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  King's Decree


WHEREAS, the story described below has been propagated prior to my appointment: 
That, in ancient times there was a prophecy written in scripture saying a young woman will bear a child who shall be named Emmanuel—God is with us;
That, this prophecy was to have been fulfilled with the birth of a baby in a manger named Jesus, whose name meant Savior and Deliverer;
That, the king of that era felt his power imperiled by the birth of a new savior and commanded that all babies of a certain age be executed;
That, in this massacre of the innocents, the babies of the little town were abducted from their parents and killed; including the one called Jesus;
That, two thousand years later in modern day, another was sent to fulfill the prophecy;
That, this man, with no authority, no riches, no title, and no credentials asked only for one consideration from those he encountered: follow;
That, this man was called Emmanuel—the Deliverer; and came to be known as Christ, the Messiah;
That, to his followers, Christ was Teacher and the Word of God made flesh;
That, Christ was subsequently arrested for crimes of treason and sentenced to die on a cross;
That, Christ upon dying, rose from the dead;
That, upon rising, Christ commissioned his followers, his apostles, to go and make disciples of every nation;
That, his apostles with the pseudonyms of Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, later joined by Peter and Paul, set forth on a sacred mission to make Christ known;
That, the apostles were persecuted and imprisoned;
That, the apostles endured, persevered, and their ultimate victory over hate was marked by the publication of the Gospels of Christ and related epistles;
And that, through their divinely inspired work, Christianity grew, instilling its congregants with hope  and revealing to them the true way to eternal life.
NOW, THEREFORE, I issue this Executive Decree: 
	The story above is FALSE and FRAUDULENT and contravenes my lawful and undisputed powers.

	Henceforth, the story of Christ communicated in any manner is deemed an act of sedition.

	All churches that advocate Christianity, all books known as the Gospels, and all religious icons such as crosses, statues, and images purported to be Christ are strictly banned from society.

	Each inhabitant of this nation will attest that fidelity is owed to one supreme power and that is me.

	Christ is no longer, never was, and never will be.



VIOLATORS will be sentenced to a minimum of one year in prison for each cited offense. Further, any person(s) found promoting or evangelizing Christ to others will be subject to a compulsory sentence of life imprisonment.
BY THE AUTHORITY vested in me by the Monarch of the Royal Kingdom of England, I do hereby proclaim this Decree the law of the land.
His Excellency, President Georges King III
Colonial States of America






  
  Part I - The Teacher









  
  Chapter 1


He released the window shade and sought guidance. 
Merci clenched her teeth and asked, “More?”
Joey bobbed his head up and down. “Way more.”
Suddenly the quiet was interrupted with a hand slapping firmly on the desk.
“Now look, we didn’t do anything wrong. It just, you know, it just kind of spiraled out of control. We didn’t mean to do anything wrong, right? I mean, at least I know I didn’t.” She tilted her chin in the air with a haughtiness that Merci wouldn’t let go unchallenged.
“Johnine, do you think I’m blind?” Merci asked.
“Quiet,” Joey said putting his fingers to his lips. “What if they hear us hiding in here?”
Merci lowered her voice to a whisper and said, “I’m not going to stand here listening to Johnine say she didn’t do anything wrong when we know exactly what she did.”
Joey looked at Johnine to see what her response would be, but there was no denying what had occurred.
Johnine shrugged nonchalantly. “Alright, alright. Maybe I shouldn’t have done what I did. But that doesn’t make me a bad person, does it? You know I’m usually nice, right?”
“Ha!” Merci exclaimed. “You can’t be serious. You’re just about the biggest troublemaker in the school.”
“Am not!”
“Are so!”
“Take it back!” Johnine said as she rushed over and started pulling on Merci’s ponytail.
“Stop it! You’re hurting me!” Merci reached out in a vain attempt to grab Johnine’s curly red hair.
Joey came over and squeezed Johnine’s arm until she let go of Merci’s hair.
“Ouch! Okay, I’m letting go. You didn’t have to squeeze my arm so hard,” Johnine scowled as she rubbed her arm. “Oh, yeah, I forgot about you two.”
Joey and Merci sheepishly glanced away.
“Listen,” Joey said after an awkward pause, “what happened, happened. The question is what do we do next?”
Merci agreed. “You’re right, Joey. We need to look ahead.” Turning to Johnine, she asked, “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.” She stood erect and straightened her sleeves. “Don’t you know I grew up on a cattle ranch out west in the wilderness? I’m used to roughhousing. Heck, I wrestled a pig just for the fun of it.”
“You’re making that up,” Merci said.
“I did too wrestle a pig. One time, anyway. Of course, he was so fat and slippery I couldn’t do much except watch him squeal and waddle off into the pigpen.” Johnine grinned and said, “You should have seen how filthy I was. Mother wouldn’t even let me come in the house I smelled so bad. She took me out back and washed me down with a hose!”
Joey and Merci giggled at the thought of Johnine being doused by her mother fully clothed.
They stopped laughing after a few seconds and looked around the room at one another.
“What are we going to do?” Merci asked anxiously.
Joey went to the side of the window and pulled the shade back to peer outside again.
“Oh, geez.”
“What is it?” Johnine asked.
“Three of those big camouflaged armored vehicles just drove up. What do you call them?”
“Humvees?” Johnine asked. “I’ve never seen a real Humvee before.” She rushed to the window, but the taller, stronger Joey held her back.
“We can’t let them see us. There’s still a chance we can find a way out before they know about us,” Joey said.
“But how?” Merci asked.
No one had an answer.
Finally, the three of them turned and looked to the back of the room.
“You’re awfully quiet,” Johnine said. “Don’t you have any ideas for what we should do?”
I stood pressed against the wall with nowhere to go. How had I gotten into this predicament? I wished I was home playing games on my computer.
“Maybe we should see if there is anyone else left in the school,” I offered.
“That’s it? Take a walk through the school? You call that a plan?” Johnine asked.
“If we can find some others, then we can join them and, you know, blend in. And when they all walk out, we walk out with them and maybe nobody will notice us. And we could just go home and go to sleep in our own beds and pretend none of this ever happened.”
“Go home like none of this ever happened. I like that idea,” Merci sighed. “That could work, couldn’t it, Joey?”
“I’m not sure it would,” Joey said. “No one will forget what happened today. But it’s the best option we have.”
I stepped forward to begin our exploration of the school, but immediately tripped and fell flat on my face. Johnine roared in laughter while Joey and Merci came to my aid.
“Dayson, are you okay?” Merci said.
“What the heck did you do?” Johnine asked.
“I tripped,” I replied, “on him.”
We gazed at the lifeless body laying underneath the desk, legs outstretched across the floor.
“You think it’s okay to leave him there like that?” Joey asked. “I mean, aren’t there certain things you’re supposed to do for someone when they’re, you know?”
“You’re right, Joey,” Merci said. “Here, help me move him from underneath this desk.”
All four of us worked to move the body, but it was hard because he was a large man who was dead. Eventually we were able to drag him to an open area of the room. We turned him over on his back and when we did, we saw the gunshot wound that had blown a hole through his stomach. He lay in a pool of his own blood, eyes open wide as if seeking an explanation.
I couldn’t bear watching and spun away, as did Joey. Johnine was curious. Gaping at the body, she said, “I’ve seen animals after they were shot before. I even killed a few myself hunting in the woods. But I’ve never seen a dead person before. Not even once. I don’t know what you’re supposed to do.”
Merci took over. She kneeled over the man and tenderly closed his eyes with her hands. She took both of his hands, one still gripping the gun, and folded them over his chest. She took off the blue and white polka dotted scarf that was wrapped over her shoulders. She unfolded it and laid it over the wound to cover the blood. She stood up and went to a rack in the corner of the room and grabbed a long, dark coat. Merci laid the coat neatly over the man’s torso and pulled it up to cover his face. Then she knelt down again, put her hands together and lowered her head. After a few moments of silence, she took a deep breath and got up.
“We can leave now,” Merci said.
Johnine asked, “Aren’t we forgetting someone?”
We all turned and looked at the man tied up in the chair in the corner of the room.
“I guess we’ll have to take him with us,” Joey said.
“But we can’t push him on that chair. And we sure can’t carry someone that fat,” Johnine said.
“Johnine, that’s not a nice thing to say.”
Johnine answered, “It’s true, Merci.”
Joey considered the circumstances and made a decision. “We’ll loosen the rope around his legs so he can walk, but we’ll keep his arms tied up.”
Merci examined the man and his bulging red cheeks. “I think we should take the tape off his mouth. I’m sure it’s very uncomfortable. Especially with his hairy beard.”
“But then he could yell out and they would know where we are!” exclaimed Johnine.
Merci added, “I think he needs to breathe better.”
Joey agreed. He stepped toward the short, squat man. “I’m taking this tape off. Don’t yell or scream, okay?”
The man tilted his head in agreement. Joey proceeded to rip off the tape from his mouth.
“Damn it!” the man cried out in agony.
“Shhh!” Johnine replied.
“What’s wrong with you? Don’t you know who I am? Now get this rope off of me and let me go! And take this blindfold off me so I can see!” the man bellowed.
“Quiet! You’re making too much noise. That’s why we taped your mouth in the first place,” Johnine said. Then she took the tape from Joey and tried to place it back on the man’s mouth.
“Hey!” Johnine shouted in pain. “He bit me. Look at his teeth marks on my hand.”
Joey approached the chair and got within a few inches of the man. He saw drops of sweat forming on his bald head. “We’re going to go for a walk. You can come with us if you’re quiet. Otherwise, we’ll have to put the tape back on your mouth and keep you locked up in this room. Do you understand?”
The man’s reddish cheeks exposed his fury. “Do you know how much trouble you’re in?”
“I think so.”
The man coughed and heaved a couple deep breaths through his mouth. When he had steadied his breathing, he offered a weak smile. “How about if you admit your mistake and take this rope and blindfold off of me and let me go? I promise to go easy on you and your friends.”
“He’s lying,” Johnine said.
“Don’t call me a liar, you dirty runt!” the man shouted. “I can tell from the sound of your voice that you’re the one who tried to assassinate me.”
“I wasn’t trying to, uh, whatever that word was. I just wanted to ask you a question. One question.”
“You grabbed me by the arm. No one does that to me. And I noticed your appearance when you came toward me, unkempt hair, snot dripping down your nose, wearing a stained leather vest. It’s like you just came in from the backwoods. Any sane person could tell you were a dangerous thug who should be arrested.”
“You would arrest a fourteen year old girl?” asked Merci.
“Almost fifteen!” Johnine exclaimed.
The man appeared surprised by Merci’s description of Johnine. He paused for a second and then railed, “Fourteen, fifteen, either way it’s old enough to cause all kinds of bad things. And how do you explain the dangerous weapon you had hidden in your back pocket?”
“A weapon?” Johnine replied. She reached into her back pocket and then showed Joey and Merci what was in her hand. “It’s a tool for golfers. I go to the golf course near where I live and carry their clubs. Sometimes I get nice tips. See, this tool is to mark the ball, this one is for fixing divots, this one is to make a hole for your tee, and this blade is to clean the grooves on the club.”
“A blade which can be used to stab someone. You’ve proven my point.” The man turned his attention to Joey and Merci and blindly shifted his head toward their voices. He softened his tone. “I was told the two students who would be my escorts are the smartest students in the school. Now certainly you’re intelligent enough to recognize there’s no way out of this for you. So release me now while I’m still of a mind to be lenient.”
“Would you really let us all go? Like none of this ever happened?” Joey asked.
“Of course,” the man said as pleasantly as he knew how, “just like this never happened.”
Johnine leaned over to Joey and whispered, “He’s lying.”
“I heard that you cantankerous brat!” the man yelled. “I’ve had it with you! No more talk of leniency. Your lives are all ruined and I have the power to make sure of that.
“I’m Georges King the Third, the President of the Colonial States of America. I’m the most powerful person in this country. I shouldn’t even be in this rundown town. But your governor said it would be a good idea to come to a local school and talk to the students and tell them about all the valuable services the government provides for the people. He thought it would show everyone that I’m a kind and compassionate leader. With the insurrection going on across the country, it seemed to make sense.
“And then while I’m waiting in the holding area to go onstage, this crazy boy, girl, whatever, barges in and assails me ruthlessly.” The President paused and then added, “On top of that, you killed my bodyguard! What kind of delinquent are you?”
“I didn’t kill him,” Johnine responded.
“Then who did?” the President demanded.
“I did.”
We all turned to Joey.
“He was going to shoot Johnine.”
“That’s right,” Johnine said. “When I grabbed the President, he yelled to the bodyguard that I was attacking him, even though I wasn’t.”
“You did attack me! And I ordered my bodyguard to defend me just like he’s trained to do. Like all my security guards are trained to do.”
“But I wasn’t attacking you. I just wanted to ask you a question. But then the bodyguard pulled out his gun and aimed it at my head and I just closed my eyes. I heard the shot, but I was still alive. Then I heard another shot. When I opened my eyes, he was dead on the floor.” Johnine looked at Joey, “So you killed him?”
“Not on purpose,” Joey said. “When I saw him aim the gun at you, I pushed him just as he fired. He fell over the desk and when he hit the ground his gun fired again. That’s how he shot himself in the stomach. I didn’t mean for him to die. I just was stopping him from shooting Johnine.”
“You mean I didn’t cause the bodyguard to get killed? I didn’t know it was really Joey.”
“Now you listen to me, Johnine,” Merci said. “None of this would have happened if it weren’t for you. You knew Joey and I were here to escort the President to the stage after Principal Barry finished introducing him. But you barged in to get a question answered as if that was the only thing that mattered in the whole world. That’s what started this and that’s why the bodyguard ended up dying.”
Johnine hung her head and shuffled her feet. “I didn’t mean for it to be this way.” Then she raised her head and asked, “So now what do we do?”
“Stick to the plan,” Joey replied. “Let’s explore the school and see what we find. Maybe there are others here.”
“Yeah, let’s explore!” Johnine said. “Mother always says I’m a trailblazer. Let’s go!”
Merci asked Joey, “Do you think there are others still in the school?”
“When the gunshots rang out, it sounded like everyone ran away as fast as they could. It could be that everyone got out, but I don’t know.”
“I heard the Principal yell that there was an active shooter in the building,” said Merci. “And then there were screams for help. Joey, do you think anyone got hurt?”
“I don’t think so. When I looked out the office window, there were two ambulances parked outside, but I didn’t see anyone in them.”
“I hope you’re right,” Merci responded.
“Are we ready to go exploring?” asked Johnine.
Joey tipped his head towards President King. “Johnine, untie the rope around his feet, but make sure his arms are tied tight.”
“You’ve got it, Joey. When I tie a rope, it stays tied. I learned how to knot a rope when I was a kid. I even showed Principal Barry all the different ways I can make a knot. That’s how I knew there was a coil of rope in her office.”
After Johnine untied the rope from the President’s feet, she lifted him up and looped a separate piece of rope around the one securing the President’s arms creating a leash of sorts. “He won’t get away from me.”
We looked around the room to see if there was anything else we needed before embarking on our trek. Merci bent down and touched her hand tenderly on the bodyguard’s head. We headed for the door.
“Wait.”
They turned towards me.
“Johnine, you said you came into the Principal’s office because you knew the President was here and you wanted to ask him a question,” I said.
“That’s right.”
“Well?”
“Well, what?” Johnine asked.
“What’s the question?”
Johnine’s eyes widened, “Right.” She slowly pulled the leash to draw the President towards her.
“I just want to ask you one question, Mr. President, sir. That’s all I want.”
“Go ahead with it, you ragged hoodlum,” replied the President.
Johnine took a deep breath and asked, “When will the war be over?”
The President’s nose flared and his eyebrows furrowed. He stared at his interrogator with contempt. “We have weapons of destruction beyond imagination. Weapons that can’t be detected or defeated. So lethal they can kill an entire population in minutes without making a sound or leaving a trace of evidence behind. You have no idea what is yet to come,” he scowled. “The war will be over in time. But it will be on my terms and on my command. Then, and only then, will this war end. And when it does end, I will be triumphant and my enemies will be left to languish in misery.
“How do you like that answer to your question?”






  
  Chapter 2


It wasn’t supposed to be like this. 
“No one takes me hostage and gets away with it,” President King threatened in a gruff voice. He shook his head from side to side. “Can you imagine how ashamed your parents are going to be when everyone learns it was their children who kidnapped the President of the CSA?”
He was right. Joey’s parents, Merci’s parents, Johnine’s mother, would all be devastated. Had they even heard about it? The clock on the wall reminded me that it was only an hour ago when students and faculty had marched into the gymnasium to hear the President’s speech. We had only been told about the speech two days before. We could hardly believe it, the President of the Colonial States of America, the highest office in the country, speaking at our small town school.
When I told Grandpa, he was surprised but said nothing more. I was excited about the speech because nothing big ever happened at our school. PS 23 is located in a rural part of the country far from the big cities. It’s a public school–that’s what ‘PS’ means–with only 120 students in the middle grades. Joey, Merci, Johnine, and me were in eighth grade so we had more opportunities than the younger students. That’s why Joey and Merci were the student escorts for the President. I was with them because of an article I would write about the event for the school newspaper.
I used the school library to do research in preparation for the article. I had never paid too much attention to the government and how it operated. My research showed how the country was made up of separate states all reporting to the federal government. The federal government, in turn, was under the absolute rule of England since we were English colonies, meaning we were their property. Each state was led by a governor, all thirteen of whom were appointed by His Excellency, the President of the Colonial States of America, with the prior approval of the Monarch of England. It was the Monarch who exclusively chose the President, Georges King III, who had been in office for many years. There were elections held periodically for local offices, but the top government officials were all personally appointed by the President. Every important decision was made either by the Monarch or the President. The people had no role in choosing its leaders or in making laws.
I read that this form of government was described as being authoritarian. Some people used terms like dictatorial and tyrannical. I also heard words used like fascism and socialism and communism to describe governments, here and elsewhere. But I didn’t understand what these ‘isms’ meant. That just seemed to make things more complicated than they really were. To me the role of government was in dictating what someone could and couldn’t say, what actions were forced upon people, and what people were free to choose for themselves. One thing everyone knew was that England was governed by the Monarch and it was the Monarch who had appointed the President of the Colonial States of America, Georges King III.  
And we had just kidnapped him.
It all happened so fast. We had just gathered in the Principal’s office. A hallway connected the office in the school’s original structure to the new gymnasium that was built last year. We used the hallway as a holding area for the President while he waited to be introduced. The new addition was well lit with walls painted in blue and white, the school’s official colors. The gym was configured for basketball and volleyball games and included locker rooms along with additional bathrooms for students. New heating and air conditioning units were installed together with other utilities that would support the entire school. For the speech, the gym was adorned in red bunting along with colorful streamers to mark the special occasion. 
As nice as the new addition was, it contrasted with the main building with its drab gray walls and tiled floors. The hallway that connected the two structures seemed to be built as an afterthought. It took a winding route from the Principal’s office to the stage and was narrow and gloomy. The brick wall hadn’t been drywalled so there was an echo anytime someone spoke. Being in that hallway had the feeling of being in a haunted house.
We had gone into the hallway when Principal Barry began her introduction of President King. It was Joey, Merci, the President, the President’s bodyguard, and me. The rest of the presidential security detail was stationed in the gymnasium and outside of the building.
The Principal said what a great day this was for our school to host the President. She announced, “And now students and staff of PS 23, I’m happy to introduce President King!”
The school band burst into a drum roll. At that exact moment, Johnine came rushing in, yelling to the President over the raucous noise of the band. When the President didn’t acknowledge her, she grabbed him by the arm. The President yelled out to his bodyguard. Hearing the President’s plea together with the rat-a-tat-tat of the band, the bodyguard pulled out his gun and aimed it at Johnine. That’s when Joey shoved the bodyguard just as he fired his gun at Johnine. The bodyguard flew through the doorway and flipped over the desk in the Principal’s office. A second gunshot fired putting a bullet into his stomach. Hearing the gunshots, Principal Barry shrieked into the microphone that there was an active shooter in the building. We had an active shooter drill just last semester where we were trained to go into lockdown mode. So we hurried into the Principal’s office forcing the President inside with us. We shut the door and locked it.
The President started shouting at the two-way radio that was still clipped on the bodyguard. “Assassination attempt!” he yelled. Then he screamed for his security detail: “Take them out, take them all out now!”
We told him we weren’t trying to hurt him, but he kept yelling that he was being assassinated. Joey and I took the President and pushed him down on a chair while Johnine got rope to tie up his arms and legs. Joey placed tape over the President’s mouth to keep him quiet and I wrapped my handkerchief around his eyes. I hoped that in the dark hallway the President hadn’t gotten a good look at us.
We heard people screaming for help as they fled the gymnasium. A voice came over the bodyguard’s radio, “Team One, come in. Team One, do you read me?” Then, “No response from Team One. Presume President is in a hostage situation. All Teams exit and establish a perimeter around the school. You are authorized to shoot the assailants on sight. Shoot to kill. Repeat, shoot to kill.”
The bodyguard was dead, we had taken the President captive, and now armed forces were trying to kill us. On a day when all I had planned on doing was to write a two page article for the school newspaper.
It was eerily quiet as we walked through the school on our exploration. Johnine glanced into each classroom as we passed by, but saw nothing. Farther down, we entered the gymnasium where the students had assembled for the President’s speech. The large double doors were flung open. Going inside we saw chairs knocked over and backpacks scattered everywhere. The podium on the stage was flipped on its side and the decorative bunting looped across the face of the stage was torn apart. Blue, white, and red streamers were piled together in no identifiable pattern. A window had been opened for people to jump out of. Another window had been broken leaving shards of glass spread on the floor.
But no one was inside.
“They’ve all evacuated,” said Merci. “I hope nothing bad happened to the new student I mentor.”
A phone began to ring.
Everyone looked around to see where the sound was coming from. President King said, “That’s my phone. It’s in my coat pocket.”
Merci asked, “Should we let him answer it?”
“I don’t know,” Joey replied.
“I don’t think we should,” Johnine said. “This way we can keep them guessing about what’s going on.”
“What’s so good about that?” Merci asked.
“If they don’t know where we are and where the President is, they’ll have to keep their distance. But if they do, they can plan for a raid.”
Merci was alarmed. “Are they really going to charge in with guns and arrest us?”
“He’s the President. Do you think they’ll just leave him in here forever?” Johnine asked.
The phone continued ringing.
“Take this rope off my hands so I can answer my phone,” the President demanded.
Johnine shook her head, no. Joey looked at Merci who shrugged. Eventually, Joey decided to take the still ringing mobile phone from the inner pocket of the President’s suit jacket. He pressed a button.
“Hello.”
“That’s my phone,” the President barked. “You’re not authorized to talk on my phone. Give it back to me.”
“Yes, that was the President talking,” Joey said. “Okay, I’ll ask him.”
Joey lowered the phone. “They asked if you’re alright.”
“No, I’m not alright!” the President shouted. “I need to be unshackled and taken out of here now!”
Joey raised the phone to his lips. “Shackled? We tied him up because he said we were assassinating him then we heard you give orders to kill us...The President’s bodyguard? I shot him but…Hello, hello?”
Joey looked at us. “He’s talking to other people, but I can still hear him in the background.” Joey listened intently. “Now he’s saying something about giving the order for the pepper. What do they need pepper for?”
“Pepper spray? That’s tear gas,” the President snapped. “I have asthma. That will kill me! Tell them to stop!”
Joey quickly shouted into the phone, “If you throw tear gas in here the President will die…I’m not threatening to kill the President…What do you mean launch the assault?” Joey eyes shifted to the school entrance. Just then, the main doors were opened and canisters of tear gas were hurled into the hallways clanking loudly along the floor. In short order, the school filled with thick, cloudy gas.
“Tell them to stop!” the President pleaded through his heavy coughing.
“You tell them. They won’t listen to me.” Joey put the phone to the President’s mouth as he put his hands over his face to try and stop the burning in his eyes.
“This is the President. Stop the tear gas, I have asthma. Stop it now before I choke to death!”
A moment later, a female voice speaking over a bullhorn gave the order to immediately cease firing the tear gas.
Despite the brevity of the siege, tear gas continued to fill the school and we were coughing uncontrollably. The President put his hands to his throat and then collapsed. Joey caught him before he fell. Merci called out, “Come this way. Follow me, hurry.”
We followed her in the fog as Joey and Johnine dragged the President through the hallway.
“In here,” Merci said. We went into an office and closed the door behind us. Merci grabbed a towel that was hanging on a hook. She soaked it with water from the sink and then jammed it underneath the door to keep the gas from entering the office. Merci told Johnine to open the window to bring fresh air into the office.
Joey said, “Wait. Let me take a look first.” He peered through the shade to check for intruders and when he saw that it was clear, he nodded to Johnine to open the window.
“Put him in this chair,” Merci said.
Merci took another towel and wet it. “Joey, take the blindfold off and dab this wet towel over his eyes.” She loosened his necktie and unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt. She poured a cup of water and went into a desk drawer where the nurse kept plastic straws. She put one end of the straw in the cup and the other end into the President’s mouth and told him to drink. He struggled, coughing up the water on his shirt, but managed to swallow a few sips. He leaned back into the chair and blinked several times before finally managing to fully open his eyelids. The redness in his face started to clear. He looked at Merci and then leaned forward for another sip of water. He sat back in the chair and took several long, deep breaths. “You’re the one called Merci,” the President said as he regained focus.
“Are you better now?” Merci asked.
“I can breathe again, if that’s what you mean. You know I could have died because of you.”
“You’re still alive because of us. Actually, mostly because of Merci,” Joey said.
“You think I owe you my gratitude? It was you who caused this havoc in the first place. And as soon as I clear my head, I’m going to tell you exactly
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