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“We are all different - but we share the same
human spirit. Perhaps it's human nature that we adapt - and
survive.”

Stephen Hawking


Chapter 1

 


 


The stars illuminated the moonless night and
made the few clouds that billowed across the sky seem translucent
as they slowly drifted into the night. A soft wind blew against his
face as he sat, and leaned against a palm tree at the edge of the
sand. He could smell the salt air from the waves as they crashed in
the distance, and felt the softness of the sand between his toes.
As beautiful as the night was, that was not why he was there. He
remembered his excitement from hours earlier when he had first rose
from sleep, just to be at this magical place at this exact time.
The slight chill in the air brought goose bumps to his skin, but
inside he was warm. And inside, so was she.

“I’m scared, Jericho.” She said as she sat
next to him. “We’re not supposed to be here. What if they catch
us?” He glanced down at her, and rubbed at his freshly shaved chin
as if in thought, and then whispered to her.

“It’s okay, Gabrielle. No one will find us.
I’ve been here before.” She started to say something else, but he
interrupted.

“Shh.” He said softly and put his strong
fingers gently against her lips. She could feel the roughness of
his skin against her tender lips, and melted at his gentle touch.
Her fears retreated deep inside as she realized that this moment,
here, with him, was worth everything to her. “Do you see all the
little bits of light in the sky?” He asked. She nodded as she
looked up.

“It’s like they are so tiny…and yet, I can
see them winking at me. They’re so beautiful.” She said softly.

“Twinkling.” He said. “That’s what it’s
called. Twinkling.” He turned toward her as she continued to gaze
into the starry night. “They are called stars. And they say, even
though they look really tiny, they’re actually quite large. As big
as the sun.”

“Really?” She said in disbelief. “But they
look so small!” She exclaimed.

“Looks can be deceiving.” He said. “They say
that they look so small because they are really far away. Far, far
away.”

“It’s too much for me to understand, Jericho.
How could something be that far away? I mean, even if they were as
far away as the other side of the village, they wouldn’t look that
small.” She said.

“True.” He said. “But they are much farther
away than that Gabrielle. Much farther. They say that they are so
far away, that it takes a long time for that little bit of light to
even get this far.” He explained.

“What do you mean?” She asked.

“The twinkles,” He began, “the ones that you
see right now?”

“Yeah.”

“They say that they actually happened a long
time ago.” He said.

“A long time ago…like last year? Or when I
was still little?” She asked.

“Even longer than that.” He answered. “As
long ago as before our village even existed.”

“Before then? But that’s been forever.” She
said softly, as she pondered the concept.

“That’s what they say.” He said. Then
suddenly he saw what he had waited for since they had first
arrived. He pointed towards the ocean. She too had patiently waited
to see what it was that he thought to be so beautiful. She looked
in the direction that his arm pointed and saw the warmth. A small
sliver of crimson, just as it began to brighten, could be seen on
the horizon. A smile came to her face in anticipation of what was
to come. Her eyes had adjusted to the dark, and out of the corner
of her eye she watched him as he stared towards the growing
warmth.

The breeze fluttered her hair, as the sliver
of crimson began to grow faster and brighter. Slowly the whole sky
on the horizon began to push away the darkness and welcome the new
day. As the first edge of the sun peeked over the water, she saw
not it, but its reflection in his eyes. He stood up, and she
followed.

“Watch it! Look how beautiful it is!” He
exclaimed, as he pointed towards the bright burning star that
warmed their world.

“It is beautiful.” She said, in amazement.
Amazed both by the sight that was before her, and that he too had
thought it was beautiful.

As he dropped his hand, it came to rest next
to hers. And as they stood side by side and shared the beauty of
the rising sun, he grasped her hand in his, as he had always wanted
to do. He could tell she was happy to be there with him as they
watched the fire grow into the sky, and he was glad. Glad that he
had found such beauty, and that she would let him share it with
her.

“Look! On the water!” She exclaimed as the
sun lifted up enough to shine across the water towards them. The
light shimmered with the pulse of the waves, and her eyes sparkled
with each pulse of the shining light. He looked at her amazement
and was gladdened. His heart warmed even more, as the smile
continued to creep across his lips. He looked back at the water,
and smiled fully now in total wonder.

“I told you it was beautiful.” He said, as he
squeezed her hand gently. He turned towards her, and caught her as
she stared at him. Their eyes met, and he pulled her close to him.
The sun grew brighter and stronger in the sky, and the breeze blew
through their hair. They kissed. Their lips barely touched. So
tender. So soft. His touch was so gentle, like a breeze itself, and
hers so soft and warm. To each of them hours could have passed,
days could have gone by, as they held one another close and shared
that moment. When he pulled away, he did so slowly, as he lingered.
She did not pull away, but held him close and put her head to his
strong chest. As he wrapped his arms around her, she listened to
his heartbeat, and cherished every breath. The very air around her
smelled like him. It smelled strong and safe. It smelled happy and
warm. It smelled right.

They had been friends for so long. So long
that neither of them even remembered when they met. Independently
they had grown to love one another but had been afraid to share how
they felt. Their friendship had been more important than anything
else. Gabrielle had often dreamed of Jericho’s touch, just as he
had dreamed of her kiss. Their hearts raced as they held one
another. They both knew that their relationship had just forever
changed. Though they could have no idea what the future may hold
for them, they knew individually and together, that from this day
forward, they would never be alone. Not really alone. They would
always have one another.

The sun still climbed into the sky as they
reluctantly pulled away from their embrace. Jericho led her, hand
in hand, to the path that had delivered them to the beach. As they
walked through the narrow boulder lined path, they were both
silent. She wanted to say things, all kinds of things, about how
she felt. How he made her feel. About what had happened. But she
kept quiet, as she savored the moment, and basked in their newfound
warmth. Jericho was equally in a cross between turmoil and elation,
but he too walked in silence. As they followed the path that was
mostly rocks and a bit of sand, Jericho led the way for her once
again as he had done when they had come. Soon they came to the
rusted steel wall that separated this bit of paradise from their
world. Tall corrugated steel panels, rough with the burnt orange of
oxidation, separated by stone pillars, ran to their left and right.
They had reached the road. Jericho reached down and pulled the
bottom corner of one of the panels back and peeked through.

“The road is already full.” Jericho said as
he watched as the people walked by them. Though from this
viewpoint, his view was all of grey cloth covered legs and grey
canvas shoes. Everyone else being dressed the same as the two of
them. Everyone walked at a fast pace and moved in the same
direction.

“How will we get out there? Without them
knowing where we were?” She asked, as she squatted beside him.

“They don’t care, they won’t even notice.
Look, I’ll hold this back and you go first. I’ll count to ten and
then follow you.” He said. He pried back on the rusted panel to
give her more room to get through.

“I don’t want to leave you.” She said, as she
looked into his eyes.

“It’s okay. I’ll catch up to you in just a
minute or so. Just watch out that you don’t get scratched.” She saw
a break in the traffic, where she could get through without being
stepped on. She started to go, and then hesitated. “Go!” He said,
and gave her a gentle push with his own grey colored canvas
shoe.

Gabrielle came through the wall, stumbled
slightly and then became one with the sea of bodies as they marched
on the road. She had joined the hundreds and hundreds of others, as
they all walked in the same direction. She counted to ten to
herself and then glanced back, but Jericho wasn’t to be seen. She
could no longer see the opening she had come through. She tried to
step to the side of the road, but the traffic had her caught up in
its flow and carried her away from where she had left Jericho. She
hoped that Jericho would catch up with her soon.

Jericho continued to squat and peek through
the panel opening, to look for a break in the throng of people that
passed, but had to wait well past his original count of ten.
Finally he saw an opening, shoved through the hole and was able to
enter the roadway. Just ask he straightened his back and matched
the crowd’s speed, he almost fell as he was pushed from behind.

“Hey! Watch it!” He said as he caught his
balance and picked up his speed to walk with the rest.

“Why did you jump in front of me? Can’t you
see I’m walking here, you idiot!” The young man never slowed his
pace, but pushed Jericho again. Anger still showed on his face, and
fire in his eyes.

“Stop it, Donovan! Just because you’re bigger
than me doesn’t mean you own me.” Jericho replied.

“That’s right I’m bigger than you, and don’t
you forget it!” Donovan spat back.

“Yeah! Bigger, taller, and dumber!” Jericho
shot back, and ducked just as Donovan swung at him. “And slow! See
yah!” Jericho said as he picked up his pace and began to weave his
way through the crowd, as he tried to catch up with Gabrielle and
get away from Donovan. Donovan tried to follow him, and butted in
front of an older hard looking man.

“Back off, you damn idiot!” The older man
said, as he slapped Donovan across the face, and raised his hand to
hit him again. Stunned and scared, Donovan fell back into the pace,
with his mouth shut.

“Collin, why did you do that?” An older woman
next him said. “He’s just a kid!”

“The bastard almost tripped me! On the road
as busy as this, that’s almost as sure as the plague to get you
killed. The shit head deserved it!” Collin fired back at the older
woman.

“If you wasn’t my husband I’d disown you, you
old scoundrel!” She replied.

“Shut up, and walk, woman! We’re to damn old
to argue and walk!”

“Humph.” She replied. And they continued in
silence.

Donovan had listened quietly to their
exchange, and just kept pace with the crowd. He no longer wished to
follow Jericho. He had no need to. They would all wind up in the
same place soon. Everybody was going to the same place. This was
the morning shift. And on the morning shift, every morning,
everyone went to the factory.

“Gabrielle!” Jericho yelled as he approached
the end of the road. Ahead of him, people poured through small
lanes, divided by waist high gleaming metallic posts, each ending
with a domed shaped top. He was still a good ten people behind her,
but he wanted her to know that he had made it.

“Jericho! What took you so long?” She called
back as she passed her hand into the opening at the edge of the
dome on top of the post just to her right, and she continued to
briskly walk past. The light on top of the dome continued to glow
green. Above the roadway, the Guardians watched quietly from the
raised catwalk across the road, as they ensured that each person
placed their hand into the dome as they passed, and alertly
continued to watch for any change to the steady green lights on
each of the domes. The Guardians were not dressed as everyone else
on the road, in the drab grey shirts, pants and shoes. They were in
fact not dressed at all. Their gleaming metallic bodies, humanoid
in every way, were a smooth dark grey metal, from head to foot,
with occasional edges of smooth shiny metal which outlined the
various sections of their bodies where they had been assembled.
Faces, shiny with the same brightness, yet devoid of expression,
molded at their creation with a fixed disinterested expression. And
black soulless eyes, which glimmered only with the light from their
surroundings. The Guardians constantly scanned the moving crowd,
and though they each had a mouth-like slit, it never opened. It had
no need to. They did not need to eat, nor talk really, as all sound
that they emitted came through a grated opening in their chest.
Each held a long rod in one hand. Steel. With a metal tip that
gleamed in the light.

“Where were you?” Gabrielle asked again.

“Donovan!” He answered.

“Oh. I get it.” She said, as she smiled
slightly.

“Jericho!” Donovan yelled from further back
down the road as he too moved towards the entry lines. “This ain’t
over, Jericho! You hear me?”

“Yeah, yeah, I hear you.” Jericho said to
himself. Then he yelled to Gabrielle. “I’ll see you at mid-day
meal!”

“Okay, see you then!” She replied as she
hurried off into the factory, and to her assigned station.

Jericho approached the dome and inserted his
hand into the plasma beam as he had done a thousand times before,
and again it seemed to tickle. Sometimes he wondered exactly what
the beam was made out of, but mostly he just thought it was a
pretty blue color, a color that he had always associated with the
scanner. Everyone that entered the factory had to pass the scanner.
Once, years ago, a man had refused to put his hand in the scanner,
and since disobedience was forbidden, a Guardian had reached down
from the catwalk and touched him with the gleaming end of his
control stick. The touch had knocked him unconscious, even before
the Guardian could jump down from above. The Guardian had then
dragged him over to the scanner, and put his hand in for him. Days
later, Jericho had seen the man as he received lashes in the
square. Such was his punishment for having disobeyed. The primary
rule was to obey. Obey instructions, obey directions, obey any and
all communication from the Guardians. That was the rule, and it was
simple. Obey. It was also required by rule, that any violation, any
disobedience must be punished, and all such punishment must be
public for all to see.

He would never forget the man’s face, tear
streaked, blood splattered, in agonized pain, but absolutely silent
as each lash of the whip wrapped around the already split and
bloody skin on his back. The Guardian that administered the
punishment had held the same expressionless look on its face as
each stroke sliced deeper. It went through the motions with
mechanical preciseness, and absolute lack of emotion. Jericho could
see the broken and battered body of the poor man tied to the
whipping post, clearly reflected in the Guardian’s unblinking eyes.
But then as he had turned his glance, it was the man’s eyes that he
would never forget. Beaten, bloody, as stroke after stroke from the
unstoppable whip continued to land, the man’s eyes had been quite
clear and sharp. For a moment, just a slight fraction of a second,
they had locked with Jericho’s. It was quite clear that he would
never be disobedient again.

Jericho knew that the purpose of the scanner
was to detect if someone had the plague, even though no symptoms
were evident. That was how the plague was controlled. He had heard
horror stories of how infected people had spread the plague
throughout the village, and in some cases, it had killed entire
families. He couldn’t imagine that anyone would not want to help or
that anyone would not agree to be scanned.

The Guardian watched as Jericho was scanned
and the light remained green. As Jericho continued forward, he
heard a commotion from behind him.

“Damn thing’s broke!” The old man said as the
scanner’s light glowed red, his hand still inside the scanner’s
dome.

“Collin? What’s wrong?” The older lady behind
him asked as a siren began to blare. A Guardian quickly jumped down
in front of the man, as she grabbed her husband. “Collin? What’s
going on?” She asked again.

“The damn thing says I’ve got the plague!” He
said, as the fear welled up in his voice. His hand was still in the
scanner. As the Guardian approached, a mist began to spray down
into the crowd from the overhead. People began to run away from the
older man, as they pushed one another in a panic. He began to pull
at his hand, as he tried desperately to free it from the scanner
which had clamped down as soon as it had been triggered red. The
crowd had become more hostile, as some stepped on those that had
fallen, just to get away from the contaminated man.

“Be calm.” A loud voice emitted out of the
Guardian. “The plague has been isolated. You are in no danger.” The
Guardian, a full foot taller than the man before him, seized the
older man, and touched him lightly with the tip of his control
stick. His eyes still called to his wife, as his knees buckled from
under him, and he fell unconscious.

“Collin!” She screamed as she broke down in
hysterics. Another Guardian jumped down and held her from going to
her husband as the first Guardian reached into a compartment on its
side and retrieved a small black object. With a flick of its wrist
the object opened into a large black plastic bag and in matter of
seconds, the Guardian quickly covered and sealed the man within.
Suddenly a large steel boom swung into view overhead from over the
side of the rusted road wall, and from its tip, a steel cable
ending in a hook was already being lowered. Within moments, the
Guardian had fastened the hook to the bag, and quickly and silently
the cable retracted. The boom swung the bag containing unconscious
man up and over the rusted steel wall. The man was gone. His wife,
now unconscious from a touch of the Guardian’s control stick, was
quickly lifted by the Guardian that had approached her, slung over
its massive shoulder, and removed from the area. Less than a minute
had passed and it was all over.

Being next in line, Donovan stepped up to the
scanner and cautiously placed his hand in the scanner. He squeezed
his eyes tightly shut as he did. The scanners light continued to
glow green. He peeked through one eye, and sighed relief, as he was
pushed ahead by the others behind him.


Chapter 2

 


 


At his station, Jericho couldn’t help but
smile about what had happened on the beach that morning. Though the
reaction of the man who had scanned red had shaken him up, it was a
commonplace occurrence in their lives. Not everyday, or even every
week, but it happened often enough that when it happened it was not
considered unusual. Just unfortunate. For as long as he could
remember, or even as long as his father could remember, or even his
father’s father, the plague had been rampant, but seemed only to
infect a few. Since forever, those that scanned positive with the
plague had been immediately taken to Quarantine. He remembered with
old sorrow, that his own mother had been taken there so long ago
that he did not think of it everyday anymore. It was for the best.
It was the rule. Isolate the plague and keep it from being able to
spread was what they were taught when they were young. One day he
hoped as they all did, that they would find a cure, and that was
why everyone worked so hard at the factory. They worked long twelve
hour days, every day, as each did their assigned tasks in finding
the cure for the plague. Jericho had been at his current station
for years now, and though he was not quite sure how his specific
assignment would lead to any future cure, he executed his duties
flawlessly, tirelessly, and endlessly. Someday they would find the
cure, but until then, this was the way it had to be, he knew it. It
was his assignment, and he obeyed.

His task required him to look through a
tabletop mounted viewfinder and inspect high speed streams of
highly magnified particles as they trailed across the lens from
left to right. With a black background, most of the streaming
particles were colored a dull green, or muted red, and occasionally
a burnt yellow. But once in a while, a particle would glow a bright
blue, similar to the mesmerizing blue glow from the plague
scanners. It was these particles that his task required him to
locate. Once located, he simply had to tag it, and it would be
retrieved at the next station. To tag it, he only had to press a
button. One of the many buttons mounted in the tabletop, which
correlated to the location, direction and speed of the target
particle. But it was this hand-eye coordination that made his task
unique, as it required more than a constant watch of the stream, or
quick reaction to having located the target particle, or even the
ability to hit the correct button within the allowed time frame. It
required an intuition of a sort. It required the ability to
anticipate where the particle would be a microsecond later than
when the button would actually be pushed.

When he had first received this assignment,
it was understood that it was as a test. Everyone knew that only a
few were capable of the intuitive aspect of this task. Many were
assigned, and many were quickly reassigned. Few were as capable as
Jericho, and few could stay at it as long as he had. Apparently for
some who could master the technique required, the long hours of
intense concentration began to erode their sanity. Though he had
not seen it first hand, he had heard the story of an earlier
operator at his station that after years of successful work had one
day come unwound. Having missed a target particle once and a while
was to be expected, even for a skilled operator, but this
particular day the female operator had missed over five particles
prior to the mid-day meal. The Guardian that always stood silently
behind the line of operators was said to have moved closer and
closer towards the operator that was having trouble, and had
remained nearby when she had returned from the mid-day meal. Almost
immediately incorrect particles were being tagged, and target
particles missed, and the Guardian had approached the operator with
a warning.

“Failure is not allowed.” The emotionless
mechanical voice had said. Already nervous, as she sweated
profusely, her hands had begun to shake. Then again, she missed a
target particle. She had turned quickly to steal a glance at the
close but immobile Guardian, and missed yet another target
particle. In one quick motion, it was said that the Guardian drew
and touched her with its control stick, caught her before she hit
the ground, and slung her over its shoulder and exited the room.
Moments later it had returned and escorted the new operator to the
station. That operator had been Jericho.

After having heard that tale some time after
he had mastered his task, he was quite nervous of the Guardian that
stood behind his station. It never moved or spoke, but it always
watched as it just stood there, as if it patiently waited for him
to make a mistake. And truly, the first few shifts after having
heard the story, he actually did miss a particle or two, and when
it happened, he could feel his heart beat speed up, his respiration
increase, and sweat begin to bead on his brow. But he would refocus
on his task and that, in and of itself would relax him, and he
would fall back into that intuitive predictive rhythm that made him
so good at what he did.

The mid-day meal would be soon, and he
couldn’t wait to see Gabrielle again. To see her smile, hear her
laugh, and just to smell her scent. He knew that he was in love,
and he relished every moment of it. Even as he watched the
non-target particles stream through the lens, he could think only
of Gabrielle. When the mid-day meal tone finally sounded, Jericho
was beside himself with delight. He rushed from his station and
soon approached the meal room, and he ran past many of his
coworkers to get in line. Since his station was located near the
rear of the factory, again, as usual, he had to wait. Then he saw
her, near the front of the line, at least fifty people away.

“Gabrielle! Back here!” He yelled. She turned
and waived.

“Jericho! What took you so long?” She
asked.

“Same thing, as always!” He replied. He
wished that she would come back to him, but he knew that it was
strictly forbidden. Once in a line, you had to stay put. That was
the rule.

“I’ll save a place for you inside!” She
yelled, and he nodded his reply. She turned back towards the front
of the line as it moved forward.

“So that’s your boyfriend!” Donovan said to
Gabrielle, as he intentionally bumped into her while moving forward
in line.

“Maybe. It’s none of your business, Donovan.”
She replied as she tried to ignore him.

“Bad choice, Gabrielle. He’s nothing but
trouble.” He said as her began to twirl her hair around his finger.
The Guardian at the entrance to the meal room stood motionless, and
appeared not to notice that he had touched her while in line.

“Stop it!” She exclaimed as she pulled her
hair away from him. “I suppose you mean that he’s nothing like
you?” She asked.

“Exactly!” Donovan replied, as his chest
swelled with pride and he once again began to twirl her hair around
his finger.

“Good, because I think you’re stupid!”
Gabrielle said with a sharp smile on her face, as she snatched her
hair back from him again. Donovan was physically taken back by her
comment. He reached up and took a handful of her hair in his hand
and yanked down.

“Ow!” Gabrielle screamed, and whirled around
to face him. Her hand shot out and slapped him across the face
before she even realized what had happened. Donovan reacted and
pushed her hard with both hands. As she fell to the ground, she
tried to balance herself, but fell onto the hard floor. When she
landed, she was stunned, and then began to cry. Donovan laughed as
if it was the funniest thing that he had ever seen. He was still
laughing as Jericho slammed into him from behind. Together, a
tangle of arms and legs, they pitched forward and knocked several
other people out of line. Jericho had Donovan by the hair and began
to repeatedly slam Donovan’s face onto the floor.

He never even felt the touch of the
Guardian’s control stick, until it brought on a sizzling seizure of
pain throughout his entire body. He fell to the ground as he
writhed in pain, and even as his eyes began to roll up into his
head, he could see the Guardian as it stood over him, and held the
control stick. As his vision faded he did not realize that his
bladder had let go, as his body still jerked uncontrollably from
that slightest touch of the control stick. He did not hear
Gabrielle’s screams, nor did he hear the raspy gargled moans from
Donavan as he too was incapacitated by another Guardian. He did not
hear the screams of the others in line as they tried desperately to
not be included in the altercation, or to be picked out by the
Guardians for control. He did not know the convulsions had stopped.
He did not feel the cold hard floor beneath him, as he lay in a
puddle of his own urine. He did not hear, nor feel, nor dream. He
did not even know that he no longer breathed.


Chapter 3

 


 


Gabrielle walked past the younger children as
they played in the cramped, dimly lit stairway, as she made her way
to the fifth floor where Jericho’s family lived. Though her mind
was preoccupied with her concern over Jericho, she could not help
but notice as the smallest one stood tall and tried to pretend that
he was the same age as all the rest, when in fact he was barely old
enough to walk. As she stepped past them, an older boy tossed a
handful of pebble sized glistening white stones on the dirty
landing of the stairway, as the other children looked on.

“Yep!” The older boy said. His stringy hair
hung down on one side of his dirt smudged face. “You’re gonna get
it. See?” He said as he pointed his dirty hand towards the
haphazard pattern created by the stones. “That’s what it means. My
mom knows how to tell when, but I can just tell if you’re gonna get
it. Sorry Bonita, but the stones don’t lie. You’re gonna get it.”
He said with a solemn look on his face. The little blonde haired
girl next to him looked broken hearted as a single tear streamed
down her dirt smudged face and her lip trembled slightly while she
stared intently at the array of white stones that lay at her
feet.

“Do me next, Jerry! Do me!” A small curly
haired girl said as she put her hand on Bonita’s back to comfort
her, as she left her smaller brother, the smallest of the group to
stand alone.

“Are you sure?” Jerry asked. You might not
want to know.”

“No, Sissie!” Exclaimed the littlest one from
his position at the back, no longer concerned whether or not he was
as big as the rest. His chin quivered as his tears began to flow.
It was obvious to Gabrielle that he had no desire to find out if
his big sister would ever get the plague. Gabrielle didn’t blame
him. She felt sure that no one really wanted to know.

Carefully she made her way around them in the
tight stairway, but dared not interrupt. Even as a child, she too
had played this game. But now, years later, knew it to be all too
real to call it a sham. Whether or not the special white stones
told any truth, she could not say, but growing up here required the
internal strength to face the obvious if not inevitable. At some
point in time, everyone would get it. Throughout her life she
couldn’t count the number of people that she knew, that she had
laughed with, cried with, and even loved, that had finally got it.
They were all taken away to quarantine, never to be seen again.
They had all, one by one, gotten the plague.

Once she passed the children her mind turned
back to why she was there, as she climbed the stairs. She knew that
Jericho’s father worked the dark shift at the factory and that he
would still be asleep, and would have no idea the Jericho had been
controlled. She also knew that Jericho’s younger sister would
already be home, now that evening mealtime for the day shift had
passed, and unless she had seen the incident earlier, she would
have no idea why Jericho was not home. She had to let Jericho’s
family know what had happened, and that she felt partially
responsible. She whispered to herself, as she tried to control her
emotions, she again rehearsed what she would say when she saw their
compartment door open.

“Jericho was controlled, but it wasn’t his
fault.” She said to herself for the hundredth time. She continued
to rehearse her words as she climbed stair after stair, and fought
back the tears that tried to surface. Living on the eighth floor
herself, only a few blocks away, she was well accustomed to having
to climb stairs. Even though it was tremendously hot in the
stairway, she had yet to break a sweat. This stairway had
ventilation ports on every other floor, and if you stood on your
tiptoes you could see through to the adjacent building’s stone
exterior. She remembered the first time that she had looked out of
one of the ports, how amazed she had been at how close the
buildings seemed from this far up.

She reached the landing on the fifth floor,
and hesitated briefly at the stairway door, before she opened it
and walked down the narrow hallway to the compartment where Jericho
lived. As she stood in front of the door, she mustered her courage
to knock, but did so softly so as not to wake his father. Seconds
turned into an eternity as she waited for some response. She raised
her hand to knock again, when suddenly the view port slid
sideways.

“Shh!” Rebecca, Jericho’s sister said with a
frown. Then as she realized that it was Gabrielle at the door, her
frown turned into a smile. “Hey!” She whispered excitedly. “Come on
in!” As she closed the view port and began to negotiate the series
of locks on the inside of the door. Gabrielle swallowed nervously
as she waited. As the door opened up, she stepped quietly past
Rebecca, into the tiny living area of the compartment. In each
direction, it was barely wide enough for someone to lie down. One
wall contained the door with its numerous locks, on the wall to the
right ran a low seat, the full length of the wall. The remaining
two walls were bare, colored the same grey color as the clothes
that they wore. Rebecca leaned into the hallway and looked first
down one side and then back up the other, before she pulled herself
inside and shut the door.

“Where’s Jericho?” She said as she once again
negotiated the locks on the inside of the door. “When I didn’t see
him at mealtime, I thought that he was with you.” Gabrielle took a
deep breath to calm herself.

“He’s been controlled. But it wasn’t-”
Gabrielle erupted into tears.

“Controlled? What? Jericho? Are you sure?”
Rebecca’s eyes were wide as the words began to sink in. She knew
what controlled meant. And it was something that had never happened
to Jericho. “What on earth did he do?” Rebecca managed to ask in
disbelief.

“Nothing.” Gabrielle choked out between sobs.
“I mean, he really didn’t do anything. It wasn’t his-” She
began.

“Oh, Jericho! What are we going to do? Is he
okay?” She looked to Gabrielle for answers, as tears began to erupt
in her own eyes. “Gabby, he’s okay, right?” The tears had begun to
flow, and her voice became hard to understand. “Gabby?”

“I don’t know!” Gabrielle was able to blurt
out between sobs. “I don’t know. He was there, and he had
Donavan-”

“Was it his fault? Donavan’s?” Rebecca asked
between her own sobs. Gabrielle nodded her head in acknowledgment,
as she still cried.

“That bastard!” Rebecca exclaimed.

“And then the Guardian was there, and then
Jericho…then Jericho-” She couldn’t continue, the pain of it all
was so overwhelming.

“What?” Rebecca demanded. “Tell me!”

“He was just lying there.” She cried. “Lying
there like he was broken.” She hugged Rebecca as they both
sobbed.

“I’ve got to tell dad!” Rebecca broke away
from their embrace, and almost in shock she started to walk towards
the far wall of the tiny room.

“Wait!” Gabrielle exclaimed, louder than she
intended to, still all too aware that his dad was asleep. But the
sudden rise in her voice was enough to stop Rebecca in her tracks.
She turned slowly back to face Gabrielle.

“No.” Rebecca said, as fear crept into her
face. “No. Not the plague!” She said, the tremble of fear
reverberated in her voice.

“No.” Gabrielle said as she realized what
Rebecca had implied and tried to console her. “He was controlled
because of a fight.” She sobbed. “But it wasn’t his fault.” She
asserted.

“What happened? What did he do?” Rebecca
asked, as she stepped closer to Gabrielle. She calmed slightly and
dropped her voice to that of a whisper.

“He didn’t really do anything. It really was
Donovan.” Gabrielle said as she began to explain to Rebecca what
had happened, and her tears slowly subsided. She left out the part
about the old man having been quarantined earlier, but then most
stories that were told left those parts out. Some things you didn’t
want to know until it affected you directly, at least that’s the
way Gabrielle saw it. When she finished her story she could see the
mutual concern in Rebecca’s face, whom still seemed to be under the
effects of shock, but whose tears had subsided as well. A concern
that together they would have to tell her dad. Rebecca respected
her brother deeply, and was often worried that she would never be
able to find a man as good as him in her eyes, and ashamed that if
she did, that she wouldn’t be good enough to keep him. She hoped
beyond hope, as did Gabrielle, that he was okay. That he was still
alive. As this thought passed her mind, once again the tears began
to well up. And in just that glance, as Gabrielle saw this in her
trusted friend, her tears began again as well.

“Does he get up soon?” Gabrielle asked, as
she sniffled again.

“Huh?” Rebecca asked, deep in thought as she
tried to digest what she had just been told. She tried to put
perspective on the idea of her brother being in danger, even
thought she did not know where he was, or if he was even alive.

“Your dad. Does he get up soon?” She asked
again.

“Yeah.” She said, as she stepped away. “But
it doesn’t matter. I have to get him up now.” She said, heading
over to the opposite wall.

She placed her hand on an indentation to the
right side of the wall narrow, and suddenly the wall split
horizontally at waist height. The top slid silently into the
ceiling, as the bottom slid into the floor. Inside the cramped
space were two bunks, one over another, each just large enough for
a single person to occupy, and bare except that the bottom one held
the form of a sleeping person. Seconds passed as they watched the
man began to stir. Sleepily, he rolled over and looked up at her
from the bunk. He blinked his eyes in the light as he climbed out
and stood next to Rebecca in the small room. The sleeping chambers
were just that. They were a place to sleep. Not a room, so much as
a closet, with shelves to hold the thin worn mattresses.

“Is it eight already?” Her father asked,
yawning.

“Almost.” Rebecca replied, not sure how to
tell him about Jericho. For the moment, she had her emotions in
check.

“Almost?” Her father asked, irritated. “Then
why am I up?”

“It’s Jericho-” Rebecca said, as she began to
lose her struggle to control her emotions.

“What about him?” He said looking around the
tiny room. “Where is he?” He saw Gabrielle, and said. “Hi,
Gabrielle. Where’s Jericho?” This was too much for Gabrielle, who
instantly melted into a blubbering sob.

“He’s-” She tried to begin.

“It wasn’t his fault.” Rebecca chimed in, as
her tears began to flow again. “Oh, daddy!” She exclaimed and threw
her arms around her father, who was looking more bewildered by the
moment, both from just waking up, and from what he was hearing.

“Not the plague!” He exclaimed, the fear
suddenly noticeable in his voice “Not Jericho!“

“No, daddy. No. Not the plague.” Rebecca
managed to get out, as she drew back from her father.

“He was controlled.” Gabrielle said quietly,
still on the other side of the small room, as she tried her best to
shrink into nothingness.

“Controlled.” Rebecca quietly echoed.

“Controlled?” Her father asked
disbelievingly. “Jericho? For what? What could he have-” He
began.

“It wasn’t his fault.” Gabrielle said, as she
crossed the tiny room to them.

“What happened?” Jericho’s father asked.

Gabrielle, stifled her tears, and as she had
done with Rebecca, told him what had happened to his beloved son.
Jericho’s father loved Gabrielle. He felt as though she was one of
their own, even though every family must have two children, and no
more, he was still as proud of her as he was of his own daughter.
As he sat quietly on the seat that ran along the far side of the
cramped room of the tiny living area, Gabrielle told him all that
she knew, mostly between tears.

“Well it doesn’t sound like it was his fault.
At least there is that.” Jericho’s father said to Gabrielle,
noticeably shaken from the story.

“When the Guardian stepped in, Jericho was on
top and had just knocked out Donovan. I’m sure it used the control
stick to stop the fight. But he was just lying there…” Her tears
began again in earnest.

“Do you know where he was taken?” Asked his
father. Gabrielle shook her head, no.

“That’s why we woke you up.” Rebecca spoke
up. “We thought you would want to go by the control center and find
out before you had to go to the factory.”

“Good. I’m glad you did.” He said, as he
quickly regained his composure. “Yes, you did the right thing,
Rebecca.” He turned to Gabrielle. “Thank you.” He said.

“Can we come with you?” Gabrielle asked.

“Aren’t you supposed to be home? It’s almost
eight.” He said.

“I know my parents will be worried if I’m not
there when they get up, but I’ve got to know about Jericho.” She
said.

“I understand, honey, but we don’t need to
upset your parents, either, and you do not want to be out after
curfew. You’re morning shift.” The look of disappointment in her
face must have been response enough. “I tell you what. I’ll come
back and let Rebecca know what’s going on, and she’ll let you know
first thing in the morning.” He said, wrapping his arm around her
to comfort her. “Now, get your butt moving, and get home before
curfew kicks in, or you’ll be the one getting controlled.” She
nodded, and stepped towards the door.

“Thank you.” She said.

“Now, hurry home, before your parents wake
up. We don’t want them upset at all.” He said as he unlocked the
series of locks on the door. “And don’t worry. I’m sure everything
will be okay.” He said and opened the door for her. She stepped
into the narrow hallway and thanked him again, gave a quick look to
Rebecca and headed back towards the stairway. She knew that she
would have to hurry to make it home before her parents got up, so
when she hit the stairway, she took the stairs two at a time. As
she passed the landing where the children had been playing earlier,
it was deserted. No one wanted to be caught out after curfew, and
she was glad that she didn’t have to slow down to go around them.
She hoped that if she really hurried, she might still make it in
time.

As she ran through the narrow streets of the
village, she ignored the few passers by. Gabrielle was careful not
to talk to anyone that she didn’t recognize. But she was even more
careful not to run into anyone and knock them to the ground. She
was all too aware what the punishment for hurting another could be.
Death. And not a quick silent death, a horrid public display. To be
carried out in the square, of course, for all to see. It didn’t
happen often, but it did happen. She thought about the story that
had been passed down over the years about the man who had thought
that he had the plague. He had run through the streets and stabbed
several people with a homemade knife. When they caught him, the
story went that he had been controlled, and the very next day his
punishment had begun. A Guardian had slowly, patiently, and
systematically disemboweled him at the center of the village square
over the course of two days. And at last, near the end of the
second day, he had screamed his last breath and could hurt no one
else. She shuddered at the thought of such a painful death, and
hoped beyond all hopes that Jericho would be released without any
punishment. Deep in thought she almost ran into a young man as he
stepped in front of her.

“Excuse me.” He said, as he hurried past her.
“Curfew, you know.” She glanced back at him, and quickly lost him
as he rounded the corner between buildings. She thought how
everyone looked the same. How everyone wore the same thing, the
same drab color. Even the stone buildings were made of the same
dull hue. But Jericho had changed that. He had taught her that
there was color in the world. So much more color than she had ever
seen before.

The way to Gabrielle’s building took her
right past her assigned mealtime building. Already, those that
worked the dark shift were in line for their early meal. She wished
that she had not skipped her evening meal. Her stomach was already
knotted with worry, and not having eaten just made it that much
worse. But there was no way she could enter now. It was not her
assigned time, and she had to make it home before curfew. But as
she passed the multiple lines that led inside the building, she
waved to those that she knew, and smiled as if everything was okay.
At the front of each of those lines was a scanner, much like the
ones at the factory that were used to detect the plague. As she
passed the building she rounded the next corner, and now she was
only a block away from her building. She thought that she might
make it in time after all as she picked up her pace. She was almost
out of earshot of the mealtime building when she heard a commotion
behind her.

“Be calm.” A mechanical voice said. “The
plague has been isolated. You are in no danger.” She closed her
eyes briefly as she continued to walk briskly. She did not turn
back to see who had been diagnosed with the plague. At this moment,
she didn’t want to even know. As she opened her eyes and continued
her journey, sadness melted over her face. She began to run, not
because she was afraid of being late any longer, or even because of
the announcement about the plague. She ran to distance herself from
everything. She had begun to hate her existence here in the
village, and deep down had begun to dream of a better life. There
had to be something more than this, but what it could be, she had
no idea.

That was why Jericho meant so much to her. He
could show her the new, the wonderful, the amazing, and the
beautiful things about what they had here in the village, and she
loved him for that. Her mind raced back to the glorious colors of
the sunrise this very morning. She could once again feel the wind
in her hair. She could smell the air of the beach. She could feel
the sand between her toes, and the softness of his tender kiss. His
hands on her. Those memories brought butterflies to her stomach and
warmth into her heart. That one moment could summarize all that was
between Jericho and herself. All that would ever be. The thought of
losing him was more than she could bear to think about, and knew
deep in her heart that she could never survive a life without
him.

She entered the stairway to her building and
ran up the stairs as if she floated on air. She smiled slightly as
she wondered at how the very thought of her love for Jericho could
make her feel so wonderful and light. She felt so alive and
energetic. Occasionally she passed others in the stairwell, as each
hurried either to their mealtime, or like her, to their compartment
to make curfew. She stepped aside in the narrow space as they
passed. And before she knew it, she rounded the platform to the
eighth floor, and entered the hallway that led to her compartment.
She ran to her door, and began to access the key unlock system
beside the door. She was nervous about the time, and she could see
the Guardian at the end of the hallway, as it slowly and
methodically moved towards her. At curfew she knew that the
Guardians were always out in force. They patrolled the streets, the
buildings, and the meal areas, to ensure obedience. She had trouble
with the last locking mechanism, and as the Guardian continued to
approach, she could clearly see the control stick in its hand. The
gleaming tip picked up bits of ambient light from the dimly lit
hallway, and it seemed to almost be on fire. She continued to
struggle with the lock, as her breath quickened, even as the
Guardian stepped up behind her.


Chapter 4

 


 


Black. Cold. Silence. Nothingness. There was
no sound, and nothing to hear. Not even the beat of his own heart.
No breath to feel. But maybe there was no longer a need to breathe,
the thought whispered past. The dead don’t breathe, do they?
Nothing. No feeling. Just a total immersion in nothingness. No
sense of being, or even of life. But a sense of loss. And an
overwhelming sadness. To have lived such a short time in the grand
scheme of things, it seemed so unfair to die now. No. Not to die
now. But to have already died. To already be dead, and to now think
back to what life had been like. To think of…

“Gabrielle.” Jericho whispered through his
dry cracked lips. His eyelids fluttered. Maybe he wasn’t dead after
all he thought, and at once realized, if he could still think, then
he most likely was not dead. But as he began to awaken, he wished
that he could still not feel anything, because as his mind began to
sharpen, the pain began to come. Wave after wave began to run
through him, over him, as it coursed through his very veins, like a
rage of fire that would not stop. He gritted his teeth as it rose
into a crescendo that threatened to take his consciousness away
from him again. No, he thought. Not yet. Not again. Awake. Stay
awake, he thought, as he fought the squall in his body.

Where was he? He thought, as he fought back
the ebbing tide of pain, still unable to determine where it came
from. It seemed to emanate from within, from everywhere, but now
gradually he could feel it cross its peak, and slowly it began to
subside. As it eased slowly, it became manageable, down to the
level of excruciation as opposed to that of certain death. He
slowly opened his eyes. Dark, he thought. Total darkness. Or was he
now blind? Could that be it? Not dead, but blinded?

Once again the control stick touched Jericho
on his side, and sent an instant wave of agony throughout his body
and a wave of nausea through his stomach. He screamed as he had
over and over again in the last two hours as he had been
interrogated. He remembered it all too well now, as his body
tightened every muscle in response to the electric pulse. His back
arched to the point that he thought his spine would break, before
the current finally stopped. He remembered now, how earlier he had
wished that the control stick was set to a higher power, at least
that way he would pass out and not have to endure the pain.
Evidently his tormentor had done so, hence, why he had been
unconscious.

“Admit your disobedience.” The voice of a
Guardian said from somewhere in the dark. It was unemotional,
unfeeling, unprovoked, and unrushed. It was patient. It waited. It
came again. “Admit your disobedience.”

“I’ve already told you.” Jericho said weakly,
as he breathed quite hard now. He could feel and hear his heart
beat now, as it thrummed loudly throughout his head that ached as
much as his muscles.

“You have not admitted your disobedience. To
not obey is against the rule. The rule is law. Disobedience must be
punished.” Silence. Darkness. No sense of movement.

As the pain began to subside from the latest
touch from the control stick, his breathing began to return to
normal, and the ache in his head seemed to relax a bit. He opened
his eyes wider now, and realized there was the tiniest bit of
ambient light in the room. Not much, but just a little, which as
his eyes focused, allowed him to see the dark form of the Guardian
as it stood directly in front of him. Its control stick was
extended and was now just inches from his chest. He could not feel
his arms but he knew they were there, shackled behind him in the
chair where he now sat. He could not feel them, because the
circulation was cut off from the way that he was positioned. Only
occasional waves of a tingling sensation came from that area, as he
carefully shifted his position to ease the pain in his back. How
long had he been here, he thought?

“Look, I didn’t want to cause any-”

“Silence.” The Guardian said in its monotone
mechanical voice. Jericho shut up. Seconds passed, and Jericho felt
the Guardian move and braced himself for yet another touch from the
control stick. He shut his eyes, clamped his jaws, and tightened
his back. But nothing came. Nothing. Darkness. Silence. He relaxed
a bit and opened his eyes again. The dark shadowy form of the
Guardian appeared to be in the same position. It had not moved. He
thought his eyes must have played tricks on him in the dim barely
noticeable light. He looked around in the darkness this time, but
could not make out the size of the room, or any features
whatsoever. Just the shadow of the Guardian as it stood before him.
Suddenly there was an explosion of brightness. He quickly shut his
eyes, but was too late to stop the searing light that now burned
his eyes, and blinded him. Even with his eyes tightly shut, he
could tell the room was ablaze in light. As the seconds ticked by,
he thought maybe he might be able to squint just a bit, and get a
look at the room he was in, and just as he had decided to attempt
it, he was submersed in total darkness again.

“Admit your disobedience.” The Guardian said
once more. Flat. To the point. And then, silence. Stillness.
Darkness. He opened his eyes again, still blinded by the brightness
from before, but the pain had stopped. He sat there in the dark,
surrounded by total silence, though he knew the Guardian was just
inches away, with its control stick extended, and yet nothing
happened. It seemed to last forever. The nothingness. The silence.
The waiting. As his vision slowly became acclimated to the darkness
again as the minutes passed, he strained to hear even tiniest sound
within the room. To see if he might be able to hear any motion from
the Guardian that would at least warn him of movement. There was
nothing but silence. Total and complete silence. He thought of
Gabrielle, and hoped with all his might that he would see her
again. That he would live through this agonizing torment. That the
Guardians would realize that it was Donovan that had caused the
problem. That it had been Donovan’s fault. That they would let him
go, and he could go back to Gabrielle. That he could see her again.
See her smile. Hear her laugh. Touch her once again. He turned
inside himself in the darkness and remembered the sight of the
dawning sun, and her face, and her reaction to that amazing beauty.
The way she had moved, and had smiled. The way she had smelled. Her
laugh, and the breeze in her hair. The way the sun had begun to
light up her face. It had been paradise. Paradise shared. Paradise
loved. And he knew how he loved her. Her every move. Her every
word. So moved was he, that a single tear leaked beyond his eye,
and trailed slowly down the side of his cheek.

Though he could
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