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Darius Jones

Fort Campbell had been the source of rumors and theories ever since it was closed down nineteen years ago as an official army base. Almost everyone in the base had been relocated; only the security detail remained, and they were secluded to the perimeter. Beyond that, only those with the highest security ranks were allowed in, and even then, only by invitation.

When Darius had received the potential assignment to join a team based out of Fort Campbell, he’d been elated. The assignment included studying endocrinology, his sole purpose for joining the Navy. He didn’t care if the assignment was at Fort Campbell or any other base, his dream was coming true.

But now, he was sitting in the back of a black sedan with Captain Warren Herbert, the most formidable man he’d ever met, who was escorting him to the base. Neither was keen on small talk, making the journey boring and uncomfortable. Darius stared out the back window, trying to avoid glancing in the captain's general direction. 

"What do you think of Tennessee?" the captain asked.

Darius turned toward him and said, "I expected more trees. I’ve heard about the trees that remained in the south." He turned away to stare back out the window.

“This area was developed around the base, so the trees were lost."

"I would enjoy seeing the country."

"It's nice. I used to spend a lot of time out there."

Darius turned toward the captain. "Do you mean off the grid?"

"It wasn't always off the grid. It used to just be called camping. Time off. I don't know, it wasn't an odd thing back then. You could take time off of work and just go fishing for a few days. They probably still do it in live-work areas where they have a lake or live next to the ocean."

"The only fishing done in Detroit are by those paid to do it."

"Oh, yeah. There aren't as many fish as there used to be with the damn global warming. Damn shame if a man can't take his son fishing anymore."

Darius didn't know the captain well, but he'd never mentioned children and he'd never worn a wedding ring. Darius assumed his father must have taken him fishing then, but there was an edge to the captain's tone that Darius noted, making him wonder why the captain didn't marry or have kids.

"No, don't go this way," the captain demanded of the driver when he took the split in the highway toward Kentucky. The captain rubbed his palms on the pants of his dress blues.

"Which way, sir?" The creased eyebrows reflecting in the rear-view mirror appeared confused.

"The entrance on Screaming Eagle will work fine. That will get us close to where we need to go."

The driver pulled a U-turn.

The captain opened his tablet and a report named Wastebasket appeared on the screen. With the text hovering above the tablet whenever the captain tapped it, it was hard for Darius not to see the words "shots fired to kill ratio," "excellent results," and "showed no hesitation to shoot."

For the past year, Darius had tried to forget about the direct-action mission. His dreams were still haunted by the pale and lifeless faces of the innocents of North Korea—the natives that Blake and Lucky had murdered. 

Darius knew why the captain had assigned him to the mission; he was a medic and therefore required. However, why the mission had been developed was still a mystery. Originally, it was simple. Find the fallen drone, collect the data, and destroy the evidence. August, who'd also been on the mission, had been too quick to realize it was all a decoy. The drone which was supposed to be surveying China had gone down in the Wastebasket, previously known as North Korea. The data the squad had collected wasn't even vital, made known by the fact that the captain hadn't done anything with it; he’d simply tossed the USB aside. What did happen, however, is that two of their men had opened fire on starving, innocent natives, and the captain had merely turned his head when the crime was reported.

Suddenly looking up from his report, the captain asked, "Look, son, do you know where August is?”

Darius paused before he answered. August had disappeared the previous year right after Wastebasket was completed and as soon as they’d docked in Japan. Darius had already been through an extensive questioning about August and had hoped that it was over. Perhaps the captain thought that here, alone in a car, Darius might offer more information. "No, sir," Darius said, looking the captain in the eye.

"I know you realize that some of the crew reported you two had a relationship. If you know anything, tell me now." He let out a long sigh. "I mean, we don't even know if he's missing. If he is, I need to do everything I can to ensure he's okay. If not, if he went AWOL—sure, I want to get a hold of his ass and shake him silly, but at least I’d know he's alright." He'd been in the hot seat given that August had disappeared under his command.

If there was any belief that Darius knew where August was and didn't report it, then would he lose this opportunity? Would he just slip through the cracks, a mistake in paperwork, and they'd send him right back to the ship? Not wavering in eye contact, he responded, "August said he needed to go home. I don't even know the address, but I'm sure the Navy has that information." This was actually true.

"It's hard to believe that you two had a relationship and yet you don't have a way to get in touch with him."

"It really wasn't much of a relationship." Darius turned to look out the window, hoping the conversation was over.

"Well, was it or wasn't it?" the captain boomed, his eyes wide.

Darius turned to face the captain once again, determined to end this questioning. "We kissed once. He said he would get in touch. We are not married, not even exclusive. If this opportunity is based on me turning him in, then turn the car around now, because that is all I know." Neither his eye contact or tone wavered.

Turning his attention back to his tablet, the captain tapped a few times and Darius' transfer paperwork appeared on the screen. Is he about to delete it? Will he command the car be turned around and end my chance at becoming a doctor forever? Instead, the captain said something Darius didn’t expect at all.

"When we get there, your guide will meet us and take you on a tour. Her name is Gia Moreno. She's studying to be a geneticist. I hear she's pretty damn good too," the captain said.

Darius straightened his back, relieved that the captain didn’t delete his transfer paperwork. "A geneticist?" he asked. He’d assumed he’d work with others that also wanted to study hormone imbalances, but he hadn't signed up for genetics. He had nothing against the field, but that wasn't where his true passion flourished.

"She'll give you an overview of the program and a tour of the practice. You'll meet the team and then you can decide." The captain rubbed his palms on his pants again.

"I have decided. I want to be in the program to study endocrinology," Darius insisted. His soft tone rarely revealed the level of intensity he wished to convey, and he feared that the captain wouldn't take his words seriously.

The captain stared at him for a minute. "I need you to know, son, that this program is sensitive. They will take measures to ensure no word gets out. Right now, it's still in my power to terminate this assignment and assign you elsewhere." He held up the tablet.

Darius took in the captain's words. He hadn't thought of the captain as a father figure before. He viewed him as unemotional, particularly after the events that occurred in the Wastebasket. This was the first time Darius began to realize the captain was living in the same misery he was and felt a tinge of guilt for lying about August. "I understand, sir."

The captain nodded and lowered the tablet. Darius noted that the captain rubbed the palms of his hands on his pants for the third time. Darius turned and stared back out the window. Neighborhood signs zoomed past, and he could see the entrance to the base ahead of them. A tiny building stood between two single-lane roads, both with giant white gates blocking the way.

"Your ID," the captain said to Darius. Darius unclipped his ID and handed it over.

The driver pulled up and waited. The captain rolled down his window, allowing his decorated chest to call attention to himself. The officer manning the booth nodded to the driver, taking the identification he held out, and approached the captain who held out the IDs for review.

"Thank you, sir," the officer said. His gold name tag glinted in the sun. "I'll need just a moment, sir."

The officer only took a few minutes to record the information and provide a parking pass for the driver. He handed the identifications back, his hands shaking when he did.

After the driver pulled through the gate and left the nervous soldier behind, Darius noted the base was like none he'd seen before. Off to the far right, there was an immense, partially built brick wall. At least five feet thick and three times as tall as Darius, the angle of the structure looked like it was intended to enclose the base. Whether it was meant to keep people in or to keep people out, he wasn't sure.

To the left were preteens in rifle training, lined up in ten rows of five. The young soldiers took turns falling flat to the ground, aiming, and firing at targets across a grassy field. Then the soldiers jumped up and hustled out of the way. Not a single one turned in curiosity to glance at the passing vehicle.

"Are those kids?" Darius asked the captain.

The captain glanced up briefly and then back down at his tablet. "Yeah. Part of a special program." 

Perhaps the government opened the citizenship program to younger ages so that the soldiers could be better trained
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