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To Jesus Christ,
my strength and salvation,
and to my mother and father,
who raised me in
the ways of the Lord and led me
to find His plan and purpose for my life,
even in the midst of pain and suffering.

 

“But He was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for our iniquities; the chastisement for our peace was upon Him, and by His stripes we are healed.”

 

Isaiah 53:5 NKJV


Chapter One – Escape in the Night

Silence . . . that eerie, suspenseful silence of darkness when your mind races in a million directions, wondering what will happen next. Though it only lasts a second or two, it sets the mood for the moment . . . that moment when peace is broken with violence. 

Crash!

Light emanates throughout the room as the door splinters away from the powerful force of the blow. There he stands, like a fearless lion . . . a victorious hero. “Go! Go! Go!” he shouts.

Four human forms dressed in camouflage, bulletproof vests, and helmets make their dramatic entry. One by one they take their positions, strategically, mechanically piling in as they take command of everything within their line of vision. They encircle the room without thinking twice, programmed to know exactly where to go and what to do. They scan every inch of space with the barrels of their deadly weapons as they each work their way to the corners of the room.

It’s empty. 

The tallest one looks at the others. His young face doesn’t show immaturity and uncertainty. It shows confidence and skill, the true spirit of a warrior, unshaken by danger and resilient to fear. He nods. It’s the signal. 

They converge in unity, precise teamwork in every step they take as they line up against the wall just before the next door. Each one shares the same driving motivation, the same undaunted devotion to duty. Their eyes show fiery passion for their calling, to protect and serve. They won’t accept failure as an option. Even more, they’re a family, bonded by the training and fighting spirit they live for and are willing to die for.

“Go!” the brave young man orders.

They continue the process, searching room by room without hesitation, completely focused on the task at hand. Then they reach it, the room they’ve been searching for. They hear muffled voices on the other side. It’s the moment they’ve trained for . . . the moment they’ve waited for . . . the moment they live for.

Crash!

The door caves and the team stands in its place. Fear washes over the deranged faces of the men who wait on the other side. They’re a scary group of villains, all covered in ugly tattoos, torn denim, and faded leather. Each one must be at least six feet tall with gnarly muscles. Still, they stand frozen, hands held high and terror filling their eyes as the soldiers rush in. They’re no match for the team. They surrender like terrified children, dropping to their knees and then down to their faces as the unified warrior force moves in, closing the distance.

The team strategically places cuffs around the wrists of the ruthless outlaws. They search each one meticulously, locating and confiscating every weapon and piece of contraband on their persons. 

Just as the mission is coming to an end and the smell of sweet victory permeates the air, they hear it.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

The glass windows shatter. Debris flies. 

Imagine knowing you’re being shot at . . . to know deadly lead bullets are whizzing by you, just inches or less from your head . . . to know that every fear-stricken breath you take could be your last. To most, the thought would be terrifying, traumatic, and the worst nightmare imaginable. Not to them. They remain calm and vigilant, taking their positions just as precisely as before. After all, it’s just a small bump in the road, a minor setback before the mission is complete.

“Tac Team to dispatch,” projects the tall, confident leader into the microphone hooked to his vest. He returns fire as he waits for a response.

“Go ahead.”

“Shots fired. Send additional units ASAP.” His voice is powerful and commanding, yet shockingly clear and composed. He fires again, firmly pressing the stock of the rifle into his shoulder, bracing it tightly against his cheek as he zeros in on the target in front of him.

“Roger that,” responds the voice through the radio. “Sending them to your location.”

Rounds fly. Glass shatters. Soon, the faint sound of sirens grows louder. Red and blue lights flash across the white walls, but the fight continues. They won’t give up. They won’t lose focus. Nothing will pull them away from the task at hand. They will stay in the fight until the end and not waver. 

A deep male voice echoes over the squelching sirens and the relentless gunfire. It’s a haunting voice, the kind that stays with you forever and reverberates in your mind day after day, night after night. “Your choice . . . Your life . . . Your freedom! Join the cause and become something better. Discover who you really are. You deserve a second chance. Don’t wait! Your country needs you.”

The commercial ends, but it remains in the hearts and minds of youth across the country. It resonates in their memory as they wonder if they should take that step to become something better. All it requires is one signature to give their life to the noble cause; one stroke of a pen to sign The New Waiver.

#

It’s still dark, at least an hour before sunrise. Filled with unfamiliar faces, the bus is cold and cramped. Fear and suspense loom in the air as we drive into the dark mystery of the night, not knowing where we’re going or what comes next. 

I’m crouched in my seat with my feet propped up and pulled in close to my body. My face is buried in my knees. I feel safest hiding below the window. 

I shouldn’t be worried. They won’t find me. They can’t now. Still, I hear their voices, at it again like evil whispers of hatred and violence from the room directly beneath me. I listened one last time as I pushed my way out the bedroom window. Surely they’ll think my decision was selfish when they discover I’m gone. I just couldn’t live another day in fear of tomorrow. 

I glance down at the giant tear and crimson stain on my jeans. My right shin got tangled up in something when my fear-stricken body plummeted to the ground. I didn’t realize my pants tore, or that I had such a deep gash in my flesh. Maybe I was simply too afraid to stop or even look back. Perhaps I’m just too numb to feel. 

A noticeable patch of fabric is missing when I examine the tear more closely. I’m sure they’ll find it on the bush beneath my bedroom window. They’ll know how I escaped, not that they’d assume otherwise. They saw me walk up to my room after dinner. There was no other way out.

I snap back to reality from my deep, confused thoughts and find my body in a tense knot. Sucking in a deep breath, I strain to relax. The girl next to me has slumped over, sound asleep. I’m afraid to even move because I don’t want to wake her. I don’t like being this close to anyone. I’m used to being alone . . . alone where I feel safe. 

She looks older, I’d guess close to eighteen, especially among the sea of childlike faces surrounding us. Then again, I’d imagine most who decide to do this, or who are forced to, don’t wait till their last chance to get on the bus. Surely I’m the exception, with less than two weeks until my eighteenth birthday. Perhaps I’m a coward because it took me so long. Maybe I’m a hero because I had enough guts to even try. 

That deep, haunting voice reverberates in my memory. “Your choice . . . Your life . . . Your freedom! Join the cause and become something better. Discover who you really are. You deserve a second chance. Don’t wait! Your country needs you.” 

A chill runs down my spine. Memories of the motivational recruitment videos I saw almost every day for five years still redundantly play in my head. Is this program really as good as the news and media portray it to be? Is it really as bad as my parents believe it to be? 

A scene from five years ago flashes through my memory like it was yesterday, my mom and dad’s heated discussion at the dinner table as I quickly shoveled food into my mouth. They were absolutely appalled that children were now allowed to legally make a decision to determine their future without parental consent. I knew little about it other than teens ages fifteen through seventeen were now eligible to sign a waiver on their own for enrollment into a secret, military-based program. 

Five years ago, the first wave left from Denver, Colorado. Now, thirty-three training facilities are running throughout the United States at undisclosed locations. Still, no one has heard from any participants who signed their lives away, nothing but the occasional obituary on the news stating that yet another made the ultimate sacrifice in the service of our country. The message portrayed is always the same, recognizing the bravery and courage of each young person who made the choice to become someone better, someone to be proud of, and through that choice, made the world a safer place. Though many see it as a tragedy, I see it as an honorable way to die. Perhaps it’s because I’m patriotic. Maybe it’s just that I often fear life more than death. The thought of my life actually meaning something makes it worth losing. 

My thoughts shift back to home, or what used to be anyway. It never felt much like a home to me. I’m sure my parents will figure it out. They knew the bus was leaving at midnight. They knew it was my last chance. They always spoke harshly about the program, desperately trying to get a reaction. I never gave one. I remained indifferent. It bothered them all the more. 

I cautiously relax and lean my head back against the seat. My eyes shift to the window for the first time this whole trip. There are no more lights, no other cars on the highway, nothing but open darkness and barren wilderness. It’s a perfect picture of the endless void filling my heart and the painful emptiness clenching my soul. 

The bus comes to a sudden stop. The bright lights flash on. I squint and bite back a whimper as my eyes readjust to the change in illumination. 

“Stay right here, ladies and gentlemen,” announces the pleasant voice of the bus driver. “I’ll be back with you momentarily.” 

I watch her enter the small convenience store. A moment later, she returns with a steaming cup of coffee. She looks younger than she did in the dark, dressed in a gray, formal business suit. She’s slender and pretty, with shoulder-length, blonde hair. Despite the fact that we’ve been driving for at least five hours, she doesn’t look tired at all. 

I reminisce on how I always got a cup of hot coffee each morning at the school cafeteria upon my arrival. It was my morning ritual, like a religious act or maybe just an insane compulsion in my crazed mind. Regardless, I always thought of it as the small gift I gave to myself. It’s not that I felt I deserved it; rather, I knew I needed it as my one link to sanity. The warming sensation it gave throughout my body served as the only comfort I ever felt. At least it was enough to keep me going for another day. 

The lights go out. We continue our journey. 

I lean back and close my eyes, desperate for sleep before we get to wherever we’re going. I start counting my breaths, hoping it will help me fall asleep faster. It’s always worked for me, even on the darkest nights. I slowly relax and lose count. My body goes limp as I fade from conscious reality.



Chapter Two – The Gate

Crack!

I grip my head, bracing for the next blow. 

Nothing. 

Wait! I hear an engine . . . the bus! I take a deep, shaky breath and try not to groan from whatever miserable object just slammed against the side of my head. I squint. The window. Yeah, that makes sense. We must’ve made a sharp turn. It was just a dream, Sam.

I scan my surroundings. The sun is up. Worse, the others are awake. Awkward shyness pulses through my veins. I quickly turn to the window feeling like everyone must have been watching me. I hate when people watch me! 

I stare at the barren desert landscape with no sign of civilization in sight; no sign of life other than an occasional hawk majestically soaring overhead or rabbit scampering along the dusty ground. The view is breathtaking! I’ve only ever seen the mountains around Denver. This is completely different, flat and open as far as I can see . . . desolate and untouched, almost unreal. Only once every few miles is there a slight change in the endless terrain, like a small, out of place rock formation or a deep canyon cut so perfectly in the earth that it gives a supernatural sense. 

“That time you actually felt it, huh?” inquires a surprisingly pleasant yet grating voice to my right. 

Great! It’s that girl who’s sitting way too close to me. I try to decide if I feel more awkward because of the lack of space between us or because she just saw my head collide with the window. I’m not an affectionate or friendly person. The thought of someone staring at me just makes it worse. I glance in her direction, avoiding eye contact at all costs. “Yeah, um, needed to wake up anyway,” I mutter in disgust. 

“Yeah, well, it was pretty impressive how deeply you were sleeping on a ride with that many twists and turns,” she chirps. 

My head throbs from a combination of needing my morning coffee and my not so friendly encounter with the window. Her voice so close to my ear sure isn’t helping. Worse, I feel that deep gash in my shin now, like someone stabbing me repeatedly with a knife. 

“I’m Kate.” 

I glance at her once again and note her sharply layered, shoulder-length hair. Though it’s bleach blonde, it has quite obvious brown roots and a bright purple streak running down the left side. Why do girls dye their hair, especially with such ridiculous, bright, contrasting colors? I’m perfectly content with mine remaining its natural tone and style . . . dark muddy brown, naturally wavy, long, and completely unkempt. I can’t even remember the last time I did anything with it other than tie it up into a messy bun. 

“I’m sorry, am I bothering you?” she inquires in a rather innocent, yet insincere tone that suggests she’s just dying for a response. 

“No, you’re fine,” I respond distantly. “My name’s Sam.” 

She giggles. “Isn’t that a boy’s name?” 

“No, it’s my name. Do I look like a boy to you?”

“Oh no! No, I’m sorry. I was just kidding. I really didn’t mean to offend you. It’s nice to meet you, Sam.” She offers me her hand. 

I hesitate before I return the favor, studying her like a book. Quickly I make note of her heavily applied makeup, the piercings crawling up her ears, and the bright purple stud in the left side of her nose. At least it’s not pink! My eyes shift to her body. She appears dressed for a date, wearing skin-tight denim, spiked heels, and a tight, light blue sweater. She’s a complete contrast next to my ripped, stained, baggy jeans and old, gray sweatshirt. 

“Nice to meet you too,” I grumble.

Her dark brown eyes scan up and down my rigid body. They freeze on my torn, blood-stained pant leg. “Oh my gosh! What happened?” she exclaims with a hint of drama mixed with legitimate concern. 

“Oh, that? It’s nothing, I . . . I just tripped on my way to the bus stop.” I curl my foot under the seat. 

“Were you running? I mean, that’s a bad rip. And your leg!” 

I press myself against the window, as far from her as possible. Still, she gets a grip on my old, ugly sneaker. I restrain the grunt of agony desperately seeking to escape my lips as she props my foot up on her knee to examine the damage. The ripped fabric clearly reveals the deeply torn flesh it once covered. The gash is three or four inches in length. The area surrounding it and my once white sock are now crimson with dried blood. It probably needs stitches, but I’m not too worried about it. I wish she wasn’t either. 

“That’s really bad, Sam. You need to get that looked at.” 

“It’s fine!” I snap as I pull my leg away. The awkward moment of silence forces the words to roll off my tongue. “So, what brings you here? I mean, why did you decide to sign up for this?” 

“Well, I kinda decided and kinda was forced. I mean, my mom was at her wits’ end with me getting in trouble. I probably wouldn’t have passed high school in the spring, so it was really the only option for me.” 

“That’s cool. I mean it’s cool that you’re doing this and don’t have to worry about school anymore.” 

“Yeah, awesome, right? I just never was into the whole military thing, but oh well! Can’t be that bad, huh? Plenty of guys to choose from anyway.” She giggles and grins flirtatiously. 

I scowl. Chasing guys was just never my thing. I’d rather be single. It’s so much less complicated. Besides, the thought of ever being in a legitimate relationship, close to someone, makes my stomach quiver. 

The brakes squeal as the bus slows to a stop. Through the window, I see a gate attached to an endless wire fence. It reminds me of a combination between a military base and a prison. A man stands guard. The first thing that captures my attention is the giant black gun he’s holding. It looks just like the big, scary guns they carried in those motivational promo videos. I think it’s what they call an assault rifle. I’m completely intrigued by it. 

The bus driver converses with him through the window. I strain to hear what they’re saying, but the hum of the engine completely drowns out their voices. 

The gate opens. We drive through and then pull off to the side. A long dirt road waits ahead of us and eerie desert landscape surrounds us. The surreal rock formations and deeply cut canyons and craters remind me of a fantasy world. I swear some scary giant just reached down and carved the terrain in precise detail with a massive hammer and chisel.

The guard approaches. He’s tall and built, wearing a desert camouflage military uniform under his thick body armor. In addition to the impressive gun in his hands, he has a black handgun strapped to his right thigh. A tinge of excited, nervous energy charges through my body. My eyes shift back and forth between the two weapons. I’ve never been this close to a gun before, let alone two. I was taught guns were violent and evil. I never questioned it. Still, I always wondered what it would be like to learn to shoot. Perhaps I wondered what it would actually feel like to protect myself. Maybe I’ll learn to shoot in this program. The thought almost scares me. Still, I feel the excitement so deeply pulsing through my veins. I suddenly catch myself sporting a dumb grin. Quickly stifling it, I scan about to make sure no one saw. 

“Wow!” Kate’s chipper, grating voice interrupts my train of thought once again.

I glance at her. “I know, that gun’s pretty awesome, huh?” 

“Gun? No, I was referring to the guy holding the gun.” She lets out a dreamy sigh. 

I shake my head in disgust. 

The two boys a row behind me discuss how awesome the gun is and how they can’t wait to shoot at someone. I glance back at them. They share similar features—dark tan skin, short brown hair, and dark brown eyes. In fact, they’d almost look identical except one appears slightly older and more buff. I assume they’re brothers, but I’m too shy to ask. Besides, it’s pretty immature to talk about shooting at people like it’s a game. I’ve always wanted to shoot a gun, but just for the skill and to know how to protect myself. 

“All right, ladies and gentlemen! Please exit the bus, front to back.” The driver steps away from the door. 

Upon exiting, the guard instructs us to form a line. He scans us with a metal detecting wand. As if that’s not enough, he searches us by hand like we’re criminals, thoroughly checking for any other contraband. I can’t imagine he’ll find anything, given we were instructed to leave all our possessions, other than the clothes on our backs, in a large bin before we boarded the bus. Still, he recovers a few small items such as candy bars, an iPod, and of course, a makeup travel kit on Kate. She appeared to be enjoying the search a little too much until he found it. I snicker to myself as I watch her giddy expression change instantaneously to one of deep sorrow. 

As he nears the end of the line, a large military truck barrels toward us. A cloud of dust engulfs it. Small rocks spit out in all directions from underneath its massive tires. It reaches our position just as the guard finishes the final search. The driver instructs us to climb into the back. It’s a tight fit. The rear where we sit is covered by camouflage canvas. I can’t see out other than through the opening in the back. 

For ten or twenty minutes, we travel down the dirt road. There’s no sign of civilization. Even the road itself is crudely made, jostling us about and making the journey not only suspenseful but quite unpleasant due to my tendency for carsickness. 

At last, we come to a halt. 

“Everyone out!” barks the driver. 

I trip as I start to climb down, bumping my shin as I jump to the ground. I bite my lip and clench my fists as my leg buckles under me from the searing pain. The younger boy who was sitting behind me grasps my shoulder to steady me. I’m glad he did, or I would have fallen flat on my face. “Thanks,” I gasp through gritted teeth, the pain far worse than I expected. 

I get a better look at him. He’s short and lanky. His eyes stand only a few inches above my five-foot-one vertically challenged stature. His T-shirt and jeans are old and worn, contrary to his youthful, dark brown eyes that crave adventure and excitement. 

We stand frozen outside a small, white building. The only instruction we’ve received so far was to sign a waiver before entering the bus. I really don’t know what it said since I wasn’t paying attention when the bus driver explained it. Now, for the first time, I wonder what I’ve gotten myself into. At least it has to be better than where I was. 

I look at the door just as it swings wide. A young, nerdy-looking character stands in its place. His gray suit is clean and pressed. His shiny, black hair is slicked neatly back against his head. I can’t decide whether his thick glasses make him look more like a mad scientist or just a complete geek. “Welcome!” he chirps in a tone that greatly enhances his nerdy persona. “We have some paperwork to take care of. Follow me.” 

We follow him down a short hall and into a large, empty room with a metal desk in the center. On the desk lies a stack of papers, an ink pad, and a camera.

“This is your last stop before you enter the training complex,” he says as he lowers himself into the red, plush chair behind the desk. “You signed a waiver when you got on the bus stating that you agreed to not leave the program facility unless authorized to do so. This one is similar, but you are now agreeing to be a part of the program. As such, you will abide by all the rules, regulations, and training methods.” His beady eyes glance over the forms in front of him. “Oh! And of course, you’re agreeing to the penalties in the case that you don’t comply.” He smirks in an obnoxious manner as if to indicate he knows something we don’t. “Finally, you’ll agree to not divulge any information about the program to anyone except fellow participants, under any circumstances.” He looks up at us, eagerly waiting. 

I glance around the room. The others stand frozen in silence. I’m glad it’s not just me feeling uneasy about signing a consent form for a program that I know nothing about. 

“Be sure to read it thoroughly before signing,” he continues. “Then I just need a full set of fingerprints and your picture.” 

“What happens if someone isn’t comfortable signing this form?” asks a small but sturdy-looking redheaded girl near the back of the room.

“Well . . . you already signed the first form, so you can’t leave.” 

She takes a deep, shaky breath. Her young, hazel eyes widen with terror. 

“But if you don’t sign, you can’t go further either. So that leaves you in limbo, which of course, is where you are now.” 

“Limbo?” asks a tall, slender boy standing next to her, not looking any older than fifteen. 

“Yes, limbo. We have some, well few who refused to sign. They live in a building not far from here. Essentially, they work for food and don’t leave the facility.” 

“So they’re prisoners?” probes Kate. 

The nerdy guy scratches his head and adjusts his glasses. “Not prisoners, just—” 

“Okay, well I came here to stay outta prison, so give me the form.” She snatches one from the stack, glancing at it for a few seconds before signing. Flashing it in front of his face, she hands it over. 

“Did you read it?” His little beady eyes partially concealed behind his glasses shift back and forth between her and the page. 

“Of course! I’m a speed reader.” She slams her hands down on the desk. 

He takes a full set of fingerprints and snaps several pictures, or more like mug shots, of her. 

She struts to the other side of the room. 

After a moment of hesitation, we migrate toward the desk. One by one, each teen signs a waiver and has fingerprints and pictures taken. All too soon, it’s my turn. I read over the form, line by line. It says everything the guy explained, but in more detail. One statement particularly catches my attention. 

“By signing this waiver, I consent to any and all punishment deemed necessary and appropriate by the New Waiver Program if I fail to adhere to its rules, policies, and procedures.” 

A chill runs from the top of my spine down to my toes. How exactly do they intend to punish me if I . . . “don’t comply”? Nothing could compare to the punishments I’ve endured for almost eighteen years. I shouldn’t be nervous. Still, my hand trembles. I struggle to pick up the pen. I have this sick feeling that I’m signing my soul over to the devil himself.

“Come on, skinny mess,” sneers the tall, thick boy standing behind me. “Sign the form or get outta my way. What? You scared or somethin’?” 

I turn to look at him, noting his chest at my eye level. I have to awkwardly tilt my head back to see his cynical smirk and cruel eyes. With nothing to say, I sign the form and continue the process. As I walk to the other side of the room, I hear him mutter to the boy standing next to him, the older of the brothers who sat behind me on the bus. 

“Hey, Carlos! Can’t wait to snap her in two and make her cry.” They both snicker. 

A moment later, everyone is through the process. 

“We have a total of twenty-four out of twenty-four, signed off and ready to go,” says the nerdy guy into a radio. 

“Ten-four. Send them out,” replies a female voice. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, please exit through the door in front of you. Follow the hall to the end and go through the double doors. The trucks will be here shortly. Good luck!” 

The large boy who confronted me arrogantly breaks the silence. “So what are we waiting for?” He crashes through the door. “At least I ain’t scared.” 

We follow him down the hall and through the double doors. Outside, I see a large building to my left. It looks like a dormitory. Guess that’s where they send the ones who didn’t sign. 

“Pretty funny how they think they can scare us, huh, Josh?” says Carlos to the large boy. 

“Yeah, they don’t know who they’re messin’ with,” he chuckles in reply. 

Carlos and Josh are by far the two scariest guys in the group. Between Carlos’s demonic tattoos covering his arms and neck and Josh’s thick, tall build, the two make quite the pair. At least Carlos is considerably shorter, but he’s still just as thick and buff. 

Three more large trucks appear on the horizon. Soon, they reach our position. 

The driver of the lead vehicle rolls down his window. “Hop in, eight to a truck! I don’t have all day!” 

Kate climbs in first. I follow, struggling not to show the pain on my face as I note my fast, steady pulse in my throbbing shin. The redheaded girl and the tall boy who stood next to her enter, followed by Carlos, Josh, and Carlos’s little brother. My heart sinks. There were three trucks, why this one? The last to climb in is a short, stocky but built dark-skinned boy who sat several rows ahead of me on the bus. He looks kind and friendly, contrary to the two who entered right before him. 

We sit on the floor, holding the supports on the sides. It’s the only way to avoid getting tossed about by all the bumps and twists along the way. At least now it’s less cramped, but my stomach immediately goes into knots again from the motion and not being able to focus out the window. 

I try to think about something else besides the nausea. My mind drifts back home. What would it feel like to miss it? The truth is I don’t care if I ever go back. No matter how bad this gets, I’d rather be here. My only memories are laced with pain and violence. This is my new life now. No matter how bad it gets, it’s mine. 

“So we might as well get to know each other,” Kate chitters. “I’m Kate Hopkins.” She taps her finger on her leg as she waits for the next person to chime in. 

“I’m Anthony Smith,” adds the dark-skinned boy. 

“Well, isn’t this just fun?” hisses Josh. “Let’s just play grade school and introduce ourselves. I’m Josh, and this is my best friend, Carlos, and his little brother, Pedro.” He sneers and fixates his intense green eyes on Kate. 

She scowls in reply. 

“I’m Sam,” I assert, cutting into Josh with my death stare. Yes, the girl is annoying but he doesn’t have to be so mean about it.

“I’m Megan, and this is my boyfriend, Drew,” adds the redheaded girl. 

“And wasn’t that just so easy?” Kate locks her intense brown eyes on the bully, clearly not intimidated one bit. 

The truck slows to a stop. I peer out the back, but all I see is the road we came from and open, desolate wilderness. A moment later, we pass through another gate. The guard is armed similarly to the one we passed at the first gate, but this time, he’s dressed in all black. 

I shudder. 

He’s even wearing a black ball cap and black cloth covering the lower half of his face. Only his eyes are visible. He looks like a villain. Why is he dressed that way?



Chapter Three – Faceless Tyrants

“Please exit and head inside, first door on your left,” instructs the driver. 

We pile out. I stumble once again as I step down but quickly regain my footing and continue on, hoping no one saw. We enter a large, white building and find ourselves in a narrow hallway. Three doors are on the left, and three on the right. Only the eight of us are here. I guess the others went somewhere else. 

As instructed, we take the first door on the left and step into a large, open room. It’s a gymnasium, or at least closely resembles one. A giant mat is spread out across part of the floor. There’s no standard gym equipment other than a few dumbbells scattered about, a pull-up bar attached to the wall, and a giant black punching bag hanging from the ceiling. 

A door at the back of the room bursts open. I gasp at the terrifying sight. Three human forms enter. They’re dressed the same as that scary guard—black combat boots, black cargo pants, black military-style jacket, and black leather gloves. Most unnerving of all is that black cloth they each have tied securely around their faces like they’re a band of dangerous outlaws. The black ball caps just ice the cake. 

My heart skips and thuds inside my chest. My mouth gets dry while my hands turn cold and clammy. It was terrifying enough to see one dressed like that. Now there are three more. Seeing nothing but their eyes just completely creeps me out. They’re hiding from us. Why would they need to hide from us? They don’t do that in boot camp.

Confidently they close the distance like lions stalking their prey, preparing for the kill. They stop in unison about ten feet from our position. 

My heart pounds harder . . . faster. I can’t even swallow. I can barely breathe. Everything about this doesn’t seem right. I want to turn around and run, but there’s no going back now. 

The person in the middle is the shortest of the three. He sports a stocky build and heartless eyes. Slightly taller and thinner, the one on his right appears to be a woman. Then again, it’s hard to tell when I can only see her stone cold brown eyes between the top of the black cloth and the brim of her black cap.

Those two don’t scare me though, at least compared to the sub-human, giant of a man on their left. He towers over them, his broad shoulders and confident, commanding presence just adding to his intimidating persona. Even more terrifying are his eyes, such an eerie yet alluring bright blue, piercing into anything and everything they fixate upon. One by one, he focuses on each of us as if he’s looking right into our souls, determining our strengths and weaknesses . . . or maybe just strategically planning his first attack. They land on me. 

I cringe but then quickly focus my eyes directly at his. It’s all I can do to make him think I’m not scared. 

Like lasers his eyes cut right through me beyond the shallow surface of my flesh and into the depths of my terror-ridden soul. 

He sees fear. He knows I’m beyond scared. 

He studies me as if he’s reading a book. His eyes shift, but not to the next person. Instead, they scan down my trembling body, landing on my torn, damaged shin. He appears puzzled . . . perhaps intrigued. 

I want to curl up and hide. 

“Welcome to day one!” announces the short, stocky man in a gruff, stone cold tone. “Today and moving forward, you will learn your purpose in life. You will find your family. Above all else, you will protect and serve your country and community. I’m Lt. McGee. I will oversee your training. To my right is your lead classroom instructor, Sgt. Hicks. On my left is Sgt. Anderson. He will be your lead hands-on training and firearms instructor. Also, due to his unique expertise, he will act as your field medic in the case that one of you gets hurt.” His voice lowers to a softer, almost sadistic tone. “We try if at all possible to not make any trips to the hospital. Unless you’re dying, I suggest you suck it up.” 

A shiver radiates through my tense body. 

“Your training will not be as strict as that of the military; however, keep in mind that you are required to follow any and all orders we give you. Our job is to train you to become the next great invention in science and human intelligence. You will be the real-world superheroes of your day.” He stands still for a moment as if he’s soaking in a profound statement he just made. 

I wasn’t too impressed. 

“First things first. You will go to your prospective dorms and change out of those pitiful, non-uniformed clothes you’re wearing. The male dorm is the next door down the hall on the left. The female dorm is the one after.” He steps forward and opens a closet. Retrieving a large box, he drops it at our feet. “These are your uniforms for the next six weeks. Find three sets of each that fit you.” He retrieves several more boxes from the closet. 

I peek in one and see a disorganized mixture of black sneakers and combat boots. 

“Once you find your clothes, leave the rest where you’re standing. Spend the remainder of the day making your beds and reading the manuals we left for you in the dorms. They’ll tell you everything you need to know throughout this training process. I suggest you become familiar with all of it. There’s a rec room down the hall, last door on your right. The classroom is directly across from here, the gym. I don’t care what you do after training each day. You may study and better yourselves mentally, work out and better yourselves physically, or mess around in the rec room due to lack of personal motivation. Whatever you decide, you can’t leave this building other than to run laps around it during workouts. Also, males and females must not enter each other’s dorms between the hours of twenty-three hundred and oh five hundred.” His voice lowers to that creepy tone again. “That being said, if I observe or hear of any unwanted and unnecessary affection, be fully assured that you will reap the appropriate consequences. The purpose of this program is not so you can create romantic relationships with one another, during or after training.” 

My eyes drift. Sgt. Hicks leans over and whispers something to Sgt. Anderson. She points in my direction. His eyes probe me as he whispers something in response. I quickly look down at the floor. 

Oh, I so wish I could curl up and hide. What did she say? What did I do wrong? Am I already starting off in a bad way with my instructors, who are at this point appearing to be more like faceless tyrants? 

“Dismissed!” Lt. McGee exits, followed closely by Sgt. Hicks. 

We scramble through the boxes. 

“Hey, you!” barks a deep, commanding voice behind me. 

The others continue as if they didn’t hear. I already know who it was and who he’s speaking to. I slowly stand and turn to look at him, cowering on the inside like a scared little puppy. 

“What’s your name?” His voice is less harsh than Lt. McGee’s, but far more terrifying. It has a surprisingly gentle, yet powerful tone that sends shivers throughout my body. 

“Sam,” I choke in fear. Get it together, Sam! Get it together!

“Sam, follow me.” He exits through the back door. 

I comply. 

Outside, he clamps his large, gloved hand completely around my tiny, frail arm. His grip is strong and firm. He could probably snap my arm in two merely with the leashed power in his fingers. 

I willfully walk with him. He must feel how badly I’m trembling. I hate showing weakness. There’s simply no way to hide it. I stare at the ground like a defeated, cowering victim. I can’t look at his eyes again. I refuse to. Besides, now that I’m next to him, I realize the top of my head doesn’t even reach the top of his shoulder. It just makes him more intimidating . . . all the more capable of hurting me. 

We enter another building and start down a long hallway. Something triggers it . . . the hall . . . the door slamming shut behind me . . . the faceless tyrant of a man holding me captive. Terror flashes through me as the scene around me fades to a new picture, an all too familiar picture. 

My father escorts me to the garage, his thick, gnarly belt grasped in his other hand. The noxious scent of liquor permeates the air as he breathes deep and labored. He strategically plans the placement of every painful lash. He anxiously anticipates every profane word he’ll shout at me as I cower in terror and agony. Preying on the weak. It’s how he feels strong . . . powerful . . . in control. Not this time! Never again! But that’s what I always say. That’s how I cope every time, believing somehow I’ll escape . . . knowing I can’t. There’s no escape. 

Tremors race through my body from head to toe. I lose all control, gasping for breath. I fight against his grasp like a maniac, twisting and pulling . . . screaming, kicking, and squirming.

“Knock it off, you spoiled little brat!” my father growls. “You wanna fight me? Yeah? I’ll show you who’s boss! I’ll teach you respect for your elders!”  

No! I can’t let it happen again! I just can’t! “Help!” I sink my teeth into his giant, gloved hand clamped around my arm. 

Instead of releasing me, he grabs my other arm and twists my trembling, rigid body to face him. 

I yelp and cower, tears of terror now filling my eyes and streaming down my cheeks. I fight his grip and flinch away, trying to shield my face from the blow.

“Samantha!”

“Please! No! Please don’t beat me, Daddy! Just give me one more chance! I’m so sorry! Please—”

“Sam!”

What? He never calls me Sam. Not in his violent, drunken fits. I gasp, eyes fixed on the floor. I sense his presence towering above me, his eyes gaping down at me. 

“Sam!” he repeats. But his voice doesn’t sound like my father. It’s even deeper . . . more powerful . . . more commanding. Something’s different though, the tone . . . the concern when he spoke my name as if he cares. 

It’s not my father. It can’t be. Where am I?

“Breathe,” he whispers. It’s soothing, caring . . . concerned. 

A shiver surges through my body. I fight the tears, gasping and choking for breath. My awareness returns. It’s not my father. I’m here at this facility. This unknown faceless tyrant, Sgt. Anders or whatever his name is, is escorting me down the hall. It’s not my father. I’m safe, at least safe from him. Get it together, Sam! I gasp again and take another deep breath. 

He holds me firmly but gently in place. 

Slowly I bring my head up until my eyes meet his. Staring into the gaze of such a ruthless villain of a man, I should be terrified. Somehow, it’s not as I expected. Those intimidating yet alluring blue eyes are different than when they were piercing into me from across the room. Is it concern? Compassion? Anger? But it’s not a violent anger, rather a controlled passion for justice. Something’s different about him. He’s not mad at me. He’s mad at the ones who did it to me. It’s like somehow he knows exactly what just happened to me, exactly what has happened to me in the past to make me mentally lose it and enter a completely different moment in time. It’s happened before, but never that bad. I really was sure that somehow I was back home. 

I take a deep breath, slowly releasing the tension from my rigid body, totally ashamed. I fought him. I bit him! My instructor! What was I thinking? Yeah, definitely not off to a good start. 

He stares intently at me, patiently waiting until I completely relax before he escorts me into what looks like an examining room. Basic medical and first aid equipment lies about in a disorganized fashion. He guides me to a chair and pulls a large knife from his boot. I wince when the blade effortlessly slices through the fabric of my lower pant leg as if it were butter. He cradles my foot in his hand and lifts it off the ground, examining the deep gash in my shin. I grip the arms of the chair, fighting the pain as I’m desperate to not show any more weakness. 

“Should only need a few stitches at most,” he mumbles to himself. He walks to the counter and returns with a first aid bag. He looks at me attentively. 

The strangest sense of comfort washes over me. His eyes are gentle and caring, definitely not matching the ruthless tyrant of a man he appears to be. It must be deception. Still, no one ever looked at me that way when I was hurt save the nurse at school a few times. 

“This is gonna hurt. I’m sorry.” 

Sympathy? No way! Big, strong, scary guys don’t show sympathy. It must be deception.

It burns like fire as he cleans the gash with antiseptic. He threads the needle. I grip the arms of the chair as he pricks it into my flesh. Every stitch stings and throbs. Still, I refuse to cry or make a sound. I’ve been through this far too many times to let it bother me. At least he seems skilled because it doesn’t hurt nearly to the extent I expected. 

He ties off the final stitch and wraps it carefully in gauze. His eyes lock on mine. 

I gulp back the fear and shift my line of vision. Don’t make eye contact, Sam. He’ll take it as a challenge. 

He stands abruptly, looks at his watch, and walks back to the counter. I watch him stare at the wall as he removes a small, amber pill bottle from his pocket. He takes one while he faces away and furtively slips the bottle back into his pocket. 

Yep! Just like my father. He’s on something. 

“You act as though you’ve had stitches with no numbing agent or pain killer,” he says from across the room. “Either that, or you have quite an impressive pain tolerance.” His voice is matter of fact, like that of a scientist fascinated by a project he’s working on. “How did it happen?” 

Yep! He’s trying to distract me from what he just did—that pill. “I . . . uh . . . I tripped and fell getting on the bus.” 

He’s silent for way too long, contemplating. “Don’t lie to me!” He whips around to face me. 

I flinch. 

His eyes cut through me, waiting for a truthful answer. 

I glance down. I’m cowering again. I hate this! 

“That kind of gash doesn’t just happen from tripping.” He says it kindly but sternly.

I need to tell the truth. He’ll find out regardless. Then I’ll be punished for lying. “I . . . I jumped out my window when . . . when I left home.” I fight back the tears, refusing to let my mind slip back again. 

He approaches and stands above me in silence. I glance up and watch his eyes scan down to my collar and freeze. He sees it, the edge of the hand-shaped bruise at the base of my neck. My sweatshirt almost completely hides it. I’m surprised he noticed. Then again, I’m not. He steps in closer and gently pulls the fabric away, just enough that I’m sure he sees the partially healed welts from my father’s belt running down my back. I wince because it’s still tender. 

Our eyes meet. This time, I don’t look away. I study him. He appears young, what I can see of him at least. Did he go through the program too? Will I get to dress in all black and scare newcomers someday? 

“Very well then. I highly suggest you eat more and put some meat on your bones in the next few weeks. You’re gonna need it.” 

I look away. 

“I’ll take you back to your teammates.” 

He escorts me to the other building and leaves me outside the female dorm. He doesn’t say another word before he exits through the back door.



Chapter Four – First Training Session

I enter the dorm and see ten beds with a small metal locker next to each. Megan and Kate are busy folding their clothes. They’re now wearing tan cargo pants, gray long-sleeve shirts, and black combat boots.

“Sam, awesome!” exclaims Kate. “You finally got that leg taken care of!”

I give her a sheepish half-grin.

“I left your clothes on the bed. Smallest ones in the pile!” 

“Thanks.” I approach my bed, the one closest to the wall. On it lies a tangled pile of clothes and sheets. I grab a pair of pants and a shirt and walk to the bathroom. 

Though I believe they were the smallest size in the pile, I’m still lost in them. Kate’s fit her much better, but she’s taller and far curvier than I. I never thought of myself as skinny and small. Honestly, I never even thought about what I looked like. One of my mom’s favorite punishments was sending me to bed without dinner, usually after they had a fight. Many times I didn’t even know why I was being punished. Breakfast was hit or miss too since I’d try to get out of the house as quickly as possible before any blowups.

I return to my bed and sort the pile of sheets, blankets, and clothes. It doesn’t take long before everything looks similar to the example provided in the manual. I help Megan with hers and then move on to folding my clothes. Just when I start to relax, the door swings open. My gut rises into my throat as Sgt. Hicks enters. 

“Chow is at seventeen hundred. You’ll report to the building behind this one. Your first lesson in defensive tactics will be at eighteen hundred in the gym. Don’t procrastinate.”

I wait not so patiently for her to explain what “1700” and “1800” mean. 

She smirks at me under that black cloth, clearly amused. “Sorry, Samantha! We don’t have any child’s sizes, so you better gain some weight quickly.” 

I clench my fists and grit my teeth. How dare she! I told them my name was Sam on the paperwork. I hate my full name, Samantha. I hear it in my nightmares. Only my parents and their friends called me Samantha. Everyone else knew me as Sam, my nickname of choice—my way to have control of my own identity when I wasn’t with them. At least Sgt. Anderson got it right. It’s probably the only reason I was able to snap out of whatever happened in my crazed mind back there. 

She grabs the fabric that hangs loosely around my waist and chuckles. 

After she leaves, I quickly readjust my collar so the mark on my neck isn’t exposed. I’m more self-conscious about it since Sgt. Anderson noticed. I hate being noticed. Hiding from everyone was where I always felt safest. I get the sick feeling that I can’t hide here.

#

We enter the chow hall and get in line. The other sixteen who were originally on the bus are also here, I guess assigned to two other groups. Nine instructors including ours sit at a table across the room. They face away from us so we can't see their faces while they eat.

The menu sure looks appetizing . . . fried chicken, overcooked vegetables, and mashed potatoes. At least it’s a hot meal. I pile it onto my plate, wishing I could gain weight overnight. 

Sgt. Anderson glances over at me as he walks out. His eyes shift to my plate. 

My heart races as I shovel another scoop of nasty, instant potatoes onto the mess. 

He silently approves with a nod as he exits.

#

We head to the gym at 1800, which I quickly learned means 6 PM. The first session of defensive tactics is straightforward. Sgt. Anderson teaches us basic kickboxing and ground fighting techniques. We partner up and practice, but it’s a controlled setting with no free sparring. 

Two hours later, we converge for his debriefing. “Day one is now complete. What you do for the rest of the night is your choice, but you must remain in this building. PT is at oh five hundred tomorrow, so use your time wisely. Dismissed.” 

We return to the dorms and change into PT gear—black sneakers, black shorts, and gray T-shirts. At least they fit better than my training uniform.

Anthony stays back and studies. I follow the others to the rec room. It’s small and cluttered, filled with arcade-style video games, a pool table, and a ping-pong table. Within five minutes, I’m bored out of my brains. I wander back down the hall toward the gym. As tired as I am, I won’t be able to sleep unless I clear my head somehow. Besides, I always wanted to get on a workout program but never had the luxury of a gym membership.

I open the door.

Slam!

My heart skips in terror at the sight and sound of his fist crashing into the bag like a truck into a solid brick wall. I didn’t expect to find a man on the other side of the door, especially a man fighting against that big black punching bag as if his life depends on it. I almost catch a glimpse of his face before he quickly pulls the cloth back up to his eyes. I know instantly who it is based on his intimidating stature and presence. 

He looks different. Though he’s still wearing the same black pants and combat boots, his jacket, cap, and gloves are in a pile on the floor next to him. His black T-shirt fits snugly to his chest revealing a clearer image of his powerful, muscular physique. His forehead glistens with sweat. His short, light brown hair adds a unique militaristic element to his character.

He stands frozen, studying me.

Did I surprise him? I must have. He would have never removed the cloth from his face to work out if he thought a trainee would walk in.

He thrusts a powerful jab into the bag . . . and then another, returning to his imaginary fight with the lifeless sack. He makes it quite convincing though, fighting it as if it were alive. His eyes are filled with passion and determination. His arms glisten with sweat. Even across the room, I see the massive veins under his skin and the clearly defined muscles encompassing every inch of his forearms and biceps. 

I really should just retreat out that door. It’s bad enough that I walked in on his workout. It would make it far worse if I try to do my own pitiful attempt at exercise. But I can’t. I refuse to show weakness. They already have their eyes on me. He saw me come in. I have to do something. 

I approach the mat cautiously, unsure where to start. Miserably failing my first attempt at a push-up, I drop to my knees and modify them like I always did in gym class. After ten, I stand and do some jumping jacks. My leg stings and throbs, so I quickly switch to crunches. Agh, so weak! I wish he couldn’t see me. I wish I hadn’t come in at all. 

I aimlessly try to figure out a method to my madness. I must look like a floundering fool. To make it even worse, as I rigorously do my crunches, I note that he’s stopped his intense, imaginary fight. Arms folded across his thick, muscular chest, he’s studying me. 

Ignore him, Sam! Ignore him! 

“You really need to focus on exercises that will enhance your fighting skills,” he states from across the room. 

I stop and sit frozen on the mat. 

“Come over here.” He motions to the bag. 

I plod over to him, hoping he can’t see me cowering on the inside as I stare at the floor like a whooped puppy. 

Standing next to him without the jacket makes him seem even bigger and scarier. He looks like one of those superheroes you see in the movies, except superheroes don’t dress in all black and try to scare a group of teenagers. His T-shirt simply can’t hide the fact that his entire torso is solid muscle and his arms are bigger than my legs. His shoulders must be almost twice as broad as mine. I already knew I was built like a sickly child, but now I feel so much smaller and weaker. The things he could do to me! 

“I want you to throw front and reverse jabs into this bag for one minute. Then increase intensity on the second, and go all out for the third.” He instructs as if he’s taught drills on the bag many times before. 

I strain just to remember what front and reverse jabs are. I’m sure he taught it earlier tonight, but I wasn’t paying attention to the terminology. 

He reads my mind and proceeds to demonstrate. It’s simpler than I expected. He has his left leg in front of his right with his knees slightly bent in what he calls his “fighting stance.” Naturally, his front jab is just a straight shot thrown with his left fist, and his reverse jab is thrown with his right. He strings them together fluidly like a well-oiled machine. 

My eyes shift to his massive arms as he thrusts several more powerful strike combinations into the bag. I catch several glimpses of small, black print etched on his shoulders, just barely concealed by the sleeves of his T-shirt. I wonder what it says.

He steps away from the bag, waiting as I stand frozen. “Go ahead.” 

I



























































Chapter Five – Day Two













































































































Chapter Six – The Range









































































Chapter Seven – “Fight!”







































































Chapter Eight – The Classroom




















































Chapter Nine – A Really Bad Headache

































































































































































Chapter Ten – Mysterious Disappearance

































































































































Chapter Eleven – Anonymous Message



































































































Chapter Twelve – Finals






























































Chapter Thirteen – Welcome to Phase Three





























Chapter Fourteen – Virtual Nightmare
































































Chapter Fifteen – Late Night Drive





































































































Chapter Sixteen – The Secret Revealed















































































Chapter Seventeen – Assignments


















































































Chapter Eighteen – Moving













































































Chapter Nineteen – Road Trip










































































































































Chapter Twenty – Ice Cream?




















































































Chapter Twenty One – The Heated Debate






















































































Chapter Twenty Two – The Worn Bible










































Chapter Twenty Three – First Real Assignment
























































































Chapter Twenty Four – The Mission





































































Chapter Twenty Five – Guilt






















































































































Chapter Twenty Six – “It’s Not too Late”













































































































































Chapter Twenty Seven – Surrender
































































Chapter Twenty Eight – Gathering Information

























































































































Chapter Twenty Nine – Undercover Meeting











































































Chapter Thirty – Discourse between Spies




























































































Chapter Thirty One – Plummet into Darkness












































































Chapter Thirty Two – Escape Plan






































































































Chapter Thirty Three – Reunited

































































Chapter Thirty Four – The Second Dream
















































































Chapter Thirty Five – Escape Attempt


























































































Chapter Thirty Six – Fight for Freedom
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