxication would go unnoticed. However, he had never been on hard drugs before and had no idea what to expect or how he would react. They waited in the hall for the search to end. Liam started to sweat, unsure if it was because he was nervous or if the drugs had begun to take effect. Finally, they were escorted back to their cells. Liam felt as if he was walking on a trampoline. The floor seemed to absorb his steps and then propel him forward. He did his best to keep his balance. He felt Desray’s hand on his side to steady him. Fortunately, his cell was one of the closer ones, and Desray gave him a worried look as she watched his door close and lock. 

Liam wanted to sleep it off, but he felt wide awake; in fact, he'd never felt more alert in his life. He lay on his bed and watched the ceiling, which was now covered with shapes and colours. He knew they weren’t real, but he reached up and tried to touch a purple square just to be sure. His hand went through it, yet he kept trying to catch the shapes floating above him as he lay there. He felt at peace and genuinely happy for the first time in years. He even thought he could hear music. The shapes and music seemed to last for hours, and his dinner plate sat untouched at his door. He thought he heard someone laughing at one point, then realized it was him. Which just made him laugh harder. Then he felt sick and managed to reach the small toilet just in time to vomit. 

“We found you passed out beside your toilet,” Coleman’s voice echoed in his mind before Liam was fully awake. When Liam opened his eyes, he was in the infirmary. 

“Are you going to tell me who gave you the drugs?” Coleman asked. 

“What drugs?” Liam replied, his head wasn’t clear, and he couldn’t come up with a convincing lie. 

“Cut the shit, Allens,” Coleman yelled. “We ran a tox screen when you were passed out. You had LSD and MDMA in your system. Tell me where it came from!”

“It was an accident,” Liam replied honestly. “I never intended to take it. But when the search started, I swallowed it. I had no other option.”

Coleman stood in front of Liam for a long time. Liam knew what was coming next; Desray had warned him, a month in solitary. 

“Tell me who gave it to you!” Coleman repeated, furious. But he couldn’t intimidate Liam, with everything Liam had been through, he knew Coleman wasn’t a threat to him. Liam stayed silent.

“Fine,” Coleman said, shaking his head. “That’s a month in solitary. If you come to your senses and tell me who gave you the drugs, I’ll let you out.” 
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“I’m sorry, General. I never thought he would stay the whole month. I really thought he would give up the supplier,” Coleman said on his phone. 

He was giving his weekly update to General Kitts. Kitts had been the only one to respond when Coleman reached out to the Canadian army about Liam. He vouched for Liam, and during their weekly calls, he began sharing Liam’s story with Coleman. Coleman couldn’t deny that the Kid sounded honourable; apparently, the Prime Minister thought so too, when he recognized Liam for the success of the raid on the Terra location. Kitts had explained that operation. He admitted it hadn’t unfolded as the media had been led to believe. In fact, the true story was heartbreaking, but Coleman also saw it as a situation where Liam was angry and non-compliant. 

Liam’s closest friend, Matt Bailey, had become radicalized by the Terra, and Liam believed it was his fault. There was a fight over a girl, Amy, and Matt felt betrayed by Liam when she chose him. There was no shortage of information about Matt on the internet. He had been brutal and ruthless, and even at age sixteen, he had killed several people. Kitts confirmed Matt came after Liam and Amy to take his revenge. He had Liam beaten to an inch of his life and then forced him to watch as he half-drowned Amy in a freezing lake. Matt had left them both for dead. Liam survived, but Amy died in his arms from exposure in subzero temperatures. 

Kitts explained how Liam ran then, breaking a friend, Jay Harris, out of army custody, and disappearing. Kitts had half his soldiers searching for them for days, but they couldn’t find them. Then Liam called Kitts. He had somehow located the Terra camp, and he and Jay were going in to rescue Grace, Matt Bailey’s sister, from him. Liam offered Kitts the chance to join him. But he and Jay were going in, regardless of the army’s involvement. 

That part of the story was confusing to Coleman. Kitts never clarified why Jay Harris had been in custody or why Liam chose him as his partner in the plan. Back then, Jay Harris was one of the wealthiest men in the country. Now, he was the wealthiest. In fact, he was so rich that the Canadian government continued to rely on Harris and his companies to stabilize and support the economy. Thanks to Harris Corp., Canada had started reestablishing itself post-war faster than any other country. The story the Canadian government was hiding was that their national heroes were actually an army deserter and someone who had been arrested. Coleman pondered the unlikely friendship between Harris and Liam for a long time, but he couldn’t figure out how the connection had happened, and Kitts never offered to explain it further.

Kitts continued to call to check on Liam and insisted that Liam wasn’t a bad person despite the digressions. Coleman agreed that a prisoner couldn’t seem too compliant to the other inmates, so he knew Liam would never be a snitch. He had built a powerful reputation during the weeks he had been there. However, he wasn’t sure if learning Liam’s history had given him more or less reason to trust Liam.

“Thank you again for letting me know he’s finally out,” General Kitts replied as they finished the call. 

Coleman sat at his desk, pondering the situation he now found himself in. He couldn’t show any favouritism toward Liam. He had to give him the same punishment as any other inmate, but he knew the kid didn’t deserve it. Liam had accepted his punishment without complaint. However, when he was released from solitary, something had changed. A month alone can break even the strongest of men, and he could only imagine what it would do to a twenty-year-old. Liam carried himself differently now, and there was a new attitude in his demeanour. He looked stronger; instead of wasting away during that month, he used the time to work out as much as he could in his confined space, and it seemed to have achieved the result he wanted. But he looked angry and threatening, and Coleman was worried that Liam no longer cared about the consequences of his actions. 

The first chance he had, Liam confronted Keno. Coleman watched as Liam grabbed Keno by the shirt and shoved him against the courtyard wall. The guards moved to step in, but Coleman signalled for them to hold back. He wanted to see what Liam would do next. He knew Keno had been the one to drug Liam, but without Liam admitting it, he couldn’t discipline him. Keno would face the consequences directly from Liam. Coleman couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he could tell Keno was apologizing and appeared to be fearful for his life. Liam didn’t seem ready to back down; Coleman decided to let him take one shot before the guards stepped in. Keno had earned it. However, as Coleman watched, Liam never threw a punch. Instead, he moved in close to Keno and continued his conversation, with Keno nodding along to whatever Liam was asking. Suddenly, Liam forcefully threw Keno to the ground, then turned and punched a nearby bench, splintering the wood panel. The Kid definitely had a frightening new edge, one that General Kitts probably never saw, and Coleman started to fear. 
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Liam refused to let the month in solitary confinement break him. He had restarted his workout routine, now including pull-ups. He discovered that by turning his bed on its end, it could serve as a makeshift gym. He pushed himself each day, but it didn’t stop his mind from dwelling on his situation. He was angry. He knew his first time in solitary was his fault, but he felt he was set up for the second, by someone he had helped, which made Liam realize there was no longer any need to do anyone favours. Yet, he also couldn’t forget how the drugs had made him feel. For the first time in years, he felt relaxed and happy, with no cares whatsoever. It was hard not to long for that feeling again. Graves’ words echoed in his mind, and he agreed that people could easily desire drugs as a form of escape. He started obsessing over them, wondering why, when there was nothing good in his life and no hope for change, he shouldn't find a way to escape his reality. He questioned why that was so wrong, given that there was nothing else for him but the continued mental anguish of knowing that, at twenty, there was nothing more in life for him. He was finding ways to justify trying the drugs again, probably as an alternative to suicide. Having been isolated for so long, he had no one to oppose his thoughts.

When Liam was released, he confronted Keno to find out if he had set him up. He grabbed Keno with every intention of punching him, but Keno begged him and reiterated that he had no warning about the search, and the drugs were given sincerely as a thank you. After enough crying and Keno pissing himself, Liam was convinced. He leaned in close to ensure no one would overhear him.

“You’ll get me more,” Liam hissed at Keno.

“Whatever you want,” Keno agreed quickly.

“And if I get caught again, I’ll make sure my month in solitaire is well earned,” Liam replied, and Keno continued to agree.

To prove his point, he threw Keno to the ground, but his rage had built up inside him, and he needed to release it somehow. He turned and punched the nearby bench to ensure no one else would be a recipient. The attack on the bench had done its job; his hand was throbbing, and his rage was replaced with the realization that he might have broken some small bones. 

“What was that about?” Desray said as he returned to their table. 

“Just making sure Keno knows where he stands with me,” Liam said without further explanation. 

“Well, welcome back,” Desray replied with a worried look on her face. Liam shrugged. 

As much as he missed human interaction, he wasn’t sure if he was ready for it again. Any little bit of desire to live was lost in solitary, and although he wasn’t suicidal yet, he felt no desire for life and was angry at everything. He struggled to contain the rage that had built up over thirty days, not wanting to release it on the wrong person.

“Liam?” Desray questioned him with deep concern.

“I’m fine,” he replied, and gave her a very fake smile as reassurance. Desray sighed but didn’t press the matter. 

It took a week before Keno could fulfill his promise. He advised Liam to be careful when lifting his morning coffee cup from the tray. Liam wasn’t sure how Keno managed it, but he found the drugs taped to the cup, just as Keno had said. Keno warned him not to take both drugs together again until he gained more experience. Liam looked at the small packet in his hand, knowing that using the drugs went against everything he had believed in. But that was when he was a young, naive teenager who was only worried about final exams and winning the next ball game. 

He was now trapped, with only these things to bring him any happiness. He knew he'd give up on his life if he didn’t find a way to change things. The month in solitary had taken its toll, leaving him consumed by anger and despair. He was angry at Kitts for abandoning him, furious with the American sergeant who had tortured and nearly killed him, frustrated with Dr. Wilson for saving him, and even resentful of Desray for her kindness and friendship. With no way out, he knew he couldn’t keep living like this unless something changed. His only option was to escape reality, even if just for a short time. 

Liam unwrapped the blue pill from the paper, carefully folded the paper, and hid it under his mattress. He knew it was an obvious hiding spot, but he understood that if he started with the pill, it wouldn’t be long before he took the LSD as well. There would be no turning back; he wanted to feel happiness again, even if it was a lie. He swallowed the pill and waited. It wasn’t long before he felt the effects. By taking only one at a time, he felt more in control, but the happiness returned quickly, and he smiled. There were no hallucinations, and Liam figured it had been the LSD causing that. He only felt energized and happy, and he waited excitedly for the doors to open and announce recreational time. 

When it was time to go out, he did his best to hide the effects he was feeling. He followed the line calmly, but once outside, the pleasure of the fresh air overwhelmed him. It was almost winter, and a cool, crispness filled the air that he inhaled eagerly. It was lightly snowing, and he looked up, letting the flakes land on his face and melt. There was an odd, soothing sensation as they did. 

He saw Desray approaching and smiled at her. 

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” she questioned immediately. 

“This is the first snow I have seen in three years,” Liam said, still smiling. “Maybe I just missed the snow.” 

Desray sighed and didn’t press the issue, but Liam knew he needed to hide better that he was tripping. He sat quietly on the picnic table beside Desray, who was engaged in light conversation with Graves. Then a thought struck him: if it was snowing, it meant it was November or later. He hadn’t paid attention to dates even before he was in solitary, and he had no idea what day it was. Except, if it was late fall, that meant his birthday had passed while he was in solitary. Liam had never cared about his birthday, as his father never acknowledged them, and the ones he did remember weren’t pleasant. Liam chuckled, thinking about how that tradition had carried on with him being in prison for the last three. Desray turned to him with a questioning look. 

“What’s the date?” Liam said quickly.

“November thirtieth,” Graves replied. “Why?”

“My birthday passed,” Liam laughed again. “I’m twenty-one.”

“Happy fucking birthday, Kid,” Graves replied, but Desray kept staring at him with concern.

When they were called to go back inside, the guards conducted another search. Liam turned out his pockets without hesitation, and he saw Coleman watching him. He knew Coleman could force him to take a drug test if he suspected Liam was stoned, but at that moment Liam didn’t care, he felt too good to recognize the dangers of his condition. The guards finished their search and directed them back to their cells. Desray gave Liam one last worried look as he entered his cell. He just smiled back at her as the door closed. 

As dinner was served, the effects of the pill had worn off. Liam wanted to experience the LSD for what it was, on its own. He carefully pulled the paper out from underneath his mattress and placed it on his tongue to let it dissolve. The floating shapes returned, and he could hear the music again; it took all his willpower not to sing along. 

The next morning, Liam felt exhausted and uncertain if he had truly slept. The shapes and music had vanished, leaving only the dull prison walls. He was sweating but felt cold, with his heart pounding even though he was still lying down. He took advantage of shower time for as long as he could. Just as he was about to leave, Keno entered the shower. 

“I’m assuming you're happy?” Keno said with a smile.

“Yes,” Liam replied. “Get me more.”

“In a couple of days,” Keno confirmed with a nod of approval.

“He’s definitely on something again,” Graves said to Desray. 

They decided to go for a walk, leaving Liam alone at the picnic table, though he didn’t notice as he was tripping again. At first, they thought Liam’s odd behaviour was a result of the solitary, but as weeks passed and his behaviour worsened, they concluded it was something else. He was either barely speaking to them or incredibly hyper with endless energy. On the rare occasions when they thought he was sober, he would be miserable. Graves knew the Kid was wasting away quickly. He wondered if leaving him be and letting him stay high and stoned through it was actually the kindest thing to do. But his fatherly instincts kicked in, and he wanted to help Liam.

“How?” Desray asked him again for the hundredth time. They had no idea how Liam was getting access to drugs. Liam spent every free moment with her or Graves, then was locked in his cell under close watch of a guard. 

“I’m not sure, but there has to be a guard in on it. How else could anything get in or out of this place?” Graves observed. 




















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Soldier’s
Atonement

Part of The Ardenti Terra Series
By N.S. Scholl





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





